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ABSTRACT
LET'S WORRY THE LINE:
BLACK RADICIALISM AND THE BOURGEOIS IDEAL
By
Phvilis Lvnne Burns
This dissertation addresses the influence of Black Radical theory and activism on
African American literature and Black culture in North America. A theoretical analvsis
of the Black Panther Party and the Black Liberation Army provides space to critique the
ideals of “racial progress™ advocated by the Black bourgeoisie. Thus. the dissertation
questions readily assumed theoretical frames espoused through Black middle-class
ideologies. 1 argue that the Black bourgeois ideal is based on the foreclosure of the
possibility of self-defense in response to racial violence. and. more generally. the
marginalization of the Black majority based on an ideological collusion between white
America and the Black “elite.™ Through a comparative examination of chattel slave
narratives and neo-slave narratives‘novels. the project connects these texts by critically
engaging late twentieth-century Black liberation activism and its opposition to
mainstream and Black bourgeois models. An examination of ideas emerging from the
Black Power Movement provides a comprehensive investigation of underrepresented
texts within the Academy. This project looks at the insights of Assata Shakur. Elaine
Brown. Huey P. Newton. George L. Jackson. and Robert F. Williams along with the

testimonies of Frederick Douglass. Harriet A. Jacobs. and Mary Prince in addition to the



literature of Gloria Nayvlor. Sherley Anne Williams. Toni Cade Bambara, Toni Morrison.
and Sam Greenlee. This array of texts in turn creates space to re-formulate traditional
investigations of chattel-slave narratives and African American literature and. further. to
analyze the continuum of liberation efforts historically and their link to Black youth

culture in the contemporary context of North America.
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Introduction
The Malfunction of “*Progress”

In late 2005 America was in mourning. Rosa Parks, celebrated as the “Mother of the
Civil Rights Movement”™ died n Detroit, Michigan at the age of 92, Reports of her life,
depicted as a legacy, dominated news coverage for weeks with artenton drawn, of course, to
that “fateful” dav on December 1, 1955 in Montgomery, Alabama when Parks was arrested
and jailed for violating scgreganon laws when she refused to relinquish her bus seat to a
white man. News agencies worldwide spoke of her single act of non-violent, dignified
rebellion that triggered the “Montgomery Bus Bovcott” which led to a court ruling
descgregating public transportation in Montgomery. It was reported that the body of Rosa
Parks, who had received a “NMedal of Freedom” from former President William Jefferson
Chnton and was awarded the Congressional Gold Medal, would lie in state for public
viewing at two churches: St. Paul AMI in Montgomery, and St. Paul AMIE in Washington
D.C.. as well as at the Charles H. Wright Museum of African American Historv in Detroit
and 1n the rotunda of the Lincoln Memorial in Washington, D.C. - In further homage to
Parks, the U.S. Housc of Representatves and the Senate voted to re-name the Federal
Homecland Security Office in Detroit the Rosa Parks Federal Building. President George W
Bush ordered all federal flags across the naton to be lowered to half-mast on the day of her
funcral, which took place m Dertroit. President Bush did not artend the funeral.

The narranve surrounding the acuvism and culogy of Rosa Parks reveals a great deal.
It not only speaks to the rhetorical strategy underlining America’s relationship with Black
political activism, but 1t also exposes the objectives of “racial progress™ espoused by Black
bourgeors ideology. What lurks undernceath this narraritvizatnon of Parks 15 a network of

sinister duplicity. Park’s death has served the natnon well. Although mourned, her demise



was utihzed as a symbol to mark the glorious end of an era when the strife of racial
discriminauon plagued the nanion. The nauonal attennon paid to this Civil Rights proneer
and the respect bestowed upon this “real apostle of the non-violent movement”' indicated
for many that racism now only resides 1 a distant past. Her memoral services, held in both
the North as well as the South, were attended by varous heads of state. Even the President,
who comes under conunual fire for his ultra-conservausm, was said to have understood the
magnitude of this woman'’s passing and ordered the navon to mourn. Finally, Parks holds
the distunction of being the first woman and the first person of African descent to lic in stare
in the naton’s capital. Nonce of these events could have taken place in vears past. And so
the logic proceeds that America has learned 1ts lesson and as result we now dwell in racial
harmony. s for the Black elites, they were vindicated. One of their own had proven them
right. The nanonal reverence for the woman who had once served as a chapter sceretary of
the NAANCP, and had toppled segregation with a dignified non-violent defiance, indicated
that the nanon had realized the error of its wavs. Non-violence was the pathway ro freedom
and contrary to nanonal senument, Blacks were worthy and capable.

Both the manner in which Parks has been venerated within the natonal
consciousness and symbolized by the Black bourgeoisic comes at the expense of an absence,
if not a calculared dismussal, of kev information on the part of both enutes. In terms of her
refusal to give up her scat, Parks was not the first person to do so.” Instead there were iy
Blacks who had previously refused to give up their scats and many others who had violated
various Jim Crow laws not onlv in Montgomery, but 1n other Southern locales as welll Yet
Parks was afforded natnonal attention for several specific reasons.  In one instance, her act
of rebellion, an embodiment of non-violence, made white America comfortable. Robert

Wilhams (Negroes ot Guns 19625 1s just one of many Black acuvises to engage the subjeet of



pohtcal violence. Throughout his narranve Williams explans how whire America
monopolizes violence i that it conunually levels physical attacks against Blacks whenever 1t
senses that the racial order is threatened, but when Blacks respond by meeting violence with
violence, they are immediately eriminalized, killed with impunitv, and deemed psvchouc for
engaging 1n acts of sclf-defense. Therefore, politieal violence 1s designated as the exclusive
right and privilege of white America. Dhoruba Bin Wahad (“Sull Black, Sull Strong™ 1989}
provides a similar argument. The former Black Panther leader discusses how histoneally
revenge 1s the solution when whites are killed by people of color, while “peaceful
reconcthaton™ 1s caUcd for when Black people die at the hands of whites. Secondly,
Williams, who was the NAACP chaprer president in Monroe, South Carolina discusses the
NAACPs philosophy of political violence and armed self-defense. The national
organization suspended Williams for six months when it learned that the Monroce chapter
was advocatng and using armed weapons to defend the Black community from Ku Klux
Klan and local police assaults. Thirdly, Williams also asserts that the NAACP did not look
favorably on his particular chapter, because, as he explains, “we ended up with a chapter that
was unigue the whole NAACP because of a working class composition and a leadership
that was not muddle class™ (14).

Once of the principal founders of the NACCP was W.E.B. DuBois, the Afnican
American Harvard scholar whose “Talented Tenth” theory galvanized Black elites into
adopring a version of the “white man's burden.” According to DuBois. a “natural
aristocracy” comprised of ten percent of the Black population in North America would
bear the burden of elevating the race. Through their exemplary work in the lofty fields of
science and the arts. this “Talented Tenth.” defined also as these “exceptional men.”

would. as the vanguard. demonstrate that Blacks possess the capacity to become full

(9]



participants in American society. However. an analysis of this ideology of “racial uplift.”
which is based on the presupposition that it is the moral prerogative of the middle class o
re-make the working class in their own image. reveals the svmbolic reliance of the black
bourgeoisie on the continued existence of the “lower™ classes. In this dissertation, I argue
that the bourgeoisie can envision freedom and equality only according to a paradigm of
ownership. which requires the svmbolic. and often literal. sacrifice of the “unregenerate™
classes of Black Americans. The Black middle class. in other words. is only capable of
defining itself and distinguishing itself from the “lower™ classes through a psychic
economy of sacrifice: once again. a mentality that is fundamentally a variation of the
“white man’s burden™ tailored to fit Black men. If only ten percent were deemed worthy.
the remaining 90 percent of the Black population were envisioned as doomed. and this
segment. it scems. could be sacrificed for the good of the ten percent. The theory worked
to reinforce an “Us v. Them™ mentality among Blacks in North America. and. in turn. the
NAACP - the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People — was re-
titled by those in the ninety percent as the “National Association for the Advancement of
Certain People.™

Rosa Parks epitomized this class of Black elites and quelled white America’s
psvchotic fears of violence-prone Blacks. In her memoir, 7he Montgomery Bus Boyvceott
and the Women Who Started I (1987). Jo Ann Gibson Robinson. former Women's
Political Council president. an organization of Black middle-class women. describes
Parks as “"a medium sized. cultured mulatto woman: a civic and religious worker. quiet
and unassuming. and pleasant in manner and appearance: dignified and reserved: of high

morals and a strong character™ (579-80). “Cultured.” "quict.” and light-complexioned,



Parks was. for Robinson. a paradigm of virtue. As a young adult. Parks attended
Alabama State College. She found work as a tailor’s assistant at the Montgomery Fair
department store and worked part-time as seamstress for a local white family in addition
to fulfilling duties as an NAACP chapter secretary. She married Raymond Parks who
earned his living as a barber. and in 1937 the couple moved to Detroit. Years later she
co-founded the Rosa Parks and Ravmond Parks Institute for Self-Development. a youth
organization that advocated education and participation in the electoral process. Her
former pastor at Montgomery's St. Paul AME recalls how Parks often greeted voung
people at the church where she offered the instruction. "Don’t be bitter. be better™ (Kurth
2003).

My dissertation. “Let's Worry the Line: Black Radicalism and the Bourgeois
Ideal.” provides an analysis of the ideals of “racial progress™ advocated by members of
the Black elite such as Parks and Robinson and embraced by mainstrcam America. |
argue that this ideal is based on the foreclosure of the possibility of self-defense in
response to racial violence. and. more generally. the marginalization of the Black
majority based on an ideological collusion between white America and the Black elite,
both of which are evident in the elevation of Parks to an icon of racial harmony. My
project discusses at length how Black bourgeois sentiment arises out of a need to
establish an identity that aligns itself with white America. Therefore. the idea of cluss, as
itis discussed in this project. is not grounded exclusively in material wealth, but rather a
symbolic identification.

Within this frame [ critically engage chattel and neo-slave narratives together with

late twentieth-century African American literature and Diaspora Studies to formulate an



analvsis of Black liberation struggle and its opposition to mainstream and Black
bourgeois ideals of racial progress. My examination of ideas emerging from the Black
Power Movement allows a comprehensive investigation of underrepresented texts within
the Academy. I call into question readily assumed theoretical frames espoused through
Black middle-class ideologies. This in turn creates space to re-formulate traditional
investigations of chattel-slave narratives and African American literature and. further. to
analyze the continuum of liberation efforts historically and their link to Black youth
culture in the contemporary context of North America.

[ open my dissertation with “Covering Condemnation and Those Bones.”™ The
chapter provides a reading of former Black Panther Party lcader Elaine Brown’s The
Condemnation of Linle B (2002) together with an explication of Toni Cade Bambara's
novel. Those Bones Are Not My Child. While Brown provides a meticulous investigation
of the national incarceration rates of Blacks in North America. Bambara's epic novel
addresses the “Atlanta Child Murders.™ Both texts are instrumental in drawing attention
to the era of “New Age Racism™ and the duplicity of “racial progress.”™ The authors
expose how a socioeconomic order in the U.S. is founded on the vilification and
cradication of economically poor Blacks. The chapter. titled “Covering Condemnation
and Those Bones.” begins with an analysis of mainstream reviews of Condemnation and
concludes with an examination of the formal qualities of Those Bones.

Through engaging in an analysis of the figural structure of the novel. |
demonstrate how Bambara disrupts the difficult gap between “us™ and “them™ that the

figure of bourgeois progress uneasily assumes. In particular. I examine how the narrative

voice of the novel’s “Prologue™ addresses the reader with the second person singular



pronoun. “vou.” while narrating the events surrounding the murders. By addressing the
reader in a personal tone that incorporates him or her into the community of poor Blacks.
the narrator problematizes the discourse on Blacks and crime that frames popular
understandings of the story. etfectively forcing the reader to question complacent
assumptions about divisions of race and class that determine rhetorical norms of
objectivity in the media.

The second chapter. “African American Fiction in Retrospect: Black Radical
Thought Examines Black Bourgeois Ideology.” offers a survey of late twentieth-century
African American fiction. The discussion here concerns the dismissal of radical political
activism by Black bourgeois adherents. [ argue in this chapter that African American
writers, beginning with narratives of chattel slavery, have traditionally analyzed systemic
racism in the United States. but a departure emerged in late twentieth-century when Black
novelists began to expand this inquiry. Their focus now included a critique of the
collusion of the Black bourgeoisie. I assert that late twentieth-century Black writers
expand this theme because they were greatly influenced by the Black Power Movement
in North America. The chapter critically engages the theory and praxis of the Black
Panther Party (BPP), which takes its philosophical cue. most notably. from Frantz
Fanon's The Wreiched of the Earth. Contemporary writers such as Gloria Naylor. Sam
Greenlee. Toni Morrison. and Sherley Anne Williams produced a body of literature that
incorporates the principles of Black radical theory to challenge ideals of “racial progress™
and re-define bourgeois understandings of black history and literature. These authors are
particularly concerned with re-defining the concept of “slavery™ not as a marker of

historical progress, but as a concept that meaningfully defines the condition of Blacks in



contemporary America. This re-conceptualization of the relationship of Blacks to both
American history and contemporary culture also calls for a re-evaluation of revolutionary
violence as vehicle for change.

In "Let’'s Worry the Line: Ending the Service of Black Women in the Literary
Imagination.” I employ a psvchoanalvtic textual analvsis to destabilize conventional
interpretations of “classic™ texts. written by men. which have been used to define the
African American literary tradition. In the previous chapters I argued that poor Blacks
are continually sacrificed in order for the Black middle-class to attain and maintain
positions of symbolic equivalence to the white middle-class. Similarly. within Black
literary theory. liberation has been positioned as the prerogative of male authors. But
scant attention has been paid to how bourgeois theories of male liberation are based on
the surmounting of the freedom’s Other. chattel slavery. through the unconscious
identification with white male “masters.” particularly during moments of the sexual
oppression of Black women. Against this tradition of achieving freedom through the
disavowed identification with the master class. I position texts by Black female authors
including Sherley Anne Williams and Pearl Cleage. which envision violent acts as
potential forms of praxis. mediating the relation of thought and action by performatively
re-defining the conceptual frame of liberation.

The fourth and concluding chapter. =*Our Presence is Felt Like the Black Panther
Movement': Hip-Hop Rides with Black Radical Momentum.”™ engages an analysis about
the generational links that formulate Hip-Hop. The chapter examines Hip-Hop's affinity
with the theory and praxis of the Black Panther Party and the Black Liberation Army. It

situates Hip-Hop as Black vouth culture-knowledge. Hip-lop is the conduit through



which Black vouth culture celebrates itself. comprehends its sociopolitical history. and
re-creates spaces of defiance and resistance. In this chapter. I reject the mainstream
notions that Hip-Hop is “nihilistic noise.”™ Such blithe dismissals of Hip-Pop in fact
reflect a disavowed recognition that Hip-Hop provides a space of self-definition for Black
vouth that often categorically rejects mainstream definitions of what it means to be Black.
Artists such as Dead Prez. Immortal Technique. The Coup and Dave Chappelie produce
works that specifically address the socioeconomic predicament of those residing in the
nation’s central cities. the birth-place of Hip-Hop. Theyv comprehend and thus define this
predicament as war on the Black community at-large and through their artistic
expressions offer strategy for liberation. The chapter details the psvchic formation of
Hip-Hop and proceeds to chronicle the revolutionary ecstasy that defines this cultural

tradition.
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Covering Condemnation and Those Bones

A critique of reviews and articles on Elaine Brown's The Condemnation of Little
B (2002) and an analvsis of Toni Cade Bambara's Those Bones Are Not My Child (2000),
and Tavari Jones's Leaving Atlanta (2002) is necessary for a discussion of racial progress
and the Black bourgeoisie since each text locates its meaning by addressing how the
Black middle class. in its aspirations to attain economic and cultural success. are quite
willing to sacrifice poor and disenfranchised Blacks. Also. significantly. the events
examined in Condemnation. Those Bones. and Leaving take place in Atlanta. Georgia a
city that i1s widely recognized as one of the nation’s first “Chocolate Cities.” Nicknamed
also the "Black Mecca.™ Atlanta. during the late twentieth-century. specifically during the
1980s. was considered an oasis for voung Black northern aspiring professionals. most
commonly known as “Buppies™ (Black Urban Professionals) who reversed the migration
trend of their foreparents by returning South to a region that was supposedly committing
“Bubbacide.” Atlanta. as Brown cites throughout Condemnation. would stand in as a
microcosm of North America. in that the city made promises to emerge as the new jewel
of the South. a “city too busy to hate.” an international ¢ity where racism was a thing of
the past and Black economic success could be finally realized by the individual. But
Brown. together with Bambara and Jones. reveal a reality about Atlanta that unveils the
operations of a class/caste system that brutally shuts out a large population of Black
citizens. Within her chapter “In the Shadow of the Dome.”™ Brown extensively chronicles
the extent to which city ofticials. both Black and white working in conjunction with

predominately white corporate and financial interests. attempt to build this Black Mecca



at the expense of destroving Black neighborhoods thev deem poor and thus inhcrently
destructive.

It is interesting to see how Condemnation has been defined. or re-defined. since
Brown undoubtedly secks to redetine the language used to analyze the wretched
condition of Blacks via the city of Atlanta that ultimately stands in to discuss the
condition of Blacks in all of North America. She examines the case of Atlanta-born
Michael Lewis. and the incarceration of Black children as adults in general in order to
resist the national criminalization of Blackness. Within her chapter. “The
Abandonment.” Brown directs our attention to emblems of Black bourgeois “success™
who have played a secondary and vet. a highly pivotal role in the vilification of Blacks
through careers built on the denigration of Black resistance and struggle even though
their positions of power were realized through this legacy. Bambara and Jones direct
their sights toward Atlanta’s Black community, which was held under siege when
numerous Black children were kidnapped and murdered during what is now called “The
Atlanta Child Murders.”™ Both novels allow space to take on the breadth of city politics
and community organizations which all conspired to treat the murder of Black children as
a necessity within a quest to maintain the fagade of a prosperous Black middle-class

haven.

The Condemnation and Abandonment
Dead Prez. or DPZ. rap about the blend between revolution. liberation. and self-
determination. and in one of their cuts the duo issues a proclamation from Hip-Hop that

leads me to think immediately of Brown's opening line in 4 Taste of Power. her narrative



chronicling her activism as Black Panther Party leader. DPZ says that “Freedom ain’t
gonna come til we regulate em™ (“Turn Off the Radio.” 2000b). The duo, consisting of
rappers M-1 and stic.man. take their philosophical cue from the Black Panthers who
initiated a strategy of self-determination that called upon Oakland. California’s Black
community to address police brutality by activating a program to monitor and patrol local
police. Panther members. armed with loaded weapons. cameras. tape recorders. and law
books. began monitoring police patrols. By regulating cops. the BPP took the first step in
demystitving state authority in which “[pJeople would see members of the [Black
Panther] Party standing in their defense against the hated representatives of the white
power structure”™ (Abu-Jamal 2004, 43). This critical concept of re-appropriation is often
missed. if not dismissed. in popular/mainstream discussions concerning African
American resistance in the United States. What DPZ learned from the Panthers and what
they reissue now ncarly forty vears later is that liberation for Blacks in North America.
throughout the Diaspora. and on the Continent. must be defined by those held in bondage.
Liberation/freedom must be seized by the enslaved. not granted by the enslaver. since the
enslaved must determine themselves for themselves.

