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PrefacePrefacePrefacePreface 

“Two hundred and twenty one years ago, in a hall that still stands across the street, a group of men gathered and. . . 

launched America's improbable experiment in democracy. . . The [Constitution] they produced was eventually 

signed but ultimately unfinished. It was stained by this nation's original sin of slavery. . .” –Barack  Obama, 2008 

American Presidential Candidate
1
 

 

“Who living today is guilty of slave holding and thus capable of apologizing for the offense? And who living today is 

a former slave and thus capable of accepting the apology? So how is a real apology even remotely possible, much 

less meaningful, given the long absence of both oppressor and victim?” –Richard Merkt, 2008, New Jersey 

Assemblyman 

 

y great, great, great grandfather owned twenty-five slaves. Am I one of them? As 

far as my race is concerned, the most obvious answer would be no. I am, after all, 

white. However, the most obvious answer is not always the most comprehensive one as, almost 

one hundred and fifty years after the end of slavery, I still witness and experience the impact of 

that appalling institution which made some people slave owners, some people slaves, and many 

others complacent to the atrocities which took place around them. American society still bears 

the wounds of our ancestor’s transgressions, regardless of Assemblyman Merkt’s assertions 

otherwise. Slavery has not yet seen its last victim. 

 When this thesis was beginning to take shape in my mind, I had already long been aware 

of the far-reaching nature of the legacy of slavery. I grew up in Gladys, Virginia, approximately 

120 miles west of Richmond, which from 1861 to 1865 served as the capital of the Confederate 

States of America, and less than 40 miles from Appomattox Court House where on April 9
th

, 

                                                   
1
 The notion that slavery is America’s original sin is not unique to Obama and, while it is hard to be certain, it is a 

notion which may be rooted in the way in which Abraham Lincoln addressed the issue of slavery in his second 

inaugural address in March 1865, a month before his assassination. 
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1865, Confederate General Robert E. Lee surrendered to Lieutenant General Ulysses S. Grant, 

marking the (unofficial) end of the American Civil War. Nearly one and a half centuries later, the 

Confederate flag is still displayed in front and inside of numerous homes and even some 

businesses, in the back windows of pickup trucks and on various types of apparel from baseball 

caps to t-shirts to bikinis, not only in Virginia, but across the South and even the nation. What is 

more, Virginia’s Prince Edward County, though one of the first counties to be legally directed to 

integrate its schools, is also notorious as the county which offered the most resistance in the 

entire country to school desegregation policies in the late 1950s.
2
 School officials closed public 

schools in the county for more than five years to avoid having white and black students attend 

classes together.  

My own high school was desegregated when my father was a freshman in 1969 and, by 

the time I attended, had a student population which was approximately 55 percent white and 45 

percent black with virtually no other racial minorities. In a country in which African Americans 

comprise approximately 13 percent of the population, and in a state in which that number rises to 

just under 20 percent,
 3

 William Campbell High School was most likely an anomaly. Even 

though advanced courses at my high school usually had only one or two black students for every 

20-25 white students, I remember only becoming acutely aware of an imbalance in the American 

educational system when I went to college and was struck by how few African American 

students there were on campus, in my classes and at the cafeteria. This revelation was 

underscored when issues concerning race, such as Affirmative Action policies in universities, 

were heatedly debated in my sophomore Ethics class. Though I was well aware of the existence 

                                                   
2
The Prince Edward County Public School System was instructed to desegregate as a part of the larger Supreme 

Court case “Brown vs. the Topeka Board of Education.” 
3
 These percentages can be found in the 2000 U.S. Census Report. 
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of racial prejudice in various strata of society, I had never really thought very deeply about what 

was happening around me. 

 I do not remember the first time I learned that my ancestors had been slave owners. It 

only really became a topic of interest in our household when my father began researching the 

history of our family farm when I was a teenager. He had already been aware of this fact since he 

was a child as an older neighbor would entertain him with stories about deceased members of the 

local community including his great grandfather, Thomas P. Johnson, the first direct ancestor 

who lived within the boundaries of the property which my father currently owns. While much 

which my father learned about Johnson in these stories remains unsubstantiated, such as the local 

tradition that he fought for the Confederacy during the Civil War, it is certain that he did own 

slaves. The estate inventory of Johnson’s father (of which the younger Johnson and his male 

siblings were executors) which my father found on record at the Campbell Country Clerk’s 

Office testifies to as much.
4
 Among the items listed as part of Johnson’s pre-Civil War estate 

were numerous possessions, including fifty-nine hogs, a prized china service and twenty-five 

slaves of various ages. Along with an assessed value of each slave were the slaves’ names and 

genders, as well as categorization of the slave as either a child or adult.  

Already, such a document is sickening for the way in which it relies on the continuing 

dehumanization of blacks in order to maintain the economic viability of the institution of slavery. 

However, the real blow came when my father read the description of Julia, a young female slave. 

Within this document, Julia is assessed as being worthless, with only the word “diseased” as 

explanation (Johnson 425). Later, Julia is indicated as being allotted to Johnson’s widow in 

addition to the ten other slaves whom Johnson had specifically willed to her. The explanation 

given is brief: “Julia a diseased girl we do not consider to be worth anything [will be included in 

                                                   
4
 Copies of this document can be found in the appendix to this thesis. 
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Elizabeth Johnson’s inheritance]. . .” (Johnson 429). The document also states that numerous 

other slaves were willed to Johnson’s children. I would like to think that my great, great 

grandfather and his father were benevolent masters—that they treated their slaves well—but the 

notion of benevolent slavery, much like the notion of “separate, but equal,” is revealed in this 

instance, as in so many others, to be an ugly myth. A system which attempts to declare or deny 

the monetary value of an individual as part of an endeavor to completely deny liberty to that 

individual is a system which can never be practiced with good intentions. And when we attempt 

to deny the impact which slavery still has on American society to this day, we likewise display 

our own ignorance. One hundred and fifty years is not long enough to undo the damages of 

subjugating an entire race. 

 In Bell Hooks’ Black Looks: Race and Representation (1992), African American writer 

James Baldwin is quoted as saying: “‘there has been almost no language’ to describe the 

‘horrors’ of black life” (qtd. in Hooks 2). This is a thought which, in various different 

formulations, can be located in the writings of Hooks, Toni Morrison, Henry Louis Gates, Jr. and 

many other African American theorists and writers into the twenty-first century. At the same 

time, there are those who would argue that modern Americans are so far removed from the 

legacy of slavery that a project such as the one which I am undertaking in this thesis is pointless. 

One such detractor would probably be Richard Merkt, whose remarks (which were quoted 

above) were given in early 2008 in protest to a measure which, once ratified, would serve as a 

public apology on behalf of the state of New Jersey for the evils caused by the institution of 

slavery.
5
 As narrow-minded as Merkt’s statements may seem, those of his fellow Republican, 

                                                   
5
 This resolution, Assembly Concurrent Resolution No. 270, passed almost unanimously on January 7

th
, 2008, 

making New Jersey the first northern state to both consider and issue an apology for slavery. In late July, the U.S. 

House of Representatives followed suit, issuing an unprecedented apology for slavery and Jim Crow segregation 

laws (H. Res. 194) and vowing “. . .to rectify the lingering consequences of the misdeeds committed against African 

Americans under slavery and Jim Crow and to stop the occurrence of human rights violations in the future.” The 

consequences of this measure remain to be seen. 
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Michael Patrick Carroll, were far worse. “On a current note,” Carroll wrote, “if slavery was the 

price that a modern American’s ancestors had to pay in order to make one an American, one 

should get down on one’s knees every single day and thank the Lord that such a price was 

paid.”6  

It is not my intention to argue about whether or not New Jersey, or any other state, should 

apologize for the institution of slavery. However, I most certainly would like to point out the fact 

that the victims of slavery, contrary to Merkt’s assertions, are not absent from modern-day 

American society. As wonderful as this notion may seem, it is simply not realistic because the 

traumas of the past are not so easily mended or forgotten. And like the photograph on the title 

page of this thesis, they will remain with us, long after those who bore the physical scars of 

slavery have passed away. The evidence of slavery’s continuing impact can be found in Carroll’s 

seeming ignorance of the insensitivity of his own remarks. How can the African American get 

down on his knees to thank anyone for the shackles and scars which his ancestors bore or for the 

scars which remain deeply embedded in the heart of American society? When I seriously 

consider the question with which this preface began, am I one of my ancestor’s slaves, I do not 

mean to belittle the plight of actual slaves in the United States nor of their descendants. What I 

am trying to point out, however, is that the past of slavery is a past which continues to haunt the 

United States in the present. And in as much as Americans cannot separate their modern 

identities from this past, they are subjected to the misconceptions, prejudicial practices and 

racialized uses of language which color the speech and actions of every inheritor of this 

traumatic legacy. Slavery is an issue which Americans continue to confront, or attempt to refuse 

to confront, even in the twenty-first century. The transgressions of my own ancestors continue to 

haunt me to this day. Slavery, like every other traumatic past, continues to live on in the present. 

                                                   
6
 These remarks are widely available online, for instance at www.npr.org. 
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Since the end of slavery, we have seen numerous attempts on the part of both whites and 

blacks to try to deal with this trauma albeit in sometimes ineffective and even counter-productive 

ways. Many of these efforts were and are targeted at the American political system as the most 

obvious legacy of slavery lingered on in the political treatment and representation of blacks. 

Although much has been accomplished in this vein, with the abolition of slavery, desegregation, 

and the Civil Rights movement as primary examples, it is my argument that the real solutions to 

the United States’ racial issues do not lie in political change. Racism is a much more 

fundamental part of society and of individual thought processes than we may realize. As such, 

the key to change may be found in attempting to alter the way in which African Americans relate 

to language. This has to do not only with the way in which blacks are represented linguistically, 

in politics, art, popular culture, etc., but also with their own ability to use language in order to 

gain power from their subjugated position. If the African American continues to have a limited 

ability to use language for his own benefit in comparison to his white counterparts, what is at the 

heart of the United States’ difficulties with living up to its own ideal of equality for all citizens 

will never be challenged. Yet language and representation are such fundamental parts of being 

that it is difficult to locate a space for such change to occur. 

This is why I have chosen to turn to literature, and more specifically to the contemporary 

African American slave narrative, or neo-slave narrative, for answers. It was Bernard Bell who 

coined the term “neo-slave narrative” (as it is used in this thesis) in his work The Afro-American 

Novel and its Tradition (1987). Most significant to Bell’s discussion of the neo-slave narrative 

are the constraints which he places on works which would qualify as a part of this genre: “. . . 

[neo-slave narratives are] residually oral, modern narratives of escape from bondage to freedom” 

(289). Unfortunately, Bell’s discussion of neo-slave narratives is rather preliminary and lacks the 

depth of analysis which is at work in this thesis. What Bell fails to realize is the pertinence of his 
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definition of the neo-slave narrative for the readers and writers of these narratives. Not only do 

neo-slave narratives tell the stories of characters who “escape from bondage to freedom,” but 

they also enact an escape to freedom for those who come in contact with these narratives today.  

As such, this is an escape which has as much to do with the characters who perform it as 

with the writer, who, staging a sort of protest in the form of a novel, attempts to create a space in 

which power and control can be gained for those who are oppressed within their own linguistic 

system by the weighty legacy of slavery. By undermining fixed notions of this traumatic past, 

African American authors may use the neo-slave narrative in order to highlight what is 

unspeakable and unspoken in popular representations of slavery. It is only when we recognize 

the implications of the neo-slave narrative for modern-day American society that we can begin to 

understand the potential which this genre has for altering the current situation of African 

Americans. It is my hope that the research presented in this thesis will provide significant insight 

into the value of examining the possibilities presented by the neo-slave narrative for effecting 

social change in the United States.  

Am I one of my great, great, great grandfather’s slaves? Yes and no. Though I have 

inherited the legacy of slavery as an American, and though much of what this means may seem 

to be beyond any of our control, other Americans and myself are only enslaved to this past if we 

allow ourselves to be. We have ways of beginning to undo the shackles which bind us to this 

past: the possibilities presented by the neo-slave narrative may be one of them. 
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IntroductionIntroductionIntroductionIntroduction    

an a novel ever really cause anything to change in the “real” world? A skeptic might 

pose such a question, and not without reason. Even as one who believes that novels can 

effect great change, I must admit that this is not the case with every novel, nor do the novels with 

which it is the case always impact society to the same extent. However, it is not my intention to 

answer this broad a question, especially as I am already working on the assumption that the 

answer is (sometimes) yes. Instead, my focus is limited to how a particular type of novel may be 

responsible for effecting change among members of a particular group. The question which I am 

seeking to answer is thus better formulated as follows: Does the contemporary African American 

novel have an impact on the lives of contemporary African Americans? Once again, this question 

is formulated much more broadly than the actual question with which I will be dealing in this 

thesis. One cannot, after all, write about “having an impact” as if such a generalized phrase, 

when left undefined, actually carries any meaning.  

The particular type of change or impact which I am considering has to do with the ability 

of the African American to use language in order to gain agency. Agency is the ability (of a 

person) to, by various means, gain power and/or control for himself. As I am focusing mostly on 

issues concerning agency in language, my conception of agency relates to the ability to use 

language in an effective way to gain power for oneself and control over the way in which one is 

represented within the larger linguistic system of which one is a part.
7
 This is an ability which is 

greatly restricted for people who have been or are being oppressed. As such, the second 

formulation of the original question I posed is still not specific enough. Not only am I 

                                                   
7
 Obviously, linguistic agency is not the only type of agency which exists for an individual. Agency can also be 

gained by other means, including (physical) violence. However, as the ability to use language is essential to being 

able to extract meaning from one’s experiences, one might argue that having linguistic agency (however limited) is 

fundamental to being recognizable to others as human. 
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considering agency in language but I am also considering a specific genre of African American 

novel called the neo-slave narrative. As a type of postmodern historical fiction, the neo-slave 

narrative is steeped in a theoretical tradition which emphasizes the unique nature in which the 

postmodern novel treats both the past and identity. Herein lies one of the great possibilities of 

this genre as it is by these means, among others, that it may begin to effect the type of change in 

which I am interested.  

In determining which neo-slave narratives
8
 I would work with, I considered numerous 

possibilities including Gayl Jones’ Corregidora (1975), Ishmael Reed’s Flight to Canada (1976) 

and Octavia E. Butler’s Kindred (1979). One of my main reasons for excluding these particular 

novels is the fact that they were written more than 25 years before the present day; this was an 

important criterion as I wanted to work with more contemporary novels as they generally lend 

themselves more readily to discussion in terms of the history/identity debate in discourses on 

postmodern fiction. Other neo-slave narratives, such as William Styron’s critically acclaimed 

The Confessions of Nat Turner (1967) and Caribbean-born writer Marie Elena John’s 

Unburnable (2006) did not meet my criterion of being written by an African American. The two 

specific neo-slave narratives which I eventually chose to study are Toni Morrison’s Beloved 

(1987) and Edward P. Jones’ The Known World (2003). I selected these novels because of the 

innovative though not unproblematic ways in which they deal with issues concerning language, 

the past and identity. Furthermore, as both novels have the prestige of being Pulitzer Prize 

winners, I also based my choice on the assumption that both have been, are being and/or will be 

widely read for years to come. This is important because, in order for the novel to effect change 

for African Americans on a large scale, it must have an impact on society. 

                                                   
8
 A more general discussion of the genre of the neo-slave narrative will take place in the section of the introduction 

entitled “Historiographic Metafiction and the Neo-slave Narrative.” 
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While reaching a wide audience is not necessarily required to meet this criterion, it 

certainly does not hurt. It is logical to assume that a novel can have an impact on a culture and on 

the individuals who are a part of it without being read by the majority of individuals. This is 

important as readership of the types of novels with which I am dealing may have been limited to 

a mostly white audience, or at the very least to a more educated audience, whether white or black, 

until recent years. Because African Americans were excluded from receiving an education 

comparable to that of their white counterparts for such a long time, the repercussions of this 

inequity continue to be felt even in the present. While it is impossible to be very concrete about 

the readership of these and other similar novels, it is logical to assume that the percentage of 

white versus black readers is disproportionate to the actual percentages of these racial groups in 

the American population. Nonetheless, the questions which certain novels raise regarding what is 

acceptable concerning certain types of speech, opinions, versions of the past, etc. can have an 

impact on members of a society who have not read these particular novels. In an African 

American context, the seeds of change regarding how African Americans are viewed and 

represented within American society as a whole may be planted in the minds of a select group of 

novel readers; from this epicenter, a rippling effect may then spread this change to others. Again, 

the extent to which this occurs with a given novel varies, but it is important to recognize that a 

novel’s impact may, in this way, reach beyond the individuals who read it.  

However, I must emphasize that I do not intend to prove the influence of literature on 

society. Instead, I intend to demonstrate the inherent possibility of the neo-slave narrative to 

effect change regarding the current situation of African Americans, whether or not it is actually 

the case that it does. As such, the focus of my study derives from a much more specific question, 

namely: Does the neo-slave narrative reconstruct fixed notions of history and identity in such a 

way that African American agency (in language) might be expanded? In order to answer this, my 
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main research question, I am entering into dialogue with numerous already-established 

theoretical discourses including postcolonial theory, Derrida/Foucault/Butler on linguistic 

agency and White/Hutcheon/Elias on the postmodern historical novel. Before beginning with the 

body of my thesis, I will provide a brief introduction to the theories with which I will be working. 

Coupled with this discussion will be the beginnings of my own critique of certain aspects of 

these theories along with brief insight into how they relate to one another and to my case study of 

the neo-slave narrative. 

Language and Agency, History and Identity 

If we consider the part of the main question which refers to agency (in language), it already 

becomes necessary to unpack the notion of agency as something which can be expanded. Though 

power and/or control may be limited for some individuals and members of some groups, agency 

is not quantifiable. However, it is possible to discern situations in which agency is being or has 

been restricted. Likewise, it is possible for effected groups and individuals to reclaim or gain 

agency by various means. Though it is impossible to quantify the extent to which power and 

control have been limited or gained in a certain situation, it is possible to recognize instances in 

which agency has expanded for a given group. In relation to language, this becomes possible 

when we consider the ways in which a group has gained agency within the linguistic system of 

which that group is a part. To understand how this is possible, it is useful to examine the 

theoretical discourse of Derrida/Foucault/Butler on linguistic agency.  

Over the past few decades, numerous theories have elaborated the link between language 

and agency and the ramifications of this link have been outlined. For many theorists, agency in 

language (or linguistic agency) is derived from participating in a linguistic system as a subject. 

This participation allows the individual, or subject, to inhabit a space in which he can gain power 

and/or control for himself in and through language. This line of thinking is closely related to that 
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of poststructuralist Jacques Derrida, who has stated that the subject both possesses and is 

possessed by language. Derrida further states that the subject is a function of language and 

becomes a speaking subject by making his or her speech conform to the existing system “of the 

rules of language as a system of differences” in both creative and transgressive speech acts (15). 

Michel Foucault defines language and the role of the subject in relation to a system of power 

relations. Foucault has posited that power is prelingual and that the idea of a conscious, rational 

subject should be questioned as there is always another force in power relations which is larger 

than the will of the subject.
9
  

In Excitable Speech, gender theorist Judith Butler builds upon both Foucault and Derrida 

in order to develop her own theory of linguistic agency, stating that the subject is vulnerable to 

language as language has its own sort of agency, or power. According to Butler, the subject must 

inscribe himself into a linguistic system in order to argue against this vulnerability. Language 

makes the physical existence of the subject possible as the subject receives a body and is 

validated as a subject when he is recognized in the speech act of another. It only becomes 

possible, then, to expand one’s agency in language by inscribing oneself into a linguistic system, 

which is impossible if one has not yet been recognized as a (potential) member of this system by 

others. Hence, one must join a linguistic system as a subject in order to have any hope of gaining 

power and/or control for oneself within that system. The speech act (through which one becomes 

a subject and by which one is recognized by others as a subject) is then recognized as a viable 

space for gaining power and control in language. This line of reasoning is, of course, only one of 

the numerous examples which exists in academic discourse about linguistic agency; however, for 

the purposes of this thesis, it is undoubtedly the most relevant. 

                                                   
9
 My discussion of Foucault is based on various writings by Foucault which can be found in Ethics: Subjectivity and 

Truth and Power, volumes one and three of Essential Works of Foucault. 
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The problem which I would like to emphasize is that many of the theories which relate 

language to agency fail to consider, at any great length, the role which the novel may play as a 

space for expanding linguistic agency. Unfortunately, the speech act always receives far more 

attention than the novel in lines of discourse such as the one outlined above. Nonetheless, the 

way in which language is used in a novel plays a vital role in arguing against linguistic 

vulnerability, especially for groups or individuals who have been marginalized or ignored within 

the linguistic system of which they are a part. In a novel, as in fictional writing more generally, 

language functions on numerous levels: most noticeably, language is perceived and used in a 

certain way by the characters and, in turn, in a certain way by the author. This second level is 

significantly more difficult to discern than the first, especially during an initial approach to a 

novel. In postmodern novels, perceiving the way in which the author uses language becomes 

even more problematic as he or she uses literary conventions in order to play with standardized 

conceptions of language. However, as these conceptions of language, linguistic agency and 

vulnerability are questioned and sometimes overturned in postmodern novels, one begins to see 

the possibilities for gaining agency presented by the postmodern novel (especially when dealing 

with marginalized groups). By questioning and undermining fixed conceptions, some novels may 

then create a space within their pages which may be used by others in order to promote a re-

evaluation of the way in which the role and power of language is conceived. 

Why is the postmodern novel, more than other tendencies in literature, the site of so 

much possibility? Not only do postmodern novels force their readers to question their 

preconceived notions of linguistic vulnerability, but they also often shed doubt on popularized 

conceptions of history and identity. Novels which deal specifically with traumatic occurrences in 

the past are especially interesting as they often stage the production of a counter-memory of 

these events. Re-remembering the past allows novelists to re-appropriate the (traumatic) past by 
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presenting readers with a new way of remembering and relating to it. A group’s collective 

identity is tied closely to its past and to the narratives through which that past is remembered;
10

 

however, the construction and accuracy of these narratives ought to be questioned if one is to 

acquire a more comprehensive and nuanced understanding of this past. As such, questioning 

narratives of the past is desirable as this also helps one develop a better sense of one’s 

(collective) identity. Especially when the past is traumatic, coming to terms with this past is 

central to being able to move forward in the present.
11

 The role which the (postmodern) novel 

plays in reshaping our conceptions of the past and identity has been considered at great length by 

numerous noteworthy theorists, whose ideas will be further discussed below.  