Brown. the first and only woman to serve as Black Panther Party (BPP)
“Chairman.™ introduced readers to her 1992 narrative. 4 Tuste of Power. with the line -
the one declarative statement that always manages to annoy mainstream feminists and
neoliberals at-large who charge Brown with investing in masculine images of power: 1
have all the guns and all the money™ (Brown 1992. 3). Yet. Brown’s assertion always
inspires me and directs my attention to her re-inscription of the BPP stance of self-

determination and self-empowerment. Now. Brown's The Condemnation of Little B.



written ten vears after 4 Tasie of Power. and more than 30 vears following her activism
as a Panther leader. again announces her presence and keen comprehension of what it
means to be Black in America. Brown chronicles the U.S. Black social condition and. in
so doing. she offers a vital strategy of self-determination/self-definition to destabilize
racist policy and public sentiment emploved to hold Blacks in bondage.

The link between chattel slavery and prisons is outlined clearly by the 13th
amendment to America’s Constitution. It is a legality that does not abolish slavery at all:
itsimply redefines slavery: “Neither slavery nor involuntary servitude. EXCEPT as a
punishment for crime whereof the party has been duly convicted. shall exist within the
United States. or any place subject to their jurisdiction.”™ To make Condemnation’s case.
Brown recalls this often misread amendment in addition to quoting W.E.B. DuBois. who
wrote in Black Reconstruction: “For there began to rise in America in 1876 a new
capitalism and a new enslavement of labor.”™ Brown maintains that staggering high
numbers of Blacks were “looming as part of a new scheme of convict labor. free labor in
America. on which DuBois had so profoundly retlected a century before™ (349). The
United States has the largest prison population in the world with more than two million
people incarcerated. and. as Brown explains: “By the end of the millennium. blacks.
about 12 percent of the population. represented 46 percent of all prisoners in the United
States of America™ (352). According to U.S. Census reports the state of Georgia has the
highest prison population. In a state where Blacks make-up 28.7 percent of the
population. they represent 34 percent of probationers. 44 percent of parolees. and 66
percent of the people in the state’s jails and prisons. Moreover. adhering to a national

trend. inmates are exploited as a source of cheap and free labor. and within this insidious



scheme. inmates, who are disproportionately Black nationwide. are enslaved by
numerous private corporations that contract with government agencies to hire or “farm™
inmate workers. Brown further writes that. in order to create jobs and to attract these
corporations, “economically impoverished cities and towns lobby for prison construction
—a scheme that necessarily requires more prisoners™ (333).

And it is through Condemnation that Brown meticulously investigates the
conviction of then 13-vear old Michael Lewis. nicknamed Lirtle B. a Black child born and
raised in Atlanta who is held captive in Phillips State Prison in Georgia. Michael serves a
life term as an adult on trumped-up first-degree murder charges. He was arrested in 1997
for the death of Darrell Woods. also Black. a 23 year-old husband and father of two sons.
who was. after his death. continually glorified by the local press as a consummate “family
man.” Woods was fatallv shot while sitting in his car as his wife went into a grocery
store to buy a soda. But Michael’s case. as Brown reveals. was ludicrous from the word
“00.” His conviction. and the conviction of Black vouth in North America overall.
emerges out of

new social and political policies rife with racism. particularly in relation to crime

and punishment. These latter day theories about black boys are rooted in the

culture of American slavery. wherein the black male was identified as inherently

wn

savage. an immoral or amoral being possessing a bestial nature. and thus by
nature inferior to whites and fit only to serve as a slave. (Brown 2002, 102-3)
Brown does more than zero in on the public condemnation of voung Black males:

she also looks at how mainstream notions work to vilify voung Black females. Brown

tells us about Shawntello Young. also from Atlanta. who lost her eight-month old

14



daughter. Tameka. when her child choked to death after swallowing a cockroach. Local
news agencies. as in the case of Michael. were quick to condemn 18-vear old Shawntello
as just another Black teen mother. ill-equipped to take proper care of a child she should
not have had in the first place. While Black male youth have been envisioned as
criminal. a “menace to socicty.” Black female vouth are made to be criminals in part
because they're perceived to be sexually promiscuous and irresponsible mothers. Brown
writes there was a broad public indictment levied against Shawntello since it was readily
assumed that Tameka diced because her mother either neglected or abused her baby.
There was no recognition that Tameka choked to death because of conditions brought
about by poverty. The poverty was itself widely ignored. or viewed as a simple
inevitability. Brown explains:
This implicit distribution of personal responsibility to black mothers themselves
for the death of their babies. a variation on the themes raised in the death of
Shawntello Young's baby. evades the more compelling objective realities. In the
case of Shawntello Young. this evasion went not merely to the issue of the gross
neglect on the part of the AHA [Atlanta Housing Authority] with respect to
maintenance of Perry Homes. It also had to do with the total environment of
poverty and neglect to which Shawntello and Tameka and all the other Perry
Homes children had been subjected. (98)
The Fulton county assistant medical examiner. John Parker. who performed the autopsy
on Tamcka's body remarks how “impress[ed]™ he was of Tameka's cleanliness: a remark
that steers the public to assume that the child should in fact be dirty (94). Moreover. on

the very day Shawntello buries her daughter. Renee Lewis Glover. AHA exccutive



director. held a press conference where she presented a police report which was meant to
substantiate her claim that not onlyv did Shawntello stand by and watch her daughter play
with the cockroach. but even more. Shawntello watched her daughter choke to death.
And to drive vet another nail into Tameka’s coffin. Perry issued an AHA inspection
report “in which the Young family had been given "failing and unsatisfactory
housekeeping grades™ (98). In the case of Michael. the court dismisses the fact that
agencies put in place to assist Michael summarily failed him. In the case of Shawntello.
we are supposed to ignore the reality of her living in a housing project that federal
agencies run as slums. More specifically, as Brown details. the public is also supposed to
ignore the fact that the Herman E. Perry Homes project. where Shawntello and her baby
lived. was in such wretched conditions that the AHA was. at the time of Tameka's death.
seeking approval to demolish it. Perrv Homes was surrounded by a battalion of neglected
filth: yet. Shawntello is made wholly responsible for the death of her child even as she
shares space with a city park overrun with vermin (the site of repeated rapes). a sanitation
landfill. and a highly polluted river (99-100).

Overall. Brown targets Michael and Shawntello’s cases in order to confront “New
Age Racism.™ and its very emergence. She thus details the link between chattel slavery
and neo-slavery. of which the prison industrial complex is an integral aspect. Exposed is
the racial brutality inherent in American consciousness. a consciousness that always
defines crime as inherently Black and “evil™: mainstream media statistics as wholly
objective: federal agencies or agendas as compassionate if. unfortunately. overwhelmed:
and. finally. presidential politics as culturally inclusive. This is a reactionary

consciousness that rests on the idea that racism. when considered “hud.” no longer exists.
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while it defines its very identity through a vilification of Blacks for being Black. And in
the end. or “in the main™ as Brown often writes. this consciousness without fail holds
Blacks completely and exclusively responsible for why our communities are besieged by
enforced poverty. and violent and racist police that are all supported by a biased judicial
svstem and government policies. Brown explains that Americans “have shifted
responsibility onto Blacks by saving “Well. if blacks are poor. there must be something
wrong with them. If they're going to prison in these large numbers. it’s because they're
committing the crimes. There's no more racism in America: they just can’t make it"™”
(Weaver E1).

Mainstream reviewers of The Condemnation of Little B. predictably. fail to
address any of these crucial points overall. Several publications miss the connection
between the demonization of Blacks and America’s political economic order because of
their inability to focus on the socioeconomic conditions that cultivate Michael and
Shawntello’s condemnation. News reports of the case of Michael’s arrest are emblematic
of this failure. The city’s leading newspaper. Arlanta Journal-Constitution, featured
articles and editorials reminiscent of the fictive news reports about Bigger Thomas in
Richard Wright's Narive Son. Even before he is found “guilty™ by a jury of his so-called

peers. Bigger is labeled by the press as the “sex-slayer™ and “black killer™ (323). In like
fashion. Michael was immediately rendered guilty though popular representation. As
soon as Michael was arrested. Mavor Bill Campbell. the third African American to hold
this post in Atlanta. condemned Michael as an “evil™ in the city (28) and the Jowrnal-

Constitution ran such articles as *“Teen Suspect a *Thug.” Police Say™ and “*Slayving

Suspect’s Brother: *He's Bad™ (361). The media. by attributing characterizations of



Michael’s criminality to sources assumed to be of unimpeachable authority such as the
police and the mayor. and sources that provide the experiential and emotional counterpart
of this “factual™ evidence of his depravity such as a family member. effectively convict
Michael at the same moment that they inscribe his accusation in the consciousness of the
public. While not technically convicted. of course. the “fact™ that Michael represents the
larger problem of a degraded Black culture defined by its criminality is established within
the public mind. Brown recalls specifically the newspaper’s editorial “Keeping Kids
from Killing™
Among the proliferation of Journal-Constitution editorials written about Michael
was one published only a week after his arrest, which developed the syllogistic
conclusion. supported by nothing more than its two cited cases. that Michael was
the latest exemplar of a new breed of “scary™ kids. These were “young killers . . .
living outside the bounds of normal social interaction. tiny thugs who would kill
at the slightest insult — or sometimes without any provocation.”™ (29)
By highlighting the fact that these editorials condemn Michael on the basis of (arbitrary)
analogies. Brown stresses that the evidence required by the newspaper’s editors is not
strictly empirical or logical. but the self-apparent sort of evidence that can be attached to
Michael through the application of racially-charged language. If Michael is a “thug.” we
only have to follow the tautology to its conclusion to realize that he “would kill™ for
trivial reasons. Why. we might ask. does the editor find Michael representative of this
trend in particular? How do we know that “a new breed of “scary” kids™ exists if we can
cite only two examples of this supposed phenomenon? These obvious questions are not

relevant, because the editor has effectively eliminated the problem of the growunds of his






comparison — the arhbitrariness of his analogy — by the invocation of a truth assumed to
be self-evident: the inherent criminality of Black culture. from which Michael emerges.
If, as Brown argues and extensively documents. the conviction of Michael is an event
compulsively repcated throughout America with the effect of sustaining a system of
legalized neo-slavery. it is also an event that tells us important things about the
representational practices that enable this svstem. [t is a representational practice that
need only appeal to the public’s self-evident knowledge of Blacks to effectively establish
the guilt of a Black defendant. We might therefore posit that there is something that
America experiences as inherent in the representation of Blacks that sustains the system
of neo-slavery by rendering Blacks guilty at the very moment that their Blackness is
inscribed in them — as when Michael is labeled a “tiny thug.™

Thus. as Brown notes. when the police came to get Michael. the entire city. if not
the entire country. had already held Michael. like all Black children. to be guilty — gcuilty
for his social condition. guilty for the problem of violent crime. guilty by virtue of
representing an inherently guilty condition, being Black. In “LITTLE B REVISITED:
Author Decries Tarring of Suspect.” Brown says of Michael and the city’s relationship to
him at 13: “*Nobody was there for him. There was no svstem in place. no institution in
place. So I thought at the time, "Now if he killed somebody. why is anvbody surprised?
You throw him in the sewer and now vou want him to act like he’s been nurtured and
cared for all his life?”™ (Weaver E1). During his “trial™ which lasted a mere three davs. a
statement made by Valerie Lewis. Michael’s mother. was included as keyv “evidence™

used against Michael. Ironically her statements about Michael were now deemed valid
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by the state despite the fact that. only two vears earlier. the juvenile court had declared
his mother an “unfit” mother in her rhird “deprivation hearing™ (83).

Adding to the list of absurdities was the fact that Michael had been declared a
ward of the state. At the time of his arrest. he was living on his own. and had not
attended school for two vears. For his truancy. Michael was found guilty. while the State
was deemed wholly innocent of its neglect. We can locate a similar situation in the
“disappearance™ of four vear-old Rilva Wilson. who was declared missing in 2001. As
reported ina May 13, 2002 Newsweek article, A Hole in the Safety Net.” the Florida
Department of Children Families “somchow managed to lose track of Rilva’s
whereabouts for more than fifteen months™ (40). No one was held accountable for
having lost a Black child. Florida’s Governor Jeb Bush said he was not prepared to
blame anvone vet. True to his word. the caseworker assigned to Rilva was allowed to
resign. rather than being fired or charged with falsifving government records even after
authorities discovered that the caseworker falsified reports of her having visited Rilva
who was supposedly living with the grandmother. and for having failed to file a missing
person’s report when she discovered that Rilyva was no longer living with the
grandmother.

A lack of insight appears to gencrally plague reviews of Condemnation. There is
little, if any. mention of the racism that made Michael’s arrest or Tameka's death an
inevitabilitv. Brian Gilmore of the Hushingron Post (*“The Dispossessed™). together with
the reviewer of Publisher’s Wecekly. instead charges Brown with bogging down her text

with too much historical information. Gilmore savs that the author
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provides so much information and data that at times you almost want to scream,
“Enough already!™ Layver upon laver of studies. reports and anecdotal evidence
from various sources sometimes bogs down her excellent prose. And at the end...
there is. unfortunately. no resolution to the story of Little B. (Gilmore T04)
In unison Publisher's Weekly cites that Brown: “spins a narrative . . . [in which] [t]here’s
too much history and criticism here for a quick breakout. but those same qualities will
give the book stayving power. particularly on campus™ (283). While the review. on first
read. may appear positive. it opens with an ill-placed compliment. What Gilmore and
Publisher s Weekly seem to be missing is the fact that Brown provides extensive critical
information hecause this very information has been systematically suppressed and or
misread. One of the author’s objectives is to counteract the “stealth history” so
commonly and easily disseminated through American history books and media outlets.
According to Mumia Abu-Jamal. the term “stealth history™ was utilized by Black Studies
professor Reginald Moore within his criticism of mainstream examinations of the Black
Panthers. Moore writes that “stealth history has a distinctive political objective, to
dampen. discredit and demonize the revolutionary potential of African Americans™ (Abu-
Jamal 2004. 160). With precision reminiscent of Panther strategy Brown's
Condemnation demystifies America’s “stealth history™ - a glorified narrative spoken
through a “rhetorical duplicity™ that deliberately reduces brutal conquests and
exploitations to an orgasm of American patriotism. In Brown's words this “rhetorical
duplicity™ emerges out of *“[t]he dawn of a new age of racism in which a new forked
tongue would lick the country’s wounds with new lies. as it fashions a new language

permitting America to comfortably coexist with a continuum of racism and its horrible



ramifications™ (356). Thus. an underlying question in her text. as evidenced by the
wealth of information that reviewers predictably bemoan, is what happens when the
marginalized and disenfranchised assemble because they understand and articulate the
magnitude of their oppression? What happens if we don’t? The battle is already lost if
information is deemed a “glaring flaw™ (Gilmore T04). As a matter of fact. this very
stance works to perpetuate oppression. Socioeconomic oppression positions itself to
appear overwhelming. invincible. so that resistance appears futile; victory, within this
frame of thinking. appears only as an impossibility. In terms of the Publisher's Weckly
review specifically, what is also at stake is venue, or how and where Condemnation will
and should be read. If Condemnation should become a central work in academy studies.
as the reviewer asserts. it surely needs to move outside the proverbial and exclusive ivory
tower of “academic™ study which has a tendency to examine texts with a cold calculating
eve. one unconscious of real meanings connected to the Black communities. So how
does the Black community engage Condemnation?  Essence. for example, devotes scant
attention to Brown's work in its review. Their reviewer places Condemnation within a
catalog of reviews:
Elaine Brown's 1994 memoir. A Tusie of Power -- which chronicles her rise in the
Black Panther Party — is a perennial best seller. Her latest nonfiction book, The
Condemnation of Little B (Beacon Press. $24). takes on the American judicial
system and the Black middle class as she analvses the tragic case of Little B, a 12-
year old [sic] man-child on death row [sic] in Atlanta for murder. She not only
makes a convincing case for the boy’s innocence but sheds light on the corrupt

billion dollar prison industry. (102)
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In actuality, Essence’s review is not really a review at all; it’s more of a synopsis. a
superficial and flawed one at that. While it mentions Brown's analysis of the Black
middle class and the judicial system. it spends little time thinking about why the author is
compelled to make this intervention. For this reviewer. Michael’s case remains an
isolated instance rather than a collective concern for Black youth, for Black people; and
there is no mention of Shawntello Young. which, for a publication that touts itself as a
Back women's magazine. is surcly alarming... and vet perhaps not so alarming if we
engage Brown's critique of “"New Age Racism™ and the collusion of the Black middle

class.

New Age Racism and the New Age Negro

Once we begin to seriously engage the history of slavery in the U.S. and the
extent to which this “culture of slavery had indeed survived and was still wedded to the
socioeconomic structure in [contemporary] America™ we grasp the reality that the cruel
hostility exacted against present-day poor and disenfranchised Blacks across the country
by white America and the Black middle-class is historical (Brown 210). Brown begins
by reminding us of Malcolm X ([1965] 1992) who repeatedly warned the community
about repeating the corrosive class/caste divisions encouraged by the master and upheld
by house slaves during the era of chattel slavery. The conflicts between house and field
slaves influenced by the master class is a subject to which E. Franklin Frazier devoted an
entire book. Tﬁ{;"’Black Bourgeoisie ([1957] 1997). Now writing in the new millennium,

I3
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Brown opens her *Abandonment™ chapter with a theory of house and field slaves which



allows her to explain the machinations of the “New Age Racist Agenda™ and “New Age

Negroes™
The House Slave was mostly terrified of being forced into the brutalities of the
Field. Thus the House Slave could become the obedient slave, the obsequious
slave. the slave collaborator. willing to turn on his slave brothers and sisters
in the Field or in the House. to inform the Master of any plans or resistance or
uprising.

The only slave more accommodating to the institution was the Black Slave

Overseer, sometimes called the Nigger Driver. The Nigger Driver worked the
Field Slaves and whipped them as soundly as any white overseer for laziness and
other infractions that might slow down crop production and threaten profits. The
Black Slave Overseer might even kill another slave to maintain the Master's Plan.
(210)

The author further writes that the agenda of contemporary New Age Racism might

collapse without the support of the New Age Negroes. defined also as the Black

bourgeoisie. which now embraces and emulates the practices of the former house slave.