Though the categories of history, memory and identity are all closely related and are 

often considered in relation to one another, specific attention is rarely given to the role which 

language plays in the development and our perception of them. The failure of certain theorists to 

pay special attention to language is peculiar, especially as consideration of the role of the novel 

in shaping our perception of ourselves and the past receives so much special attention. This 

comes in spite of the fact that the novel is an art form (or, in the case of the history/identity 

debate, a cultural artifact) which operates in and through language. Surprisingly, the connection 

has not been previously made between the way in which the postmodern novel may alter 

conceptions of the past and identity and the possible power/control (agency) which may be 

gained as a result of this process. 

What might be gained by combining the debates concerning history and identity with 

those concerning agency in language? The turning point is revealed as the underexplored 

                                                   
10

 This is not to say that these versions of the past are the only contributing factor to a group’s or an individual’s 

identity. Rather, one’s sense of the past informs one’s sense of oneself and examining the ways in which this past is 

narrativized and remembered will reveal a great deal about group/individual identity. Issues relating to how the past 

is narrativized and remembered will receive more attention in chapter two. 
11

 In relation to slavery, this point is central, and will be further discussed in chapter two. 
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connection which both debates have to one another and, more importantly, to the novel. By 

considering how (linguistic) agency may be gained through the novel, I am making an important 

connection between debates about identity/history and agency. As such, consideration of 

language also plays a central role. Thus, as demonstrated in figure one below, the novel serves as 

an important link between debates concerning identity and history and debates concerning 

linguistic agency. 

   Identity    History 

 

      Novel 

 

   Language     Agency 

 

Figure 1: Axial Relationship of Identity/History/Language/Agency to the Novel (The dotted lines indicate the 

relationships which I am seeking to explore/establish.) 

Though the connection between the novel and (linguistic) agency has often been underexplored, 

this thesis will serve, in part, to make the connection which exists between the novel and agency 

much clearer, using the specific example of the African American neo-slave narrative. While 

identity and history have often been perceived as closely related to each other, discussions of 

their connection to the novel often fail to refer specifically to the role which language obviously 

plays in this relationship; as such, I will also be elaborating on this connection within this thesis. 

As language is related to history and identity and to agency, the novel, as a language-based art 

form, becomes a site of interest, especially as some novels both undermine and reinforce one’s 

notions of one’s (collective) identity and past. While memory does not appear in the diagram 

above, it logically fits into this discussion as memory and history (joined together under the 

umbrella of cultural memory) are both contributing factors to one’s sense of identity. 
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Furthermore, the specific case study which I will be dealing with, the neo-slave narrative, is 

related not only to linguistic agency but also to history, memory, trauma and identity due to its 

treatment of issues involving slavery. 

Postcolonialism and African American Experience 

The significance of the connection between identity/history, linguistic agency and the novel 

undoubtedly varies depending upon the specific context which is being considered. It seems 

likely, and this thesis will indeed demonstrate, that consideration of this axial relationship is 

extremely relevant in a postcolonial context. However, such a statement already begs the 

question: is the African American context postcolonial? While the similarities between African 

American and postcolonial experience will be analyzed in more detail in the chapter on 

postcolonialism, it is already necessary to insist that African American experience is, at the very 

least, highly evocative of the postcolonial. In fact, to the extent that postcolonialism may be 

defined by the presence of a margin which speaks back to a center, African American literature 

is postcolonial.  

Before there were “African Americans” in the United States of America, there were 

African-born peoples who had been stolen from their own homelands, stripped of their rights and 

sold as slaves. Known as America’s “peculiar institution,” slavery continued as a legally-

protected practice in parts of the United States from the early 1600s until the last slaves were 

freed in 1865. The position of slave is a position which postcolonial theorists would label 

subaltern, a term which may be defined as oppressed, subjugated and/or lacking agency. Being 

freed from or escaping slavery, whether in 1865 or earlier, however, does not mean that the 

signifier ‘subaltern’ no longer applies to the contemporary African American anymore than it 

would for members of newly-independent colonies in twentieth century Africa, South America 

and Asia. A legacy of oppression, racism and subjugation does not end simply because an 
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individual moves from the category of slave to that of freeman. The system of slavery was built 

upon the repeated act of dehumanizing and exploiting an entire race by numerous means, with 

the objectified marker of inferiority being skin color. As such, most white Americans, whether 

slave owners or not, adhered to the ideology that the paleness of their skin made them superior to 

others.
12

 Such ideologies were necessary in order for the system to function and were not simply 

forgotten after the slaves were freed during the American Civil War (1861-1865). 

The aftereffects of the institution of slavery remain palpable in contemporary American 

society where there has never been a non-Caucasian president,
13

 where a disproportionately high 

number of blacks are unemployed and incarcerated and where discrimination and a lack of 

understanding persists on both sides of the racial divide. Such inequities have led some African 

Americans to call for reparations to be paid to the descendents of former slaves. Others have 

made more extreme statements and demands which are qualified as forms of black nationalism, 

including that all blacks should willfully return back to the mother-continent of their ancestors 

(Africa) or that the United States’ government should recognize a separate black nation within its 

borders.  

Contemporary African American literature also demonstrates a continuing obsession with 

issues concerning racism, slavery and its aftermath, including works by well-known black 

novelists such as Richard Wright (Native Son), Zora Neale Hurston (Their Eyes Were Watching 

God), Alice Walker (The Color Purple), Toni Morrison (Beloved), etc. Many of these novels 

greatly resemble their postcolonial counterparts in other parts of the world as they stage a 

confrontation between the white literary center and the marginal space which they and their 

authors have often been forced to occupy. Of course, this confrontation goes far beyond pitting 

                                                   
12

 As we will see, the notion of the purity of “whiteness” applied not only to physical appearance but also to 

bloodline. 
13

 When this thesis was completed, the outcome of Barack Obama’s presidential bid was yet to be seen. Interestingly 

enough, Obama is the son of a black African (not an African American) and a Caucasian American. 



 

 

11 

 

African American literature against literature by white Americans. The goal of postcolonial 

literature is to disrupt the system which has subjugated its writers and other members of their 

racial/cultural/social group. In order to create a new space for gaining power and control from 

the subaltern position, these works employ numerous methods which allow them to undermine 

the validity of their marginalization. In the specific case study of African American literature, 

these methods include undermining the authority of the dominant group, creating a sense of unity 

and empowerment among members of their own, marginalized group and questioning the 

validity of the grand historical narratives which were born from the antebellum era.  

Despite the numerous similarities which exist, the relationship between African 

American and postcolonial texts is often mentioned but rarely expounded upon in a meaningful 

way. As early as the 1950s, when the colonial period in much of Africa was moving towards 

decline, theorists such as Albert Memmi and Frantz Fanon were referencing the experiences of 

African slaves in the United States in order to draw comparisons between the experiences of the 

colonized and the slave. Réda Bensmaïa, an Algerian postcolonial theorist, also noted numerous 

points of similarity between contemporary African Americans and Algerians in Experimental 

Nations: Or, the Invention of the Maghreb (2003). These are only a few examples selected from 

numerous instances in which African Americans are mentioned in postcolonial theory. The 

problem is that the similarities which are cited remain under-defined as those theorists who make 

them quickly return to their original topic of interest: the colonized (in the more traditional sense 

of the word).  

Nonetheless, African American and postcolonial experience continue to speak to one 

another, and theories which consider how formerly colonized peoples might rise above their 

subaltern position are undoubtedly relevant in an African American context. Obviously, within 

the context of this thesis, consideration of how postcolonial theorists invoke the power of 



 

 

12 

 

language as a site for regaining power within a (post)colonial framework is most relevant. While 

theorists such as Gayatri Spivak (in “Can the Subaltern Speak?”) are less positive about the 

ability of subaltern groups to rise from their position by exploiting the possibilities presented by 

language, others, like Homi K. Bhabha locate a definite space for gaining power in and through 

language among colonized peoples (Ashcroft et al. 177-78). Bhabha refers to both mimicry and 

parody (of the discourse of the colonizer) as ways in which the colonized may strip colonialist 

discourse of its power (Ashcroft et al.178). Such strategies result in the re-appropriation of (some 

of) the power and control which was denied to subaltern peoples by the colonialist project 

(Ashcroft et al. 178). Others, such as Benita Parry, in her reading of Frantz Fanon, suggest that 

true power lies in the writing of “‘nationalist liberationist narratives’” which look past the way in 

which the colonized has been silenced and instead work towards re-inscribing the colonized into 

history (qtd. in Ashcroft et al. 179). The value which Parry locates in the writing of nationalist 

liberation narratives is not unrelated to Bensmaïa’s own project in Experimental Nations. 

Bensmaïa greatly values the demythification of the narratives of the past which rampage in 

newly independent nations; this demythification is achieved in part by both questioning and 

rewriting these narratives.  

Not only ‘narratives’ more generally, but also the novel specifically is located in 

postcolonial theory as a site for the expansion of power and control in language among members 

of a subaltern group. This is a strongpoint of postcolonial theory in comparison to the 

Derrida/Foucault/Butler discourse on linguistic agency. While their non-postcolonial 

counterparts seem to neglect the importance of the novel as a space for gaining (linguistic) 

agency, postcolonial theorists have been more thorough in their own analyses of linguistic art 

forms. In Experimental Nations, Bensmaïa offers in depth analysis of the role which various 

language-related art forms have played in helping Algerians to create a more coherent identity, 
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without which the Algerian’s ability to gain power in and through language would be hindered. 

Though Bensmaïa values theatre over the novel, largely due to the high illiteracy rates in 

postcolonial Algeria, he cites the importance of the novel on numerous occasions. Not only do 

Algerian writers use novels to provide counter-narratives for Algerian identity, but, through 

writing, they learn how to think in and use the French language “like thieves” (Bensmaïa 21). As 

a result, Algerians make space for the creation of their own language within the Maghrebi 

paradigm—a language which is unique to the members of their “experimental nation.” Other 

examples of the value which some postcolonial theorists attach to the novel will be provided in 

the chapter on postcolonialism. 

All of these theories are indispensable if we are to examine how African Americans may 

themselves gain agency in language by means of the novel. Postcolonial theorists recognize the 

power of both language and literature in undermining and overturning colonialist discourses. 

While it is important for colonized peoples to seek these sites of agency while they are colonized, 

it is even more important when dealing with the aftermath of colonial rule. While African 

Americans have been free for almost 150 years, numerous factors within the modern-day United 

States result in the continuing marginalization of their voices. By considering theories about 

what the novel achieves and has achieved in postcolonial nations, the power and possible uses of 

novels by African Americans will be revealed. Both the power of linguistic violence and 

subversion in these novels will be considered in order to determine the ways in which power and 

control in language may be gained among contemporary African Americans. 

Historiographic Metafiction and the Neo-Slave Narrative 

While postcolonial theory has shown us the power of the novel more generally, other theorists 

have demonstrated the specific advantages of the postmodern historical novel. In order for a new 

space for African American (linguistic) agency to be made available, a violent linguistic act must 
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disrupt the centuries-long legacy of slavery and injustice which has left African Americans 

struggling to rise above their subaltern position in American society. Not only violence, but also 

subversion is key to undermining the dominant discourses which result in the continuing 

marginalization of blacks in the United States.  

In order to explore how this may be achieved through the novel, the neo-slave narrative 

becomes especially useful as a case study as it may demonstrate what many theorists have 

posited as the power of the novel to alter our (mis)conceptions of the past. A neo-slave narrative 

is a fictionalized narrative of slavery written after slavery’s end. In this way, the neo-slave 

narrative, as a genre, relates closely to the analyses of the postmodern historical novel presented 

by Linda Hutcheon (historiographic metafiction) and Amy Elias (the metahistorical romance), 

among others. Both theorists have posited that postmodern historical novels undermine and 

rewrite fixed notions of the past. For Hutcheon, the key lies in the fact that postmodern writers 

do not attempt to avoid the past; instead, they attempt to trouble normal distinctions related to 

history writing, such as the distinction between historical fact and fiction (93) or between the 

literary and the historical (99). In Sublime Desire: History and Post-1960s Fiction, Elias builds 

upon Hayden White’s notion of the historical sublime (the insistence that there exists that which 

is unreachable in history which ought to and can be inscribed into historical narratives) in order 

to point to the positive outcome of allowing for the manifestation of the historical sublime within 

postmodern historical novels, especially in relation to trauma. 

In the case of African Americans, these particular novels are often used to rewrite 

(mis)conceptions concerning slavery, paying special attention to voices and points of view which 

are usually ignored in the grand narratives of history. For instance, Toni Morrison uses Sethe’s 

character in the neo-slave narrative, Beloved, to reinscribe the black female voice into 

traditionally white, male dominated narratives of slavery. In The Known World, Edward P. Jones 
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uses the figure of the black master to undermine his reader’s fixed notions about slavery as well 

as the boundaries between descriptive categories used in narratives of slavery, such as white, 

black, master and slave. By reinscribing marginalized voices into history, the construction of 

new, more coherent identities for effected groups can begin. Without some semblance of a 

coherent (group) identity, the precarious position of the subaltern will be remain highly 

problematic in regards to the project of achieving and using power and control in language in a 

meaningful way. While Morrison forces both black and white readers to reconsider the role and 

place of the black female (former) slave in history, Jones especially seems to speak to African 

American identity by forcing black readers to reconsider both the nature and extent of black 

victimhood in the antebellum era.  

Obviously, as neo-slave narratives deal with the history of the institution slavery and the 

abuses which its adherents inflicted upon their slaves, these novels are also negotiating a 

traumatic phase in American history. By simultaneously reaffirming and re-narrativizing this 

trauma, novelists such as Morrison and Jones contribute to and alter the cultural memory
14

 of 

slavery in the United States. The memory of slavery and other racially-motivated injustices is 

undoubtedly an integral part of African American identity. However, as these memories are 

traumatic, negotiating and coming to terms with them in a meaningful way is extremely difficult. 

When this is coupled with the fact that African American’s continue, in many ways, to be forced 

to seek agency from the subaltern position, it becomes apparent why finding a medium for re-

appropriating this traumatic past would be necessary. The neo-slave narrative may be one way of 

fulfilling this necessity, and this thesis will explore the extent to which both Beloved and The 

Known World effectively negotiate the history of slavery to effect change in contemporary 

American society.  

                                                   
14

 Cultural memory will be further discussed and defined in chapter two. 
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The genre of neo-slave narrative has received increasing theoretical attention in the past 

decade with prominent studies and critical writings on the genre including: Elizabeth A. 

Beaulieu’s Black Women Writers and the American Neo-Slave Narrative: Femininity Unfettered 

(1999), Ashraf H. A. Rushdy’s Neo-slave Narratives: Studies in the Social Logic of a Literary 

Form (1999) and Naomi Morgenstern’s article “Mother’s Milk and Sister’s Blood: Trauma and 

the Neo-slave Narrative” (2001). The focal point of each study differs greatly, with Beaulieu 

emphasizing the unique presentation of the figure of the female slave in both antebellum and 

neo-slave narratives (Campbell 244-45) in contrast to Rushdy’s emphasis on the social activism 

which motivated the writing of numerous neo-slave narratives, especially during the 1960s 

(Jerving 683). Morgenstern’s own take on the genre, which will be further discussed in chapter 

two, operates from a psychoanalytic perspective, emphasizing the neo-slave narrative as the 

enactment of a return to the trauma of slavery (101-02). As such, Morgenstern sees the genre as 

part of a (potentially) rehabilitative process for American society.  

My own perspective on the genre is influenced to some extent by Morgenstern’s analysis, 

though I draw from a wider theoretical background than Morgenstern does in developing my 

own argument. As such, I consider issues relating to trauma in light of postcolonial theories of 

the subaltern as well as theories concerning the postmodern historical novel, especially in 

relation to the issues of history, memory and identity. While I see Beloved as dealing more 

closely with issues concerning memory, with Sethe offering her own theory of how memory 

works, The Known World deals more directly with history. Memory and history are closely 

related, however, as will be discussed more fully in the second chapter. In addition to this, both 

novels deal with issues of language, especially in relation to the subaltern. The power of the 

postmodern novel, more generally, to re-appropriate the (traumatic) past is strongly related to its 

treatment of history and language as discussed above. 
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In both the case of Beloved and The Known World, the reader may be persuaded to a new 

outlook on the legacy of slavery without being overly aware of what is happening due to the 

subversive possibilities of novelistic language. As such, a space is created, through both violence 

and subversion, in which both black and white readers may come to a new awareness of the past, 

African American identity, etc. This space, albeit tentative and vulnerable, may also house the 

key to expanding African American agency in and through language.  

Conclusions 

With these preliminary statements in mind, it is my task to explore the ways in which the novel, 

as a literary form and cultural artifact, may provide a space for the expansion of agency among 

subaltern groups by virtue of its unique use of language in its treatment of issues concerning 

trauma, cultural memory, identity, etc. This is, of course, also closely related to the postmodern 

historical novel’s particular interest in upsetting the preconceived notions of its reader. The 

research and conclusions which are presented in this thesis are both necessary and desirable in 

order to understand how and why the neo-slave narrative may constitute a space for the possible 

expansion of (linguistic) agency among African Americans. Furthermore, the coupling of these 

theories around the novel, as illustrated in figure one, may reveal under-examined yet fruitful 

ways in which the numerous discussions which I am interlinking may benefit from being 

considered in relation to one another. 
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Chapter OneChapter OneChapter OneChapter One    

The Experimental Black Nation: How Postcolonial Theory Speaks to African American 

Experience 

1.1 Introduction 

What might be gained in an analysis of the African American’s relationship to language by 

considering it in light of postcolonial theory? To put it simply, much more than might be gained 

by only considering it along the lines of first world discourse on the topic of linguistic agency. 

Postcolonial theory is useful in this context as African American experience greatly resembles 

the experiences of colonized peoples; as such, contextualizing (linguistic) agency among African 

Americans in terms of postcolonial discourse can be a rewarding endeavor. Not only is it useful 

to borrow key terms from postcolonial theory, such as subaltern, colonized, colonizer, etc., in 

order to describe black experience, but such borrowing also results in the ability to use words 

like “nation” and “national identity” in order to describe the African American collective. As the 

coherence of a group’s identity is also central to that group’s ability to gain power from the 

subaltern position, being able to analyze African American identity in terms of national identity 

is useful. It allows the construction and coherence of African American collective identity to be 

discussed along the lines of an already-established theoretical discourse on (national) identity 

formation in postcolonial nations.  

Postcolonial theory also brings with it insight into the ways in which language, literature 

and, more specifically, the novel are used in order to expand agency in a (post)colonial context. 

Unfortunately, as stated in the introduction, the novel is often neglected in discussions of 

linguistic agency among “first world” scholars such as Derrida, Foucault and Butler. Though 

postcolonial theory has, in many ways, built upon the analyses of language and agency which 
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were presented by Derrida and Foucault, it provides a major advantage over these analyses due 

to its insistence on the importance of literature. In fact, because it emphasizes the importance of 

language and the novel in the formation of identities and the expansion of (linguistic) agency, 

postcolonial theory may be more useful for analyzing the relationship of the African American to 

language than discourses on the same topic originating from the first world. 

1.2.1 African American Experience as Postcolonial 

In order to determine the extent to which discourse about African American experience already 

falls under the umbrella of postcolonialism, it is first necessary to provide a rough sketch of what 

postcolonial theory is. Several major characteristics seem to be shared by most postcolonial 

scholars, among these are the following: a concern for marginalized voices, literatures, traditions, 

people, and cultures; a rejection of Eurocentrism; and a call both to acknowledge and to rethink 

the processes by which we define ourselves and those generally labeled as “Other.” The 

following characteristics are true of postcolonialism for some, but not all theorists: use of 

Marxist theory in relation to economics and culture; use of psychoanalytical theory; use of 

Derridean concepts; use of Foucauldian concepts; concern with national identity and nationhood; 

and the issuance of a specific call for action, especially concerning a dramatic change in current 

political systems.  

Major Derridean concepts which are often invoked in postcolonial studies include 

Derrida’s emphasis on language’s nature as a construction and the notion of binary oppositions 

which is sometimes renamed polarization. For instance, many postcolonial theorists demonstrate 

how the West has defined itself by its difference from the East; other major dichotomies include 

first world versus third world, white versus black, and the familiar or the self versus the “Other.” 

Foucault is also invoked in postcolonial theory, especially concerning his notion of the 

relationship between knowledge and power. As such, it already becomes evident that, though 
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Derrida and Foucault neglect the novel in their discussions of linguistic agency, postcolonial 

theory is in some ways building upon and benefiting from their lines of discourse. However, I 

would hesitate to say that postcolonial theories concerning language are an extension of the 

Derrida/Foucault/Butler line of discourse. In fact, the fact that postcolonial theory began with an 

emphasis on literature already undermines attempts at establishing this sort of linearity. 

Already, African Americans, due to their history of enslavement and oppression, begin to 

fall under the title postcolonial. Binary oppositions such as master vs. slave (colonizer vs. 

colonized) and white vs. black are undoubtedly significant in discussing African American 

experience. However, the question remains: Can African American literature be considered 

postcolonial? By some definitions African American literature is already encompassed within 

what is considered to be postcolonial literature. In Shades of Empire, Theo D’Haen widens the 

definition of postcolonial literature from the more traditional definition of that literature which 

stages a confrontation between East and West to encompass all literature which stages a 

“confrontation between margin and centre” (12). Power is exerted on the margin by the center 

“politically, economically, and socially, [and] also in terms of culture and literature” (12). In 

postcolonial discourse, the literature of the center would then be considered colonial and that of 

the margin postcolonial
15

 (12). If postcolonial literature is then accepted as literature which 

enacts a confrontation between margin and center, it becomes more clearly evident why African 

American texts can read as postcolonial as they are written by members of a marginalized ethnic 

group in the United States. 

What are the implications of reading African American literature as postcolonial based on 

the margin/center dichotomy? The temptation which must be avoided applies to all postcolonial 

texts: postcolonial texts ought to be considered not only as political/cultural artifacts, but also for 

                                                   
15

 D’Haen locates this definition in Bill Ashcroft, Gareth Griffiths, and Helen Tiffin’s The Empire Writes Back: 

Theory and Practice in Post-Colonial Literatures. 
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their literariness (Bensmaïa 6). This means that postcolonial literature should not be read solely 

for the purpose of elaborating on the confrontation which it stages between the margin and the 

center—between African American identity and the power of the dominant race. Rather, 

postcolonial literature must be read in terms of its own self-reflexivity and problematized 

relationship with language in order to determine how literature attempts to resolve identity crises 

in formerly-colonized nations. Without this criterion, the vital role which the novel sometimes 

performs within a postcolonial nation is either undermined or completely ignored. Also, the way 

in which these novels treat and problematize history and identity by using various postmodern 

techniques (as will be discussed in the following chapter) would not be considered. 

As stated in the introduction, numerous postcolonial theorists have already established a 

connection between the experiences of African Americans and members of colonized nations, 

though this connection is rarely expounded upon. In 1965, Tunisian postcolonial theorist Albert 

Memmi dedicated the English translation of his well-known work, The Colonizer and the 

Colonized, to “. . . black Americans, in recognition of the fact that it speaks to all who know the 

Third World experience, whether they live in the Third World or the First.” However, the rest of 

the work fails to elaborate on this perceived connection. Even Jean-Paul Sartre’s introduction to 

the book hastily equates the experience of the colonized to that of the slave, living in the South 

(of the United States), without following through on the implications of this connection.  

The same hastiness also characterizes Aijaz Ahmad’s own consideration of the existence 

of Third Worlds which may exist within the First in “Jameson’s Rhetoric of Otherness and the 

‘National Allegory’” (1992). In this text, Ahmad points to the relationship between the plight of 

African Americans and members of the third world in stating that “[i]t is not only the Asian or 

the African but also the American writer whose private imaginations must necessarily connect 

with the experiences of the collectivity. One has only to look at Black and feminist writing to 
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find countless allegories even within these postmodernist United States” (110). Here, Ahmad 

relates the goal of peripheral (or third world) authors to unite the nation to the similar goal of 

African American and feminist writers of uniting members of their own collectives. Ahmad 

builds on this argument, stating that several third worlds (or minority collectives) may exist 

within the first (122). While Ahmad’s main goal in this text is to discredit Frederic Jameson’s 

use of the Three Worlds Theory (in “Third-World Literature in the Era of Multinational 

Capitalism”) by asserting that there is, in fact, only one world (104), his assertion that African 

American and feminist writings bare striking similarity to their third world counterparts provides 

a preliminary theoretical angle for analyzing African American texts emerging from the United 

States using postcolonial theory, which is more often applied to the texts of formerly colonized 

nations. This angle is preliminary because, once again, the implications of likening African 

American and postcolonial experience to each other is not expounded upon.  

While Reda Bensmaïa’s main focus in Experimental Nations (2003) is on the particular 

case of Algeria, he is himself well aware that his views on the post-independence struggle of 

Algerians are related to the continuing struggle of African Americans. Bensmaïa states that 

“[t]his problematic allows us to see that there may be more affinities between an Algerian writer 

and an African American writer today that there were between this same writer and another 

writer from his or her own country in the past” (8). The problematic to which Bensmaïa refers is 

basically that of working through language to create and build a unified (national) identity from 

the postcolonial position. Though he sees an affinity between Algerian and African American 

experience, Bensmaïa insists of Experimental Nations: “This book is dedicated to bringing to 

light the originality of the literary strategies deployed by postcolonial Maghrebi writers to re-

appropriate their national cultural heritage. . .” (7, original emphasis). As such, Bensmaïa 

highlights the uniqueness of the Algerian/Maghrebi approach (and of specific Algerian works) to 
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building a national identity through literature and theater. Nonetheless, Bensmaïa’s treatment of 

the specifics of the Algerian situation holds value for considering the unique position, role and 

problematics of literature as a device for creating and strengthening a collective African 

American identity. It is important to note that Bensmaïa speaks of collective identity in terms of 

national identity and the “experimental nation.” The implications of this way of thinking in the 

African American context will be expounded upon below. 

Having examined what postcolonial theorists have written about African American 

experience as postcolonial, it is also necessary to consider what African American theorists think 

about being labeled postcolonial. In Black Nationalism in American Politics and Thought (2001), 

Dean E. Robinson outlines the way in which black scholars, nationalists and civil rights activists 

used colonial independence struggles (especially in Africa) in order to make an analogy between 

colonized peoples and blacks in 1960s/1970s America.16 As the situation of African Americans 

clearly differed greatly from that of their colonized counterparts, colonialism in the United States 

was termed “internal colonialism” (Robinson 81). Scholars and activists used this term in order 

to draw attention to the fact that African Americans were originally forcibly removed from their 

homelands and brought to the United States as slaves (82). Hence, while theorists who were 

often invoked in making this comparison, such as Frantz Fanon, wrote about the problems 

experienced by native members of colonies, black nationalists redefined the colony as any place 

where large number of blacks lived within the United States (81). By relating the experiences of 

blacks in the United States to those of the colonized abroad, black scholars and nationalists 

sought to establish black nationalism as a necessary and important historical movement (83). 

However, Robinson simultaneously argues that defining black nationalism in terms of other 

colonial independence movements also had negative consequences, namely in that black 
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 Black nationalism as a series of movements will be defined and further discussed in the following section. 
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nationalists began to lose sight of the unique nature of the African American situation (87). As 

such, black scholars and nationalists in the United States neglected to consider some of the 

means for gaining agency which were unique to their own “colonial” situation. 

While Robinson is cautious about likening African American experience to that of their 

(post)colonial counterparts, other contemporary African American theorists continue to use the 

language of colonization in order to refer to black experience in the United States. In the 

introduction to Black Looks: Race and Representation (1992), Bell Hooks writes that “. . . we 

[black people must]. . . challenge and invite non-black allies and friends to dare to look at us 

differently, to dare to break their colonizing gaze” (2). Hooks goes on to write about the “. . . 

oppression, exploitation, and overall domination of all black people” (2, emphasis added), and in 

doing so, obviously likens contemporary African Americans to their (post)colonial counterparts. 

She names the process of redefining black existence “decolonization” (5), and relates this 

process to that of developing a love for blackness, both of which she recognizes as forms of 

political resistance (9).  

Robinson’s examples of the way in which African American nationalist movements were 

related to colonial movements in the past most likely made possible the language which Hooks 

uses in order to join all blacks together using a rhetoric which repeatedly evokes (post)colonial 

imagery. Being able to relate slavery and oppression within the United States to the subjugation 

of people of color in other parts of the world makes it possible for Hooks to generalize about race 

relations on a global scale. Though it is undoubtedly useful to be able to use (post)colonial 

terminology in order to unpack the complicated nature of African American experience, broad 

generalizations must be avoided. While my own argument builds upon postcolonial theories of 

language and literature, I will be careful to avoid equating African Americans to their 

(post)colonial counterparts in such a nondiscretionary way. 
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1.2.2 An Experimental Black Nation? 

In light of my discussion of Robinson’s arguments concerning black nationalism, it becomes 

necessary to consider how we can speak of African Americans as members of a nation (other 

than the United States) and why this might be useful to developing a better understanding of 

black experience in the United States. It is here that Bensmaïa’s notion of the “experimental 

nation” becomes useful as it is a term which can be applied to a collective, independent of 

geographical and political boundaries. As such, it becomes possible to speak of an African 

American nation and African American national identity. While the Algerian example which 

Bensmaïa elaborates in Experimental Nations is undoubtedly unique, thus preventing any other 

postcolonial example from being reduced to it, there is much which the implementation of his 

mode of analysis can help us to discern about the role of (African American) literature in 

building a collective African American identity. This is especially true when considering the 

significance of Bensmaïa’s insights into the difficulties of creating a national literature in an 

“experimental nation” within a specifically African American context. As Bensmaïa points out, 

problems arise in an experimental nation when those who wish to contribute to a “national” 

literature are forced, for various reasons, to negotiate the language of their (former) colonizer. 

 The manifold problems associated with establishing a sense of national identity in 

postcolonial nations lead Bensmaïa to point to the usefulness of viewing the nation not as a 

category with fixed political and geographical boundaries, but rather as a “transcendental 

configuration” which is more closely related to language (8). Though Bensmaïa’s nation is 

virtual in the Deleuzian sense (8), he prefers to use the term “experimental nation.” These 

experimental nations are nations which writers have been forced to create in order to come to 

terms with and even invent a language which can deal with the problematics associated with 

being formerly colonized. As Deleuze has explained, virtual nations are “. . .‘real without being 
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actual, ideal without being abstract, and symbolic without being fictional’” (qtd. in Bensmaïa 8). 

As such, the “experimental nation” is a definable entity with certain characteristics, despite the 

fact that it is not an actual nation in the typical sense of the word. 

In some ways, Bensmaïa’s experimental nation bears a certain affinity to Benedict 

Anderson’s notion of the nation as an “imagined community.” In Imagined Communities, 

Anderson posits that the nation is an imagined community as “members of even the smallest 

nations will never know most of their fellow-members, meet them or even hear of them, yet in 

the minds of each lives the image of their communion” (6). Anderson refers explicitly to the 

factors he believes contribute to the establishment of this sense of belonging to an imagined 

community—this sense of national identity—namely language and culture. Bensmaïa’s own 

notion of the nation is also reliant on an imagined sense of belonging felt amongst numerous 

individuals, though his insistence on negating the importance of geographical boundaries 

contradicts the significance with which Anderson invests the map of a nation’s territory in 

helping to build national identity. According to Anderson, the map is important as it allows 

inhabitants to visualize a specific border around the nation to which they feel they belong.  

For Bensmaïa, the nation is virtual, having been created by those who think it (namely 

writers) during the process of coming to terms with their relationship to language; hence, the 

experimental nation is borderless (at least in terms of geographical borders). The nations of 

which Bensmaïa speaks are also differentiated from Anderson’s in that they share a common 

problematics when it comes to dealing with language. This problematics is unique to groups of 

people who were formerly colonized. Despite its innovations in terms of thinking the nation as 

imagined, Anderson’s theory still clings to more traditional methods for conceiving a nation 

(such as politics, borders, etc.) and does not distinguish postcolonial nations from non-colonized 

nations in a meaningful way. 
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Bensmaïa and Anderson both value the role of the novel in the process of nation building, 

though for very different reasons. Anderson credits the novel for helping members of particular 

nations to imagine the existence and lives of other members of their nation whom they do not 

know (26-27). As such, the novel, like the map, contributes to a sense of belonging and shared 

experience in Anderson’s notion of the nation as an imagined community. However, Anderson 

does not consider the importance of the novel as a part of the first steps towards building a 

national consciousness. Furthermore, Anderson fails to elaborate the problematics unique to the 

process of imagining the national community in postcolonial nations as he neglects to consider 

the importance of the postcolonial writer’s role in imagining the nation (both in Anderson’s 

sense of the nation and Bensmaïa’s). At the same time, it could be argued that in investing the 

role of the (postcolonial) writer with so much importance, Bensmaïa fails to consider other 

significant contributors to the nation-building project.  

Rather than viewing literary production and reception as the essence of the nation 

building project in Bensmaïa’s theory, it is perhaps more useful to view the linguistic problems 

which arise for authors and their readers as indicative of the manifold complications which face 

nation-building projects in any formerly colonized nation. This line of thinking also allows for 

the fact that readership may be low in (post)colonial nations due to inequities in education and 

income which hold the colonized back; as such, the problems which arise for writers and their 

readers can be seen as reflective of the difficulties which face the larger subaltern group as a 

whole. Likewise, Bensmaïa’s contribution to thinking the postcolonial “nation” in terms of the 

novel/theater is significant as his emphasis on aesthetics (over political or cultural aspects) offers 

unique insight into the problematic role of language in forming identities after colonial rule has 

ended. 
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As different as the two situations may seem, Bensmaïa’s approach to analyzing the way 

in which Algerians work(ed) to establish an identity through literary production is still useful for 

considering the same process among African Americans. His notion of the experimental nation is 

especially relevant as what might be termed the African American “nation” is not something 

distinguished by geographical or political boundaries. This is especially true of political 

boundaries as African American participation in politics was almost completely foreclosed for a 

long time in the United States and their concerns were often ignored by the white governmental 

officials who were supposed to represent them. Nonetheless, African Americans have always felt, 

to varying degrees, a bond amongst themselves which could be termed a national identity. This is, 

however, an experimental or virtual nation. History and memory have both played an important 

role in cementing the bond which leads to this national feeling. Literature has undoubtedly also 

played an important role, increasingly so as more African Americans became literate. 

Why is it useful to consider African Americans as members of an experimental black 

nation? Not only does it draw our attention more closely to issues of language, especially as 

language (problematically) helps to bond members of this experimental nation, but it also 

provides insight into the motivations of the numerous forms of black nationalism which have 

existed in the United States since the antebellum era. Obviously, there are nations in which 

divisions between the races are less (or even more) sharply felt than in the United States. As such, 

what is at stake in black nationalistic movements goes far beyond skin color. Though feelings of 

racial superiority do exist, as well as prejudices which seem to be based simply upon skin color, 

what makes an individual feel connected to the signifier “black” (or conversely, “white”) is not 

merely related to skin pigmentation. A sense of blackness is bound to a person’s identity, 

comprised of his or her notion of the past as mediated through cultural memory, and use 

of/experiences of language. This sense of collective identity, based in many ways upon a shared 
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experience of language, is what makes Bensmaïa’s “experimental nation” such an effective 

concept for considering what is at stake when we speak of black identity in the United States. 

Black nationalism, as a diverse number of movements, becomes interesting as it seeks in many 

ways to either point to or concretely demarcate the line which separates the black (experimental) 

nation from the United States as a whole. 

 Numerous forms of black nationalism have found support over the years, though the 

more extreme calls for action have often received the most attention. One of the earliest and most 

famous black nationalist movements came during the first half of the nineteenth century when 

many people called for a mass-exodus of blacks to either another country or continent where 

they could establish their own nation, free from the evils of slavery (Robinson 1). The twentieth 

century saw a revival of this stance, though a return to Africa was most often promoted over 

settlement elsewhere (1). As Robinson points out, those who favored resettlement were also 

adamant about blacks rejecting Western culture; however, many other black nationalists would 

be categorized as assimilationists (1). Assimilationists embrace(d) Western values and norms, 

instead calling for the establishment of some sort of separate government within U.S. borders, a 

government led by and catering solely to the interests of African Americans.  

What Robinson points out, however, is that both separatist and assimilationist black 

nationalists often fail to establish an appropriate distance between themselves and the racially-

prejudicial politics of their day (1-2). Instead of breaking away from the dominant discourses 

which have led to their subjugation, these individuals often “. . . [help] to reproduce some of the 

thinking and practices that created black disadvantage in the first place” (Robinson 2). How is 

this possible? Black nationalist movements rely on highlighting black difference in order to 

promote their cause. By pointing to their differences from whites, these individuals inadvertently 

reinforce the misconceptions which led to black disadvantage in the first place. As Robinson puts 
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it, black nationalists “. . . conform to one of the oldest American political fantasies. . . [that it is 

possible to] ‘banish [blacks] from the nation’s bloodstream, from its social structure, and from its 

conscience and historical consciousness’” (2). In other words, black nationalists lend validity to 

the idea that, due to their fundamental difference from whites, blacks can be and ought to be 

excluded and/or expelled from American politics and society.  

While many of these movements have been read politically, and have obvious political 

connotations, there is undoubtedly much more at stake here than politics. In my opinion, the very 

foundation of black identity is being thrown into question. Black nationalism may, in many cases, 

result from a more primal need to establish one’s identity, as an individual and as a member of a 

group. While black nationalist movements seem to target the political sphere, they are also 

attempting to unravel and recreate the means by which black identity has been constructed. 

Though these movements gain attention for the African American cause, they also alienate both 

members of the black community (who do not want to move back to Africa or who, inversely, do 

not want to embrace Western culture) and the white community because of their outrageousness. 

As such, it seems that targeting politics in order to initiate change is not the most effective way 

to achieve results in the quest to expand African American agency. Instead, I would argue that it 

may be more useful to look at how African Americans have been subjugated in and through 

language. Perhaps the roots of agency lie not in addressing politics but rather in examining 

something more fundamental: the problematized relationship of the African American to 

language. Such examination may result in the discovery of the importance of the (postmodern) 

novel in relation to African American agency in language. The true benefits of thinking African 

American experience against the backdrop of Bensmaïa’s experimental nation are thus revealed 

as the idea of the experimental nation has brought our attention to language/literature, whereas 

black nationalism loses sight of this in its focus on the political. 
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1.3.1 The Problematics of Language in a Postcolonial Context 

Before focusing specifically on how language operates in postcolonial literature, it is first 

necessary to consider what postcolonial theorists have argued about the problematic nature of 

language in general in the postcolonial context. One’s ability to make effective use of the power 

which may be derived from language is greatly limited when one is operating from the subaltern 

position. For colonized peoples, this is especially true as the colonizing force often strips their 

language of its power, forcing the colonized to conduct their lives and governments in the 

language of the colonizer. Violence is perpetrated against the colonized as his language, customs 

and way of life are invalidated as a part of the colonial project. Hence, operating and speaking 

from the subaltern position are processes wrought with difficulty. Of course, this relates not only 

to language and agency but also to the way in which the identity and history of the colonized are 

also invalidated. Coming to terms with the trauma of this invalidation can only truly begin after 

the period of colonization has ended; however, rising above subaltern status is easier said than 

done. 

The situation of the African American is obviously in some ways different from that of 

the colonized. In a typical (post)colonial situation, colonial power and domination effectively 

ends when the colonized receives independence and the invading force leaves. These newly 

independent peoples are then able to begin the process of (re)constructing their own identity in 

the absence of the colonizer (though I do not mean to belittle the difficulties inherent in this 

process). In contrast, the subjugation of African Americans in the United States did not end when 

the last slaves were freed in 1865. In fact, discrimination against blacks in the form of 

segregation and inequities in employment policies was not legally forbidden until almost one 

hundred years later with the Civil Rights Act of 1964. As such, the experiences of African 

Americans in the United States can be seen as closely resembling the experiences of colonized 
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peoples elsewhere well into the twentieth century—and in some ways, even in the present day. 

The key difference is that African Americans, even after the end of slavery, continue(d) to live in 

the presence of their former colonizer, greatly outnumbered and persecuted in ways which were 

often legally protected. Because the end of slavery did not mean that former slaves could return 

back to their normal lives on land which belonged to their ancestors (as their colonized 

counterparts, albeit problematically, are able to), the process of coming to terms with 

postcolonial identity was and is highly problematic for blacks in the United States.  

Having been stolen from their homelands and forced to learn the language of the 

oppressor, to learn how to play the role of slave and navigate an unfamiliar culture and landscape, 

the African American’s relationship to language more generally and English specifically was and 

is undoubtedly problematic. While the dialect which many blacks spoke during the time of 

slavery undoubtedly contributed to a feeling of group identity, the grammatical mistakes and 

simplified vocabulary which flagged black speech as unique also underscored white conceptions 

of blacks as stupid, subhuman and incapable of ruling themselves.
17

 As such, the sense of unity 

which resulted from speaking the same language was also partially responsible for holding 

blacks back. Toni Morrison’s Beloved offers insight into the problematized relationship of the 

(former) slave to the English language (and to language more generally). As such, the chapter on 

Beloved will explore these issues more fully. The last three chapters of this thesis will all shed 

light on how the problematized relationship of the African American to language continues to 

this day, with special attention being given in the second chapter to how creative re-explorations 

of slavery may, in some ways, work towards solving these problems. 
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 Discussion of black dialectical speech and its possible usefulness for unifying blacks, as well as its pitfalls, can be 

found in numerous sources, including Ron Eyerman’s Cultural Trauma: Slavery and the Formation of African 

American Identity.  
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 Now that we have a better idea of the specifics of the African American’s relationship to 

language, it is useful to return to the discussions of postcolonial-oriented theories of language 

which were briefly discussed in the introduction. As mentioned before, Indian postcolonial 

theorist Gayatri Spivak has been reluctant to invest the subaltern with agency in language. 

Spivak’s “Can the Subaltern Speak?” (1988), the foundational work in subaltern studies, in fact 

ends by stating that the subaltern cannot speak. Though “Can the Subaltern Speak?” focuses 

mostly on (the lack of) agency among third world women, its analysis of agency in language and 

its critique of first world paradigms are also relevant within the African American context. For 

instance, when Spivak writes “that to buy a self-contained version of the West is to ignore its 

production by the imperialist project” (291) she is critiquing Western theorists who seek to apply 

paradigms which seem to work in the first world (as Foucault’s notion of power and resistance) 

to the third world without considering that the first world’s imperial project in the third world has 

played a significant role in shaping the nature of these (first world) paradigms. While one may 

argue that African Americans live in the first world, and hence fit within first world paradigms, 

Ahmad’s statements concerning the existence of third worlds within the first (as discussed 

above) clearly demonstrate why falling back on Derridean and Foucauldian discourses 

concerning language will result in important factors being overlooked when discussing African 

American agency. As such, both Ahmad and Spivak help to highlight the fact that first world 

discourse is not adequate when considering the (African American) subaltern.  

Though Spivak has said that the subaltern cannot speak, it is my position that she 

purposefully overstated her case in order to draw attention to the way in which scholars 

(especially first world scholars) are sometimes silencing the subaltern in their own discussions of 

subaltern agency. Looking farther to Homi K. Bhabha, a more positive outlook is already 

presented, with Bhabha pointing to specific ways in which agency can be gained through 
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language from the subaltern position. According to Ashcroft et al., Bhabha recognizes the ability 

of the subaltern to speak, despite the fact that “. . . the colonized is constructed within a disabling 

master discourse of colonialism which specifies a degenerate native population to justify its 

conquest and subsequent rule” (177). As stated in the introduction, Bhabha feels that, through 

mimicry and parody, the voice of the native can be “recovered” (Ashcroft et al. 177). Of course, 

Bhabha is referring to the more typical colonial situation in which native peoples are being 

overrun and ruled by an invading colonizer; in the case of slaves, similar “disabling discourse” 

was undoubtedly used in order to justify their enslavement.  

The reverberations of such discourse of white supremacy are still felt, though hope, 

according to Bhabha’s theory, lies in the African American’s ability to find power for himself 

through mocking, disturbing and re-inventing the language which resulted in his subjugation. 