Although the New Age House Negro. she writes, “owns nothing of significance.” s’he is
elevated to the [Master's] house on the back of black struggle. and finds his
significance in his ability and willingness to serve the New Age Racist agenda.
Indeed. his very livelihood is dependent on this willingness. a willingness to do
even more than his historical counterpart. The New Age House Negro must
round up the lazy black Field Slave, the unwed welfare mothers and their

children, the criminal predators and the rest of the postindustrial black residue.



and himself open the dikes of social Darwinism that will down this black riffraff.

those who will not or cannot swim in the new economic tide — including. and

especially. the Little B's. (212)

Brown opens her discussion of the New House Negro by returning to W.E.B. DuBois’s
theory of Talented Tenth.™ a theory the scholar himself would later renounce, but that
New House Negroes would adhere to with persistence. According to DuBois’s theory. a
“natural aristocracy™ comprised of ten percent of the Black population in North America
would bear the burden of elevating the race. Through their exemplary work in the lofty
fields of science and the arts. the Talented Tenth, defined also as these “exceptional
men,” would demonstrate that Blacks possesses the capacity to become full participants
in American society. This theory is a cornerstone of New Age Negro philosophy that
“clings to the idea of a civilized. primarily white America. to which the Black underclass
remains unworthy or incapable of inclusion™ (Brown 217).

In "Abandonment.” Brown chronicles the carcers of several Black women and
men “who had now come to be a new crop of Negroes who. positioned to actually
influence the outcome of government activity. were actively undermining the cause of
improving the lot of Blacks in America™ (220). Although the New Age Negroes had
secured their position through years of Black struggle. their emergence into public and
economic positions of power was gained through a belief that racism is a thing of the past
and therefore socioeconomic success can be achieved by the individual. But this
ideology frames New Age Racism. and thus. as “collaborators™ of a New Age Racist

agenda. the New Age Negro is quick to demonize those Blacks who have not “made it”



by disconnecting themselves from the Black community and in aiding in imprisoning and
impoverishing Blacks in record numbers.

While Brown looks at the careers of many Blacks. she zeroes in on the politics
surrounding the “achievements™ of Colin Powell. Clarence Thomas. Condoleezza Rice.
and Oprah Winfrey. She offers a comparison between Supreme Court Justice Thomas
and Chairman Powell. designating Powell as “Clarence Thomas with a gun™ (226).
Powell is the first person of African descent to be appointed by the President as chairman
of the Joints Chief of Staff. He was awarded this post in 1989 by George Bush. Sr. and
when Bush’s son. George W. Bush. seized office in 2000. Powell was named Secretary of
State. making him. again. the first African American to attain this position. In her
analysis of Powell. Brown details his military career, which consists of cover-ups and a
dedication to American economic fascism rendered throughout America’s wars in the late
twentieth-century. In her consideration of his appointment by Bush. Sr.. Brown recalls
that until Powell was named “"Man of the Year™ by Essence magazine and a photograph
of him appeared on the cover of £hony magazine. Powell had not identified himself as
Black. However, she writes.

what was clear. from the time Bush thrust [Powell] into the forefront of the Gulf

War public relations campaign. was his readiness to kill for American oil

companies and a Texas oilman who was now president of the United States. Of

the Bush administration’s campaign of all-out war against Iraq after Iraq’s
occupation of Kuwait, Powell stated that Kuwait “was worth fighting a war over™
because it “measured up” as a “regime. as a nation. and frankly. as the source of

20 percent of the world’s oil.™ (More accurately Kuwait was believed to hold 10
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percent of the world’s oil reserves at the time.) Also clear was Powell’s

commitment to oversee the thousands of his black brothers and sisters. now

represented in a larger percentage in the rank and file of the military than in the

population. and send them off to kill people who were not their enemies and die

for oil interests that were not their own. (226)
Perhaps his allegiance to U.S. policy. which “brings death. and destruction to people of
color around the world™ began during Powell’s career in Vietnam War with his
participation in the cover-up of the My Lai massacre. In 1968 hundreds of South
Vietnamese civilians. including women and children. were raped and murdered by U.S.
troops. As Deputy Assistant Chief of Staff for Operations at America Division
Headquarters. Powell was appointed chief investigator of what was then considered an
alleged massacre. Following his investigation Powell concluded that the reports of a
massacre were “false™ and he closed the investigation. Yet “[vears] later Powell would
defend his participation in the cover-up... by stating that he was ‘mystified” by those
early investigations and knew nothing of My Lai until vears later™ (227). But as Brown
also reports. Powell would take credit for his commanding the Secondary Infantry
Division in Korea. This division. comprised of Black soldiers. was deemed a battalion of
*black militants™ by the military once the soldiers levied charges of racism. Powell was
called in to bring these wayward and disruptive soldiers into line. and he would later
define and cherish the assignment “of whipping his Korean battalion into shape™ as “the
most satisfving ever™ (227).

Unlike Powell who seemed to dismiss his position as a person of African descent.

Thomas appears to have consciously used his heritage to further his career. and. in the



end. his identity politics have served the New Age Racist agenda well. It is widely
known that Thomas. who replaced U.S. Supreme Court Justice Thurgood Marshall.
earned his education through an affirmation program, having attended College of Holy
Cross as a “King Scholar.™ and that while at Holy Cross he co-founded the school’s
Black Student Union. He continued his education at “Yale Law School in 1971 at the
height of black student uprisings around the country when Yale was aggressively
recruiting blacks™ (Brown 224). Looking back upon his days following graduation,
Thomas would lament: “No one would hire me after law school™ (Brown 225). Brown
recounts. however. that Thomas’s “cagerness to serve and to be included in the status
quo™ opened doors for him. Thomas's “first government job came under the patronage of
a rich, white Republican™ (225). Missouri state attorney John Danforth, who was at the
time visiting his alma mater. Yale Law School. was looking for a “qualified™ Black to
work in his office (225). Hired by Danforth. Thomas would loyally follow the attorney
general. who moved to Washington after being elected a U.S. Senator. After Danforth,
Thomas worked within the Ronald Reagan administration in the Department of
Education and would later be appointed head of the Equal Employment Opportunity
Office (EEOC), “'the court of last resort for blacks and others seeking justice in job
discrimination cases™ (Brown 225). During his tenure with the EEOC Brown cites that
Thomas “went further than even Reagan could have imagined. nearly imploding the
whole EEOC structure. dismissing case after case. and finally reducing it to the nil
condition on which grievances could be redressed. sending blacks back to seek
employment without even the veneer of equal opportunity™ (225). She classifies Thomas

as a “New Age “Nigger Driver” who. much like Powell in Vietnam. kept Blacks in check.



and who was “willing to do for Reagan what Reagan could never have really done for
himself™ (225). Thomas's servitude was shared by the George Bush administration once
Marshall announced his retirement from the U.S. Supreme Court:

Before Thomas was nominated for the Supreme Court. blacks. feminists,
and liberals had been ready for Bush, ready to rally the nation to reject the
prospective nominee, as they had been with Robert Bork. the previous nominee.
They knew what another conservative vote in the Court forecast. Now though.
Bush was ready too. He paraded out his Negro. Clarence Thomas. announcing he
was the “best qualified.”™ wielding the whip of racism against whites who might
challenge his credentials. carrving a paddle for spanking feminists with
accusations of a “high-tech™ lvnching, and bitch-slapping blacks who did not like
it. (Brown 225)

Thomas was nominated only after Bork’s nomination had been rejected. and Thomas. the
second choice. was considered by Bush only after he had been recommended by “New
Right activist ideologues Thomas Jipping of the Free Congress Foundation and the
organization’s president. Paul Weyrich. also founder of the Heritage House™ (Brown
224). Additionally. well known “archconservatives™ “racists”™ Senators Strom Thurmond
(South Carolina) and Orrin Hatch (Utah) supported Thomas.

Thomas’s confirmation hearings were highly contested by multiple civil rights
organizations including the NAACP, the Urban League. the National Bar Association.
and the National Organization of Women. When the Thomas nomination moved to the
Senate, Anita Hill. a law professor at the University of Oklahoma who had worked for

Thomas when he was head of the EEOC. came forward with charges that Thomas had
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sexually harassed her during her vears at the EEOC. Hill testified before a panel of 15
white male senators that Thomas harassed her with inappropriate discussion of sexual
acts and pornographic films in retaliation for her having rejected his invitation to date
him. Thomas would label the hearings sparked by Hill's charges as “a high-tech
Ivnching for uppity blacks.” and Hill would later counter that Thomas's remark was
“ironic, given that he had previously chided African Americans for using race as a
‘crutch.” I think he did it because he knew how effective it would be” (*Two Years
Later. Anita Hill Revisits the Clarence Thomas Controversy™ 2002). After his
appointment as Associate Supreme Court Justice, Thomas would “do his best to shred the
black agenda™ as he “vote[d] over and over for the dismantling of affirmative action and
school integration programs™ (226). Finally, Thomas who owes his lofty status to
affirmative action programs. has steadfastly denied this option to others. While his
nomination and appointment was founded on a campaign that stressed his identity as an
American African man. Hill points out that when she was testifving before the Senate
Judiciary Committee her identity as an African American woman was deliberately
ignored because her identity did not serve the needs of the state.

Condoleezza Rice. according to Brown. is “wedded™ to the Bush family in that
she has loyally served both presidencies. George Bush, Sr. appointed Rice. the first
Black woman as Assistant to the President for National Security Affairs. Under the
George W. Bush administration she was appointed director of Soviet and East European
Affairs in the National Security Council and as special assistant for national security
affairs. She now serves as the nation’s Secretary of State. Rice. who carned a Ph.D. at

the Graduate School of International Studies at the University of Denver. and has since



been a Fellow in the Arms Control and Disarmament Program and a National Fellow at
the Hoover Institution. has explained of herself. *I'm really a Europeanist™ (Sciolino
2000). The former Black Panther Chairman clarifies Rice’s self-assessment in stating
that her identification as an “Europeanist™ goes well bevond the Secretary of State’s
linking her scholarly pursuits to her profession: rather, “[Rice’s] commitment to the Bush
men borders on sveophancy and reaches bevond academic interests and Europeanism to a
surrendering of self and soul™ (221). Speaking before the Los Angeles World Affairs
Council in 1999, where she delivered a speech titled "American Foreign Policy for the
Twentv-first Century.” Rice informed her audience that there now exists one international
economy and warned: “You'd better find your place within it, you'd better succeed. or
vou're going to lose and vou're going to lose big time™ (Rice 1999). She then. later on in
her speech. made clear that an international economy would emerge from the needs of
America’s national economic interests and not from the interests of an “illusory
international community™ (Rice 1999). Brown further reports how Rice “recalls her race
as a palliative for Bush's brand of racism and an exculpation for a history of racist
oppression of blacks™ (222). Rice often reminds us that she too has experienced racism
as when she evokes the memory. T lost a little friend in that church bombing in 1964. at
Sixteenth Street Baptist Church™ (Rice 1999). Yet while she was Provost at Stanford
University she publicly denounced affirmative action programs — programs from which
she herself had benefited as a former student. While Rice instead approves of the “new
approaches™ initiated by the Republican Party she at the same time recognizes the
wretched conditions of urban school systems to which Black and poor American are

sequestered. But in a CNN interview. Rice fails to hold government policy responsible

51



for these conditions. She offers that African Americans need to ““[g]et over it, don’t ﬁght
last century’s wars and battles... African Americans need to look at what's happening
today™ (Brown 223). Within this perspective. Rice continues with a call to Blacks to
instead dedicate themselves to hard work and a good education because as she said in the
CNN interview, "It really does not matter where you are from. only where you are going™
(Brown 223).

Rice can locate a kindred spirit in talk-show host billionaire Oprah Winfrey who
identifies her immense financial success as self-actualized and issues this proclamation
only through a denigration of the activism of the Black Power Movement of the 1960s.
According to the Mississippi-born Wintrey: “The other kids were all into black power
and | wasn't a dashiki kind of a woman. ... Excellence was the best deterrent to racism
and that became my philosophy™ (242). But as Brown summarizes, Winfrey's recipe for
“excellence™ was a well-developed campaign that caters to white suburban housewives
and white women working outside of the home. and through an agenda that persistently
and consciously ignores issues impacting the lives of Black women and their families
“even as the political agenda pounded poor Black women and their children into deeper
poverty and degradation™ (243). In order to exemplifv Winfrey's politics which would
continue for nearly two decades. Brown returns to Winfrey's first nationally televised
program that aired during Black History Month in 1987. To summarize. Winfrey
traveled to Forsyth County. Georgia to interview Ku Klux Klan members and white
sympathizers who were terrorizing locals Blacks within a campaign to maintain an all-
white community. Winfreyv's all white. pre-selected audience was allowed to participate

in the program while outside a rally of Blacks and whites protested the program’s airing.



Winfrey listened as members of the “Keep Forsvth and Dawson Counties White
Committee™ aired their grievances about Blacks living in their neighborhoods. and one
committee member told Winfrev that she would be welcome in his home anytime. while
outside protestors waved placards with the message “Like Forsyth, Oprah Goes All
White™ (243). Afier the program. Winfreyv returned to her home base in Chicago while
the violence and protests in Forsyvth continued. Winfrey would not involve herself on
behalf of the protesters or offer comment about those who were arrested during marches
against the “Keep Forsyth and Dawson Counties White Committee.” but she would take
the time to speak on the behalf of the good intentions of committee members: *“...there
[were] members of [Forsyth] who [were] God-fearing but because they'[d] been raised to
exclude blacks from their lives. racism [was] a hard thing to erase from the heart. And
there [were] people who wanted to try™ (243).

Brown writes that following Forsvth. Winfrey shifted her programming to insipid
subjects that “provide comfort for her core audience of white women™ (243). Winfrey
now features almost exclusively “lifestyle™ and “glamour "makeovers.” diets. and New
Age self-healing readings and practices and endless self-deprecating discourse over her
own weight and "nappy” hair™ (243). In addition to her talk show Winfrey also owns a
production company. Harpo Films. which in 2005 presented a film adaptation of Zora
Neale Hurston’s acclaimed 1937 novel, Their Eves Were Wuatching God. Set in the rural
South during the late nineteenth century. readers meet the protagonist. Janie Crawford. a
Black sixteen year-old girl. who lives with her grandmother. Nanny. Janie is warned by
her Grandmother who fears that Janie’s sexual desires. if left unchecked and unregulated.

will inevitably lead to trouble. As a solution Nanny tells Janie that she must marry Logan
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Killicks. a man more than twice Janie's age and whom the grandmother believes will
provide her granddaughter with a protected and respectable life within a world that prevs
upon Black women. When Janic protests. Granny delivers some of the most poignant
lines within the novel — a proclamation that will haunt Janie's adult vears and will propel
her to resist and rebel against the space a white and male-dominated world has carved out
for her as a Black woman. Nanny schools Janie:

Honey. the white man is the de ruler of evervthing as fur as Ah been able
tuh find out. Mavbe it's some place way oft in the de ocean where the black man
is in power, but we don’t know nothin” but what we see. So de white man throw
down de load and tell de nigger man tuh pick it up. He pick it up because he have
to. but he don’t tote it. He hand it to his womenfolks. De nigger woman is de
mule uh de mule of the world so fur as Ah can see. Ah been prayin® fuh it tuh be
different wid vou.” (Hurston 14)

Nanny prays that her granddaughter will not have to endure the hardships and miseries
that she. as well as Janie's own mother. has endured. Within Nanny's critique Black
women are abused and this abuse is depicted as generational and therefore inevitable.
But Janie builds a self-governed life that has at its center a community of Black women,
represented by her friend Phoebe Jackson. Phoebe is Janie's confidante and
spokesperson. The novel opens with the two Black women discussing Janie's life and
ends with Janie telling Phoebe to inform the other Black women about her predicaments
and ultimate triumph. In essence. Their Eyes Were Waiching God. is the story of a Black
woman who as a child is told that there is only one place for her in the world as a Black

woman. and vet, this Black woman confronts this disempowerment and finally proceeds
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to tell and share with other Black women that they can determine the course of their own
lives. What is at stake in the novel is a sense of autonomy. but the ideal of individualism
is wedded to and determined by a collective sharing. Without fail. these critical points
are obliterated in Winfrey's production of Oprah Winfrey Presents: Their Eves Were
Wutching God. Her rendition of the novel depicts the “universal™ woman. which means
ultimately that Janie is stripped of any cultural markers. Rather than a Black woman who
eventually matures into an independent Black woman who struggles against and defeats
the interlocking discriminations of racism and sexism heaped upon Black women, Janie
emerges in the film as “woman.” or specifically as “white woman.”™ While the film’s
official website classifies the novel as “an American classic.”™ which offers a “luminous
and haunting™ tale about “a Southern Black woman in the 1930s whose journey from a
free-spirited girl to a woman of independence and substance.” the film dismisses the
identity politics so emblematic to the text ("About the Novel™ 2005). For example. in the
novel’s opening Hurston anchors her text with Nanny’s warning to Janie of the dangers
facing. specificallyv. Black women. However. in the film Nanny's explicit warning is
excised. stripped as it were of her assessment of patriarchal oppression exacted upon the
personhood of Black women. Nanny's statement is replaced with a new millennium
proclamation: “De woman is de mule uh de mule of the world™ [italics added] Oprah
Winfrey Presents 2003). Thus. Winfrey via Oprah Winfrey Presents: Their Eves Were
Waiching God comes to adhere to what Brown announces is a foundational tenet of New
Age Racism. In this universalized rendition of Hurston’s novel. the Black woman's

voice. her persistence in denouncing and rebelling against the conflation of racism and
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sexism is covertly silenced and ignored and this silencing is able to take place. because as

Brown writes, in New Age Racism, racism does not exist.

“... the central objective remained the same: which way frcedom” 3

A Tuaste of Power and Condemnation are written to target a highly specific
audience. Moreover. the very act of story-telling is highly significant in its connection to
the ideal of self-determination. a state of consciousness that American society seeks to
deny Blacks at all times. Self-determination was rhe key term in George Jackson's
formulation for escape from bondage. Jackson explains that “Slavery is an economic
condition. Today’s new slavery must be defined in terms of economics™ (Jackson 1994,
251). Under chattel slavery. he writes. a slave was the property of one man who
“exercise[d] the property rights of his established economic order.” and the owner could
“could move that property or hold it in one square vard of the earth’s surface™ (251).
Slavery. he continues, is an “economic condition which manifests itself in the total loss or
absence of self-determination™ (251). Neo-slavery. like its predecessor. is arranged
through an economic system that benefits a “small knot of men™ (252) who exercise
property rights in their established economic order by controlling the acquisition of the
worker’s (read: neo-slave) wage. “The sense and meaning of slavery comes through as a
result of our ties to the wage,” Jackson states. since the wage must be had in order to
survive. Because the neoslave’s wage is determined by others. neo-slavery is “an
economic condition which manifests itself in the total loss or absence of self-
determination™ (252). The BPP Field Marshal proclaims: “Only after this is understood

and accepted can we go on to the dialectic that will help us in a remedy™ (232). A Tusie



of Power and The Condemnation of Litle B both function as ncoslave narratives. Both
texts are positioned to address and then resist the socioeconomic condition of Blacks in
North America. It is therefore irresponsible and dangerous to read Brown’s work as an
1solated textual event. as so many reviewers have done. Brown positions Condemnation
to be read not as the singular life story of a Black teen male. who just happened to be at
the wrong place at the wrong time. and who was haphazardly apprehended and
incarcerated as a consequence. Rather, Condemnation testifies to the political position of
all Blacks in the United States. The injustice that Michael endures has been or can be
endured by all Blacks in America. He is Us.