Bhabha’s insight into the power which may be derived from language has much to do with the 

idea of performing language in a certain way to gain agency. This performance is both violent 

and subversive, violent in that it calls for the abuse of the colonizer’s language and subversive in 

that it often carries out this violence in an understated, not easily discernable way. Issues of 

performance will be discussed further in the following section. As we can see, a significant way 

in which the subaltern can begin to overcome the trauma of an invalidated history and identity is 

through the precarious search for a space in which power and/or control in language can be 

gained. 

1.3.2 Writing from the Subaltern Position 

While speaking from the subaltern position is undoubtedly already problematic, writing from this 

position is wrought with its own, not unrelated difficulties. At the same time, writing, especially 

creative writing, is the site of great possibility for the expansion of linguistic agency for subaltern 

groups. One of the main issues at stake in Bensmaïa’s analysis of national identity formation in 
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postcolonial Algeria is the production of literary and theatrical works by Algerians. Much of 

Bensmaïa’s analysis holds value for considering what it means to seek to gain (linguistic) agency 

when writing creatively from the (African American) subaltern position. It must be pointed out, 

however, that Bensmaïa’s emphasis on the importance of literature for postcolonial nation 

building is not original. Postcolonial theory was originally primarily concerned with literature, 

though it later branched out into a number of other fields in an ever widening circle that has left 

many unsure of the boundary between it and other theories, such as feminist and queer theory as 

well as theories coming from cultural studies.  

However, even when postcolonial literature was still at the fore in discussions of 

postcolonial identity, it was often analyzed in terms of politics and culture rather than in terms of 

literariness. For instance, Frantz Fanon recognized the importance of literature in 1961 when he 

published The Wretched of the Earth. He posited that the revolts against colonial rule in Africa 

simultaneously influenced and were influenced by the reemergence and formation of 

distinctively native cultural identities, manifested in the form of literature and other varieties of 

artistic expression (240). The formation of native cultural identities through literatures as 

outlined by Fanon seems to have influenced the notion of “identity crisis” as a factor leading to 

organized revolt which colored the theory of many postcolonial theorists. For Bensmaïa, 

however, the notion of identity crisis is more strongly related to the period of nation-building 

which takes place after the successful end of the revolution. This crisis is strongly tied to 

literature as writers attempt to solve the crisis by pointing to and creating a unified identity for 

members of their nation through their works. At the same time, this attempt at unity may add to 

the notion of crisis as writers sometimes negotiate the language of the colonizer in order to gain 

an audience and, as a result, simultaneously alienate the members of the nation which they are 

trying to unite. It becomes important, then, to consider these troubled and enlightening literary 
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texts not as artifacts but rather as literature in order to more fully understand the role which 

language plays in uniting members of the “experimental nation.” 

Bensmaïa provides interesting insight into what is at stake when one is writing from the 

subaltern position by demarcating three stages in what he terms the “process of the formation (or 

narration) of the [Algerian] nation” (22). Rather than elaborate on all three stages, I will focus on 

the two which are most relevant for African Americans. The first stage, which occurred directly 

before the war for national liberation, is linked to the creation of the first French texts written by 

Algerians. While many of these texts do evidence a desire to think Algerian identity along 

nationalistic terms, they were so colored by the overarching power of colonial influence that 

Bensmaïa asserts that “. . . there was no possibility of freeing the desired—or imagined—nation 

from. . . its chains” (22). The second stage, which occurred during the war consists of a 

movement and countermovement concerning foundationalist myths about Algeria which were 

being created and promoted at the time. While proponents of the initial movement valued myths 

as necessary for creating a unified Algeria, members of the countermovement insisted that as 

these myths were accepted as being true, their adherents failed to see their constructed nature and 

mistook a mythic Algeria for the real Algeria (23-24). As this stage does not closely relate to the 

African American context, it will not be discussed further. 

The third stage is still unfolding in present-day Algeria. It is characterized by its 

interruption of foundationalist myths, an interruption which “. . .gives voice to and exposes an 

unfinished community” (25). This is significant because it allows writers to write in a mythical 

way without falling into the trap of believing that their myths are true—a belief which makes it 

impossible to recognize the fact that the Algerian nation and its members are still part of a work 

in progress. As Bensmaïa writes, “. . .literature was transformed into a privileged instrument for 

the demystification or, rather the demythification of a country that had been reduced to nothing 
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more than the stooge of a State that would never rise to the task with which its people had 

entrusted it” (26). Here, Bensmaïa invests literature with the power to subvert the 

counterproductive myths which previously concealed what still needed to be done in order to 

establish a more unified and coherent Algerian identity. 

As stated in the introduction, this is closely related to what Benita Parry values in Fanon’s 

own outlook on postcolonial literature, and specifically on “nationalist liberationist narratives.” 

Parry values these narratives as they create a space in which “‘the colonised can be written back 

into history’” (qtd. in Ashcroft, et al. 179). In “Can the Subaltern Speak?,” Spivak also writes 

that “. . . [A] nostalgia for lost origins can be detrimental to the exploration of social realities 

within the critique of imperialism” (291). As such, Spivak, Bensmaïa and Parry all seem to value 

the demythification of the past, recognizing that falling back on foundationalist myths (or lost 

origins) prevents members of a postcolonial group from coming to terms with the current reality 

of their situation. The value of this demythification is revealed as it allows the subaltern to 

establish a more coherent (group) identity based on a better understanding of the past. This is 

necessary if the subaltern is going to be able to continue to use language in a productive way. 

It is now possible to analyze African American literature in light of Bensmaïa’s account 

of Algerian literature. As stated above, in the case of Algeria, control over the literary 

representation of Algerian identity began to be assumed before the war of independence with 

limited success (this is Bensmaïa’s first stage). Success was limited not only because most of the 

Algerian public was illiterate but also because writers were forced to write in the language of the 

colonizer (French) in order to gain an audience. In the United States, the first attempts on the part 

of (former) slaves to gain control over the representation of black identity also occurred before 

slavery had been ended. However, these attempts, mostly in the form of slave narratives [like 

Frederick Douglass’s Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass (1845)], were rare due to the 
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fact that it was illegal to educate slaves in many states. The English language was obviously the 

necessary medium for these narratives as they were most often used as propaganda for the 

abolition of slavery with their target audience being white. Slaves may or may not have spoken 

languages other than English depending largely upon whether they were captured in Africa or 

born on plantations. The vast majority of slaves, if not all of them, spoke English in dialect; as 

such, in order to create marketable narratives, many former slaves (Douglass not included) most 

likely had to enlist the help of whites in order to write in standard English.
18

 This marks an 

important difference between early Algerian literature written in French and slave narratives 

written in English as Algerians were most likely not being helped by native French speakers in 

order to write more properly French texts. This does not mean, however, that negotiating the 

“colonial” language was somehow easier for former slaves. They also would have experienced 

feelings of alienation when using the language of the “superior” race. Nonetheless, most former 

slaves had no other option than to write in the language of the “colonizer.” Furthermore, 

traditional slave narratives were also most likely ineffective for uniting (former) slaves due to 

high illiteracy rates as it was illegal in many states to educate slaves. 

As in the case of Algeria, contemporary African American literature enacts the 

problematics of coming to terms with language in order to create and promote a coherent 

“national” identity. This becomes increasingly obvious when focusing on the relationship 

between the third stage which Bensmaïa locates for Algerians (which continues to this day) and 

present-day production and reception of African American literary texts. An important part of 

effectively using literature to form national identity is learning how to deal with the past. This is 

central to the need which  present-day Algerian writers feel to undermine the foundationalist 

myths which were wreaking havoc in the Algerian nation and identity building process. The 
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 Further discussion of these and similar issues concerning antebellum slave narratives can be found in the 

introduction to the anthology African American Slave Narratives, edited by Sterling Lecater Bland, Jr. 
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process of debunking foundationalist myths is more often referred to as undermining grand 

narratives (of history, the nation, etc.). This power of literature to question grand narratives by 

“. . . exploit[ing] the deceptive neutrality of literary space. . .” (Bensmaïa 26) is not only evident 

in contemporary Algerian fiction but also in contemporary (and often postmodern) African 

American novels. As Bensmaïa writes of Algerian literature, literature which is going to be 

meaningful in the present must be in a “constant dialectic with what remain[s] alive and active in 

the past and not simply based on the past” (13). Such a statement is also true of modern-day 

African American novelists, such as Toni Morrison and Edward P. Jones, who write postmodern 

historical novels in order to re-explore the cultural heritage of slavery in a way that undermines 

our usual understanding of it. The postmodern historical novel is a valuable motif for these 

writers as it allows them to enter into direct dialogue with the past without having to rely on 

traditional historical narratives.19 As I have already stated that traditional slave narratives may 

have been ineffective in uniting blacks for numerous reasons, it is interesting to see how black 

authors return to the same issues in contemporary or neo-slave narratives in a way which may be 

highly effective for forming a coherent African American identity and providing a space for the 

possible change concerning the current relationship of African Americans to language.  

Bensmaïa also writes that Algerian writers must learn “[t]o write [and] to think in a 

foreign language ‘like thieves.’ To use the dominant language in the most outrageous ways, to 

make the most daring transformations” (21). For  contemporary African Americans, this lesson is 

also vital despite the fact that English is not, in the usual sense, a foreign language for them. 

Nonetheless, they are subjected to the same problematics of relating to, utilizing and presenting 

the language of the “colonizer” in such a way that African American agency is enlarged. For 

African Americans, this process may be even more problematic as they are attempting to create 
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 The postmodern historical novel will be discussed in more detail in the following chapter. 
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and expound upon their own identities in a language which is still used to subjugate them in their 

own country. While the French language is also undoubtedly used, even in the present day, in 

ways which often denigrate Algerian agency, Algerians do benefit from being, on the most part, 

geographically removed from this abuse. Regardless of proximity, by “[using] the dominant 

language in. . .outrageous ways. . .,” Algerian and African American writers make space for the 

creation of their own language—a language which is unique to the members of their 

“experimental nation.” 

In The Empire Writes Back, Ashcroft, et al. clearly recognize the importance of writing 

and thinking in the language of the colonizer like thieves. In the second chapter, entitled “Re-

placing language: textual strategies in post-colonial writing,” Ashcroft writes that “the crucial 

function of language as a medium of power demands that post-colonial writing define itself by 

seizing the language of the centre and re-placing it in a discourse fully adapted to the colonized 

place” (38, emphasis added). Ashcroft’s emphasis that this language must be seized highlights 

the connection to Bensmaïa’s own assertions on the matter. Ashcroft specifically locates two 

ways in which this may be accomplished: abrogation (denying that the language of the colonizer 

is privileged) and appropriation (using the language of the colonizer in a new, liberatory way) 

(38). According to Ashcroft, both steps are necessary in order to cause any shift in the balance of 

power between the colonizer and the colonized. The notion of performance is central to 

understanding how the colonized uses language in this way to effect change. 

The struggle to form an “experimental” national identity is also enacted in the 

relationship to language which postcolonial writers perform when writing novels. In the case of 

both Algerian and African American texts, the traditional notion of the margin writing back to 

the center is undoubtedly partially involved in the literature which they produce. This is 

evidenced by Bensmaïa’s insistence that they must use language to transform the language of the 
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colonizer. However, simply focusing on this aspect of postcolonial literature will result in the 

neglect of issues which are at stake concerning how the “margin” is also writing back to itself. 

As is evidenced by the title of Ashcroft, et al’s work: The Empire Writes Back, this aspect of 

postcolonial literature is neglected as Ashcroft et al.’s main interest concerns how the empire (or 

margin) is writing back to the center. Bensmaïa does recognize that the margin is often writing 

back to itself, though Experimental Nations lacks explicit consideration of what this means and 

how this is enacted. While writing back to African Americans is in some ways involved in 

Morrison’s Beloved, Jones’ re-inscription of the black master into narratives of slavery in The 

Known World undoubtedly involves an instance of the “margin” writing back to itself. This will 

be further discussed in both the chapter on Jones’ novel and the chapter which follows it.  

1.4 Conclusions 

In performing the difficult task of attempting to negotiate the problematics of language in and of 

itself, African American novelists evidence what is at work in the construction of a national (or 

collective) identity in a postcolonial context. By examining the literary aspects particular to 

contemporary African American novels, the success (or failure) of the nation building project for 

this group can be analyzed in a way that avoids falling back on the normal binary relationships 

which often characterize postcolonial discourse. As the African American’s relationship to 

language is central to the ability of African Americans to construct both a group and individual 

identities, the notion of the “experimental nation” and the insight which Bensmaïa gives into its 

development offer a useful theoretical background for considering linguistic agency in this 

context. Of course, none of this would be possible without the larger body of postcolonial 

discourse upon which Bensmaïa builds his case.  

While first world discourse on the topic of linguistic agency may have in some ways 

inspired postcolonial discourse on the same topic, analyzing African American agency in 
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language in light of postcolonial discourse is highly beneficial to developing a better 

understanding of what is at stake concerning uses of language among African Americans. Not 

only this, but postcolonial theory also reminds us, repeatedly, of the importance of literature 

when it comes to attempting to gain power in and through language from the subaltern position. 

As such, postcolonial theory makes the project which I am carrying out in this thesis possible. 

The debt which my own propositions and conclusions owe to Bensmaïa and postcolonial theory 

cannot be overestimated. By drawing our attention back to language and literature as sites of 

great possibility for the subaltern, postcolonial theory has provided an important link between 

history/identity and linguistic agency in the form of the novel. With these thoughts in mind, it is 

now possible to consider more closely the specifics of how the African American neo-slave 

narrative questions typical distinctions concerning language, history and identity—and how this 

may result in the creation of a space for the possible expansion of linguistic agency among 

contemporary African Americans. 
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Chapter TwoChapter TwoChapter TwoChapter Two    

Undermining the Traumatic Past: The Neo-slave Narrative as Postmodern Historical 

Fiction 

2.1.1 Introduction 

As we have already seen in the previous chapter, dealing with the past and issues of identity is 

problematic for members of subaltern groups. If the colonized is unable to come to terms with 

his past, he will also be unable to form a coherent identity; without a coherent identity, his ability 

to use language in order to gain agency will be hindered as the difficulties he faces relating to his 

subaltern position will be further exacerbated. Understanding the past is especially difficult for 

the subaltern because of the traumatic experience of having been colonized. During colonization, 

the language, history and identity of the colonized are systematically invalidated by the 

colonizing force. In the case of African Americans, being enslaved, forced to learn English and 

legally denied rights undoubtedly took its toll, leaving the contemporary inheritors of this 

traumatic legacy with the task of sorting through and trying to understand the means and logic of 

their own subjugation. Dealing with such a past, or any past for that matter, is not as simple as 

reading history books or talking to those effected; history
20

 and memory, as will be demonstrated 

below, each offer their own problems, even when the past which the subaltern is dealing with is 

not traumatic.  

 In this chapter, I will examine the role which the postmodern historical novel may play in 

helping subaltern peoples in their attempts to come to terms with the past. Not only does the 

novel make no unsubstantiatable claims about its faithfulness to the past, as institutionalized 

versions of history often do, but the novel is also sometimes the site of a rewriting of history. 
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 By the term “history,” I mean institutionalized versions of the past, i.e. the product of written histories or 

historical narratives.  
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Why might rewriting historical narratives be desirable? In the particular case of the neo-slave 

narrative, African American novelists can reinscribe marginalized voices and narratives into the 

history of slavery as they attempt to comprehend how and why blacks were enslaved and what 

the implications of this weighty history may be for the present generation of African Americans. 

As these novels reach a white audience, they may also begin to break down the prejudice and 

misconceptions which plague individuals on both sides of the racial divide. By problematizing 

and rewriting (mis)conceptions of the past, postmodern historical novels may play a role in 

creating a space within their pages for change concerning the current relationship of African 

Americans to language. In order to understand how this process works and what is involved in it, 

it is first necessary to give an account of what I mean by rewriting the past and the discussions 

which I am relying on in order to come to these conclusions. 

2.1.2 The Past is a Foreign Country 

When novelist L.P. Hartley wrote in 1953 that “the past is a foreign country,” he was most likely 

unaware of how well this simple assertion begins to approach the truth of the matter. It is no 

wonder that, in 1985, David Lowenthal paid homage to Hartley’s famous statement in his own 

work of the same title. Though this metaphor begins to flesh out the distance which separates us 

from the past as it actually occurred, many modern intellectual historians, such as Hayden White, 

would most likely formulate this metaphor in an even more extreme manner. While Hartley’s 

own intentions for the phrase may not have been as far reaching, what I mean when I agree that 

the past may in some ways be seen as a foreign country is that the past is not something which 

can be reached by listening to our grandparents’ stories, reading the history books or even 

watching documentaries. While we build our very identities upon the somewhat comforting 

notion that the past is something which one can reach, understand and become familiar with, this 

is not at all the case. The stories that we tell ourselves about yesterday, last year and everything 



 

 

45 

 

that came before are just that: narratives which try, and, in trying, always fail to encompass what 

they are meant to tell us about. Nonetheless, the only means which we have of garnering a notion 

of what occurred in the past are the versions of the past which linger on in cultural memory.  

The term cultural memory encompasses both history, or institutionalized versions of the 

past, as well as memory, or beliefs about the past which are passed down through families, folk 

traditions, and various media including movies and novels. As Ann Rigney states in “Portable 

Monuments: Literature, Cultural Memory and the Case of Jeanie Deans,” the term cultural 

memory points to “. . . the multiple ways in which images of the past are communicated and 

shared among members of a community through public acts of remembrance and through 

publicly accessible media. . .” (366). Rigney’s own perspective on cultural memory is largely 

based upon that of theorists such as Jann and Aleida Assmann who similarly emphasize the 

constructed and mediated nature of this communal perspective on the past (365). As Rigney goes 

on to emphasize, a large part of what is at stake in cultural memory theory is recognizing the 

“[active production and circulation]. . .” of these “. . .shared images of the past. . .” (366). As a 

result, it becomes evident that the versions of the past upon which we build our identities have 

been mediated to us, that the past is something which has occurred and which we will never 

regain in its entirety. However, in considering the possibilities of viewing the past as a foreign 

country (and not another planet, or worse yet, another universe), there seems to be some hope 

that, passport in hand, we can eventually reach this place we call the past. 

 There is a reason for including such a possibility, despite the bleakness of my assertions 

about our not being able to understand and know what has happened. What we must understand 

is that the past is not a real place which we can travel to and there is certainly no map to guide us 

there; as such, the past is obviously “further away” than a foreign country. Nonetheless, we must 

judiciously piece together a version of the past which is meaningful for ourselves while 
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simultaneously coming to terms with the fact that we will never get it exactly right. The only 

remnants of the past which remain are those which are mediated to us through cultural memory. 

However, when turning to history in order to understand the past, we must be aware of the fact 

that historians cannot give us an objective version of the past.  

Unfortunately, we are often uncritical in our readings of historical narratives and, until 

theorists like White point out their flaws, we rely on historians to provide us with a realistic 

version of the past upon which to base our identities and, like the proverbial fool, we build our 

houses upon the sand. For history, with all of its facts, figures, and dates, is also a place in which 

we encounter stories—stories which, while they may point to the truth, ultimately lead us astray 

because of the simple fact that the past did not unfold in a coherent way; as such, the past cannot 

be reached in a story. In its own way, relying on historical narratives may lead to more confusion 

about the past than relying on non-institutionalized versions of the past such as memory to get a 

sense of the what has happened before we were born because history promises so much and 

captivates us for so long that we forget sometimes to be critical in our readings of it. We miss the 

fact that historians often try to explain how and why certain aspects of the past unfolded as they 

did, and while understanding how and why are important, historians’ often uncritical pretensions 

that they can provide such answers may leave their audience with a false sense that the past was 

somehow explicable and coherent. 

Moreover, when the event which we are trying to understand is traumatic, both history 

and memory hit a road block as trauma, for so many reasons, is difficult to deal with.
21

 In fact, 

assuming that it can even be dealt with is already highly problematic. Unfortunately, when 

relying on memory, it is not only in regards to trauma that one encounters problems. To the 

extent that memory encapsulates beliefs about the past, whether these beliefs are passed down 
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 Trauma will be discussed more thoroughly in section 2.2.2. 
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through families, folk traditions or various media, we already have due cause to question its 

objectivity.  

Of course, when considering the case study at hand, African American experience with 

specific emphasis placed on the legacy of slavery, it becomes evident that one is not navigating 

the most straightforward of pasts. Being taken from one’s homeland, invalidated as a human 

being, enslaved and, after slavery, continuously legally discriminated against—all of these 

aspects of black experience in the United States have the earmarking of trauma. As such, 

attempting to understand and come to terms with this past is part of a rehabilitative process. But 

how can those effected tell stories about this past in the most effective way? We have already 

seen that relying on institutionalized versions of history to reconstruct what happened in the past 

is a process wrought with difficulties. If historical narratives are not the best solution, surely 

memories must provide some answers. However, in relying on documented first person accounts 

of what it was like to be enslaved, one may also end up assuming that the (former) slave can 

actually understand and explain his own condition in an authentic way. This is simply not the 

case, for as rational as the (former) slave may appear in relating the circumstances of his 

enslavement, his ability to actually comprehend his own traumatic experience must be 

questioned. One must also be critical about accepting family memories (memories which have 

been passed down within families) as personal and cultural values and norms are often projected 

upon these memories, forcing an already subjective experience of a certain past to be further 

altered with every generation. Likewise, cultural norms impact the institutionalized memories 

which Americans encounter in slavery- and (anti)racism-related holidays, ceremonies and 

monuments. 

If cultural memory, desperate as it may be to encapsulate the past, fails so dramatically, 

then where can we turn? Can we ever visit this “foreign country”? Can we ever understand the 
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past? And if the past is so central to our own identities, what does it mean for each and every one 

of us if we cannot? Here lies the brilliance of theorists such as Amy Elias and Linda Hutcheon 

when they praise the postmodern historical novel for its own treatment of the past. When we are 

reading a novel, we are of course already aware that we are entering a world of storytelling and 

fiction. As such, we do not fall into the same trap which plagues our readings of historical 

narratives. Why is the postmodern historical novel so special? In its treatment of the past, the 

best postmodern historical novel makes little effort at coherence, often refuses to follow the laws 

which govern reality as we know it, admits that the past is unknowable, much less reachable, and 

in doing so, provides its reader with a glimpse of the past which is more realistic than the 

versions of the past which exist in cultural memory. By forcing us to question what we think we 

know about the past, the postmodern historical novel provides us with the key to finally 

developing a sense of the past, which, albeit troubled and incomplete, we can build our identities 

upon. 

In regards to slavery, though cultural memory can be used by (African) Americans in a 

judicious way in order to attempt to understand this traumatic past, the most useful stories, 

stories which have been constructed since the time of slavery, may likewise be those which are 

openly fictitious. Not only do fictional accounts of slavery and its legacy make no pretentious 

claims about their own abilities, but they also make use of numerous tools in order to deal with 

this traumatic past in a meaningful way. As such, the most rehabilitative stories about African 

American experience may be those which make no qualms about admitting that they are stories. 

More effective still are those fictional accounts of this past which qualify as postmodern. Of 

course, the specific postmodern novels which I have chosen to study are neo-slave narratives. In 

admitting that they are fictions, these novels also openly reflect on what it means to retell the 

past, sometimes imagining the voices and narratives which popular accounts of the history of 
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slavery ignore. For instance, due to her blackness and her sex, the voice of the female slave is 

often neglected in historical accounts of slavery. The narrative of the black master is also ignored 

for numerous reasons. As such, only imagination can re-inscribe these voices and narratives back 

into historical narratives of slavery, and in doing so, call attention to the how and the why of 

their absence.  

In order to further understand what is at stake in the neo-slave narrative’s rewriting of the 

past, the techniques which have been attributed to the postmodern historical novel by noteworthy 

theorists must be examined. As such, it becomes necessary to focus on White’s theory in order to 

further raise our awareness of the constructed nature of history before considering what has been 

written about the role of the postmodern historical novel in these matters. Trauma will then also 

be considered in light of specific theoretical discourses before I return to the specifics of the neo-

slave narrative and slavery. 

2.2.1 Narrativizing the Past 

Many of the problems which have come to be associated with institutionalized versions of 

history, or grand historical narratives, came to light in White’s analysis of narrativized versions 

of history in The Content of the Form (1987). Specifically, White points to the way in which 

numerous historians, from the nineteenth century onwards, have narrativized history. Narrativize, 

in White’s sense, means imposing the narrative form which one might associate with a well-

formed story onto accounts of the past. Giving into the perceived desire of the reader (and even 

of the historian) for coherence, many historians write their accounts of the past as though they 

were stories, with a plot and an identifiable beginning, middle and end. White writes that “. . . 

[the] value attached to narrativity in the representation of real events arises out of a desire to 

have real events display the coherence, integrity, fullness, and closure of an image of life that is 

and can only be imaginary” (24). Here, White posits that when history is written down, it is 
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given a narrative form in order to lend coherence to events by retelling them as though they were 

a story; the desire of which White writes is that of the reader, audience or even historian. This 

forced coherence/closure would not have been a part of the real historical events to which it is 

attached. The past did not unfold with a logical beginning, middle and end. Furthermore, though 

narrativized versions of the past may be easier to digest, what they gain in comprehensibility, 

they lose in authenticity. 

 While not all historians fall into this trap, White’s emphasis on the constructed nature of 

history does draw our attention to the fact that whatever knowledge we may have of the past has 

been mediated to us. In order to present one’s reader with a version of the past, historians must 

themselves make numerous decisions. Not all of these decisions are conscious, nor are they all in 

the hands of the historian—to view the representation of history in this way would instill far too 

much agency in the human agents who seek to narrate or narrativize it. The versions of the past 

which we encounter in historical representations are mediated to us primarily through language; 

this fact in itself forces awareness of the constructed nature of history. Furthermore, cultural 

constraints also influence historical representations. As objective as the historian may desire to 

be (not to assume that all historians even desire to be objective), he is still subject to the norms 

and values of his own time. Separating oneself from the ideals of one’s culture is easier said than 

done, especially when certain biases within a given society are so ingrained into thought 

processes as to be accepted as fundamental givens. 

  This is very much at stake in narratives of the history of slavery as slavery’s self-

sustaining goal was to dehumanize and belittle blacks. In order for this system to work for so 

long, even (the majority of) non-slave holding Americans must have had a distorted enough view 

of blacks to remain largely apathetic to their plight. Instilled this deeply into American thought 

and cultural practices, prejudicial thoughts about blacks undoubtedly also made their way into 
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the production of the public history of this period. As such, cultural norms must also be taken 

into account alongside of the mediated nature of these histories. White’s assertions in The 

Content of the Form, which build upon his earlier work Metahistory (1973), have undoubtedly 

been invaluable to altering the way in which people think about history by forcing an awareness 

of history’s existence as a construction.  

Already, it begins to become clear why statements about the connection between identity 

and history can be overly simplistic and hence problematic. Our understanding of the past, key to 

the link between this past and our present identity, can never be objective as it is tainted by our 

exposure to constructed representations of historical events. We can never reach a real history; 

hence, grand narratives of history should be questioned. However, the grand narratives of history 

are only partially responsible for our misconceptions about the past. In addition to history, within 

the larger realm of cultural memory, memory also plays a key role in shaping our understanding 

of public pasts, despite the fact that the past as mediated through memory remains far removed 

from the past as it actually occurred. We encounter these memories in our families and local 

communities as well as in popular culture and art. However, memory, beyond being affected by 

the ever-growing distance which separates it from the remembered event as it is passed down 

from generation to generation, is also impacted by the norms and values of the society in which it 

is being remembered. Institutionalized remembrances, such as memorial holidays, monuments, 

etc. further reflect the agenda of the government or group which is promoting them. Again, we 

become keenly aware of how cultural constraints undoubtedly play a role in shaping our 

perception of past events. 

If White may be seen as initiating a critique of the means by which we develop our 

understandings of the past, Linda Hutcheon may be seen as pointing to an alternative. I have 

stated in the introduction that postmodernist techniques may be used in order to undermine the 
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notion of history as it is popularly conceived—that is, the notion that the grand narratives of 

history ought to be accepted as truth. In A Poetics of Postmodernism, Hutcheon distinguishes 

postmodernist treatment of history in art from modernist by declaring that postmodernists no 

longer seek to deny or avoid history as their modernist forbearers had (88); instead, a common 

approach to history in postmodernist art is rooted in historiographic metafiction (92). Writers 

who use the conventions of historiographic metafiction often complicate normal distinctions, 

such as the distinction between historical fact and fiction (Hutcheon 93) or between the literary 

and the historical (99). Works of historiographic metafiction typically use one of two narrative 

techniques: multiple points of view or an overtly controlling narrator (Hutcheon 117). These 

narrative techniques are valuable as the utilization of multiple points of view points to the multi-

faceted nature of the past—to the fact that no single representation of the past is all-

encompassing. An overtly controlling narrator functions in the same way as his extreme presence 

in a novel forces the reader to consciously recognize the fact that what they are reading is being 

mediated to them by someone else and that his motives and statements must be questioned. 

Furthermore, Hutcheon’s use of the word “metafiction” in the term historiographic metafiction is 

also drawing attention to the fact that postmodern historical novels are self-reflexive, and as such, 

are open about their own construction and existence as works of fiction. 

In many ways, these discussions are related to the value which certain postcolonial 

theorists (i.e.: Spivak, Bensmaïa, and Parry) place on the demythification of the past in a 

postcolonial nation as discussed in the previous chapter. While White and Hutcheon are 

encouraging everyone to question the past and be aware of the constructed nature of history, 

regardless of country of origin or social position, it is obvious that these discussions are 

particularly relevant for colonized peoples as their relationships to the past are even more 

problematic than those of their non-colonial counterparts. As such, these discussions are also 
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significant for African Americans as their voices were often ignored in the historical narratives 

of the antebellum era. Furthermore, African Americans have often been misrepresented in these 

histories, as the figure of the slave can certainly not encompass all blacks.22 As such, postmodern 

historical novels which deal with slavery are important from both a postcolonial studies and a 

cultural memory studies perspective. By forcing their readers to question grand historical 

narratives, authors such as Morrison and Jones are also able write the black voice back into 

history, imagining a space in which African American identity can achieve a level of coherence 

which remains inaccessible when blacks remain colonized in historical narratives of slavery. 

While these discussions of postmodern historical writing focus a great deal on the 

relationship between history and identity, they are characterized by a pointed lack of discussion 

on the topic of language. This occurs in spite of the fact that the novel is a language-based art 

form. Furthermore, the past has been mediated to us primarily through language, as stated above. 

While these theories do a great service by highlighting the relationship between history/memory 

and identity, and demonstrating the problems associated with this relationship, they do not 

explicitly discuss the role which language also plays in shaping identity.
23

 While the subject can 

obviously not exist without an identity, the individual only becomes a subject, according to 

Butler, when he is inscribed into a linguistic system (Excitable 6-7). As stated in the introduction, 

this occurs when the subject is recognized in the speech act of another as a viable member of the 

linguistic system and/or when the subject himself makes a speech act. This linguistic system also 

acts as the mediator of one’s notion of the past; without a system of signs, meaning cannot be 

linked to one’s private past, much less to a past which one has not experienced because it 

occurred before one was born. As such, history, memory and language all play a vital role in 
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 This will be discussed further in the chapter on Jones. 
23

Obviously, White has come to be associated with the linguistic turn in philosophy due in large part to his approach 

to language, rhetoric and tropes in Metahistory. However, as far as the relationship of the historical novel to 

language and identity is concerned, White, like Hutcheon and Elias, offers no explicit discussion of this topic. 
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shaping identity. Despite this lapse, language does play a more vital role in discussions of trauma, 

as will be seen in the following section. Furthermore, the notion of agency, language and the 

speech act becomes even more interesting when considering the problems associated with 

narrating traumatic experience. 

2.2.2 Returning to the Site of Trauma 

As upsetting as it may seem to accept that one’s understanding of the past is irrevocably based 

on imperfect groundwork, the relationship of the subject to history and identity only becomes 

more problematic when the past is traumatic. Before discussing how postmodern historical 

novels may help with addressing the traumatic past, it is first necessary to unpack the 

implications of the term trauma. Trauma is understood in this thesis along the lines of Cathy 

Caruth’s discussion of it in Trauma: Explorations in Memory. In the introduction to this work, 

Caruth relates trauma to history by saying that “the traumatized. . . carry an impossible history 

within them, or they become themselves the symptom of a history that they cannot entirely 

possess” (5). As Caruth goes on to explain, one becomes traumatized when one is not able to 

fully experience and grasp one’s (private) history at the time that it is occurring (7-8). In the 

introduction to the second part of the work, Caruth also writes that “trauma. . . does not simply 

serve as record of the past but precisely registers the force of an experience that is not yet fully 

owned” (151). In this way, Caruth emphasizes that the traumatic past is always present for its 

inheritors, refusing to be processed and effectively overcome. As such, considering the way in 

which people receive and utilize history in order to gain access to the (traumatic) past is a 

significant part of research into the far-reaching impact of trauma on the present-day individual 

and on society (151). While Caruth’s focus is largely on individuals, I would argue that a 

traumatic relationship to (a part of) the past can also occur for groups of people, including those 

who did not directly experience the traumatizing event(s). As Caruth has herself linked trauma to 
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a failure to come to terms with the past (or history), my own line of thinking is not such a great 

leap from Caruth’s own assertions on the matter.  

The perceived relationship between the past, trauma and unrepresentability which colors 

Caruth’s work is not unique. A similar combination of the two issues can be seen in postmodern 

adaptations of Kant’s notion of the sublime. While White refers to the historical sublime, 

theorists such as Jean-François Lyotard and Amy Elias perceive the manifestation of the sublime 

in postmodern works specifically in relation to trauma. Elias explains how White links the 

sublime to history in his notion of the historical sublime, “. . . [creating] an understanding of the 

far past and how that receded past is formed, understood, and lived in the present” (258). Hence, 

the historical sublime is strongly related to the Kantian sublime, the main difference simply 

being its insistence that there exists that which is unreachable specifically in relation to history, 

even though narrativized versions of history give an illusion of wholeness. As White insists, 

“. . .the decision to narrativize real events as history serves the ideological function of . . . 

repressing any possible choice of encoding a ‘[historical] sublime,’ chaotic, terrifying 

meaninglessness as reality” (Kellner n. pag.). For this reason, the already negative prospect of 

narrativizing real events as history becomes doubly problematic: not only do historical narratives 

lend a false sense of coherence to real events, they also inhibit the ability of the historical 

sublime to manifest itself—a manifestation which points to that which exists, but which 

ultimately escapes understanding. As traumatic experience does not lend itself to understanding, 

thinking it in terms of the sublime is useful if we are to understand how the novel may be a 

useful place for dealing with trauma. 

It is here that postmodern fiction sometimes plays an important role by re-inscribing the 

notion of the sublime into our understanding of both history and our own personal pasts and as 

such, our own identities. As Cascardi explains, Kant’s notion of the sublime has now been 
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located in postmodern thought by individuals such as Lyotard (n. pag.). Lyotard states that the 

postmodern “‘puts forward the unpresentable in presentation itself; . . . [it is] that which searches 

for new presentations, not in order to enjoy them but in order to impart a stronger sense of the 

unpresentable’” (qtd. in Cascardi n. pag.). Lyotard’s insistence that the sublime is not about 

enjoyment, which is in stark contrast to Kant’s own notion of the sublime, has much to do with 

his notion of the sublime in relation to traumatic experience. In fact, Lyotard’s own recognition 

of what might be termed the “traumatic sublime” was rooted in his analyses of Holocaust 

experience. As such, in Lyotard’s own explanation of the sublime in postmodern works, we 

already see differences in relation to White due to this emphasis on trauma. 

Lyotard sees postmodernism as vital to reminding readers, viewers and listeners of 

postmodern works the existence of that which escapes representation due to its traumatic nature 

(it is not about the pleasure taken from enjoying the work itself). While postmodern fiction in 

general points to the sublime, the relationship to this notion of the sublime becomes clearer, in 

my opinion, in works of postmodern historical fiction. In order to understand why this is the case, 

we must turn to Elias’ recognition of another postmodern genre, the metahistorical romance, in 

Sublime Desire: History and Post-1960s Fiction. Elias sees the metahistorical romance as 

descending from the more traditional historical romance, a genre which has its beginnings in the 

early nineteenth-century writings of Walter Scott. As Elias explains it, Scott’s version of the 

historical romance is colored by the historiographic practices of his day, though it simultaneously 

enacts a break from many of the ideals which they upheld (12-13). As such, according to Elias, 

“[Scott’s idea of] the romance was aligned with the false or with fable, while the novel was 

aligned with mimesis and modern, deductive observation of real life” (13).This tension between 

expressing an interest in historical occurrences while simultaneously conflating the historical 

with the fictitious is part of what Elias sees as the relationship between this early nineteenth-
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century innovative fiction writing and post-1960s historical fiction, or the metahistorical 

romance.  

Elias lists key characteristics of the metahistorical romance, including the way in which 

they posit the past as unreachable, undermine the supremacy of the grand narratives of history 

and undermine notions of history as linear. Elias locates works like Morrison’s Beloved as 

metahistorical romances, stating that it, like other similar works,  

. . . is narrative that bears striking similarities to those produced by traumatized 

consciousness: it is fragmented; it problematizes memory; it is suspicious of 

empiricism as a nonethical resistance to “working through”; it presents competing 

versions of past events; it is resistant to closure; and it reveals a repetition 

compulsion in relation to the historical past. (52)  

The notion of trauma is inherent in Elias’ description of novels such as Beloved as metahistorical 

romances. Elias, like Lyotard and White, emphasizes the unreachability of the past; at the same 

time, she highlights the human desire to know and understand the past as the latter is seen as the 

location of truth (53). Metahistorical romance is used by writers as a technique to “‘[act] out’ 

[and work] through” the past (here, Elias refers again more specifically to “historical trauma”) 

(53). Basically, Elias sees modern man’s recognition that he cannot come to terms with the past 

as a traumatic experience (54), not to mention all of the specifically daunting occurrences of the 

twentieth century (ie: both world wars, the Holocaust, the Vietnam War, etc.).  

As such, metahistorical romances attempt to inscribe the traumatic past into their pages 

using postmodernist techniques. While the specifics may differ, Elias’ metahistorical romance 

and Hutcheon’s historiographic metafiction are both genres which attempt to deal with the past 

in a similar fashion in that they force their readers to question the validity of grand historical 

narratives as well as their own relationship to this past. However, one of the biggest differences 
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between the two is the way in which Elias’ awareness of trauma colors her theory. As stated 

above, Caruth has written about an “impossible history” which traumatized people internalize, 

unable to render their traumas comprehendible (5). The (traumatic or historical) sublime works 

in these novels in much the same way—they carry within their pages an impossible history 

which they cannot entirely possess; this impossible history can only be gestured towards by 

means of the sublime. This is a necessary gesture as it forces the reader to recognize the 

importance of the past without implying that this past can ever be fully reached or understood. 

Furthermore, it forces us to recognize the traumatic nature of certain events which might be 

otherwise unthinkable were it not for the inscription of the (traumatic) sublime. As a more 

comprehensive understanding of the (traumatic) past emerges for the traumatized, the basis for a 

more coherent identity in the present is also formed. 

2.3 Unspeakable Thoughts Spoken?: The Value of the Neo-Slave Narrative 

As I have stated before, a person’s ability to rely on cultural memory in order to give him an 

accurate account of the past is especially problematic when that past is traumatic. To reiterate, 

Elias characterizes modern society’s attempts at relating to the history of the twentieth century as 

grappling with countless traumas.
24

 If this is true, then the way in which African Americans must 

relate both to this immediate past and to the history of slavery is an exercise in attempting to 

work not only the traumas of the twentieth century, but also the trauma of being colonized. 

Interestingly enough, Elias is very specific about limiting herself to first-world fictional works, 

making mention of this criterion in the preface of Sublime Desire. Nonetheless, Elias is also 

aware that the first world cannot be separated from the second or the third, as each “world” often 

overlaps in various experiences and goals. As such, works which would qualify as “first world” 

postmodern metahistorical romances often seek to work through similar problematics concerning 

                                                   
24

 Elias is referring to traumatic experiences relating to World War I and II, the Holocaust, the Cold War, etc. 
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notions of culture, history and self/other as their postcolonial counterparts (189). “The 

postmodern metahistorical romance contends with these issues,” Elias writes, “because they are 

part of the ‘crisis of history’ of the First World, and it often clearly aligns itself with the 

liberatory politics of the postcolonial novel, though its gaze is projected from a different point of 

origin” (189).  

Because Elias recognizes that there is no clear line between the first and third worlds, she 

is still able to discuss works, such as Morrison’s Beloved and Native American author Leslie 

Silko’s Ceremony, which may is some ways qualify as postcolonial due to the subaltern position 

from which their authors are writing. Nonetheless, it must be emphasized that the issues which 

are enacted in the neo-slave narrative are produced by a consciousness which is unique to first 

world consciousness because it has also been traumatized by being colonized under the 

institution of slavery. While slavery has left its mark on the United States as a nation, working 

through this traumatic history from the subaltern position involves multiple traumas with which 

many other postmodern historical works do not have to deal. Nonetheless, both whites and 

blacks must attempt to come to terms with the traumatic legacy of slavery as it continues to 

profoundly impact even the most fundamental aspects of life in American society, especially 

concerning the continuing use of racialized speech and thought processes which has its roots in 

this period. As such, Americans in general must be involved in the process of working through 

this trauma if change is to occur in the present; however, I still believe that it is a process which 

is inherently more difficult for African Americans because of their subaltern position. 

The desire to make sense of slavery and to understand the how and the why of it is 

thwarted by the fact that trauma resists being comprehended. Nonetheless, neo-slave narratives 

perform an important step by attempting to return to the site of this trauma in order to add to 

their readers’ understanding of it, especially as this trauma continues to live on and negatively 
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impact its victims in the present. These narratives use many of the postmodern techniques 

outlined in the previous section in order to undermine this traumatic past in a way which may 

help their readers to overcome it, including inscribing the traumatic sublime. The neo-slave 

narrative has already been specifically linked to theories of trauma by theorists such as Naomi 

Morgenstern in “Mother’s Milk and Sister’s Blood: Trauma and the Neo-slave Narrative.”
25

 In 

this article, Morgenstern makes numerous specific references to Beloved as a narrative of trauma, 

as is evidenced by the reference to a scene from Beloved found in the title of the article.  

Morgenstern contemplates the implications of using this genre to deal with the history of 

slavery, stating that “if the neoslave narrative marks the undesirable return of an unforgettable 

past, it also attempts to theorize and control this very phenomenon” (101-02). In this way, it 

becomes obvious that the neo-slave narrative is the site of more than a recollection of the past; if 

works such as Beloved and The Known World did not move past this stage, the outcome would 

be undesirable as nothing would be achieved. Morgenstern values repetition of this past as a 

means of developing a coherent identity and sharing a cultural heritage, yet she highlights the 

problematic nature of repeating trauma (103). Nonetheless, with psychoanalysis as her basis, 

Morgenstern points to the need of the traumatized person to find an audience for his trauma so 

that he can retell his troubling story rather than repeat, or relive, it (105). Retelling is hence the 

healthier alternative.  

Morgenstern insists that this retelling is closely tied to the black tradition of testifying 

which Henry Louis Gates, Jr. briefly mentions in The Signifying Monkey and Geneva 

Smitherman expounds upon in Talkin and Testifyin (105). According to Morgenstern, 

Smitherman’s notion of testifying is useful because it emphasizes that the trauma of slavery is 

experienced on a cultural rather than individual level. However, Venetria K. Patton, in Women in 
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 The notion of trauma presented in Morgenstern’s article is also heavily based upon Caruth’s theory. 
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Chains, would most likely argue that Beloved’s enactment of trauma functions in a slightly 

different way than most acts of testifying. Patton suggests, and I tend to agree, that Beloved is not 

about testifying to what happened during the time of slavery, but rather about reminding the 

reader that much has been forgotten as a result of what Patton terms “cultural amnesia” (123). As 

such, Beloved is not about particular incidences or possibilities which American society has 

forgotten, but rather about “. . . [acknowledging]. . . amnesia [to allow] for the reinterpretation of 

the present” (123). Similarly, I would argue that Jones’ The Known World, despite the fact that it 

points to a particular historical fact which has been forgotten, is also more about showing the 

reader that forgetting (aspects of slavery) is very much at work in processes of remembering; 

hence, like Morrison, Jones is calling for a reinterpretation of the present situation of blacks (and 

whites) in American society. Though this differs from Smitherman’s notion of testifying, it is 

still about finding a witness for trauma and, as such, the need of the traumatized to be able to tell 

his story. 