Consider how the “library of congress™ officially catalogs the text. For that
institution. The Condemnation of Linle B falls within the following areas:

1. Lewis. Michael. 1983 or -4 2. Murder — Georgia — Atlanta. 3. Murder in mass

media. 4. Discrimination in criminal justice administration — Georgia — Atlanta. 5.

African American juvenile delinquents — Georgia — Atlanta — Public opinion. 6.

Atlanta (Ga.) — Race relations.
Notice that "Race relations™ is listed last. and relegated only to Atlanta. as are all other
classifications with the exception of “Murder in mass media.”™ By tethering the text to a
limited geographic location. this listing contradicts Brown's assertion. proclaimed
throughout Condemnation. that *in the end, in the main, it would seem that all black
people in America live in the Bluff™ (Brown 2002. 79). Earlier. Brown identifies the
Bluff as the “black ghetto™ or more specifically. the “barracoon ...where black people

have been quartered since the end of [chartel] slavery™ (69).



Michael’s date of birth is perhaps most interesting here. The vear. as written.
points to uncertainty. The entry reads: “Lewis. Michael. 1983 or 4. What are we to
make of this unknown, given the fact that Brown, within the opening chapters of the
book. provides an in-depth historical analysis of Blacks in the South, their position as
“slaves,” and the way in which the rebuilding of the region was dependent on cheap labor
born of chattel slavery? What are we to make of this entry when we further consider that
Assata Shakur. former Black Panther and Black Liberation Army solider. opens her life
story with the following line: “The FBI cannot find any evidence that I was born™
(Shakur. 18). We can’t even stop there. Frederick Douglass begins My Bondage and My
Freedom with, *...in regard to my birth [ cannot be as definite™ (34). Behold these other
indefinites:

*I do not know how old I am™ - John Brown (Slave Life in Georgia, 324).

“I was born May 1815 — Henry Bibb (Narrative of the Life of Henry Bibb. 13).

“I was born in the state of Maryland™ — James Pennington (Fugitive Blucksmith.

114).

“I was born in Maryland. in 1812 — John Thompson (Life of John Thompson,

417).

“[ was born a slave™ — Harriet Jacobs (/ncidents in the Life of a Slave Girl, 544).

“I was born in the vear 1784 — William Grimes (Life William Grimes, Runaway.

187).

“l was born. | am not able to tell what year or month™ — Moses Roper (Nuarrative.



The entry, “Lewis. Michacl. 1983 or 4. inadvertently reads as point of identification in a
chattel slave narrative.

Brown dedicates Condemnation to Michael with the message: “For Michael/Until
vou're free.” The dedication is an integral part of this discussion as well. I think an
essential question is. **What needs to take place “until,” what does Brown require for
Michael to be free? It seems as if the author. at this key point. at the very outset. is
speaking to her readers about our relationship to Michael as well. She extensively
rescarches Black life in the U.S. for us to understand and effectively engage in the
struggle for liberation.

Condemnation continues the analvsis Brown began in 4 Tuste of Power. With
both texts she is able to fix her sight on the every-day socioeconomic predicament of
Blacks in a state constructed and sustained by capitalist white-supremacism. Brown
powerfully unpacks the mythologies of Thomas Jefferson. and dismantles the widely
perceived image ot Abraham Lincoln as the “Great Liberator™ when she recalls his letter
to Horace Greeley. editor of The New York Tribune. Lincoln wrote: “Dear Sir ... | have
not meant to leave anyvone in doubt. My paramount object in this struggle is to save the
Union. and is not either to save or destroy Slavery. If I could save the Union without
freeing any slave. | would do it™ (Brown 2002. 141). For Lincoln. the concerns of
“slaves™ are clearly separate from the concerns of the “union™ insofar that the enslaved
are not nor can ever be full participating members of the union. What's more, Lincoln’s
statement implies that Blacks in the United States are responsible for the sanctity of this
union because Blacks in America can be exploited, and held forever in bondage in order

to safeguard the continuation of his union. Just as the “3/5’s Compromise™ was a



measure that reduced Black personhood to a percentage and was initiated by the U.S
government to appease 1ts southern electorate to preserve their “"nation™ as a whole, the
13" amendment was guided by the same intent. The amendment was never meant to free
Blacks: instead. its intent was to ensure the continued exploitation of Black labor. What
essentially took place was a name change. Slavery would no longer be called chattel
slavery, for the new slavery. as Jackson writes in Soledud Brother, is “updated to
disguise™ the “plantation.” which in many respects has become the nation’s prisons
(Jackson 1994, 251). Just as Lincoln has been erroneously embraced as an American
hero for allegedly “freeing slaves.™ one of his successors. William Jefterson Clinton, has
also been erroneously hailed as the nation’s “first Black president.” Clinton is bestowed
with this “honor™ because. as Brown points out. most of us are unaware that more Blacks
were sent to prison via the U.S. judicial system during Clinton’s eight-vear reign than the
previous combined twelve vears of Republican presidency headed by Ronald Reagan and
George Bush. Sr.

Brown recalls her formative years in 4 Tuste of Power, and, of course. she draws
parallels between growing up in North Philadelphia and her political activism that leads
to her prominent Black Panther politics. Her narrative operates in the same manncr as
Condemnation insofar as she articulates what it means to be voung. Black and struggling
within a society that continually vilifies Blackness. In the opening chapter of
Condemnation Brown savs that she was anguished when her thoughts turned to how
Michael must be feeling. “suspended as he was over an abyss of absolute abandonment in

the universe he occupied™ (10). She then connects her childhood to Michacls:

40



I could remember feeling something like that myvself as a child. I could remember
trembling in fearful aloneness. feeling unwanted in a world into which | had been
born. black and female and poor, circumscribed to a Philadelphia ghetto and
predestined to isolation from the mainstream of society. a whites-dnly preserve.
(10)
The Kinship between her and Michael is keenly strategic. A Tuste of Power illustrates
how the BPP was able to name and actively confront racial oppression. Panthers
understood that racism does not function individually or anomalously: racism works well
as an socioeconomic that institutionalizes itself as “white supremacy.”™ According to the
BPP. a critical step toward liberation requires a recognition of the relationship between
oppressive social conditions and the racist economy of state power. This position is
clearly articulated in Condemnation. An essential point of the text is for the reader to
comprehend that Michael’s captivity. masked as legal punishment for a crime. works to
serve a specific purpose. Michael joins the ranks of over one million incarcerated Blacks
whose status as inmates (i.e., legul slaves) guarantees a steady work force within the
ever-growing prison industrial complex. On this note. Brown writes:
If blacks would survive. it seems we must first wake ourselves from this
nightmare and come to grips with its reality. If blacks would ever finally march
out of the hell of Monticello, where we have lived for seemingly time
immemorial, we must look away from the brutal master of this house and become
masters to ourselves. We must seize our lives and destinies and collect our dues.
The goal of freedom must return to the top of our agenda. For it is the only

business of the slave. (357)
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When Brown proclaims. “Little B is not one in a million. Little B is one of millions of
children like him in America™ (84). are we really to believe that the text is meant to speak
only of Michael’s freedom as an individual? Narratives by Black writers have never
been so exclusive in their intent. Nor have they been written without making the
audience a central part of the text. which is to say that Black narratives have always been
consciously political. They seek to impact — or better vet — activate the reader.

This “until” Brown points to in the dedication is definitely linked to the wealth of
information the author presents for our consideration. How can Michael be made free if
we don’t understand the point of his enslavement and how Ais status in the U.S. is our
status in America? How can Michael be made free if we don’t liberate ourselves from
mainstream discussions about Blacks in America that are generated by, and made circular
through a “rhetorical duplicity™?

In the end. Condemnation has earned the attention of many reviewers: however.
we need to be concerned about how the text has been read or misread thus far.

Condemnation provides every indication that the author continues the radical politics she

beg
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an during her Black Panther years. This is not a book to read and then put aside. It’s
very clear that Elaine Brown writes for liberation. The text is a call to arms. activism,
and resounds throughout her latest offering. She knows the history of Black struggle. and
that America as we know it lacks the capacity to accommodate the freedom of Black
people.

Covering Those Bones

Toni Cade Bambara's Those Bones Are Not My Child. the 609-page novel that

took Bambara ncarly twelve years to complete. and that her editor Toni Morrison defines



as the novelist’s “magnum opus.™ opens with a “Prologue™ that in itself is complex and
demanding because its formal qualities meticulously attend to the novel’s sociopolitical
intent. The novels title. a proclamation. is attributed to a Black mother summoned to
Atlanta’s medical examiner’s office to identify the “remains™ of her child. From the
outset the book’s title prm.'idcs voice to a parent gripped by terror who is expected to be
silent because the death of her child has been deemed inconsequential. Moreover, the
mother has not only lost her child. but she has also endured the nightmare of being
treated with suspicion. It is whispered and implied throughout. that this parent, along
other Black parents. are said to be responsible for the disappearance and murder of their
children. And while the title of Bambara’s novel can easily be identified as a response to
an “official™ query. it also suggests that the parent resists the terms in which the state
defines her child. By declaring. “Those bones are not my child.™ the mother refuses to
reduce her child to an objectitied “thing.”

In its entirety. the novel addresses what James Baldwin would designate in The
Evidence of Things Not Seen ([1985] 1995) as “the Terror.™ or what the general public
now calls the Atlanta Child Murders. On July 20. 1979 Edward Hope Smith. age 14, was
reported missing. Edward’s body was found eight davs later near the body of 13 vear-old
Alfred James Evans. From September 1979 to June 1981, 40 Black children were
kidnapped. sexually assaulted. and brutally murdered in Atlanta. Multiple theories about
who. or what. was doing the killing were widespread. While some believed a lone serial
killer had descended upon on the Black community. others thought the murders were
either cult motivated, child-porn thrill killings. the work of the Ku Klux Klan, or that

Vietnam veterans who sutfered from flashbacks of Vietnamese children hurling grenades



were now killing Black children as part of some form of psyvchotic retaliation. If these
theories were not insidious enough. the Atlanta Police Department (APD) was tenacious
in targeting the parents of slain children who had voiced criticism over the APD’s
investigation of the murders. The APD listed these parents. as “prime suspects.” and
forced them to take lie detector tests. tapped their telephones. and dogged their every
step.

There were. and still are. however. many theories about who was killing the
children and why. and although Atlanta resident Wavne Bertram Williams was tried for
the murders and is now serving a life sentence. after his incarceration the bodies of
murdered Black children were still being discovered. Most importantly. as Baldwin
points out, Williams was never convicted for the murder of any of the children. Rather.
Williams was convicted for the murder of two men: Jimmy Ray Pavne and Nathaniel
Cater. who both died in a manner the prosecution claimed fit the pattern of how the
children were slain. Approximately a vear after the murders began parents

staged sit-ins where they camped out in media and law enforcement offices.

demanding a special investigation of the “epidemic” of child murders. .. charg[ing]

that the authorities were dragging their feet because of race: because of class:
because the city. the country’s third-busiest convention center. was trving to
protect its image and was trving to mask a crisis that might threaten Atlanta’s

trade dollars. (Bambara 15-16)

Thus. the parents of the slain children and other adults who had organized the Committee
to Stop Children’s Murders (STOP). and then Baldwin who made a trip to Atlanta to

speak with the parents of the children. understood the political implications surrounding
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the conviction of Williams. a Black man. then 23 years old, who was arrested but never
convicted for the deaths of the 40 children. Within the city’s Black community it is
widely believed that Williams was and remains the scapegoat whose conviction and
incarceration both protects and exonerates the economic interests of a city that advertised
itself as the “leader of the New South™ that was simply “too busy to hate.” Equally
critical, Baldwin writes that Williams's “guilt™ was entirely assumed. never proven since
he was not charged with killing any of the children. and the person. or persons, who
murdered them — all of whom were the daughters and sons of poor Black families — was
never-brought-to-trial. What is clear. Baldwin charges, is that whoever is murdering the
children wants them to be found as they are. since this “brutally indifferent treatment of
the child’s corpse is like spitting in the faces of the people who produced the child™ (6).
And. Bambara is decisive on this point in that she addresses the extent to which
economically poor Black children who were then brutally murdered were treated as an
inconvenience if not a menace. and their parents were dismissively scolded and
denigrated by virtually every aspect of city operations.

Bambara writes the “Prologue™ of Those Bones Are Not My Child in a second-
person-singular narration that blends the voices of an unnamed mother and father within
their narration. The mother. primarily. discusses how community activism quickly
mobilized because. as she explains. “when mumps have been replaced by murder. alarm
is no longer a private affair™ (9). But this activism is scemingly crushed under the weight
of public policy, the circular relationship between rumor and the “news.” as well as the
collusion between state and local agencics and mainstream media. It is only later that we

learn that the mother who speaks in the “Prologue™ could be one of the main characters.
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Marzala “*Zala™ Rawls. Zala and her husband. Spencer “Spence” Rawls, a Vietnam vet,
have three children: a daughter. Kenti who is seven, and two sons, eight vear-old Kofi,
and 12 year-old. Sundiata, nicknamed “Sonny.”™ Although Zala and Spence are separated.
when Sonny does not return home from a vouth center camping trip. the couple
eventually reunites when it becomes clear that their son is missing and has possibly been
kidnapped.
But again. the author delayvs our introduction to the Rawls’, and this move. of
course. is strategic. For example. we are given the following dialogue in the “Prologue™
Your eyes strain. stretching down the block. searching through schoolchild chatter
for that one voice that will give you ease. Your eyes sting with effort to see over
bushes. look through buildings. cut through everything that separates you from
your child’s starting point — the junior high school. (3)
The author immediately situates vou. the reader. in the center of the “Terror™ — “vou™
become the parent who anxiously awaits the return of your child. and you need to know
that vour child is safe. unharmed and will return home. The use of this specific pronoun
is essential. Bambara seeks to establish empathy for the parents who were otherwise
alone in their efforts. By utilizing the second-person pronoun. she situates the reader
within the text of the “Terror.” The fear and anxiety experienced by the parents becomes
vour own. Also. as the passage indicates. you also take on what are imagined as
superhuman capabilities since you are now able to “see over bushes.” to “look through
buildings.” and to “cut through everything.” These superhuman powers are vital for the
parents who were made to feel alone because of a lack of support from virtually every

other entity outside of themselves. They were forced to fight alone against what seemed
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to be insurmountable odds. thus they had to undergo a self-transformation. As you
continue your search for vour child. the likelihood of any outside assistance quickly
diminishes since vou know vou are up against a political / historical reality that reiterates,
time-and-time again. that vour very existence. and. by extension. your child’s, is
perceived by other forces as serving only the needs of others, or more specifically the
state. So your demand for help goes unheard since it falls on the proverbial deaf ear.
because as Baldwin explains of Blacks in America, represented here as the parents of the
slain children, *[n]o one is compelled to hear the needs of a captive population™ (36).
Thus. in the novel’s beginning the parents speak to themselves. and sometimes not even
to each other. Instead they are made to feel isolated and excluded. The mother and
father each holds a private conversation with him/herself and oftentimes, this
conversation is further spilt as if the parent disconnects from. alienates. him/herself.
During the murders. the APD. taking its cue from city administrators and
economic interests. absolutely refused to examine how it played an integral role in the
disappearance and death of the children. The APD refused to listen to the parents pleas
and outrage “because. as police logic went in the summer of "79, [the year the United
Nations designated *The Year of the Child’] seven or eight deaths did not constitute *an
cpidemic’ of murder” (Bambara 5). But when the city did begin to investigate the deaths
as a collective under the Atlanta Missing Children’s Case. investigations preceded from
the premise that the parents themselves killed their children and as result. this official
assumption created a chasm between the parents who oftentimes. as Bambara depicts.
became suspicious of each other. Yet, for the most part, the Black parents knew, having

grown up in United States. that “the spirit of the South is the spirit of America™ (Baldwin
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7). STOP launched an independent investigation. because its organizers did not accept
the official line that the murders were disconnected. and they refuted the belief that their
children met their death because they were either abused or discontented/ungrateful
children who ran away trom inherently dvsfunctional Black homes.

Bambara brings to light how STOP also confronted news agencies, which
customarily portraved Black parents as “monstrous’™ and their children as “street hustling
hoodlums™ who eventually got their comeuppance (15). It is through the mother that we
learn that local newspapers handled its coverage of the murders carelessly and with
contempt. To begin, the press was slow in reporting on the killings. and when the press
finally decided to grant coverage reporters and editors repeatedly misspelled the
children’s names. and printed continuous discrepancies in the children’s ages and their
dates of disappearance. As a rule. the press did not speak to the parents. but instead
gathered all its information from the police. And the police. and the emergency response
department. as Bambara recalls through her depictions. were disruptive and callous.
When Zala first calls 9117 to report her son, Sundiata. as missing. the operator tells her
that her missing son is “Not an emergency™ (60). Zala then makes a trip 1o police
headquarters where she encounters the “Youth Division of Missing Persons™ and it is
completely unorganized in virtually every detail. An clderly man in speaking to Zala
signifies on the headquarters: “You could spend your life in here and they couldn’t even
find you here™ (63). Zala finds no comfort in the environment. The sunlight desperately
tries to penetrate the “murky™ windows whose panes are encrusted with “mold™ (63).
Even the condition of the photographs and photocopies of the missing children.

evidenced by the passage’s language. indicates vet another series of attacks against the
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victims who. personified by the photos, have attempted to retreat from the onslaught.

The pictures of missing children “are pinned to dirt-streaked corkboards gouged out by
pushpins. Some pictures were cracked and dusty. Where pushpins were missing from
corners. photos had curled up. covering the faces of the missing™ {emphasis mine] (63).
Yet despite how the police treated the cases of missing children. news accounts, both
televised and print. labeled the parents “opportunistic.” “lime-light greedy,” and their
motives "mercenary” for their having traveled to other cities to raise funds for searches
and to prompt national awareness. Later on in the novel. eight vear-old Kofi. *couldn’t
understand why such a big thing as somebody knocking over little kids was crammed
between a lot of furniture ads™ (57). Adding even further injury. one editorial. the mother
notes. described the murderer as the ** “gentle killer” — the man or woman who'd wash
some of the victims. laid them out in clean clothes. and once slipped a rock under the
murdered boy's head -like a pillow.” a reporter said. Like a pillow™ (5). The mother
condemns the reporter, the newspaper. and the readership for accepting the depiction of a
Black child’s death as comforting. which provides space for her to confront why the
murder of the child is situated in sentimental terms. and why this description.
unchallenged. has been welcomed. since the child. according to the reporter, was not. in
the end. actually harmed. but cared for. She adds also to this list of charges what the
reporter is saying about the parent(s). The murderer. or the “gentle killer.” replaces the
parent as a caring surrogate who tucks the child into bed — an image which is insulting to
the parents because again it is. like spitting in the faces of the people who produced |and
love] the child.™ For the mother. these points are self-evident. The question now

becomes. why and how are these points not self-evident to the journalist. editors. and the
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many faithful readers who will all undoubtedly vigorously defend the existence of an
objective press.