Like Morgenstern, Patton emphasizes that the past ought not be repeated in (postmodern) 

historical novels. Instead, incidences of forgetting linked to the history of slavery ought to be 

highlighted in order to reveal continuing problems in present-day remembrances of this past. 

Following such an argument, we can see why neo-slave narratives may have an impact on 

agency for contemporary African Americans. In attempting to work through this trauma, they 

speak to processes which are very much at work in contemporary American society involving the 

way in which this past has been and is being remembered. The very existence of neo-slave 

narratives points to the fact that this traumatic past continues to impact African Americans in the 

twenty-first century; otherwise, the act of writing them would not be carried out. 

Obviously, inscribing trauma back into narratives of history is related to the discussions 

of the sublime found in the previous section although neither Morgenstern nor Patton recognizes 
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this relationship. Morgenstern does point out, however, that neo-slave narratives are about 

attempting to represent or point to the unspeakable (116). However, this is an enactment of the 

sublime which forces us to recognize that the “unpresentable” is also sometimes related to that 

which society refuses to acknowledge. According to Morgenstern, neo-slave narratives demand a 

place in the literary canon for what cannot and has not be said (116). Beloved, according to 

Morgenstern is about the “. . . concept of the unrepresentable and the concept of the 

underrepresented, the conflation of a linguistic and a political problematic” (116, original 

emphasis). Specifically, Morgenstern is pointing out the difference between what has not been 

said (in the grand narratives of slavery) and what cannot be said (both linguistically and 

politically). That which cannot be said relates not only to the unrepresentable nature of trauma, 

and hence to the sublime in Elias and Lyotard’s sense of the word, but also to that which has 

been excluded from these narratives due to the cultural constraints of the Western paradigm. 

Morgenstern references Jean Wyatt’s own discussion of the way in which Beloved tells the story 

of what has been left out of “Western Cultural Narratives,” the most relevant factor here being 

“the sufferings of those destroyed by slavery” (Wyatt 474).  

With these discussions in mind, a major difference begins to emerge between the idea of 

what is unspeakable and what is unspoken. What is unspeakable has more to do with the 

psychological aspects of trauma (in relation to slavery) and inherent difficulties of understanding 

and coming to terms with the (traumatic) past. What is unspoken is then those aspects of the 

history of slavery which are ignored or repressed in historical narratives due to cultural and 

political restrictions. This relates to traumatic narratives which have no audience because no one 

wants to hear about them as they are unpleasant or related to taboo subjects.
26

 Once again, we 
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 Examples would include not only those traumatized by racial prejudice but also the narratives of rape and/or 

incest victims, Holocaust victims in the years immediately following World War II, and those traumatized by 

experiences which occurred while they were soldiers during largely unsupported wars, such as the Vietnam War. 
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see that American society as a whole must be involved in the process of dealing with the trauma 

of slavery in order for change to occur. While Wyatt and Morgenstern are developing their 

arguments about what is unspeakable and unspoken in histories of slavery from a postcolonial 

perspective, their ideas are not unrelated to Judith Butler’s notion of foreclosure. In “Ruled Out: 

Vocabularies of the Censor,” Butler describes foreclosure as a form of pre-censorship. While 

many other scholars limit their focus to how censorship is enacted after a text is produced, Butler 

uses foreclosure to outline the active life of censorship as it manifests itself while thoughts and 

speech are being formulated. As such, Butler is going a step farther than the notion of what is 

“unspoken” to point to the existence of another process which renders certain things unspeakable.  

Butler writes that “to become a subject means to be subjected to a set of implicit and 

explicit norms that govern the kind of speech that will be legible as the speech of a subject” 

(“Ruled” 252). The implicit and explicit norms which Butler writes of are what cause foreclosure 

to occur, they are part of “. . . a primary form of repression, one . . . whose operation makes 

possible the formation of the subject” (“Ruled” 255). Like Morgenstern, Butler is pointing to a 

conflation of restrictions imposed by language and politics. By using the word “norms,” however, 

Butler seems to be speaking more about what society (or the Western paradigm) has imposed 

upon the subject and not about the way in which trauma also renders certain experiences and 

remembrances unspeakable. The difference between Butler’s notion of unspeakable and Wyatt 

and Morgenstern’s notion of the unspoken is that Butler is highlighting the unconscious and 

primal nature of processes which foreclose the possibility of the inscription of certain words or 

phrases into prevailing paradigms in such a way that even their thinking is made (nearly) 

impossible. Despite this difference, it is still valuable to consider how circumventing foreclosure 

may also relate to rendering traumas, to some extent, speakable. 
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As we have already seen in the introduction, becoming part of the linguistic system 

(through a speech act) is the only possibility which Butler locates for arguing against the 

prevailing linguistic system. Butler insists, likewise, that the only way to overcome foreclose is 

to “redraw” the lines which it imposes and perpetuates in determining acceptable speech, an act 

which also requires inscribing oneself into a linguistic system (“Ruled” 256). Unfortunately, 

Butler, in her discussion of linguistic agency, fails to consider how gaining agency in language 

may also be even more fundamentally related to the ability to tell one’s story, an ability which is 

hindered or even rendered impossible when one is effected by a traumatized consciousness. Such 

consciousness may also be the result of the traumatic experience of being denied the right to 

speak within a linguistic system. How can the speech act which inaugurates one as a subject 

occur when one is, due to traumatic experience, rendered unable to speak?  

Here again, the sublime plays a vital role. Though Butler does not refer to the novel as a 

possible tool for gaining agency, we have already seen that the novel, and specifically the neo-

slave narrative, is also a viable space for arguing against (linguistic) vulnerability. By pointing to 

the existence of the unrepresentable and the unspeakable, whether it be forgotten voices in the 

history of slavery, traumatic experiences, the (historical) sublime or that which is otherwise 

foreclosed in the prevailing linguistic system, these novels become much more than art—they 

also perform a service for (American) society. The possibilities presented by gesturing towards 

the sublime in works of fiction may be an unrecognized way in which one may “redraw” the 

lines of foreclosure, rendering certain restricted thoughts and ideas speakable. As novels exist in 

the public sphere, they may also be highly effective for redrawing the lines of foreclosure as they 

sometimes reach a wide audience. However, not all novels fulfill this function and I do believe 

that the ability of some novels to do so has very much to do with their inscription of the sublime, 

though other means of circumventing foreclosure logically exist. 
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2.4 Conclusions 

The neo-slave narrative is both useful and necessary because it deals with the trauma of slavery 

in a more realistic and therapeutic way than the grand narratives of history do. For the reader, 

encountering and experiencing the neo-slave narrative may mean gaining a more coherent 

conception of this traumatic past. This is important because it gives the (American) reader a 

more stable ground on which to base his identity. Furthermore, the neo-slave narrative enacts the 

telling of this traumatic, unspoken and sometimes even (almost) unspeakable past. If the African 

American does not come to terms with the traumatic legacy of slavery in an authentic way, his 

sense of himself will remain troubled. Already subaltern, the black subject cannot afford to risk 

his agency in this way. The ability to effectively use language in order to gain agency is severely 

hindered when one’s sense of identity and the past lacks coherence. By using language in order 

to undermine our notions of the past and in order to call our attention to the traumatic legacy of 

slavery which those of us who are American are born into, neo-slave narratives help to 

rehabilitate American society as a whole and are hence important not only for their black readers 

but also for whites.  

Discussions of trauma, history, agency and postcolonialism all intersect in the way in 

which neo-slave narratives such as Beloved enact the struggle to deal with both the trauma of 

slavery and the trauma of being forgotten or ignored by Western discourse. As we will see in 

chapters four and five, The Known World goes a step farther by reminding us that even those 

discourses which seek to empower and remember the slave, such as Beloved, tend to overlook 

certain factors. By showing how some blacks were responsible for the subjugation of their own 

race, Jones problematizes Beloved and other narratives like it by reminding us once again that 

even those narratives which seek to include marginalized voices can never be all-encompassing, 

though Jones does not do this unproblematically. As such, Jones may be seen as demythicizing 
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the counter-myth for slavery which Morrison provides in Beloved. Furthermore, Jones’ work 

may also render a previously foreclosed statement speakable, that is that blacks were sometimes 

complacent in their own subjugation. More importantly, as neo-slave narratives, Beloved and The 

Known World may provide a space for the reconstruction of fixed notions of history and identity, 

with the result that significant change is made possible concerning the relationship of the African 

American to language. To develop a better sense of how this is might occur, it is now necessary 

to present a close, textual analysis of the two neo-slave narratives which I have taken as case 

studies: Toni Morrison’s Beloved and Edward P. Jones’ The Known World. 
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Chapter ThreeChapter ThreeChapter ThreeChapter Three    

More than a Space to Play: Language and Agency in Toni Morrison’s Beloved 

3.1 Introduction 

While Jones’ The Known World (2003) is arguably a novel primarily concerned with history, 

Toni Morrison’s Beloved (1987) is more concerned with memory, though both novels also 

consider the issue of language. Both novels also speak to issues of African American identity, 

especially in the sense that history/memory, language and identity are all related, as we have 

already seen. This chapter will begin by elaborating the role and use of language in the first of 

my two case studies, Morrison’s Beloved, and continue by exploring Morrison’s own theory of 

language. History/memory and identity will also be discussed in this chapter as we continue to 

investigate the possible role of the neo-slave narrative in creating a space for the expansion of 

African American linguistic agency. As I have stated in the introduction, in Beloved, as in 

fictional writing more generally, language functions on two basic levels: most perceptibly, 

language is perceived and used in a certain way by the characters. As the characters who are 

given voice in this particular novel are almost all poorly educated (the majority being former 

slaves), their ability to use the English language effectively in order to convey their feelings, 

memories and hopes varies, but is often rather limited. Their relationship to the language which 

they speak and their ability to obtain agency through language is decidedly problematic due to 

their particular position as members of a subaltern group.  

The second level on which language functions in Beloved is undoubtedly significantly 

harder to discern that the first, especially during a first approach to the novel. This level is 

directly related to the way in which the author uses literary conventions in order to play with 

standardized conceptions of language, the past and identity. Morrison’s decision to use 
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postmodern conventions is especially fruitful in creating a space for her to play with language. 

However, there is much more at stake in Beloved concerning language than can be explained by 

the notion of play. In this chapter, I will explore how Morrison’s use of language in Beloved 

endows her with the capacity to imagine a new space for enlarging African American agency in 

language. This is greatly related to Beloved’s status as a work of postmodern historical fiction.  

My own consideration of Beloved differs in several important ways from typical 

theoretical discussions of the novel. Frequently, femininity and motherhood receive a great deal 

of attention in analyses of Beloved, as in Barbara H. Rigney’s The Voices of Toni Morrison and 

Jean Wyatt’s “Giving Body to the Word: The Maternal Symbolic in Toni Morrison’s Beloved.” 

Other theorists, such as Angelyn Mitchell, in The Freedom to Remember: Narrative, Slavery, 

and Gender in Contemporary Black Women’s Fiction, focus on a combination of black female 

identity and remembrance centered around a discussion of the ghostly figure of the character 

Beloved. As we have already seen, Morgenstern’s discussion of Beloved in “Mother’s Milk and 

Sister’s Blood” is concentrated around discussions of trauma and remembrance from a primarily 

psychoanalytic perspective. While I have drawn upon Morgenstern’s analysis of Beloved, I have 

coupled it with theories concerning the postmodern historical novel. I have also taken a 

combination of postcolonial theories and “first world” theories concerning language and agency 

in order to flesh out my own, unique perspective on this novel. While discussions which focus on 

gender and femininity in the novel are useful, I obviously did not want to lose sight of the 

broader discussions of language, identity, history, etc. upon which I am basing my own analysis 

of Beloved. Furthermore, this chapter will also consider Morrison’s own theory of language as 

elaborated in her Nobel lecture, revealing startling similarities between Morrison’s theoretical 

conception of language and discussions of the (traumatic) sublime which were elaborated in the 

previous chapter. 
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3.2.1 Subaltern Linguistic Agency: Ownership and Naming 

I will now elaborate the first level on which language operates in Beloved and its direct 

relationship to the characters’ experience of language. This includes the way in which characters 

use language in order to assert ownership and the notion of naming. In Beloved, the characters’ 

relationship to language is demonstrative of their extreme lack of agency; however, an analysis 

of this relationship also reveals space for gaining agency from their subaltern position, albeit 

limited, through language. Though Morrison’s coupling of the notions of language and agency 

goes much deeper than simply creating a narrative of how power and control in language 

functioned among blacks in the years preceding and following the American Civil War, her 

portrayal of the characters’ troubled relationship to language is necessary in order to provide a 

foundation for her greater project of considering the relationship of the contemporary African 

American to language. As such, Morrison’s exploration of the implications of slavery for modern 

blacks in relation to identity and agency begins with a gesture towards the experiences of their 

ancestors. 

The way in which most characters in the novel use language is directly related to their 

status as (former) slaves. This is especially true of their use of language in order to convey 

ownership. Having been previously denied the right to own not only things, but also their own 

labor, bodies, children and selves, the language of possession is often used in the novel to assert 

the newfound right to ownership which comes with being freed from slavery. This is evidenced 

as early as the first chapter when Sethe and Paul D relish in their memories of Halle, excluding 

Denver as “only those who knew him. . . could claim his absence for themselves” (21); the same 

attitude is exhibited in their remembrances of Sweet Home, the plantation on which they were 

slaves. While memories of both Halle and Sweet Home are troubling, it is none the less 

important to cling to them as valued possessions. For Sethe, the deep-seated need to possess 
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something is experienced more strongly than it is for the other characters as is evidenced as the 

novel progresses. She becomes increasingly obsessed with asserting ownership over Beloved, 

constantly repeating that Beloved and Denver (to a lesser extent) are hers. The destructive nature 

of this need points to the problematic relationship which those who have previously been denied 

the right to ownership as slaves will most likely always have with their newfound ability to own 

something. Furthermore, Sethe’s extreme desire to gain agency through ownership is most likely 

also related to her position as one who is doubly subaltern, not only as a (black) slave but also as 

a woman. 

Ownership is also problematic on another level as laying claim to too much can 

ultimately offend others in the black community. This is revealed to be the case when Baby 

Suggs’ holds a party to celebrate the safe arrival of her grandchildren and daughter-in-law. The 

neighbors, initially grateful for the celebratory feast at Baby Suggs’ house, awaken the next 

morning to be “angry at her because she had overstepped, given too much, offended them by 

[her] excess” (161). The fact that Sethe brings so much shame on her mother-in-law later the 

same day seems to many to be punishment for Baby Suggs’ having overemphasized her good 

fortune by being too generous. The fact that the neighbors react in this way is indicative of an 

underlying problem within the black community in the novel—namely that blacks continue, even 

in freedom, to have an inferiority complex as a result of their oppression. Anyone who manages 

to overcome this complex is ostracized.  

In general, the language of possession is often used very tentatively throughout the novel 

as former slaves continue to lack status, rights and power in the eyes of their white counterparts. 

This is most pointedly seen when former slaves in the novel struggle with claiming ownership of 

themselves after they have been freed. Baby Suggs, for instance, having lost all of her children 

and gained her freedom at the expense of the only son she saw to adulthood, recognizes, 
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seemingly on multiple levels, that she has been “[given] her freedom when it didn’t mean a 

thing” (33). Not only has she lost all that might have mattered in her life; she is also forced into a 

new life where the future remains bleak as she is still denied most rights due to her ethnicity. She 

has also lost the one person with whom she ever had a real connection—Halle, her son. Sethe 

also recognizes the problematic nature of establishing a self independent of the one which was 

created according to the terms of slavery. As difficult as it was for her, freedom was easier to 

achieve than “claiming ownership of that freed self” (112). Though Sethe believes (before 

schoolteacher comes to take her back to the plantation) that she has claimed ownership of herself, 

the crisis of identity which results after she kills her daughter and wounds her other children, and 

which follows her to the novel’s end, proves that this process is much more problematic than is 

at first assumed.  

Only in the end does Paul D offer a clue about how to finally come to terms with oneself 

after slavery’s end when he charges Sethe to realize that she is her “own best thing” (314), 

pointing to the fact that possession of anything else (a child, a house, a job, etc.) is meaningless 

when the former slave continuously fails to come to terms with her responsibilities to herself. 

This is very much a charge to establish a coherent identity before attempting to gain agency from 

the subaltern position. However, as we have seen, forming a coherent identity is highly 

problematic for the subaltern due to their problematized relationship to language and to the 

traumatic past. As someone whose “. . .deprivation had been not having any dreams of her own 

at all” (29), Paul D’s assertions about coming to terms with and valuing oneself certainly apply 

to Sethe though it is a charge which is incredibly difficult to follow. This will be seen as the 

problematic relationship of the (former) slave to language is further revealed by examining the 

notion of naming. 
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The notion of naming is closely tied to the notion of ownership in the novel. Many slaves 

were named by their master or forced to use his last name. At Sweet Home, the violence done by 

this act is made obvious by the fact that Paul D and his two brothers, Paul A and Paul F, are all 

named Paul as if none of the three possesses an identity unique to that of his brothers. It is also 

almost laughable when Baby Suggs, while being driven to freedom by Mr. Garner, finally asks 

him why he has always called her Jenny. Mr. Garner explains that this was the name which 

appeared on her bill of sale; he never bothered to find out if it was her preferred name (how 

could a slave possess such a thing?) and she never dared to correct him. Despite knowing her real 

name, he continues to address her using the name Jenny, reasserting his position of power, until 

he leaves her. Only when he is gone can she fully adopt the name Baby Suggs, a name which she 

uses until her death. The power that is coupled with the ability to name oneself is also evidenced 

when Stamp Paid recounts how he renamed himself after he was freed in order to lay claim to his 

freed self (269). Paul D and Sethe also manage to gain agency through the process of naming; in 

their memories of Sweet Home, they return some of the violence done to them by schoolteacher 

by refusing to state his real name (the name schoolteacher does not even appear with a capital 

letter). They are finally able to diminish schoolteacher’s power by asserting some control over 

the position which he is allowed to occupy in the narratives which they tell about him.  

In Excitable Speech, Butler recognizes the process of naming as one of the ways in which 

an individual may be recognized as a subject within a linguistic system (6-7). This has to do with 

the notion of being acknowledged in the speech act of another. Many slaves received names 

within the American system of slavery. However, this act of naming does not mean that blacks 

necessarily became subjects within the prevailing linguistic system.
27

 The act of naming a slave 

is not an act which recognizes the slave as a potential member of the linguistic system; instead, it 
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 Butler also recognizes the fact that naming is not always an empowering act in Excitable Speech (28-38). 
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is part of a power relationship which has the opposite effect as naming the slave is an act of 

asserting ownership. Furthermore, as the institution of slavery relied on dehumanizing blacks, 

the speech act in which one names one’s slave is even less empowering than the speech act in 

which one names one’s livestock or pets. While animals receive names from their owners, it does 

not mean that they become subjects. However, as an animal cannot name itself, the act of naming 

it is not the same as the act of removing this power from the slave who may already possess a 

name given to him either by members of his family or his community. It is in the same way that 

the speech act in which Sethe and Paul D name schoolteacher is not an empowering speech act 

(for schoolteacher). Instead, it is an attempt to regain some of the agency which slavery in 

general and schoolteacher in particular had denied them. 

3.2.2 The Power of (the English) Language 

Analyzing the characters’ use of the language of possession and special concern for controlling 

their own names (and the name of at least one of the individuals who hurt them) only begins to 

flesh out the nature of their relationship to language. A better understanding of the way in which 

language functions in the novel can be garnered from a closer examination of the characters’ 

relationship to the English language. Sethe’s early memories of her mother and the plantation she 

was born on are troubled by the fact that she can no longer recollect the language which her 

mother and the other slaves spoke to her in (what was, in many ways, her mother language) due 

to the fact that it has been obliterated from her memory by the English language. Despite being 

forced from an early age to communicate in English, it is a language which she is forever barred 

full access to as she is denied the right to an education, like the other slaves around her.  

A sense of camaraderie does develop among the slaves as their inability to speak the 

English language properly results in the formation of a dialect which unites them in their own, 

unique use of language. Still, the power of dialectical speech to unite those who speak it is 
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undermined by the fact that its use and propagation will continue to inhibit the social mobility of 

its speakers. In what seems at first to be a humorous move on the part of a quirky character, Sixo, 

a fellow slave at Sweet Home, decides to quit using the English language “because he saw no 

future in it” (35). As becomes increasingly obvious, the problem is not that the English language 

has no future but rather that Sixo has no future as one who speaks it—he is ultimately killed for 

attempting to escape the plantation. Halle, on the other hand, is the only one of the slaves from 

Sweet Home who attempts to learn to read and write so that he cannot be exploited by whites 

(240). This plan fails just as tragically as Sixo’s does—leaving Halle at the very least insane and 

most likely dead.  

We have already examined the numerous problems associated with gaining agency 

within the linguistic system of the colonizer from the position of the colonized. While a sense of 

national or group identity may be formed among blacks by speaking the English language in 

dialect, this is not the most effective way to gain agency within this linguistic system. Instead, as 

Bensmaïa argues, the colonized must learn “[t]o write [and] to think in a foreign language ‘like 

thieves’” (21). Sixo’s denial of the power which the English language has over him is obviously 

not an example of thinking language in this way; instead, it is an attempt to deny the power of 

language and hope for the best. Likewise, Halle’s attempts to learn to read and write in English 

also fail to instill him with agency because he is filled with a false sense of security that this 

knowledge will help him to buy himself and his family out of slavery. He simply does not see the 

power which he can gain through using language in a certain more violent or subversive way. 

Perhaps this is a power which only exists after slavery. In a sense, perhaps Spivak is correct to 

say that the subaltern, in some situations, cannot speak (though this is still very much an 

overstatement of the actual case). My reason for considering this possibility is that the slave is 

not recognizable as a subject within the linguistic system which enslaves him. The former slave, 
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free black or post-Civil War African American, however, are more recognizable as potential 

members of the linguistic system as they are not categorically dehumanized as pieces of property 

and are granted some liberties within the system of the colonizer. 28  Though they may be 

mistreated and abused within the linguistic system of which they are a part, they at least have the 

possibility of being inscribed into this system as subjects. 

Obviously, separating the relationship of the characters to the English language from 

language more generally is not an easy project. As such, continuing with an analysis of the 

characters’ understanding of the power of language in general is beneficial. Sethe locates the 

problem of gaining power and control in language as a (former) slave rather poignantly when 

recalling an incident for which schoolteacher beat Sixo, the slave who was later killed. She posits 

that schoolteacher had “. . .to show [Sixo] that definitions belonged to the definers—not the 

defined” (220). Even when definitions are used in an attempt to instill agency into the defined, as 

had originally been the case at Sweet Home before schoolteacher arrived, they still remain in the 

power of the ‘definer.’ An example of this is when Paul D, Sixo and the other slaves honestly 

believe that they are men simply because the plantation owner, Mr. Garner, says they are (146); 

later, Paul D realizes how false such a notion is, namely because this title still belongs to the one 

who gave it and is quickly lost when Mr. Garner dies.  

Though Sethe later becomes a ‘definer’ herself by escaping slavery, declaring herself free 

and assuming ownership of and power over the lives of her children, she ultimately sacrifices 

this position, ending the novel unable to speak. Her attempt to assert her power as a definer by 

deciding to murder her children (and actually killing one), though initially successful (they do 

not, after all, have to return to slavery), is very quickly revealed as a move which left her 

powerless. Not only is Sethe imprisoned, narrowly escaping being hanged, but she is also 
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 Obviously, African Americans have received an increasing amount of liberty (politically) over the course of the 

past 150 years, to the point that they are now (legally) treated as equal to their white counterparts. 
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ostracized by the black community for decades and she alienates her three remaining children, 

especially her sons. As a former slave and a woman, the loss of her sons and the support of the 

community is devastating. While she believes that she can manage on her own, this is proven 

untrue when the entire community has to become involved in order to “save” Sethe from 

Beloved’s parasitism. However, Sethe’s inability to speak at the end of the novel has very much 

to do with the particulars of her own situation and her inability to recognize her own value. As 

such, while the slave may be an example of the subaltern which can (almost) never speak, freed 

blacks logically do not all experience such an extreme lack of agency. I believe that Morrison is 

using Sethe as a warning and not as the rule. 

Though it may seem that physical violence is a possible way to gain agency from this 

particular subaltern position (even if it is only temporary), it becomes clear that this is not the 

answer in one of the final episodes of the novel. Sethe attempts to attack Mr. Bodwin in order to 

prevent him from taking Beloved from her (though this is not, in fact, his intention)—a violent 

act perpetrated against the oppressing race. Though she is not punished for the act, she ultimately 

ends the novel unable to speak, confined to her bed, clinging to a false notion of Beloved’s 

importance to her life. However, I will posit that Morrison does use Beloved to perpetrate a 

violent act which results in the creation of a space for the possible enlargement of African 

American agency, very much so along the same lines as Bensmaïa’s assertions on the matter. I 

will discuss this theory more thoroughly below in light of Morrison’s theoretical approach to 

language in her Nobel lecture. First, a closer look at Morrison’s more direct involvement with 

language in the novel is essential. 

3.3.1 Morrison’s Novelistic Treatment of Language 

While it is certainly difficult to separate Morrison’s treatment of language in the novel from the 

way in which her characters interact with language, I have done so by seeking to identify the 
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moments in which Morrison “plays” with language. Many times, this also has to do with 

Morrison’s use of postmodern strategies for historical fiction as discussed in the previous chapter. 

Though most of the narrative is recounted in the past tense, Morrison (as posited narrator) does 

switch to the present tense in order to recount several episodes in the novel. The first instance 

occurs when Denver temporarily fears that Beloved has disappeared when they go into the shed 

where the toddler Beloved was killed (141). It is hard to pinpoint why Morrison switches to the 

present tense in this scenario. Obviously, it makes it stand out from the surrounding chapters and 

allows Morrison to play with the conventions of novel writing as her tense shift is basically 

inexplicable. It forces the reader to pay more attention to the scene and gives it a dreamlike 

quality. Perhaps it is more of a nightmare as Beloved relives the last moments of Sethe’s 

murdered daughter.  

At any rate, this is a device which Morrison only uses twice more, the second instance 

being at the end of the novel, when Paul D returns to 124 in order to reinstitute himself in Sethe’s 

life now that Beloved is gone (311) and the third just after that. The effect in all three instances is 

entirely different from the others. The use of the present tense in the section with Paul D gives 

the impression that he and Sethe may always be trapped in the positions in which they end the 

novel: Sethe, a shell of the woman she once was, unable to speak and extremely childlike; Paul 

D, realizing he loves her, that he wants to “put his story next to hers” (314) and perhaps 

endlessly trying to convince her of her own worth. It effectively conveys the hopelessness of 

their situation.  

Immediately following this final encounter between Sethe and Paul D, there is a final 

chapter written in a mystical, poetic prose which is also the final section written in the present 

tense. The present of this section is months or even years in the future, after Beloved’s departure, 

and it considers the lives of the people who encountered her and how easily she is forgotten or 
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explained away; even Sethe, Denver and Paul D forget her, as “remembering seemed unwise” 

(315). While Beloved does seem to linger on, once again a ghostly figure, she no longer imposes 

herself on the inhabitants of 124. In this section, variations of the phrase “this is not a story to 

pass on” (315-16) appear three times, functioning almost as a spell or a charm. It is, however, a 

charm which obviously fails as the story has been written down and will be passed on. 

Furthermore, the intensity which this claim adds to the rest of the novel ensures that the reader 

will not and cannot remain indifferent to what he has read.  

The character Beloved remains an enigma, though the reader seems to be charged with 

making sense of her as her name is the last line of the novel. Morrison has effectively used a 

mixture of anxiety and uncertainty to prevent the invention of an easy solution for the problem 

which is Beloved (for both the characters and the reader). The importance which she is given 

immediately forces the reader to wonder what it is that she may represent. It is my opinion that 

Beloved is symbolic of the difficult legacy of slavery, a legacy which is always “passed on” and 

for which the modern inheritor’s of the legacy of slavery have no easy answers. Elias mentions 

Beloved specifically throughout Sublime Desire. As a ghost, Beloved, according to Elias, hovers 

outside—her existence pointing to that which cannot and is not explained in traditional narratives 

of American history (66-67). As such, it is my opinion that Beloved also functions as an 

objectified marker of the existence of the traumatic sublime as her character points to what 

cannot be represented in the history of slavery—that which cannot be named, but, nonetheless 

must be recognized and, somehow, dealt with. As a metaphor for trauma, Beloved’s lingering 

ghostlike presence also highlights that fact that the trauma of slavery lives on and must be dealt 

with in the present. Morrison’s provocation of her reader to attempt, however problematically, to 

solve the enigma that is Beloved also seems to extend to her treatment of slavery. Uncertainty, 

anxiety and the way in which she troubles the notions of memory and history (as I will discuss 
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below) all force the reader to consider and reconsider slavery, with the ultimate meaning of its 

impact on modern society and the development of any concrete answers being endlessly deferred. 

Morrison also writes four chapters in the voices of her three main characters: Sethe, 

Denver and Beloved. These chapters are directly preceded by a statement which implies that they 

are the “unspeakable” and “unspoken” thoughts of the women living in 124 (230). Already, by 

Morrison’s reference to terms such as “unspeakable” and “unspoken,” we once again see a 

relationship to the sublime. Morrison is able to imagine these black female voices, which have 

been left out of grand historical narratives, without giving her reader a false sense of wholeness. 

For instance, while the sections seem to flesh out the notion each woman has of her position in 

relation to the others, they also serve to upset the reader’s perception of the women. Morrison 

uses a blend of modernist and postmodernist techniques in these chapters, each of the chapters 

being written in stream of consciousness, fragmented to varying degrees and laced with 

uncertainty. Stream of consciousness, a modernist technique, gives Morrison the opportunity to 

finally explore the psychological motivations of her characters as Sethe and Denver both lay 

claim to Beloved and Beloved lays claim to Sethe.  

Beloved’s chapter is especially interesting as it is written twice, first in the fragmented 

voice of a child (or of the insane) and then in a way which is more continuous, though no less 

affected by madness, though this is more likely Morrison’s way of gesturing towards the 

unspeakable nature of the traumatic experience which Beloved is continuously reliving in the 

novel. Following this chapter is a poem written in the voice of each of the female characters, 

though the voices do not speak in any particular order and it is sometimes difficult to discern 

which statements belong to which character. It is important to remember that Morrison has 

already warned the reader that these are “unspeakable” thoughts. As such, the answers they seem 

to provide are undercut by the uncertainty of the style in which they are given. Rather than 
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pinpointing the true motivations of the characters, these sections function as a performance of the 

unspeakable, or sublime, not unrelated to what might happen if the reader adopts Morrison’s 

charge to further explore what the legacy of slavery means for modern society. Again, meaning 

is ultimately deferred, leaving the reader engaged in a never-ending, but nonetheless necessary, 

search for answers. By means of the sublime, Morrison is able to highlight the traumatic nature 

of the experiences of subaltern black women without pretending that she can actually reenact the 

slave’s experience in an all-encompassing way. 

Morrison, as mentioned in the previous chapter, also uses postmodern conventions in 

order to question popular notions of memory. One of the ways in which she does this is by 

elaborating a unique conception of memory which Sethe calls ‘rememory.’ Though it is not 

explicitly stated as such, it seems to be a form of memory unique to those who have experienced 

the extreme oppression of slavery or other traumatic events. As Sethe explains it, a rememory 

survives in the place in which the original experience occurred; in this way, other people can 

encounter a rememory and be overwhelmed by the realness and precision with which they 

experience the memory themselves (47). Sethe asserts that, in this way, nothing ever dies.  

Directly related and somewhat opposed to the way in which memory functions in the 

novel is Morrison’s treatment of history. It has already been pointed out in Kimberly Davis’ 

“‘Postmodern Blackness:’ Toni Morrison’s Beloved and the End of History” that Beloved utilizes 

some of the techniques which Linda Hutcheon has labeled as historiographic metafiction in its 

treatment of history (242-43). As a work of historiographic metafiction, Beloved destabilizes 

fixed notions of the past concerning slavery/race relations which have colored the grand 

narratives of history. By emphasizing the multiple ways in which the past can be remembered 

and retold and the fragmented way in which memories present themselves to the one who 

remembers, Morrison shakes the reader’s faith in grand narratives of the history of slavery and 



 

 

81 

 

its aftermath. Morrison emphasizes the uncertain nature of the past and the bias that is involved 

in its narrativization by showing the way in which past experience is viewed and dealt with 

differently by numerous characters. The narrative technique adopted is that of multiple points of 

view. This technique helps Morrison to emphasize what Hutcheon would term the “. . . 

problematized inscribing of subjectivity into history” (118): by emphasizing the multiple ways in 

which the past can be remembered and retold, Morrison shakes the reader’s faith in the 

popularized narratives of the history of slavery and its aftermath. 

This conception of history as fragmented and multiple reverses Sethe’s oversimplification 

of the notion of memory as ‘rememory.’ A person cannot simply walk into another person’s 

memory—it implies that memories can be passed from one individual to another without adding 

or subtracting any details or feelings from what actually happened. It also implies that trauma 

can in some way be digested or understood by the traumatized or by the recipient of his/her story. 

Instead of falling prey to these fallacies, Morrison seems to use the notion of ‘rememory’ to 

point to the palpability of the pain which modern African Americans have inherited from their 

ancestors (and experience themselves), to the way in which this “past” trauma continues to live 

on in the present. It is clear that African Americans do not experience the past or the present in 

exactly the same way as one another, much less in the same way as their ancestors did. 

Nonetheless, to attempt to negate slavery’s legacy in modern society is not only to highlight 

one’s ignorance but also to refuse to perceive the obvious. When Sethe later contradicts her own 

assertion that no memory ever dies by using Beloved as a crutch so that she does not to have to 

remember aspects of her traumatic past anymore (211), the ultimate failure of this endeavor 

further emphasizes Morrison’s own belief that the (traumatic) past lives on and cannot be 

ignored. 
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This has very much to do with the idea of the “impossible history” which the traumatized 

or subaltern carry with them. This is a history which can only be gestured towards. While the 

black motif of testifying which Gates and Smitherman value for dealing with trauma may 

provide some answers, especially as it provides the traumatized with a witness, it is important 

that trauma not be repeated in its retelling. The notion of rememory would have exactly this 

effect: the traumatic experience would be repeated and relived for the person who encounters 

another’s memory of this event. This is not a healthy option for dealing with trauma, even if it 

does serve the necessary task of providing a witness to trauma. Not only does it re-traumatize, 

but it also allows for the subaltern to wallow in the misery of his own oppression. This is why 

Sethe is a negative model for blacks—she is unable to get past the moment in which one 

recognizes oneself as subaltern (a traumatic moment indeed) in order to attempt to effect change; 

she is forever stagnating as she refuses to deal with her traumatic past.  

Though the traumatic legacy of slavery ‘belongs’ to African Americans, Beloved 

provides ample evidence that this trauma must be dealt with on a cultural level, that is by all 

Americans. Perhaps the most interesting way in which Morrison demonstrates this occurs when 

she puts what appears to be a significant metaphor for black experience into the mouth of a white 

girl. When Sethe recounts how Amy Denver helped save her life during her escape, she quotes 

Amy as saying: “‘Anything dead coming back to life hurts’” (46) and though she is referring to 

Sethe’s badly damaged feet, even Denver recognizes this as “a truth for all times” (46). But what 

does this really mean? 

As a metaphor for black experience, this statement points to the pain and extreme 

difficulty involved in the process of attempting to gain an identity after receiving freedom. It 

would be simple to leave it there, tied inseparably to the plot of the novel and to the violence 

done to enslaved blacks, but Denver’s assertion blatantly points to its applicability to the lives of 
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modern African Americans as well. This is not to say that African Americans are “dead” in a 

literal sense; rather, death works as a symbol for the limited agency which continues to hold 

them back, even in the  present-day United States. The struggle to “come back to life” by gaining 

agency has been both painful and deadly. This does not mean that it is not worth the struggle; 

rather, Morrison seems to use Amy’s statement to implore African Americans to be aware of 

their position and realistic about negative side-effects of attempting to revolutionize American 

society. By placing this metaphor in the mouth of a white girl, Morrison also forces non-blacks 

to recognize their own involvement in the process. If African Americans are ever to enjoy power 

and control in language to the same extent as their white counterparts, both sides must work 

together to effect change.  

As has been evidenced, Morrison’s direct involvement with language functions a bit 

differently than the characters’ relationship to language; still, both aspects are directly related to 

the overall performance of language in Beloved as well as to Beloved’s status as a postmodern 

historical novel. Though consideration of both levels of language is fruitful to gaining an 

understanding of the way language and agency function in the novel, consideration of how 

Morrison redefines notions of history and identity in Beloved is also vital.  

3.3.2 Morrison’s Theoretical Treatment of Language 

While the introduction of this thesis began with a description of the first world approach to 

linguistic agency, an even more interesting, though not unrelated theory of language begins to 

emerge when Beloved is considered in light of Morrison’s treatment of the notion of language in 

her theoretical writings.29 Her 1993 Nobel lecture is itself rich in examples of the way that 

Morrison views language, agency and the way in which people, and African Americans 

especially, should use language, think about the past and rely on one another for support. Rather 
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 In fact, Morrison’s Nobel lecture is also discussed at length in the introduction to Butler’s Excitable Speech. 
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than attempt to elaborate every detail of Morrison’s theoretical approach to language, I prefer to 

treat two specific quotations from the lecture as they relate to Morrison’s use of language in 

Beloved.30 It is also necessary to point out that Morrison would probably term what I call her 

theory of language in the lecture a modus operandi. This will already become clear in the first 

quotation: 

It is the deference that moves her, that recognition that language can never 

live up to life once and for all. Nor should it. Language can never “pin down” 

slavery, genocide, war. Nor should it yearn for the arrogance to be able to do 

so. Its force, its felicity is in its reach toward the ineffable. (n. pag.) 

Here, Morrison elaborates the conception that language does not grasp what really occurred 

in and comprises a given situation—that words are ultimately insufficient and, as such, 

should not be forced upon a situation with the misguided assumption that they will create a 

realistic portrait of what actually happened. Her particular interest in slavery, already 

evidenced in Beloved, is also conjured in this quotation alongside other traumatic 

occurrences which historical narratives profess to narrate in an accurate way.  

Her use of the expression “pin down” is interesting on two levels as it carries here 

both the connotation of locating meaning and restraining it (which would not be an advisable 

use of language). However, one is forced to ask oneself: if language can never “‘pin down’ 

slavery,” then why does Morrison attempt to write a novel about it? Though language cannot 

succeed in “pinning down” these events (or the experience of them), it is not powerless; its 

strength lies in its ability to use words to point beyond themselves—towards the “ineffable,” 

the indescribable essence of a situation or event, the sublime. Here, her use of the word 

“felicity” alongside of “force” is also highly interesting for the associations which it conjures. 
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 It is important to note that Morrison’s lecture is focused around an allegorical story which I will not elaborate here.  
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Beyond simply referring to the skillful ability of language to point beyond itself,
31

 it also 

points to the euphoria which this faculty of language provides to those who can understand 

and use it on this level.  

I will now provide another quotation from Morrison’s Nobel lecture which serves to 

highlight what is at work linguistically in Beloved according to Morrison’s own theory of 

language, and why Beloved functions successfully within this theory despite taking slavery 

as its main theme: 

Think of our lives and tell us your particularized world. Make up a story. 

Narrative is radical, creating us at the very moment it is being created. We 

will not blame you if your reach exceeds your grasp, if love so ignites your 

words they go down in flames and nothing is left but their scald. (n. pag.) 

Why does Morrison particularize slavery, creating a Sethe, a Denver, a Beloved who is not 

only a daughter and sister, but also a stranger and a ghost? She sees herself as having been 

implored to “make up a story” that will create not only its own singular world, but also a new 

space for pointing to what it means to have been a slave, to be an African American, to be 

human. Why is it adequate (and even desirable) to only “point to” what characterizes these 

conflicted identities? The scald which such words leave upon their recipient is directly 

related to the notion that language’s power lies in its ability to “reach toward the ineffable” 

or the sublime. The test of the extent of Morrison’s love for truth is whether or not it “ignites 

[her] words” so that only the scald remains, the particularities of her narrative and the direct 

associations of her words having been burned away.  

For Morrison, this is the most effective use of language; this is why she chooses to 

utilize the conventions of postmodern fiction, upsetting the fixed notions her readers have of 
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the past, memory and agency and treating the theme of slavery without pretending to be able 

to impart a realistic notion of what it means to experience slavery and the burden of its 

legacy on her reader. Her judgment of an authentic, and perhaps even moral, use of language 

is in the injury which it inflicts upon those who come in contact with its force. As the mark 

of its reach towards the ineffable, the “scald” which Beloved causes distinguishes it as a 

novel which actually succeeds in gesturing towards the traumatic sublime. This gesture is 

tied to the charge of the reader to reinscribe the unspeakable in relation to 

slavery/discrimination back into the predominant linguistic system by pursuing the 

aftereffects of the legacy of slavery and its impact on modern society. As such, the injury 

which Morrison uses language to inflict is what involves the reader in its reach towards the 

ineffable or sublime. 

While one may argue that Roland Barthes’ notion of “the death of the author”32 

problematizes my use of Morrison’s own theoretical approach to language in order to 

analyze one of her novels, I believe that there are numerous reasons for why this approach 

works. I am not arguing that Morrison is or ought to be totally in control of what is occurring 

in and as a result of her work, much less of her reader’s interpretation of the novel. However, 

the way in which Morrison thinks about language, and it is obvious that she has given the 

issue a great deal of thought, certainly has an impact on her approach to novel writing. As 

such, Morrison’s involvement in the process which is Beloved does have an impact on the 

direction which the novel takes. Nonetheless, as Morrison has herself implied, the test of an 

effective use of language in a novel is the “scald” which is left after the particularities of her 

narrative, and her approach to writing it, have been “burned away.” As such, analyzing 

Beloved in light of Morrison’s own theoretical approach to language remains, in my own 
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opinion, unproblematic as I am not assuming that her theory of language and approach to 

novel writing close off all other meaning and/or interpretations of the novel. Furthermore, 

Morrison’s call for involvement on the part of the reader does not mean that this outcome is 

always achieved. 

3.4 Conclusions 

I have posited that Morrison uses postmodern literary conventions in order to play with language 

in Beloved. However, I have also asserted that what is at work in Beloved goes much deeper. For 

Morrison, this is not a game; she has a stake in the message which Beloved imparts. The space 

which she attempts to create by composing a postmodern account of slavery and its aftermath is 

a space to perform language in such a way that change can possibly occur regarding the 

relationship of the contemporary African American to language; she is attempting to instill the 

subaltern with agency. She has simultaneously refused the temptation to gain this agency at the 

expense of whites; though she portrays all whites in the novel as being racist to a certain degree 

(and rightly so, considering the time period of the novel), she escapes doing violence to white 

agency by allowing a white girl to impart one of the most important messages of the novel. Yet 

Morrison does seem to suggest, encourage and utilize her own brand of violence as a means to 

gain agency in Beloved which is made obvious in light of her Nobel lecture—it is the force by 

means of which language “scalds” the reader after the particularities of this narrative (already 

troubled, already thrown into doubt) have been burned away. It is an injury which involves the 

reader in the process which Morrison has started. As we turn to Jones’ The Known World in the 

following chapter, it is impossible not to consider it in relation to the processes which Morrison 

began in Beloved. Nonetheless, a close reading of The Known World will demonstrate its 

difference from its forbearer, especially as concerns Jones’ distinctive fascination with and 

treatment of history. 
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Chapter FourChapter FourChapter FourChapter Four    

Redefining Black Identity: The Slave as Master in Edward P. Jones’ The Known World 

4.1 Introduction 

In contrast to Beloved, memory plays a more indirect role in Edward P. Jones’s The Known 

World (TKW). Instead, history takes the fore as Jones attempts to navigate the implications of a 

troubling fact of slavery which, until TKW, had rarely received much attention in narratives of 

the pre-Civil War United States. Though the characters, research and settings which Jones 

presents in the novel are largely fictitious, Jones’ novel revolves around the little-known fact that 

free blacks were allowed to and did in fact sometimes own black slaves. Throughout the novel, 

Jones explores the implications of such an occurrence for both antebellum and contemporary 

Americans, regardless of their race. The novel begins with the death of thirty-one-year old Henry 

Townsend, a former slave, who at the time of his death owned “thirty-three slaves and more than 

fifty acres of land” (5). Not only does this make Townsend wealthy for a black man, it also 

grants him the position of being significantly more prosperous than most white men in the 

fictitious Manchester County, Virginia.  