For example. in the pre-trial of coverage devoted to Michael Lewis, the Atlaniu
Journal-Constitution classifies him a “thug”™ who was an “evil in the city.” The mother
who speaks in Bambara's “Prologue™ is repeatedly outraged by how the city, even
through its seemingly mundane operations and activities. defines Black children. Take
for example two key images the mother sees as she begins her search. In the first
instance she sees a truck parked in front of a store and later on she’s threatened by a dog
rummaging through the trash. As she walks down the street toward the school. she sees
an exterminator’s truck. The driver, who is no longer behind the wheel and is unseen,
has double-parked the truck in front of a dry-cleaner. Neither the driver who is unseen.
nor the exterminator’s truck. nor its juxtaposition to the dry-cleaner. would prompt any
alarm under “normal™ circumstances. Rather, what first catches her attention is how
someone has placed a “STOP™ bumper sticker on the truck’s door. The bumper sticker
reads: "HELP KEEP OUR CHILDREN SAFE™ (4). Yet. the word “CHILDREN" is
aligned directly under the term Pest™ which is part of the exterminator’s logo. This
alignment parallels “Children™ to a “Pest.”” and even more chilling. the vehicle’s
proximity to the dry-cleaning business doubly conveys the idea that the children’s
extermination as “pest” is a cleansing. These images are no longer mundane. or even
accidental. Instead. Black children are not “murdered™ since their death falls under the
category of pest extermination. which is then aligned with cleaning. and then made
parallel to an image of comfort. according to the daily news. Also. what are we to make

of the invisible driver of the truck? Surely he must have seen how the “STOP™ bumper



sticker was aligned on the truck and realized the implications of the sticker being placed
anywhere on an exterminator’s truck. Why did he not remove 1t? But more importantly
Bambara writes that “an exterminator truck pulled up and double-parked.™ This absence
of a driver lends the impression that the truck was moving of its own volition. or that it
moves through an unseen. if not an immaterial force. If this is the intent of the truck’s
description we can then relate it to the forces rallied against the parents. What Bambara
foreshadows in her “Prologue™ is the difficulty Zala and Spence have in being able to
identify not only who can best assist them with their search. but also who or what is the
driving force behind the circumstances that have created the dilemma that they must
olvcrcome in order to retrieve their son. The exterminator’s truck was driven by
“someone.” and Bambara deliberately makes this driver unseen. if not elusive.

For the Black parent the journey is always arduous and she is attacked on all
fronts. She fights against a city that redefines the murder of Black children as a
necessity. and this assault affects her mentally and physically. But the parent has not vet
made it to the school. and the speaker. again depicted as “vou.” continues. You reach
what is the “only half-way clear path™ to the school and vour body is besieged by “nettles
and briars™ growing in the “brambled lot™ (11). At the end of the path. your way is
blocked:

Up ahead a rawbony mutt is nuzzling a pile of trash. The dog looks up. bares it

teeth. Hackles stift. if shivers itself sideways and blocks vour way. Skin that

bags below its ribs puffs out a few times. but vou don’t hear the bark. you're

breathing that hard. The dog plants a paw on a baby doll facedown in the trash.

The doll’s ma-ma box tears through its gauze-cotton skin. You grow! at the dog.

)
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vou're feeling that crazed. It moves its rump aside to let you pass. The doll lets
out a croaked ma-ma that catches vou in the back of vour knees. You plow
through a tangle of weeds and renegade vines looping up from clumps of kudzu
and scrub grass. Now that vou've passed, the dog is woofing at you. Your ears
are cocked for attack. But the mutt resumes its raid on the trash and you
concentrate on the bobby traps the kudzu has set for vour feet. (11)
The passage is both disturbing and mythic. The dog has snatched the doll from the trash
and has ripped its throat out. The doll. though inanimate. is nevertheless depicted as
crying out in horror and pain. and the doll stands in to represent a child as it cries pitifully
for its mother, who is unable to protect it. Moreover. the child is utterly objectified.
reduced to a mere piece of trash on which the dog feasts. nourishes itself. and defends as
its prey. The mother witnesses this obscenity. And because the doll/child’s anguish is
transferred to and registered on the body of the mother: a “croak that catches vou in the
back of your knees.™ she is rendered powerless in defending herself and the doll/child
against the ravenous attack of the dog. In addition. the mother’s very body is besieged as
if the natural elements have joined forces to rally against her. She must maneuver a safe
passage through a “tangle of weeds and renegade vines.™ as well as “concentrate on the
bobby traps set™ by the kudzu. Finally the “woofing™ dog itself takes on mythic
proportions. It bars her pathway to the school and guards its terrain. It is a re-
configuration of Cerberus. For the parents and their children their daily life and routines
are now submerged within a hellish world.
Parents and children quickly become the damned through a police. judicial. and

educational system that criminalizes them all. City officials mandate a curfew. and



countless children are arrested for violating the policy. When parents are ordered to
appear in court because their children have defied the curfew. parents are detained or
arrested even before they can enter the courthouse. To protect their children, fearful
mothers have begun carrying arscnals in their handbags. Equipped with either handguns,
knives. or mace, they forget to remove these safety measures from their bags before they
enter the courthouse and they sct off the metal detectors stationed at the courthouse
entrance. When parents begin to keep their children home from school in order to keep
them indoors. close-by. and safe. truant otticers call the parents and threaten to report
them to the police. And the schools become a site where children are terrorized and
made to feel even more unsafe.

This point is made painfully clear in Leaving Atlanta (2002). The novel’s author,
. Tayari Jones. grew up in Atlanta. where she attended elementary school during the
“Terror.™ Her novel focuses on several fifth-graders at Oglethorpe Elementary and
details how, in 1979, the students attempted to cope with the disappearance and murder
of their classmates and a school system that offered little if any comfort. In one scene,
the students are accosted by a police officer whose school visit is totally disruptive
because his presence only confirms the students” assumption that the police cannot and
do not want to protect them. As soon as “Officer Brown™ enters the classroom. the
narrator otfers: “No child in this room had felt safe since Jashante disappeared™ (94).
Thinking to himself. Rodney Green, a student who is later abducted and murdered.
cannot take the police officer seriously and he questions his ability: “Ofticer Brown is
softer and rounder than you imagine a police officer should be. His wide toothy smile is

naggingly familiar. Was he the man inside the clown suit at [my] sister’s birthday
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party?” (92). Rodney’s question is startling because it conjures memories of John Wayne
Gacy. Jr., known as the serial “Killer Clown.™ Gacy. a Chicago resident, was convicted
and executed in 1994 for the rape and murder of 33 boys and voung men who he buried
in a crawl space in his house. He was labeled the “Killer Clown™ because he entertained
children at block parties and hospitals where he dressed as a clown. Although of course,
given the time frame. Rodney cannot make any mention whatsoever of Gacy. the author
may be evoking this serial killer in hindsight. If this is the case. the memory of a clown
that she links to Rodney and then attributes to Officer Brown who visits the school to talk
with the students about children being murdered is absolutely frightening. Brown we
recall discusses at length the duplicity inherent in New Age Racism. wherein racist
motivations are cleverly disguised in order to present a fagade of racial acceptance and
inclusion. The clown. as evidenced by Gacy, affects a light-hearted persona that is then
used to deceive children he considers his prey. Officer Brown. standing in as a
representative of law enforcement. presents himself as a protector who serves the people.
but the students are able to unmask this disguise. Officer Brown’s insincerity is exposed
by Rodney’s classmate. a student the author tellingly names Cinque Freeman. When the
officer asks the students about safety and what they ve learned from watching the “news™
with their parents. it is Cinque Freeman who responds with. “Everyvbody knows
somebody is killing black kids™ (92).  Of course the student’s name is meant to
immediately convey a sense of rebellion and resistance since the student is named after
Cinque. the West African who was enslaved and who in 1839 gained his freedom by
successfully leading a rebellion aboard the slave ship Amistad. And while the student’s

first name connects him to a specific historical moment in Black resistance. his last name.
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Freeman. read of course as a “Free Man.” is meant to define the objective of this
resistance. Moreover, the character Cinque appears to remind us that mainstream
“news” refused to address the full implications that is specifically Black children who are
being murdered. When he reminds Brown of this point. the officer “looks suddenly taken
aback as if he only now notices that he is white™ (92). And when he reacquaints himself
with this realization. the narrator savs that Brown “looks away from Cinque™ (93). The
students, Black children who are now abandoned by the police. know that the police,
represented by Brown. have nothing useful to share. As a matter of fact, [the children]
are more fearful than ever to know that this man is all that stands between them [their]
generation and an early death™ (93).

Finally. Bambara offers a critique of the Black bourgeoisie. Bambara does not
touch on this subject in her “Prologue.”™ Rather it appears most clearly in the chapters.
“The State of the Art™ and “Foxglove and Tannia Leaves.” In the first chapter we
encounter an unnamed and unseen woman who has just left STOP offices. When Zala
climbs the stairs to the office she smells and immediately recognizes “a wave of floral
perfume. left. no doubt. by one of the many self-appointed spokesladies who were forever
volunteering their services for the poor unfortunate mothers who could not possibly be
regarded as spokespersons of even their own tragedy™ (318). This woman resembles
many who have visited the STOP office before. and as the wife of a judge. she stands for
those who envision themselves as honoring the hierarchy once espoused by DuBois.
These women are proud members of the “Talented Tenth,” for it is only through them
that poor Black mothers can hope to articulate and overcome their collective tragedy.

The narrator explains that according to the woman in the hallway. “good speechifving [is]
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done by the gentry™ (318). A bourgeois ideology dictates that a “*formal” education
creates social status and this social status carries with it the exclusive responsibility and
privilege to speak on behalf of the “race.” Within this frame, the woman also believes
that the poor have remained poor because they have not endured much: they have not
extended themselves to their limits. they have not made the necessary sacrifices to attain
material success and social prestige. Thus. when she thinks about the mothers and lhci.r
predicament she is easily able to dismiss their suffering by noting that their “drama™ or
how they will speak about their “drama.” will be of little consequence. Also. the woman,
resembling Ivy Webber. the judge’s wife who appears in “Foxglove™ chapter, is not all
concerned about the mothers. Rather. their motives are assumed to be selfish, and she is
therefore able to condemn the parents who have joined together in order to safeguard
themselves and their families. Mrs. Webber. just like the woman on the stairwell. cannot
believe that these parents do not want her assistance, that they. of all people, had the
audacity to turn her away. Mrs. Webber is outraged that the parents see her as a “paragon
of aristocratic usclessness™ (398). Instead. she believes her money and social status
would benefit their cause. and. according to her. history has proven her right: *“Where
would the race be if not for the conscientious men and women who'd built the schools.
the banks. produced the art, the wisdom. and saw to it that the laws were passed that
guaranteed continual progress?” [emphasis mine] (401).

Undoubtedly. this is where the parents and the Mrs. Webbers part company - on
the very ideal of “progress.” Because at the heart of the matter. how is progress being
defined when Black children are murdered in record numbers and their families are

terrorized and vilified when they proclaim their outrage? To paraphrase Brown. how is
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progress defined when the 13" Amendment clearly re-established slavery under a new
economic order rather than abolishing it. and as a consequence millions of Black men and
women are convicted and incarcerated? How is progress being defined when, although
Black men, women. and children. more than ever before, are able to influence American
culture and have been appointed to positions in the upper-echelon of U.S. government,
the numbers of economically disenfranchised Blacks steadily and rapidly increases? The
underlying message in The Condemnation of Litle B. Those Bones Are Not My Child,
and Leaving Atlania, through their critiques of Atlanta. “the city too busy to hate,” which
represents all of North America. is that “progress.” the fetish of the bourgeoisie. is bought

at the expense of poor disenfranchised Blacks.
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African American Fiction in Retrospect:
Black Radical Thought Examines Black Bourgeois Ideology

Late twentieth-century African American fiction provides an intriguing
examination of the dismissal of radical political activism by the Black bourgeoisie.
Traditionally African American novelists analyze systemic racism in the United States,
but late twentieth-century novelists expand this inquiry by drawing our attention to ideals
of racial progress espoused by the Black bourgeoisie. This expanded theme is due in
large part to the activism of the Black Power Movement in North America and its
attention to Black conservatism’s steadfast allegiance to a doctrine of “racial progress.”
A doctrine of racial progress or an ideology of “racial uplift” is framed by a set of
assumptions that Black bourgeois culture either refuses to acknowledge or categorically
repudiates. The Black Panther Party (BPP). taking its philosophical cue most notably
from Frantz Fanon's The Wretched of the Earth. addressed Black bourgeois ideals and
linked them with political collaboration among U.S. Blacks that according to the BPP
helped perpetuate racial oppression. The BPP targeted how ideological divisions within
the Black community inevitably deter liberation strategy. For the Panthers, Black radical
activism could never emerge from the Black middle-class because of its allegiance to
power structure which vilifies Black culture by adhering to a hostile and confrontational
relationshipiwith the working-class and economically poor.

In company with Fanon. a reading of E. Franklin Frazier (The Bluck Bourgeoisie).
Elaine Brown (The Condemnation of Little B). Toni Cade Bambara (Those Bones Are Not
My Child). and most recently Michael Eric Dyson (/s Bill Coshy Right?: Or Hus the

Bluck Middle Class Lost Its Mind?) provides the groundwork to understand the formation
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and continuance of the Black bourgeoisie. In both his introduction and opening chapter,
“The Roots of the Black Bourgeoisie.” Frazier establishes the group as first emerging
during chattel slavery wherein some enslaved. working as they did in the master’s house,
lived in a situation in which “lives of the masters and slaves became intertwined in a
system of social relationships™ (10). Frazier begins by explaining how house slaves were
subject to a type of discipline that escaped those who were slaving in the fields: “This
discipline included both moral and religious instruction. The slaves participated in the
religious life of their white masters — including family pravers and attendance at the white
churches. where a section was reserved for them™ (12). According to Frazier's
description, house slaves, while “disciplined™ in what he refers to as “European culture,”
were also taught to stay in their place. and this “reserved space™ was then deemed
exclusive and special insofar as the house slave constructed a social hierarchy built on a
“deep-seated inferiority complex™ which prompted this bourgeois class to begin
“rejecting identification with the Negro masses on the one hand. and suffering from the
contempt of the white world on the other™ (24). This social hierarchy was further
cultivated by the class of enslaved who were then selected to learn a skilled trade and
become artisan apprentices. The selection “further broadened a division of labor on the
plantation in which the intelligence and talents of the slaves found expression™ (13).
What therefore emerged from this skilled labor pool in conjunction with a clear sense of
inferiority to whites was a sense of superiority to other blacks. as if a “skilled™ trade
required inherent intelligence and talent. as opposed to field work. which was readily and
simply assumed to be the result of pure physical labor. Novelist Edward P. Jones. author

of The Known World. addresses this assumed split between intellect and body through his



character, Moses. an enslaved field hand who regularly eats dirt “'to discover the
weaknesses and strengths of the field™ (2). It’s through the knowledge of the body,
through a physical acumen of several senses: sight. touch. taste. and smell. that Moses is
able to productively manage the fields. There is neither differentiation nor ascendancy
here between body and mind: they are one and the same. In terms of the body, Frazier
also takes into consideration color consciousness among the enslaved. A fixation on
complexion gave way to an exclusive kinship. or allegiance to the master class, whose
white skin was erroncously cherished and thus envisioned as a distinct marker of
superiority. The enslaved "mulattoes.” or “mixed bloods.” who had been permitted to
hire their time and work as semi-free laborers. perhaps thought they had control over
their lives. that they were engineers of their own fate. bonded as they were by “blood™ to
their masters who were the free and independent individuals. Frazier also outlines how
enslaved women and men. sometimes able to save a portion of their wages. purchased
their freedom. We can count at least two dilemmas emerging from the act of purchasing
one’s freedom. First. it gives credibility to a “boot-strap mentality:™ the belief that one
needs only to work hard enough in order to access liberation. Secondly. we can easily
argue that purchasing one’s freedom engages a complicit act — a contradiction of
liberation since to purchase freedom upholds and legitimizes the institution of chattel
slavery. To buy one’s freedom allows the enslaver to define “freedom.” as it also
invariably accepts the idea that a person can be owned. that a person is chattel/property.

Malcolm X. in 19635, also looks to chattel slavery when speaking about definitions
of freedom: in making his classic distinction between house and field slaves. he

excoriates racial progress devotees. In his address to young Civil Rights fighters at
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Brown Chapel AME Church in Selma, Alabama. Malcolm urged young people to “read
the history of slavery™ in order to understand the conflicts of a Black bourgeois ideology
and its definitions of liberation. According to Malcolm the “master’” will always look to
derail liberation strategy. Oftentimes this objective is realized through the involvement
of the Black bourgeoisie. who will emerge as in the form of the “*old house Negro™ who
speaks the language of the master to the field slaves in hopes of unsettling their quest for
freedom: “When the field Negroes got too much out of line. [the old house Negroes] held
them back in check. He put “em back on the plantation™ (X Final Speeches, 27).
Malcolm’s instruction to “read the history of slavery™ in order to understand class
divisions among Blacks in late twentieth-century North America distinctly links the
socio-economic order of chattel slavery to that of the America in which he lived;
furthermore, Malcolm directly links the self-understanding of Blacks. and of the Black
middle class in particular. to the symbolic order of slavery. Slavery. in this formulation,
is not conceived as a thing of the past. but as a conceptual framework of vital importance
to present-day America, and to an understanding of Black psychology. Such an assertion
implies that the examination of slave narratives is necessary in order to gain a meaningful
comprehension of Black American history and literature. To satisfy this corollary to
Malcolm’s concept of what I will call “neo-slavery.” we can turn to Harriet A. Jacobs's
nineteenth-century text /ncidents in the Life of a Slave Girl, Written By Herself.

In explaining her quest for freedom. Jacobs describes to a white Northern
audience how her family’s position within the socio-economic order of slavery
influenced her ideas about liberation. and within this re-telling we hear Frazier and

Malcolm’s explications of Black bourgeoisie mentality. To begin. Jacobs effortlessly
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conflates skin color with intelligence through her description of her parents, described by

b

Jacobs as a “light shade of brownish vellow,” which follows immediately on the heels of
her description of her father’s trade. He was. Jacobs states. “considered so intelligent and
skillful, in his trade™ as an carpenter. which enabled him “several times” to “offer [to use]
his earnings to free his children™ (5). Jacobs never reveals whether or not her father ever
contemplated escape: but. we do know that her grandmother. a ““free” woman who
purchased her freedom, and earned a living as a baker (vet another “skilled™ trade),
vehemently opposed the idea of escape. Jacobs describes her grandmother as a woman
much loved and respected by the white society she served for many years as a faithful
and honest servant/slave. Moreover, it is the grandmother who repeatedly attempts to
teach Jacobs to understand “the will of God: that He had seen fit to place [the enslaved]
under such circumstances and though it seemed hard. we ought to pray for contentment”
(17). Jacobs frequently provides evidence of her grandmother’s devotion to the master
class — a woman who has been well disciplined as a slave and who. as reward. is
atfectionately nicknamed **Aunt Marthy™ by her enslavers. The grandmother
wholeheartedly embraces the doctrine of obeying her master in all things. She chastises
Jacobs for not only becoming pregnant out of wedlock, but later for wanting to escape
and for “abandoning™ her children. Furthermore, “Aunty Marthy™ tries to dissuade her
enslaved son-. Benjamin, from escaping. She instead wants Benjamin to go back to his
master and beg for his forgiveness for having escaped. This same reasoning appears in
Mary Prince’s 1831 narrative, The History of Mary Prince: A West African Slave,
Related by Herself. Prince has escaped. but her father finds her and returns her to the

master and begins to apologize for his daughter’s flight.
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Each of these examples also emphasizes that Black bourgeois ideals operate
through a symbolic identification. Although Frazier draws our attention to the origins of
the Black middle- class and its roots of color consciousness. and Malcolm’s parallel
between house/field slaves illustrates class divisions among contemporary middle-class
and working poor Blacks. the Black bourgeoisie cannot be defined solely by either skin
color or economics. Consider the definitions Michael Eric Dyson employs as he attempts
to define Black categories of Black identity. Dyson writes that “class in black America
has never been viewed in strictly literal economic terms: the black definition of class
embraces stvle and behavior as well™ (xv). In his introduction to Is Bill Cosby Right?:
Or Hus the Bluck Middle Class Lost Its Mind? Dyson introduces readers to the terms
“Afristocracy™ and “Ghettocracy.” He categorizes the Afristocracy as “composed of
lawyers. physicians. intellectuals. civil rights leaders. entertainers, athletes. brokers, and
the like™ [emphasis added] (xiv). And according to his evaluation. the Ghettocracy
“consists of the desperately unemploved and underemployved. those trapped in
underground economies. and those working poor folk who slave in menial jobs at the

.

edge of the economy™ (xvi). More specifically he places in the latter category “single
mothers on welfare. single working mothers, and fathers. married and poor working folk,
the incarcerated. and a battalion of impoverished children™ (xvi). Notice how the
Afristocracy. with the exception of “intellectuals™ and “civil right leaders.™ is defined by
exact occupations and that these occupations are supposed to be rcadily esteemed and
certainly understood. as evidenced by his use of the end phrase “and the like.” What

should also grasp our attention is the way in which he repeatedly defines the Ghettocracy

through a set of qualifiers that do not apply to his description of the Afristocracy. The
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Ghettocracy is directly described in terms of an economic lack (e.g.: “welfare recipients,”

9% e

“underemployment.” “underground economics,™ and “at the edge of economy™).
According to Dyson’s reading of class divisions among Blacks in the United States, with
the exception of athletes and entertainers (including Hip-Hop artists). an intellectual or a
civil rights leader cannot be a member of the Ghettocracy. In his categories Dyson.
unfortunately. re-inscribes the differentiation Frazier outlined between work and
professions during chattel slavery. and contrary to what he may attempt to do. his
analysis reinforces a socio-economic hierarchy where the Ghettocracy exists as the base
and 1s defined in terms of socio-economic stigmata. While Dyson does an excellent job
of pointing out the obvious contradictions and erroneous information underlining Cosby’s
rant against Blacks. or to use Cosby’s repeated term. ““these people.” whom he says are
*dragging [him] way down.” Dyson’s analysis raises more problems than it solves (58).
Dyson. a self-proclaimed member of the Black middle-class. and thus the Afristocracy.
says he wants to provoke black folk into serious consideration. the sort [the
Afristrocracy] claim[s] the black poor should undertake. but one we in other classes may
seek to avoid™ (xv). But his introduction closes with a benevolent air that ultimately
subverts the intent of his analysis. To begin. Dyson repeats the presupposition that the
Black middle-class is somehow invested with the mission of economically and morally
redeeming poor Blacks. The poor must be saved and protected by the Afristrocracy,
which, whether the latter has or has not lost its mind, has a moral and cultural duty to
save poor Blacks from themselves. From the Olympian moral altitude of his privileged
Black bourgeois standpoint. he condescendingly pronounces: I hope to lay bare the

vicious assault of the Afristocracy on the Ghettocracy and offer a principled defense of
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poor black folk. one rooted in clear-eyed acknowledgement of the deficiencies and
responsibility, but anchored by an abiding compassion for the most vulnerable members
of our community™ [italics added] (xvi).

African American novelists who carefully analyze Black bourgeois ideology do
not readily become academy standards. Numerous African American authors and
theorists continually urge a discussion of the Black bourgeoisie and how its ideals of
racial progress reinforce reactionary rhetoric and invest in mainstream vilifications of
Black culture and the criminalization of the Black poor. Most recently we have the
works of Elaine Brown and Toni Cade Bambara. Brown's The Condemnation of Little B
charts the rapidly increasing national incarceration rates of Black youth alongside an
investigation of the Black middle-class. Bambara's epic novel. Those Bones Are Not My
Child. delves into the socio-economics of what James Baldwin (The Evidence of Things
Nor Seen) would label “The Terror™ and that the public would classify as “The Atlanta
Child Murder™ case. Through her re-telling of the horrific event in which numerous
Black children who lived in the central city of Atlanta were kidnapped and murdered. -
Bambara depicts the rampant apathy of state and federal agencies. and their affiliations
with Atlanta’s Black officials who were equally quick to label the missing children as
delinquent and their parents as criminally negligent. We can add to the list Richard
Wright's Native Son, which i1s deemed a canonical text. and his companion essay, “How
Bigger Was Born,” which closes the novel. and often goes unread. In the essay Wright
shares how he was initially fearful of and anticipated the criticism of both whites and
African Americans. While a reactionary white readership could easily employ Bigger's

character to justify virtually every racist stereotype of Blacks. Wright estimated that the
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Black bourgeoisie. “did not want people. especially white people. to think that their lives
were so much as touched by anvthing so dark and brutal as Bigger™ (Wright 525). A
refusal among the Black bourgeoisie 10 acknowledge that historical and institutional
structures create Black oppression is a mirrored reflection of white racist paranoia and
this socio-political detachment is examined in the works of Gloria Navlor (Linden Hilly).
Paule Marshall (Brown Girl, Brownstones and Praisesong for the Widow). Sam Greenlce
(The Spook Who Suat By the Door) and Toni Morrison (Song of Solomon. Paradise, and
Love). Collectively these novels map out a terrain detailing the reactionary
presuppositions of Black ideals of racial progress. Each of these texts, in its examination
of the Black bourgeoisie. critiques how a svstematic disengagement perpetuates racial
strife.

Although it may be common knowledge within Black studies that Newton and
Bobby Seale created the Panthers to defend the community against rampant police
brutality in Oakland. California. through a strategy of armed-self defense as a means to
establish systems of self-determination within the community, we also need to consider
Newton and Seale’s engagement with Frantz Fanon's theory of the colonized subject put
forth in The Wretched of the Earth. Engaging Fanon, Newton writes. was particularly
pertinent since the theorist frames colonialism by highlighting. first and foremost. the
colonized subject as he pays particular attention to the strained relationships among
colonized groups. For the Panthers. Fanon's articulation of the battle between the
colonized town-dweller/intellectual and the colonized that inhabit the country districts

was applied to the relationship between America’s Black middle-class. who live in the

suburbs. and Blacks who are trapped in the nation’s central cities. Moreover. Fanon
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defines the interplay of factors responsible for maintaining this strained relationship. The
city dweller will clash in her/his manners of confronting the socio-political situation. and
from these comparisons. Fanon outlines the conceptual difference between progress and
liberation. To begin. according to Fanon. Black town-dwelling intellectuals only form a
miniscule percentage of the native population, and they have been, in some small
measure, “pampered by the colonial regime:™ and like the settlers, the town dwelling
intellectuals pass judgment on and scorn those who reside in the country districts (Fanon
Wrerched 108). Also. the town-dwelling colonized population that considers itself the
intellectual vanguard harbors a “deep seated mistrust™ of those who live in the country
(Fanon Wreiched 109). And while this self-appointed intellectual elite is keenly
interested in heightening its position of privilege within this colonial situation. the
tremendous majority of Blacks set their sights on dismantling the system. and it is this
“antagonism’ that exists between the native who is excluded from the so-called
advantages of colonialism. and her counterpart who manages to turn colonial exploitation
to her account. Greg A. Thomas. writing for Présence Africaine. examines the continuity
and discontinuity of Fanon and Frazier and their theories about the “Bourgeoisie Noir”™
(78). Thomas cites how Fanon articulated pivotal distinctions and differences between
“total liberation™ and “independence™ as opposed to “decolonization.™ “pseudo-
independence™ or “puppet independence.”™ For Fanon, puppet or pseudo-independence. as
well as decolonization. are a

constitutional charade that keeps the structure of empire intact. [and Fanon]

defined liberation as the total destruction of the colonial system from the pre-

eminence of the language of the oppressor and “departmentalization.” to the
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customs union that in reality maintains the former colonized in the meshes of the

culture. of the fashion, and of the images of the colonialist. (Thomas 74)
Equally critical. colonial rule savors opposition and fragmentation among its colonized
subjects since it feeds on and replenishes itself by establishing systematic friction and
conflict, or what Fanon refers to here as the “compartments,” contained within the
*Manichean world™ that is the colonial situation.

The political construction and maintenance of the antagonism between colonized
subjects is discussed at length in Gloria Naylor's Linden Hills and Paule Marshall's
Brown Girl, Brownstones. Within these novels class is not exclusively determined by
economics, since to be bourgeois is not simply a matter of earning a designated yearly
income. George L. Jackson (Soledud Brother) and James Baldwin (The Fire Next Time)
both work well to introduce what happens when middle-class ideals are adopted.
Jackson’s concept of “neo-slavery.” a term he uses to understand North America’s socio-
economic hierarchy. sheds light on Sylvia Wynter's depiction of Blacks who exist as
zombies — those who are controlled and trapped within a nightmarish world. Together.
Jackson, Baldwin. and Wynter set the stage for an analysis of linguistic control that
ensures the vilification of Black radical theory and practice. While Sam Greenlee's The
Spook Who Sat By the Door, together with Morrison’s Song of Solomon and Love.
illustrate the maintenance of racial hierarchies. a reading of Sherley Anne Williams's
Dessa Rose: A Novel reveals how the colonizer / master’s language can be radically re-
cast. rather than mimicked or embraced. in order to subvert and dismantie racial borders.

The strained relationship Fanon outlines is mapped out extensively in Naylor’s

Linden Hills through her depiction of an exclusive Black suburban community of the
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same name. Naylor analyvzes how the Black bourgeoisie not only distrusts. but despises
Black culture. Linden Hills inhabitants establish their identity by disclaiming a
connection to urban Blacks by. among other things. initiating a campaign to align
themselves with the Wavne County Citizens Alliance. The organization. described as
“the Ku Klux Klan without the southern accent or sheets,” is a northern version of the
Jim Crow South’s White Citizens Council (134). Linden Hills residents and Alliance
members both want to increase zoning restrictions that will invariably. as one Linden
Hills homeowner explains. helps to “keep the dirty niggers out of our community™ (135).
Linden Hills. single-minded in its perspective and collective consciousness, views
poverty as self-inflicted rather than an inevitability of national economic power structures
that collapses race into class. For those living in Linden Hills, African Americans living
in the neighboring Putney Wayne district, in addition to being ungrateful and simply
incapable of attaining any level of “success.” squander the good intentions of Linden
Hills. Residents of Putney Wayne. according to those in Linden Hills. abuse the good
intentions of the latter by deliberately mismanaging social assistance programs such as
food stamps and subsidized housing — Putney Wayne has no one to blame but itself.
Disconnection defines and maintains Linden Hills. The community cannot exist
without this detachment, without a cultural divide that is depicted throughout the novel as
historical and thus not only permanent. but undeniable. Those who seck entry into
Linden Hills and those who believe their presence in the community readily exemplifies
achievement have fenced themselves within a political consciousness that mimics that
which they seek to escape. Linden Hills was constructed to serve as a safe haven for

Blacks who sought escape from white American racism. Morrison also explores the topic
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of post-Thirteenth Amendment escape in Paradise. Here a hostile white world is
recalled by the residents of a Black town named Ruby. who are the descendants of “one
hundred and fifty freedmen who were unwelcome on each grain of soil from Yazoo to
Fort Smith™ (13). Morrison’s narrator describes the “Out There™ to recall how North
American racism. defined as an all-encompassing terrorism. lurks everywhere since it’s
embedded in virtually every aspect of American life.
Ten generations had known what lav Out There: space. once beckoning and free.
became unmonitored and scething: became a void where random and unorganized
evil erupted when and where it chose — behind any standing tree. behind the door
of any house. humble or grand. Out There where your children were sport. vour
women quarry. and where vour very person could be annulled. where
congregations carried arms to church and ropes coiled in every saddle. Out There
where every cluster of whiteness looked like a posse. being alone was being dead.
(16)
Therefore. in order to survive, to simply stay alive. it was strategically essential for the
“freedmen™ to create a secure space that could only be formed by deliberately and
consciously removing oneself from a hostile and terrifying space. | am well aware of
how the above passage from Paradise. with its ideas about escape and freedom. is
defined as decidedly male-centered. It is a world where women and children. the objects,
are thought to belong to the men. For the men. this sense of ownership secms necessary
in order to a maintain their own sense of humanity: without it. they fear that their “very
person could be annulled™ [italics mine]. Morrison’s Black towns. “Haven.” then “New

Haven.” and finallv “Ruby.” are all envisioned, constructed and maintained by Black
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men and equally. Navlor's Linden Hills is created and supervised by four generations of
Luther Nedeeds. Each of the towns furthers mainstream ideas about the family, which
means that although women and children are present. they are backdrops within societies
managed by men. In the end however. for Linden Hills. its death and radical
transformation is activated by a woman who is literally held captive by the community’s
founder.

I want to also establish a discussion about the connection between a maroonage
and Haven, New Haven. Ruby. and Linden Hills. We don’t know much about the former
communities since they were clandestine outposts for escaped captives during chattel
slavery. What we do know is that in many cases the maroonages — independent. self-
governed socicties established by escaped women and men — were situated in areas
deemed inaccessible, were located near plantations. and were the bases of resistance and
rebellion. Members of these communities often staged raids on nearby plantations to
acquire needed provisions such as foods and arms or to disrupt the organization of the
plantation and the institution of chattel slavery at large. Naylor. to a greater degree than
Morrison, establishes an interesting comparison between a maroonage and Linden Hills,
and in doing so offers a critique of the absence of real self-empowerment within the
Black middle-class. Linden Hills. to begin, is considered by residents and founder to be a
place where escape is possible from the horrors “Out There;” yet, what is cultivated
within the borders of Linden Hills is a nation-state whose foundation is not based on an
actual annulment of white supremacist oppression. but rather a re-inscription of such
thinking. Linden Hills is neither an outpost of. nor a flight from America: instead.

Linden Hills desperately seeks to establish a definitive cultural difference among Blacks
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because Linden Hills believes what white supremacist thought has to say about Blacks.
Unlike a maroonage. which could be poised to eftectively disrupt chattel slavery through
its activism of resistance and rebellions against the master class. a community such as
Linden Hills embraces what it claims to have escaped. This “greedy little caste system.”
to use Fanon’'s term. is a “get-rich quick middle-class that shows itself incapable of great
ideas or inventiveness. It remembers what it has read in European textbooks and
imperceptibly it becomes not even the replica of Europe. but its caricature™ (175). The
Black bourgeoisie. as we can infer from Fanon. lacks the capacity to be revolutionary.
although it envisions racial progress as revolutionary, as a radical transformation.
However. Navlor cleverly disguises the community as a maroonage. Its location is secret
and unknown to the reader. for the geographical location of Linden Hills is never named.
The narrator tells us in the novel’s opening line: “There had been a dispute for vears over
the exact location of Linden Hills™ (1). Consider also that Linden Hills. like a
maroonage. is situated on land deemed inaccessible. Navlor situates the community on a
sharp incline. where she placed it next to a cemetery and the land itself is comprised of
tangled briars.

In essence Linden Hills is designed to be inhospitable for “certain™ people. It
continuously signals a concept of exclusion that dictates an "Us v. Them" mentality. For
example. a marble fence separates Linden Hills from Putney Wavne and the mission
board of the church of the former community for vears has refused to sponsor a
Christmas party for Putney Wayne children because “all allocations for foreign
communities [are] already tied up building mission homes in South Africa™ [emphasis

mine] (163). A neighboring Black community is designated as “foreign,” thereby re-
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asserting a distinct differentiation between themsclves and Blacks of Putney Wayne
along the lines of white nationalism. Linden Hills. a community comprised of “imitation
Swiss chalets. British Tudors. and Georgian townhouses.” is unable to locate any value in
Black culture: rather. the community’s barometer for affluence and prestige. as we will
see later. is set by Eurocentric/white cultural standards (10). The idea that structures
racial superiority espoused by the KKK - reworked as the White Citizen’s Council.
transported up sourh as the Wavne County Citizen's Alliance. and finally embraced by
Linden Hills — is the establishment of a definitive division between the good, educated,
responsible Negroes or African Americans who are better than the decidedly threatening.
criminal., ungrateful. lazy Blacks. or niggers, who. if not controlled, will destroy
evervthing. As result, Linden Hills residents have two immediate goals that set them in
deliberate opposition to Putney Wayne. Linden Hills homeowners want and steadfastly
believe they must work collectively with the Alliance in order to maintain the
community’s exclusivity. Their plot to isolate and contain their community against the
assumed destructive tide emerging from the central city is strategically designed to
compel White Alliance members to acknowledge that Linden Hills cannot possibly be
placed in company with those people from Putney Wayne.

Naylor is able to examine the distance between the suburban Linden Hills and the
central city community of Putney Wayne through her protagonist. Willie K. Mason.
Willie lives in Putney Wayne and his best friend. Lester Tilson. owns a house in Linden
Hills that he inherited from his grandmother. Willie's role as the novel’s catalyst recalls
Newton's formulation of the “brothers on the block™ — the great untapped political energ

and thus vanguard of political activism. Through Willie we can sce Fanon's and BPP
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theory at work. Willie lives on the outskirts of Linden Hills and he is our guide through
both societies. In addition to Willie's commentary about his life in Putney Wayne, his
friendship with Lester allows us to hear conversations taking place within Linden Hills.
Willie's critique of these exchanges reveals the racial hatred and alienation espoused by
Linden Hills.

Lester has inherited from his grandmother. Mamie Tilson. the most modest home
within the community. In turn. Lester’s relationship with his grandmother formulates his
attitude about the community and his place within it. Lester’s house is located on First
Crescent Drive, which is the last street of Linden Hills before entering Putney Wayne,
and it is Grandma Tilson who cautioned Lester not to ever sell “the mirror in your soul”
(59). But. unfortunately. Lester exists on the border of two worlds where he sustains an
identity that has proven difficult for him. While Grandma Tilson meant to protect her
first grandchild from losing himself in materialism. her investment in Linden Hills did
little to deter her successive generations from escaping the bourgeois nightmare.
Grandma Tilson may have detested and voiced her contempt for Luther Nedeed. but she
was one of the first families to sign a “thousand-year-and-one day lease.” a contract that
all but guaranteed her family’s connection to Linden Hills for an eternity. Although
Lester continually complains of Linden Hills to Willie. we soon learn his complaints are
unfortunately only sclf-serving because he sﬁffers from a keen sense of displacement.
The Tilson clan now consists of Lester. his mother. Mrs. Tilson. and his older sister,
Roxanne.

Lester. much to mother’s disappointment, vows never to be like his father. who.

he says. essentially gave his life to maintain a status quo. As result Lester does not help
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to maintain his mother, sister or the house. All that is required of Lester is his presence.
His mother and sister cannot remain in the house without him because he is a Linden
Hills heir. More so. Lester need not do anything because he has already been defined and
determined. Lester’s life was organized for him even before he was born. For example.
we learn that his full name is Lesterfield Walcott Montgomery Tilson — a name given to
him by his mother: I gave you a name that | thought would fit the heights | hoped you
would climb. It was a great name for what [ dreamed would be a great man™ (50). The
name, intended to inspire what she believed to be a sense of prestige. is also intended to
stand in direct opposition to names “uneducated” or “Black Southerners™ give their
children that Mrs. Tilson says sound too frivolous and not well thought out. For Mrs.
Tilson. Willie. whose mother gave him the letter “K™ as his middle name. becomes
representative of the poor Black practice of naming. Yet Lester is really unsure about his
birth name for as he sarcastically asks his mother: “Or is it Lester Fie/dwalcott
Montgomery Tilson. Mom? They had to type those letters so close together on my birth
certificate that it"s hard to make them out now™ (50). Lester’s name as well as the
misplaced positioning of his name on the birth certificate, an “official™ document, is
designed to squeeze him within a given and prepared space — a space that he says is
“hard™ to understand. While his mother uses his name to expressly call attention to the
family’s cultural ideals. which work to separate him and by extension the Tilson family
from those whom his mother deems synonymously uneducated and Black. the
misspelling on his birth certificate. again, an “official™ document. symbolically
misspeaks his name and prompts for Lester a sense of self-alienation. The misspelling

operates as a form of self-alicnation literally at the moment of his inscription within




language/culture that he comes to represent to himself explicitly in the terms of someone
who accepts standard English as an intellectual and moral standard — not only a
linguistically regulative/normative standard. but an ethical standard. as though one
arrangement of letters might not only police other arrangements, but pass judgment on
them as well. For Lester. his name represents the failed attempt of his family to
interpellate him as white. Even his skin-tone. described as “milky-yellow,” like his birth
name and place of residence. conspires to exclude Lester from rightfully claiming what
he believes is a true Black identity. Lester’s identity crisis is further illustrated. His
bedroom is comfortably outfitted with a king-size bed and a large window. situated at the
house’s front that provides a panoramic view of Linden Hills. As a matter of fact. the
front of cach Linden Hills home faces away from Putney Wavne. With the exception of
Nedeed's house. which faces up the hill. all the other houses not only look downward. but
more critically. their backsides face Putney Wayvne. But it's Lester’s possessions that
reveal his struggle with political consciousness. since he has decked his room with what
readers are expected to perceive as conflicting cultural markers. The focal point of
Lester’s room is a four-foot poster of Malcolm X taped over his dresser. We know that
posters are flat. one dimensional. manufactured objects designed for mass consumption.
The Malcolm poster operates here as mere dressing: a decoration. a commodity
representation that fails to capture the multiple dimensions and complexity of Malcolm’s
life and lived experience. We learn early on that as a child Lester “wanted to grow up
and be like Malcolm X. his favorite person in all of history™ (26). Whereas Malcolm is
admired for his keen ability to accommodate new information within his revolutionary

struggles, we are given clues (o recognize how Lester has remained obstinately myopic
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and transfixed when it comes to engaging Malcolm. In addition to the Malcolm poster.
the dresser is littered with old newspapers and a Aalf-set of the Arno Press Black History
book series. His entertainment center boasts a color T.V., stereo. tape deck, and a
collection of cassettes featuring Malcolm X's speeches. When Willie comes to visit
Lester, we begin to understand the irony of Lester’s political convictions. Lester urges
Willie to listen to Malcolm’s speech. “Message to the Grassroots.” so Willie can hear
Malcolm condemn “those Toms who sold out the March on Washington™ (56). Lester
resents his sister borrowing his Malcolm X tapes becausc he's uncomfortable with the
possibility that they may have something in common since it's no secret that Roxanne is
Linden Hills incarnate. Roxanne. who holds a bachelors degree from Wellesley. and who
for vears has religiously applied “bleach creams™ and hair “relaxers,” claims Eleanor
Roosevelt and Diana Ross as her heroines. She considers herself to be politically
conscious and she has paid her dues to the Civil Rights Movement by wearing an Afro
for six months and by taking Black history courses at Wellesley. Lester became
completely disgusted with Roxanne when she refused to give money for the Liberation
Front in Zimbabwe because “she reached the conclusion that the people of Zimbabwe
weren’t ready for liberation™ (57). This last revelation about Roxanne is akin to the same
“logic™ the first Nedeed applied to the Civil War when he financed guns for the
Confederacy believing that the enslaved were not ready for liberation.

As a whole the Tilsons introduce us to the hostility that frames bourgeois ideals
and formulates Linden Hills as they also typify Fanon’s formula concerning the
antagonism between the native town dwellers and those from country districts. We

cannot ignore the sense of entitlement and benevolence each Tilson member exemplifies.
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Mrs. Tilson's antagonism toward Blacks who live in Putney Wayne is indicative of how
she relates to all Blacks to whom she feels superior. 1 find it interesting that Mrs. Tilson
and her daughter classically adhere to the belief that racial progress must also include a
regulation and denial of the body since the body. for the Tilson women. is defined as not
only vulgar. but more so a “thing.” which they easily equate with the poor. Its very
presence acts as a marker of some of social/cultural deviance. Roxanne finds it obscene
to bring attention to her body and her mother scans Willie's body as if his physical being

.

will reveal all his cultural maltunctions and pathology. Mrs. Tilson insists on calling
Willie "William™ and then speculates out loud: “*Willie is a derivative of William. Lester.
Surely his birth certificate doesn’t have Willie on, and I like calling people by their
proper names™ (49). When Willie informs her that his birth certificate does indeed
include the name “Willie K. Mason.” she then asks what the K™ stands for. In response
to his answer that the initial alone is his middle name. Mrs. Tilson “darted her eves over
his body™ (49). She regrets that her son is friends with Willie, who she considers “that
scum.” because she harbors resentment for Willie, a Putney Wayne dweller who had the
audacity to cross the border and subsequently invade her home and corrupt her son who
otherwise would have attained the great heights she imagined for him. Roxanne and her
mother set themselves apart from Putney Wayne, and their disconnection illustrates the
extent to which they both view themselves as members of an exclusive class. They are
the minority vanguard whose “achievements™ will help elevate the entire race — an
ideology steadfastly adherent to W.E.B. DuBois’s early concept of the “Talented Tenth.”

Grandma Tilson sold herself and by extension her tamily to Linden Hills, and thus

the Nedeeds. for a parcel of land. Four generations of Luther Nedeeds have been in
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control of Linden Hills and each Nedeed maintains and adds to the family’s wealth as the
community’s first and only Black undertaker and funeral home director. Since the
second Nedeed. who founded the Tupelo Realty Corporation, the Nedeeds also decide
who receives a Linden Hills mortgage. And for the Nedeeds. being bourgeois is not
exclusively tied to economics:
Entrance obviously didn"t depend upon your profession, because there was a high
school janitor living right next door to a municipal judge on Third Crescent

Drive. And even vour income wasn’t a problem. because didn’t the realty

corporation subsidize that family of Jamaicans on Tupelo Drive who were

practically starving to put two of their kids through Harvard? (15)
What does qualify a family to earn a mortgage is a deep abiding “desire /o rest in the soft
shadow of those heart-shaped trees™ [italics mine] (15). Because only in Linden Hills
could a Black person “forget that the world spelled Black with a capital nothing™ (16).
Supposedly. Linden Hills is a cultural oasis wherein a Black family can elect to remove
itself from the racism and oppression of a white and hostile outer world. Yet. the Linden
Hills families esteem whiteness. and in doing so they vilify themselves within their
supposed retreat from whiteness. Actually it’s Lester’s explanation to Willie about the
“fences” surrounding universities that encapsulates the Linden Hills ideology:

“Fences. White, fences. Even at the university: big. stone fences — why? The

gates are open. so it’s not to keep anybody out or in. Why fences?”™ He looked at

his friend’s blank face. “To get you used to the idea that what they have in there

is different. special. Something to be separated from the rest of the world. They

get you thinking fences. man, don’t you see it? Then when they fence you in
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from six vears old till vou're twenty-six. they can let you out because you're
ready to believe that what they’ve given you up here, their version of life. is
special. And vou fence your own self in after that, protecting it from everybody
else out there.™ (45)
They have no desire to change the world: rather. they come to Linden Hills to rest where
a collective acquiescence resides and does not offer any type of confrontation with the
world from which they supposedly escaped. Nedeed men, undertakers all, profit from
sorrow and misery as they control both life and death or as The Right Reverend Michael
T. Hollis says to Willie, Nedeed “gave them a box to live in and a box to die in™ (165).
The community itself is situated helow and beneath Putney Wayne. Also. the community
is located on a hill and “"the land didn’t slope down on a smooth incline --- it was steep
and jagged ... The hill seemed to slope for about three hundred feet and then fall into an
abyss™ (47). Moreover. the houses are situated on seven circular avenues that descend in
order. Ironically. the more expensive homes. which are deemed the most prestigious. are
located at the hill’s base. Thus. Black upward mobility is depicted here as a downward
spiral into the abyss as one travels through Dante’s seven circles of Hell. The Needed
men have lived at the bottom of Linden Hills where each one. named Luther (an echo of
“Lucifer"?) has been able to survey the land and those whom they have selected to live
within the community. Add also to this Christian reconfiguration of Hell the fact that the
first Nedeed created the community in seven days. When Nedeed learns of the city’s
plans to seize his land, he visits each family in Linden Hills and offers them a “thousand-
year-and-a-day lease — provided only that they pass their property onto their children™

(7). Each of these factors conspires to reveal the founder’s duplicity and corruption.
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Linden Hills. while presented as a vanguard of racial progress and material affluence.
instead emerges as the site where Blacks are doomed and eternally trapped and sealed
within. much like the coftins provided by the Nedeeds. a hellish world.

Each generation of Nedeed men spews racial uplift rhetoric as they feed oft of the
socio-cconomic predicament of Blacks. The first Nedeed. as rumor had it, or quiet as it’s
kept. used the sale of his family to finance his migration North where he could realize his
entreprencurial dreams. Nedeed sold his wife and six children to a salon owner, and used
the money from the sale to purchase the land that would become Linden Hills. Several
years later when Nedeed wanted to establish a home once his funeral service proved
profitable. he returned to the South where he purchased a Black woman. married her.
brought her back to Linden Hills, and then refused to grant her freedom. The second
generation Nedeed earned the title “the rebel loving nigger™ (6). This Nedeed. the first to
attend college. became the wealthiest man in all of Wayne County due in part not only to
the family business. but also from Southern investments. The second Nedeed financed
gunrunners to the Confederacy and in “putting on airs with his blood money.”™ added a
third level to his house (6). Finally, we cannot ignore the point that Linden Hills. as the
narrator tells us. was designed by the second generation Nedeed to serve as a “beautiful.
black wad of spit right in the white eve of America™ (9). He may have envisioned Linden
Hills to be confrontational. to defy America’s belief in Black inferiority, vet, Nedeed

(XN

profits from Blacks who he said “were always out of step™ and forever “crving about
slavery™ (8). Within his vilification of Blacks. Nedeed pays homage to whiteness and

exalts its standards as he imagines the creation of homes within Linden Hills and who

might earn the privilege to live within them. As Nedeed drecams of Linden Hillss future,
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he says to himself that the community’s success would rely on its ability to “'stick an “er’
on it” while at the same time he promises Linden Hills will “cultivate no madmen like
Nat Turner or Marcus Garvey - that would only get them all crushed back into the dust”
(11).

Yet, Navlor presents the community as a dying society already surrounded by as
well as defined by death. The community’s financial base derives from the Nedeeds'
work as funeral directors. Also there are no children in Linden Hills so, in a very
conventional sense. family lines will die off. For example. the son of Luther and Willa
Nedeed, an only child. was murdered by his father because he believed the child was not
his. We lcarn about the childhood of another Linden Hills resident. Laurel Dumont.
Laurel did not grow up in Linden Hills: however, when she married and her husband
moved them into the community within a house that been in his family for sixty vears.
Laurel begins to isolate herself from family and friends and she commits suicide. By the
time we enter the story it is made clear that children do not live there and independent
women cannot remain. A healthy family structure within the confines of Linden Hills is
determined by and for men and so Linden Hills women mect their demise by losing
themselves under male dominion. The first Mrs. Nedeed. formerly Luwanna Packerville,
was an enslaved woman purchased by the first Nedeed who refused to free her. The
subsequent Mrs. Nedeeds: Evelyn Creton, Priscilla McGuire, and finally Willa Prescott.
arc all driven insane as each becomes the consummate “Mrs. Luther Nedeed.” Their
disappearance is so complete that the wedding ring, handed down to each woman. is
imagined as a small shackle. The ring’s metal eerily matches the women’s skin tone. as

does the bridal veil. which is also a Nedeed legacy.



Naylor's Linden Hills. in company with other African American novels which
draw our much-needed attention to Black middle-class structures. allows us to examine
how this community acquires its definition by refusing to acknowledge a connection with
the socio-economic plight of Blacks in America. while at the same time. the community.
as Mason observes. “feasts on [the] human heads™ of the poor (133). Also. while the
Black middle-class proclaims as its driving force an enterprising. independent. non-
confrontational. and righteous spirit. it desperately waits in eager anticipation of the
moment(s) when white America will accept Blacks. Progress for the Black middle-class
1s depicted here as occurring only through the recognition of white America, or. more
specifically. only to the degree that Blacks are deemed worthy to mimic white American
standards. When Willie and Lester, for example. encounter Linden Hills resident and
mimic man Maxwell Smyth. Willie savs of the encounter: “[Maxwell's] eyes seemed to
stop at the green tile on the floor in front of [my] feet. Why. it was the same feeling that
vou get talking to some white people... [I] suddenly felt very invisible™ (113). Maxwell
does not see him because Maxwell dismisses Black. Maxwell, a Dartmouth graduate and
the first Black to serve as assistant to the executive director at General Motors. has lived
a calculated life. He disavows an identity as a Black man and has replaced it with the
persona of a colonizer. Maxwell felt it necessary to make his body and by extension his
*blackness disappear™ (102). His entire existence is based on a disavowal of his body
because he “had discovered long ago that he doubled the odds of finishing first if he
didn’t carry the weight of that milligram of pigment in his skin™ (102). Like Mrs. Tilson.
who believes she can simply look at Willie in order to sce a cultural abnormality

inscribed on his body. and her daughter, who religiously applies facial bleach to lighten



her “too dark™ complexion. and relaxers to straighten her “bad™ hair, Maxwell has
attempted to erase his body. which he believes is a hindrance. Rather than challenging or
out-right rejecting the notion of racial inferiority, he accepts the stereotype. and so he
creates a body designed specitically to contradict the stereotype. For example, to counter
the racist notion that Blacks are inherently lazy. while in college he survived on only
three hours of sleep cach night. This regimen then provides him with more hours during
the day. which he uses to further serve interests that are now aligned with those of the
academic institution. In addition to maintaining a 4.0 grade point average he served as
student government president and editor of the campus newspaper. Maxwell eventually
speaks to Wilﬁe but only to make his point about the existence of Black progress and for
Maxwell. again. progress means being accepted by whites on their terms. Maxwell
shows Willie an-eight page Penthouse spread of a Black woman, dressed in high-heel
leopard print boots whose grasp on a chain controls a white man dressed in a safari outfit.
Maxwell closes the magazine with a flourish as he states: “And I don’t have to spell it
out. this picture is worth a thousand words. Today the Penthouse, my friends, and
tomorrow the world™ (115-16). As Maxwell explains to Willie how an image of a Black
woman emblazoned within the pages of Penthouse heralds the advent of racial
advancement. Willie's critique of Maxwell's gaze is a formulation of what Fanon in
Black Skin White Musks describes as that terrible moment when the colonized comes into
direct contact with the colonizer: “And already 1 am being dissected under white eves.
the only real eyes. T am fixed™ (116).

We can locate a community of Maxwells in Paule Marshall’s Brown Girl,

Brownstone. through which she critiques the manner in which the “American Dream™
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determines how Barbadian immigrants define Black migrants. Maxwell refuses to
recognize the systematic racism that pushes him to work much harder than white students
whose sense of achievement is considered a foregone conclusion. Maxwell. while he
may understand on a very minimal level how he’s held back because he’s Black. makes
the huge mistake of altering his life in order to oppose the stereotypes he embraces. The
Barbadian immigrants accept America’s exalted vision of itself as well as its conceptions
about Blacks life. but in this case. it is the migrants from the South who must be kept at a
distance and ostracized. Set in Brooklyn during the period between the world wars,
Barbadian immigrants see themsclves as tireless and industrious; Blacks who are
decidedly worthy of equal opportunity and success. Because they work and save
pavchecks from several low-paying subservient jobs (they clean the houses of whites and
work as nannies and factory workers) in order make a down-payment on a brownstone,
they exalt themsclves in comparison to Black migrants who mostly rent and who the
Barbadian immigrants say lack a work ethic. According to the novel’s Seifert Yearwood.
a Barbadian shop owner, the poverty of African American migrants is self-inflicted.
since. as Ycarwood points out, the migrants “work for the Jew all week and give the
money right back to him on Sat’day night like it does burn their hands to keep it™ (38).
Once again. a clear division exists among Blacks in the Diaspora. Those who migrated
from the Southern states are not allowed to join the Barbadian Association for fear that
their very presence will undermine the Association members™ efforts to attain political
and social status within North America. As the Association member Cecil Osbourne
explains to the membership at a weekly meeting: “We ain’t white vet... But we got our

eye on the big time™ (221). Association members joyously applaud Osbourne’s
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statement, and in their acceptance of his words they share a belief of “whiteness™ being
acquired. attained. or as his words indicate — achieved — as a position of honor and
prestige. Being Black. for the middle-class Black community in Marshall’s novel. as the
Association’s position implies. means being nothing. a non-entity. Just as Association
members deny rather than ignore the struggle of migrant Blacks and refuse their
membership. Naylor's Putney Wayne resident Willie K. Mason repeatedly talks about
how during his encounters with middle-class Blacks he becomes faceless and invisible
and yet, at the same time, he’s perceived as a dangerous threat.

Actually. there are a few characters in Linden Hills who. like the outsider Willie,
are considered “invisible™ and are erased by the community because they refuse to base a
sense of self on a white standard. Nedeed, as explained, is only interested in allowing
families into Linden Hills who desire to “rest™ and “forget™ that “the world spelled Black
with a capital nothing™ (16). A few, those who do not adhere to his doctrine of escapism.
for a brief moment have slipped into Linden Hills. The Right Reverend Michael T.
Hollis who. much to the disbelief and disgust of Linden Hills residents insists on
sponsoring a Christmas party each year for Putney Wayne children. is ostracized. Hollis.
a graduate of Harvard's Divinity School. is now pastor of the Linden Hill's Sinai Baptist
Church where he soon learns that his congregation is just as “cold™ as the theology
lessons he received at Harvard. Both lack what he sought as a preacher: *What had
drawn him to the pulpit in the first place was the power between people: together they
created *God" — so real and electrifying...” (177). And so. still desperately clinging to
the belief that he can construct bridges to God by uniting people. he suggests upon

arriving in Linden Hills that Sinai Baptist sponsor Christmas parties for Putney Wayne
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children. But for thirty vears Hollis has financed the celebration himself because the
church board repeatedly claims not to have the needed funds since all allocations are used
to build mission houses in South Africa. Also. Hollis continues to invite people from
Putney Wayne to Sinai Baptist Sunday service. The invitations. like the Christmas
parties. are intended to foster fellowship between the two communities. However. just as
the Linden Hill congregation identities Putney Wavne as foreign and assumes the role of
colonizer within South Africa by constructing mission houses. the congregation reinstates
Jim Crow law when it expects visitors from Putney Wayne to sit in the back pews or in
the balcony during Sunday service. What solidifies the congregation’s contempt for their
pastor is his performance at the Lvcentia Parker funeral. Rather than separating himself,
the church. and in turn the community. from Putney Wayvne. he instead. through the
funeral sermon. chooses to bring the destructive element within their midst. Linden Hills
1s the community where the residents, we must recall. seek refuge from the stereotype of
Blackness. lLycentia is a model Linden Hills citizen who., among other duties, serves on
the Linden Hills Beautification Project. and is secretary of the Tupelo Realty
Corporation. What is most revealing about Lycentia is her tireless work on gathering
petitions to keep the city from building a housing project adjacent to Linden Hill's. Her
husband. Chester, fondly recalls how his wife often said to him: “Chester, I'm going to

do everything in my power to keep those dirty niggers out of our community™ (135). The
community honors Lycentia’s legacy by organizing her funeral. but Hollis attempts to
undermine their designs. Nedeed has instructed the choir to perform a Bach requiem. but

Hollis. who got his calling from visiting storefront churches in South Philly while a

University of Pennsylvania undergraduate. instead instructs the church organist to play

87



and sing “Amazing Grace.” The hymn, of course. shocks the congregation. especially
because everyone in the church is aware that the church’s musical director has repeatedly
admonished the organist for subjecting the congregation to her “inappropriate passion”
(178). Hollis digs an even deeper hole for himself with his sermon. He preaches how
Lycentia. like all those within Linden Hills. can never hope to be resurrected as was
Lazarus who escaped eternal damnation. Hollis steps down from the pulpit and shakes
Lvcentia’s coffin urging her to rise. and to take her place beside Jesus. When she does
not. Hollis explains that Lycentia is not ready and as he glares at the congregation he
asks: “Will the fancy houses. fancy clothes. and fancy cars make you ready? Will the
big bucks and the big jobs make you ready? No. No™ (182). The status quo is restored
only when Nedeed reads the obituary and re-gains control. As a defeated Hollis steps
aside. Nedeed reads an obituary that heralds the greatness of one of their own and Sinai
Baptist is saved. The gospel according to Linden Hills. read by their own savior, Luther
Nedeed. is what they vearn to hear and the very words they lean toward to repeatedly
define their world is encapsulated at a funeral. a setting that once again affirms the
community’s impending demise. Linden Hills, believed to be a community constructed
to alter the socio-economic predicament of Blacks in the U.S., is instead and inevitably a
site where political collaboration is camouflaged, the status quo maintained and honored.
and any semblance of what could perceived as “Black™ is deemed destructive and slated
for destruction. Linden Hills is a community that can only envision liberation in terms of
its own death. and insists that its undertaker serve this spiritual need by steadfastly

constructing Linden Hills as a site not of resistance. but of sterility and self-annihilation.
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To further highlight this ideological gap. this space of self-annulment that defines
Black bourgeois political consciousness. | must include a re-telling of an incident
experienced by the late Safiva Bukhari. Well before Bukhari was named vice-president
of the PG-RNA (Provisional Government of the Republic of New Afrika). co-chair of
both the Jericho Movement and the Free Mumia Abu-Jamal Coalition. and co-founder of
the prison advocacy group. MILK (Mothers Inside Loving Kids). she. like many other
Panther and Black Liberation Army (BLA) members, recalls her awakening: the point at
which she realized that to be Black, in North America, was to be categorically denied
access to the "American Dream,”™ a dream built not only on your economic exploitation
but your symbolic annihilation. Bukhari began to understand her status within the
confines of the United States when she worked as a volunteer for the Panthers. Her
sorority. in its attempt to help “at-risk™ children through a community service project.
volunteered with the BPP’s Free Breakfast for Children Program. When her sorors
initially wanted to lend their financial support to a charity with foreign interests. the
chapter president instead suggested they could start at home by assisting children in
Harlem. Bukhari. formerly Bernice Jones, who. as a college student. supported the
Vietnam War, and was busy writing essays for the campus paper in support of the war,
believed it was ridiculous to apply the term “disadvantaged™ to anvone living in the
United States since people who did not “make it,” or realize the “American Dream.” were
simply “too lazy to work™ (Bukhari Coming of Age 125). Bukhari says she came to terms
with the position of what it means to be Black in the U.S. - to be faceless. lost in the
“rabble.” at the moment when, as a BPP volunteer, she challenged a police officer who

was harassing a Panther member as he stood on a street corner selling the organization’s
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newspaper. Inrecalling the incident that prompted her to finally join the BPP she states:
“When [ asked what was going on the police said to me that my asking questions was
obstructing a governmental process and then I said that [the Panther] had a constitutional
right to disseminate political literature™ (14). Bukhari was told to shut up and when she
did not she. along with her soror and the Panther, were arrested. Mumia Abu-Jamal
shared a similar experience as a high school student in Philadelphia. After participating
in a rally to protest the Presidential campaign of Southern segregationist George Wallace,
he was attacked by a group of whites. When he appealed to a police ofticer who was
watching the assault. the cop in turn beat Abu-Jamal. The ordeal. he recalls “kicked me
right into the Black Panther Party™ (Abu-Jamal, A/l Things 104). Both activists abandon
a blind acquiescence to state authority through an experience that forces them to come to
terms with what Abu Jamal defines as the “undeniable reality of America™ (Abu-Jamal,
Death Blossoms 140).

Most often. this dramatic transformation in political consciousness is tigured as
being startled or jolted out of a deep and sustained slecep. Sylvia Wynter (“Towards the
Sociogenic Principle™) examines the colonized psyche. and how the mindset framing
Black bourgeois ideology can be perceived as a form of “zombification™ — the walking
dead who remain trapped within a nightmarish world where their thoughts and actions are
controlled by a linguistic force. where. as [ have argued. their “progress™ can only be

ges the theorist's

-
&

envisioned in terms of self-annulment. Drawing on Fanon. Wynter enga
discussion of language and the colonizer. Fanon determines that “one must recognize
that "to speak” does not mean only to be in a position to use certain syntax. to grasp the

morphology of this or that language. It means, above, all, to assume a culture. to support
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the weight of a civilization™ (Black Skin 17-18). The colonized subject. therefore, is not
simply speaking the language of the oppressor. but assuming the “weight™ of a system of
meanings. which. in turn. determines how existence and being are conceptualized.
George L. Jackson. writing from the confines of prison where he served as Black
Panther Party Field Marshal and rallied the cause for prison reform and radical
transformation. opens his narrative Soledud Brother with ~1 am pressed for time — all the
time™ (3). In a later passage he writes of how he continually sent out an “SOS™ [Save
Our Souls]. which his family ignored. Jackson knew he was a marked man and his days
had been numbcred because of his of activism to reform prison conditions from a
“unlivable hell to a livable hell” threatened the very nature of the prison system. which
derives a great deal of its license from public sentiment concerning the treatment of
inmates (36). Jonathan Jackson. Jr.. Jackson's nephew. in his “Foreword™ to his uncle’s
polemical text. explains the enormous task his uncle faced to transform the prison
system’s treatment of inmates when he writes:
Deep down most people believe that all prisoners. regardless of their individual
situation, really did do something wrong... The bottom line is that a majority of
people simply will not believe that the state openly or covertly oppresses without
criminal cause. (Xix-xx)
Jackson's letters. as well as his analysis within Soledud Brother and Blood In My Eyve.
read as it he were writing personally and in isolation to family. friends. and attorneys. but
of course his letters are intended to speak directly to the Black community since he
strategically parallels his incarceration with the Black experience in general. Jackson's

critique of his crisis should remind us immediately of Newton. who says prison is a
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“microcosm of the outside world™ (Newton 54). Black Liberation Army leader Assata
Shakur similarly notes that the “only difference between [prison] and the streets is that
one IS maximum security and the other is minimum security. The police patrol our
communities just like the guards patrol here. I don't have the faintest idea how it feels to
be free” (Shakur 60). Elaine Brown, the first and only woman to serve as BPP chairman,
extends the connection between prison, captivity and slavery along historical lines when
she refers to America’s Black communities as the “*barracoon™ (Brown 2000, 69). The
term is certainly fitting when we consider that incarceration rates throughout the nation
are highest among Blacks and continue to increase as private corporations make millions
‘of dollars through the ever-increasing prison—industrial complex which relies on cheap
convict labor to produce goods and services for the nation. New millennium Black
communities are therefore. according to Brown, designated as holding pens. the
barracoon, sites in which enslaved men, women, and children were confined before
making the wretched journey across the Atlantic into chattel slavery.

Jackson repeatedly attempts to reach his father, Robert Lester Jackson. a man who
came of age during the Great Depression. a period Jackson cites as a time wherein it was
no longer possible to maintain the black self by serving. Even that had dried up”™
(Soledad 243). Moreover, these deleterious conditions were compounded because. as
Jackson asserts. his father’s generation did not recognize they “lived in a terrible
quandary: none were able to grasp that a morbid economic deprivation. an outrageous
and enormous abrasion. formed the basis of their character” (239). His father, Jackson
mournfully cites, like the countless men and women who lived through the era (if it can

be called /iving). transformed into “zombie[s].” were trapped in a perpetual state of shock



(240). They were. as are successive generations of Blacks. the "neo-slaves”; those whose
economic predicament obliterates their freedom and who “shuffle away from any
situation that becomes too ditficult™ (240). Baldwin opens The Fire Next Time with a
similar revelation about his father when he shares with .readers a letter he received from
his uncle and namesake who wrote to the vounger Baldwin on the anniversary of “The
Emancipation Proclamation.” Baldwin's uncle says of his brother: “Well he is dead, he
never saw vou. and he had a terrible life; he was defeated long before he died because. at
the bottom of his heart. he really believed what white people said about him™ (4).

In Praisesong for the Widow. author Paule Marshall, much like Naylor in Linden
Hills, links Black middle class ideology with death and “zombification™ through her story
of Avey Johnson. We first meet Avey in her cabin during her escape from the Biancu
Pride as she gathers her possessions swiftly in the middle of the night “working
feverishly, like someone pursued™ (16). Avey has finally “awakened™ after decades of
living a nightmare existence that made her estranged from her husband and herself as
well. She now escapes not from a plantation. but from a seventeen-day vacation aboard
the Bianca Pride cruise ship. Avey’s leaving angers and bewilders her friends,
Thomasina Moore and Clarice. both of whom. for Avey. suffer from the Black bourgeois
affliction described by Frazier. Thomasina. now in her early seventies and described as
once having “good hair™ (18). and a skin tone the color of “old ivory.” (24) was
“pampered by a husband who been taken with her color™ (27). Thomasina is a former
Cotton Club chorus girl and proud of it. and she is the one who for three years has
planned the vacations for the three women. Thomasina selected the Bianca Pride -

which, of course. means “white™ pride in translation — and. as the narrator tells us. when



she. Avey. and Clarice first saw the cruise ship with all that “dazzling white steel.” they
were “awestruck and reverent” before the vessel (15). In the end. 1t’s Thomasina. with

her “colors all up,”™ who hollers at Avey, “That’s why if I've said it once ['ve said it a

.

thousand times: it. . .dont. . .pay. . to. . .go. . .no. . .place. . . with.

r

niggers! They Il mess up ever'time™ (27).

But Avey. not insulted by the former Cotton Girl's rant. instead “[t]o her surprise
found she was smiling... as if. instead of an insult, the woman had said something
complimentary™ (27). Thomasina. as Frazier writes of the Black middle. class “rejects
identification with the Negro masses™ and idolizes whiteness as a fetish, whereas Clarice,
in comparison. “has developed a deep-scated inferiority complex™ because of her
“Blackness™ (Black Bourgeoisie 24). Avey is aware that Clarice will readily assume that
her friend’s leaving is her fault and her fault alone. When Clarice hears Thomasina tell
her that Avey is leaving the trip. Clarice responds with a reflex. Clarice has learned to
move her body into the room’s nearest corner, and when she numbly shakes her head her
“shoulders slope down and the burdened look adds years to her face™ (23). Clarice. we
learn. has endured a husband leaving her, her only child. a straight-A student. dropping
out of a predominately white college. and the long and painful illness and death of her
mother. Now hearing the news of her friend’s departure, as with all of life’s other
disappointments. Clarice’s first and only reaction is to feel responsible: “Wasn't she in
some way to blame? Her dullness. her rampant flesh, her blackness...™ (24).

Before leaving the cruise ship A\f'e)" wrestled with the dilemma of not knowing
herself. She didn’t miss the idea of her family struggling to su}\'i\'e: she in no way

romanticized her family’s poverty: her husband’s daily despair trying to find and
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maintain work. or the cold apartment that always threatened the lives of her baby girls.
Rather. what finally urged Avey to leave and try to snatch her life back was her dream
about her great Aunt Cuny. What made the dream so startling in the first place was that
the last time Avey dreamed was in the mid-sixties. She experienced her last dreams, or
more specifically nightmares. when they were conjured as a “rerun” of the “nightmare
images from the “evening news™ (31). Years later. in her sleep she saw. yet again,

The electric cattle prods and lunging dogs. The high pressure hoses that were like

a dam bursting. The lighted cigarettes being ground out on the arms of those

sitting in at lunch counters. . .The bomb that exploded in the Sunday school quiet

of Birmingham in "63 went off a second time in her sleep several nights later.

And searching frantically amid the debris of small limbs strewn around the church

basement she came across those of [her daughters] Sis. Annawilda, and Marion.

And it was the Sunday in her dream when Sis was to have recited “The Creation”

in the annual program. She had learned all twelve stanzas by heart: *...4And God

said I'm lonely still ... 1'll make me a man...!” Avey Johnson had ceased dreaming

after that. (31)

The horror and crisis of life in North America plagued her sleep, until the
nightmares abruptly stopped. Years later Aunt Cuny appears and prompts Avey to
remember how. as a child. her aunt took her to the shore and shared the re-telling of the
“The Landing” of the Ibos. The Ibos: women. children and men. Aunt Cuny tells Avey.
were enslaved Africans brought to the shores of the United States. The captors had
shackled the Africans with leg irons and when the Ibos came ashore they all stopped and

cach took a long hard look around. What they saw. Aunt Cuny said. was all that was to



come: “The slavery time, ‘mancipation and everything after that right on up to the hard
times today. Those Ibos didn't miss a thing. Even seen vou and me standing here talking
about "em™ (38). The Ibos also looked at the captors “and when they got through
studying “em. when they Anew just from looking at “em how those folks was gonna do. do
vou know what the Ibos did? Do vou. .. . 7?7 (38). They decided to return home and so
they turned around and began to walk on water. When the Ibos reached the large ship
that brought them from the Continent, which was now anchored in the deep water, they
just kept “stepping”™ (39). Avey remembers asking her aunt how it was possible that the
Africans didn’t drown. and the wish that she could have “reached up that day and
snatched the question like a flv out of the air and swallowed it whole™ (40). Aunt Cuny
responded: “Did it say Jesus drowned when he went walking on the water in that Sunday
school book vour mamma always sends with you?™ (40). Aunt Cuny is of course
signifvin and Avey understands the lesson being imparted here. Signifvin, a “speech
act.” operates on several levels within Black English. The speech act of signifyin,
Geneva Smitherman writes, relies on a verbal “indirection™ (26) “delivered with a
definite purpose in mind™ (229). Thus signifvin operates on at least two distinct levels.
The act is most often emploved. as in the case of Aunt Cuny, as a way to pronounce a
“social commentary on the actions or statements of someone who is in need of a wake up
call™ (Smitherman 26). Avey’s question reveals that she has learned to unconsciously
privilege Christian folk tales as truth and therefore exempt them from interrogation. As
such, Avey questions why the Ibos did not die, which it would not have occurred to her to
ask of Jesus's walk on water. Her query also calls into question the integrity of her aunt.

and by extension her foremothers, who passed the account of the Ibos from one
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generation to the next. And. finally. Avey's question misses the entire point of the re-
telling. Smitherman. like Wynter. turns to Fanon’s Black Skin, White Masks to provide a
connection between language and culture. Again. according to Fanon. to speak a
language means to speak a culture. to support a particular “way of thinking.” He
continues with the assertion that “in every country of the world. there are climbers. the
ones who forget who they are. and in contrast to them. the ones who remember where
they came from™ (qtd. in Smitherman 66). A system of language can work to distinguish
the climbers from those who remember, and Avey’s question signals how she has been
taught. by her mother. to forget. or more specifically to forget in order to embrace a belief
system that erases her culture. The point of the story of the Ibos was not to settle the
empirical question of whether or not it is possible to walk on water: instead. what is
essential in this re-telling is how the people understood the impending predi<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>