However, with Henry’s death, the deterioration of his plantation begins. Childless, 

without the support of Henry’s parents, who are opposed to slavery, and subject to the 

undesirable influence of others, Henry’s widow, Caldonia, tries and fails to run the plantation as 

Henry once had. I will first consider how certain characters are used to undercut typical 

explanations of the racial divide in the antebellum South and how the characters perform their 

racial and social identities before examining how Jones, as author, treats history, identity and 

language in TKW. By re-inscribing the black master into historical narratives of slavery, Jones 

undermines fixed notions of language, the past and identity, forcing the reader to re-explore how 
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blacks define(d) themselves in relation to one another and to whites during and after the 

disjointed, traumatic legacy of slavery. 

Despite TKW’s critical acclaim and status as a Pulitzer Prize winner, there have been no 

significant theoretical discussions of the novel. While reviews of TKW abound, the only research 

which has been done in relation to the novel was carried out by history professor Thomas J. 

Pressly who compared the portrait which Jones’ paints of antebellum Virginia to the historical 

research of Carter G. Woodson regarding the 1830 United States census. Pressly’s goal was to 

determine if the percentages of free blacks living in Jones’ fictitious Manchester County 

reflected the actual percentages found in Woodson’s research. Pressly also considered whether 

the number of slave holding blacks presented in the novel is realistic in comparison to the 1830 

figures. Pressly concludes that the figures which Jones presents are plausible, stating that 

“[TKW] successfully meets major tests of statistical plausibility for its historical period—

whatever may be its degree of success or failure in satisfying the various other literary or 

aesthetic criteria by which its readers may evaluate it” (86). Whether or not TKW will appear 

elsewhere in theoretical discussions such as those which I have taken up in this thesis remains to 

be seen. Obviously, reaching the iconic status of Morrison’s Beloved is a feat not achieved by 

many novels. 

4.2.1 White Master versus Black Slave  

Contemporary understandings and uses of history and language are thrown into question as 

binary oppositions break down in TKW, including normal distinctions such as white versus black 

and master versus slave. The normal perception of the black/white dichotomy in the antebellum 

South places the white person as master and the black person as slave. Obviously, even outside 

of the novel, this dichotomy of white master versus black slave does not reflect reality. Firstly, 
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only a few whites actually owned slaves, most were too poor to purchase a slave and only 

supported the system of slavery in order to maintain their social position. Secondly, many blacks 

lived in freedom during the nineteenth century, especially in the North and some of these blacks 

had even been born free. Thirdly, the black/white dichotomy fails to acknowledge individuals 

who are not covered by either of these two categories, such as persons of mixed race or Native 

Americans. However, the elaborate hierarchical system which existed in the South did attempt to 

absorb whomever it could into the larger black/white dichotomy, considering persons of mixed 

race to be black and also considering Native Americans to be in the same category as blacks, 

though their social position was somewhat higher. Some individuals of mixed race could pass for 

white due to their light skin color and possession of other typically white physical features. 

However, such individuals were forced to migrate to parts of the country where people did not 

know their ethnic background if they wanted to be considered white as having black ancestors 

would result in their being considered as blacks.
33

  

As complex as all of these exceptions to the typical white master versus black slave 

narrative which is generally presented in historical accounts of slavery may seem, Jones creates a 

new level of complexity when he uses Henry Townsend and others to point to the fact that free 

black people also sometimes owned slaves. Early on, Moses, the black, enslaved overseer on 

Henry’s plantation who was also Henry’s first slave, has trouble believing the fact that he is now 

owned by a member of his own race. “. . . Moses had thought that is was already a strange world 

that made him a slave to a white man,” Jones writes, “but God had indeed set it twirling and 

twisting every which way when he put black people to owning their own kind”(9). The situation 

actually leads Moses to question whether or not God is still active in the world in which he now 
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 Similar discussions of racial divisions in both the antebellum and contemporary United States can be found in 

numerous sources, including The Politics of Multiculturalism: Challenging Racial Thinking, edited by Heather M. 

Dalmage. 
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finds himself. Just after Caldonia’s speech to the slaves following Henry’s death, the narrator 

informs the reader that “Henry had always said that he wanted to be a better master than any 

white man he had ever known” (64). Such a sentiment shows that Henry recognizes that he does 

not fit within the typical framework of the “white master” category as he seems to believe that, 

by virtue of his racial closeness with his slaves, he will be a better master. Though life on his 

plantation is better than most, he still punishes runaway slaves with disfigurement, withholds 

rations and demands a great deal of work from his slaves. Furthermore, as the narrator points out 

in the next sentence, there is really no such thing as a good master since it requires that another 

man be a slave: “[Henry] did not understand that the kind of world he wanted to create was 

doomed before he had even spoken the first syllable of the word master” (64).  

Minerva, technically a slave belonging to Sheriff John Skiffington and his wife Winifred, 

is also an interesting figure in the novel as her existence points to a flaw in the white master 

versus black slave dichotomy which the hierarchical system of slavery seeks to uphold. As a 

young girl, Minerva was given to the Skiffington’s as a wedding present. Winifred, originally 

from Pennsylvania, is opposed to owning a slave, as is her new husband. Despite their aversion 

to slavery, they keep the young girl and give her numerous, albeit limited, freedoms. Slowly, the 

Skiffington’s begin to see Minerva as a sort of daughter and though they do not believe that they 

see her as a servant, her role in the family is very much a cross between these two identities. 

People in the town seem to understand the family dynamic best when they consider Minerva to 

be the Skiffingtons’ pet (166) as the role which she fulfills will always be influenced in some 

way by her skin color. Ultimately, Skiffington also begins to see Minerva as an object of lust, 

further proof that he most likely has never fully accepted her as a daughter. He resists his sexual 

desire for Minerva only because of a fear of God and a fear that someone would find out. He 

does not consider whether or not she would also want him and it is implied that he would be 
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more than willing to rape her, further evidence of his perceived level of superiority due to his 

race and position.  

Winifred seems to come the closest to viewing Minerva as her child as is evidenced when, 

after Sheriff Skiffington’s death, the pair moves back to Philadelphia and Minerva disappears. 

Winifred goes to great lengths to find her “daughter” (166), but her attempts fail due to the 

subconscious manifestation of her own racial prejudice in the missing persons poster which she 

has printed with Minerva’s picture on it. Minerva, who had wandered away and begun living 

with a black family, sees the poster and is deeply offended when she reads “Will Answer to the 

Name Minnie” (381). Though neither Winifred nor the printer (a man from Georgia) meant 

anything prejudicial by the phrase, it is heavily laced with the tone of racial prejudice which both 

had acquired while living in the South (382). Unfortunately, just as “the world did not allow 

them to think [the word] ‘daughter’” (166), neither Skiffington is ever fully able to overcome the 

racist influence which results in their inability to allow Minerva into their lives without prejudice. 

Minerva is a good example of someone who exists outside of the white master versus black slave 

dichotomy—her life is lived at the border as she is constantly ineffectually removed from and 

then returned to a subaltern position. The mixed race children of William Robbins (Louis and 

Dora), who enjoy a certain amount of privilege as the children of the richest white man in the 

county, occupy a similar position in the novel. 

One of the most interesting explorations of the border which prevents a privileged few 

blacks from fitting nicely into the “black slave” category comes when William Robbins, Henry’s 

former owner and current mentor, comes upon Henry wrestling on the ground with Moses, his 

first (and at that time, only) slave. Robbins is abashed as he had not realized how little Henry 

knew about being a master. Robbins asserts that the law will only protect Henry as a master if he 

“‘know[s] what is master and what is slave’” (123). Treating his slave as anything other than or 
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more than a slave will result in Henry’s “‘[having] pointed to the line that separates [him] from 

[his] property’” (123). Not only will this change how the law perceives Henry as master, but also 

how his slave perceives him as the line between the two of them must remain sharply defined. In 

order to remedy the situation, Robbins goes to the local black teacher, Fern Elston (physically 

white, though of mixed race, and also a slave-owner), and insists that she educate Henry to read 

and write in order to further emphasize the line which separates him from his property. As a 

result of this education, which had also been granted to Robbins’ two children, Louis and Dora, 

Henry never again falters in emphasizing the difference between himself and his slaves. It is a 

difference which must repeatedly be emphasized and performed in order to maintain the social 

position which free blacks, such as Fern, Dora, Louis and Henry, enjoy. Performance is also a 

central issue in TKW, as will be discussed in the following section. This is logically also closely 

related to issues of language as the black master’s ability to articulate himself in a manner which 

differentiates him from his slaves is significant to insuring that whites view him as in some ways 

superior to other blacks. 

By questioning the legitimacy of the white master versus black slave dichotomy, Jones 

demonstrates how and why particular groups and individuals have been left out of the grand 

narratives of history. By forcing the reader to question the authenticity of one popular dichotomy, 

Jones simultaneously raises desirable doubts about the legitimacy of the larger historical 

narrative. In this way, as far as subject matter is concerned, Jones is undoubtedly upsetting his 

reader’s notions of the history of slavery in TKW. As the back of Jones’ work so aptly states, 

“Jones weaves a footnote of history into an epic. . .” (n. pag.). This footnote of history is, of 

course, the fact that some free blacks owned slaves in the antebellum era. Though this 

troublesome aspect of slavery has been forgotten and very nearly expunged from the grand 

narratives of the history of slavery which exist in the United States, there is no definitive 



 

 

94 

 

explanation for why this occurred. Perhaps forgetting or ignoring this important fact was an act 

of preservation. The foundations of African American group (or national) identity would 

certainly be disturbed if it became less simple to operate within the black slave/white master 

dichotomy.  

Acknowledging that the victim was also sometimes the oppressor, an oppressor who 

abused the system which dehumanized members of his own race, would certainly make it harder 

to establish who is to blame for this travesty along the clear-cut lines which the black slave 

versus white master dichotomy reinforces. By re-inscribing the fact that blacks were also 

sometimes masters into a narrative of slavery, Jones certainly problematizes United States’ 

cultural memory, pointing to a significant absence in American remembrances of slavery; this is 

important because simply attempting to ignore this fact is obviously not going to make coming to 

terms with this past any easier. Furthermore, Jones highlights the problematic nature of the 

language which Americans use to discuss these narratives, refusing to allow typical binary 

oppositions (such as white master versus black slave) to continue to conceal the myriad of 

exceptions which they allow their users to neglect to consider. Undermining the legitimacy of 

racial dichotomies in narratives of slavery is not the only way in which Jones attempts to rewrite 

this past and (mis)conceptions which arise out of a non-judicious use of language; pointing to the 

performative nature of racial identities is also key to the way in which Jones upsets our 

preconceived notions of the link between the legacy of slavery and present-day, (African) 

American identity. 
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4.2.2 Performing Racial Identities 

The notion that identities are performed
34

 is central to the novel as is repeatedly evidenced. In a 

hierarchical slave-owning society, the need to perform one’s racial or social identity is extremely 

important in order to avoid chaos from ensuing in the existing, well-ordered system. Whites in 

the novel repeatedly use various types of performance in order to reassert their position as either 

the master of or superior to the blacks around them, both enslaved and free. Masters perform 

their own role in numerous ways, among these punishing slaves, keeping a slave book, and using 

derogatory terms to subjugate blacks.  

Several instances of slaves being punished for breaking rules or attempting to run away 

are depicted in the novel. This punishment is a performance of the master’s power as it not only 

serves to deter the slave from disloyal behavior, but also as a living testament to other slaves of 

what the consequences are for breaking the rules as slaves in the novel are often punished with 

disfigurement. Whether other slaves witness the act of punishment or not, the physical reminder 

will remain outwardly visible on the offending slave until his death. Elias is punished in the 

novel for attempting to run away by having more than one third of one of his ears cut off. Moses 

is also punished for his failed escape attempt by being hobbled (having his Achilles tendon 

severed, which results in a permanent limp), though this act is not performed at the behest of his 

master. Other non-central slaves in the novel whose stories are related sometimes suffer death as 

a result of inexcusable deeds. While this first type of performance relies heavily on physical 

violence in order to be effective, the latter two examples, the keeping of slave books and the use 

of derogatory terms, are performances which rely heavily on seizing and maintaining power and 

control in and through language. 

                                                   
34

 This is not related to discussions of performance in chapter one as those pertained to the colonized’s use of 

language, the novel and novel writing and not to racial/social identity. 
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Slave books come into play on numerous occasions throughout TKW. The first instance is 

when the reader learns that Robbins always puts a line through the names of dead or valueless 

slaves (27). This ritual, along with affixing a price to every individual, reasserts the slave’s 

position as property and reaffirms the master’s right to own him. To show Moses that he 

occupies a special position as overseer, Henry lets Moses see where it is written in the slave book 

that he is overseer. Moses cannot read and is later well aware of the fact that the words he saw 

could have only been reaffirming his position as a slave. Nonetheless, Henry performs the act of 

showing the book to Moses, most likely in order to bolster Moses’ sense of loyalty to the 

plantation.  

 The use of derogatory terms for blacks is also witnessed throughout the novel as both 

slaves and free blacks are repeatedly abused by whites with language. The word “nigger” 

appears an innumerable number of times in TKW. However, the fact that the use of this word is a 

performance of power does not become clear until very late in novel. When Skiffington is 

refused entrance to Mildred’s house (Henry’s freed, black mother) when he is trying to arrest 

Moses, he uses the word for the first time in order to intimidate her and remind her that she is in 

a subservient position. What is most interesting here is that he is incredibly self-conscious about 

his use of the word, and though he continues to use it repeatedly in this passage, his first use of it 

is extremely tentative. Jones evidences this hesitation by having Skiffington repeat part of his 

sentence, pause (here, Jones uses ellipses) and then, finally use the word “nigger.” His continual 

use of the word in many of the sentences which follow is almost comical as it demonstrates how 

conscious he is of the role which he is performing. Unfortunately, his performance fails to have 

the desired effect, that of robbing Mildred of agency and forcing her to turn Moses over, and he 

ends up accidentally shooting Mildred in the heart. As seen in the previous chapter, the speech 

act which names is not always a speech act which creates or recognizes another as a (potential) 
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subject. Instead, this act of naming is one which dehumanizes in an attempt to gain agency 

within the linguistic system at the expense of another. 

Perhaps Skiffington is so aware that using the word “nigger” is part of performing racial 

superiority as he is also a sheriff and, as such, is required to perform his position of power on a 

regular basis. His slave patrollers are constantly engaged in their own performance when they 

stop blacks each night in order to ensure that they are not runaway slaves. The patrollers always 

ask to see the black person’s free papers and repeatedly read them (or pretend to read them, for 

those patrollers who are illiterate), even if they know exactly who the person is with whom they 

are dealing. Not only do the slave patrollers use this time as a chance to reassert their difference 

from blacks by reminding the person of his or her precarious position, but they also berate the 

person and call him or her derogatory names. In one case, the slave patroller Travis eats 

Augustus’ (Henry’s father’s) free papers and then sells him back into slavery (211-12). Travis 

reflects on Augustus’ own failure to perform his black identity in an acceptably subservient 

manner when he says that “‘[Augustus is] a nigger who didn’t know what to do with his freedom. 

Thought it meant he was free’” (213).  

Though another slave patroller, Barnum, tries to stop Travis from doing this, at the risk of 

his own social position, he ultimately relents and waits more than two weeks to tell the sheriff 

about Augustus’ kidnapping. Even then, he constantly feels the need to reassert that he is on “the 

white man’s side,” that he does not love or even like black people and that he is only telling 

Skiffington about what happened because it is the truth (303). In a moral dilemma as a man who 

liked Augustus and wants to follow the law and simultaneously aware of his position as a white 

man, Skiffington ultimately decides to send a lengthy telegram to the Virginia/North Carolina 

border in which he sides heavily with Augustus. The telegraph worker even asks Skiffington 

about whether or not he really wants to send such a telegram, not because of its length and cost, 
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but rather because he knows Skiffington will be seen as sympathizing too strongly with a black 

man due to the language which he was chosen to use (305). In performing an act of human 

kindness, Skiffington is simultaneously construed as failing to perform his role as an acceptably 

racist member of white society. 

While whites engage in numerous performances in order to maintain power, blacks in the 

novel also perform identities, not only for their masters, but also for other blacks and themselves. 

Black performance of identity is especially interesting as it can either further subjugate blacks or 

perhaps instill them with a certain sense of freedom. Obviously, slaves are involved in a 

subjugating performance when they are forced to refer to their white owner as Master. However, 

as the narrator points out, slaves may also say “Massa” or “Marse” (59) both of which could be 

seen as small ways of asserting power over how the master is represented. “‘Marse,’” the 

narrator asserts, “could sound like a curse if the right woman said it in just the right way” (59). 

Hence, much like “nigger,” the word “Marse” could be used in a derogatory way, though its 

meaning was most likely unclear to the master.  

As discussed in chapter one, according to Bhabha’s theory, this type of performance of 

language may allow for the subaltern to, in some ways, undermine the “disabling discourse” of 

the oppressor. Bhabha values a use of language which is both violent and subversive. Violence is 

carried out by abusing the language of the colonizer, the very colonizer who demands to be 

called “Master;” however, as this violence is not easily discerned, it is also subversive. I would 

argue that claiming even such a small amount of freedom was undoubtedly a significant step for 

a slave, though this was not a speech act which necessarily instilled the slave with agency at the 

expense of the master. As discussed in the previous chapter in relation to Spivak, true power and 

control in language for the slave almost never existed as the slave is not recognized as a subject 

within the linguistic system of which he is a part. Instead, performing subservient behaviors as a 
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slave was vital to survival. Nonetheless, these behaviors did sometimes allow certain (former) 

slaves, like Henry, to flourish in the system; however, in TKW, Henry’s are extremely rare. 

Various performances are also utilized throughout the novel to distance freed blacks from 

their enslaved pasts. For instance, as the narrator glimpses into the future, the reader learns that 

many of the slaves on Henry’s plantation took last names once they were free, such as Stamford 

Blueberry, Elias and Celeste Freemen and Alice Night (Alice had used the cover of night to 

escape). As with Beloved, being able to choose a name for oneself was an integral part of 

claiming ownership over one’s freed self. Loretta, however, refuses to take a last name once she 

is freed, even when she marries (319); it is never quite clear why she makes this decision. I think 

it is likely that she wants to assert her difference from the white society which enslaved her by 

refusing to follow their rules and social customs. While still a slave, Jebediah Dickenson, the 

gambler, steals the maiden name of his mistress when he writes out his own free papers to escape. 

Again, it is unclear why he does this, but it could most likely be attributed to a need to assert 

authority over his former owner in order to allow himself to feel freer. As in Beloved, being able 

to exert control over one’s name is an important step for a (former) slave in the struggle to gain 

agency in language. 

Freed slaves perform other rituals in the novel in order to distance themselves from their 

enslaved pasts. Augustus vows to never let a slave-owner enter his house; when he finds out that 

his own son owns a slave, he ritualistically performs the act of throwing him out in a scene 

which almost reads like a play. As Henry leaves, Augustus breaks his shoulder with a walking 

stick, shouting “‘Thas how a slave feel!’” Not one to be outdone in the performance, Henry takes 

the stick and, on the second try, breaks it over his knee, saying “‘Thas how a master feels,’” as 

he leaves (139). During this episode, Mildred had been searching her own memory for the day in 

which they told Henry that it was wrong to own another person. She ultimately realizes that the 



 

 

100 

 

obviousness of this fact to her, as a former slave, must have resulted in her never feeling the need 

to specifically tell him (137). Still, in failing to perform the telling of this rule along with all the 

others, Mildred does not feel that she and Augustus failed Henry as it seems too natural to have 

to be said. “‘Don’t go back to Egypt after God done took you outa there,’” she thinks (137), as 

though it were a biblical truth. Yet Henry himself argues moments later that “‘Nobody never told 

me the wrong of that’” (137), demonstrating the fact that sometimes, even the most basic rules 

need to be performed. Augustus had certainly done a great deal to try to raise his son to have the 

same mindset as himself, even kissing him on the mouth every time they met while Henry was 

still enslaved in order to “[pull] Henry back into the family” (135). Despite all of this, Henry 

remains a slave owner until the day he dies and does not make provisions to have his slaves freed 

upon his death. 

As this section demonstrates, and as we have seen in chapter two, distancing oneself from 

the traumatic past is not a simple endeavor. Trauma is a past which is very much present, 

denigrating agency at every turn by refusing to allow its victims to develop a clear and stable 

understanding of the past upon which to build their identities. While former slaves may change 

their names and attempt to control who may or may not enter their homes, what happens to 

Augustus and Mildred later in the novel clearly indicates that the reverberations of slavery for 

present-day (African) American identity cannot be so easily laid to rest. Conversely, Jones’ 

glimpses into the future lives of some of the slaves are problematic as they seem to imply that 

this is a past which can be overcome. This will be further discussed below. 

4.3.1 Jones’ Novelistic Treatment of Language 

Consideration of TKW would not be complete without also examining the ways in which Jones, 

as author, is active in the novel, especially in consideration of his treatment of language and 

history. Though language functions on many levels in a novel, as discussed in the previous 
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chapter, the focus in this chapter will be on Jones’ novelistic treatment of language. In contrast to 

Morrison, Jones’ treatment of language in the novel is distinctly less related to the notion of 

“play.” Though moments in which language is played with do occur, Jones’ focus is more on the 

thematization of language, as he recognizes the importance which language has for gaining 

agency from the subaltern position. This becomes clear through the roles which dialect and 

education play in TKW.  

As in Beloved, many of the black characters (and some white characters) demonstrate 

limited mastery of the English language. All of the (former) slaves speak in dialect, as do many 

of the uneducated white characters, such as the slave patrollers. Though Morrison also points to 

the unique use of the English language among blacks in this way, the importance of education is 

much more central in TKW than it is in Beloved. In the same way that being educated helps to 

emphasize the distance which black slave-owners in the novel wish to be perceived between 

themselves and their slaves, as with Henry, the level to which members of the various strata of 

society in the novel are educated plays a significant role in highlighting the boundaries which 

separate them from each other. As far as the black members of society are concerned, Fern 

Elston, the mixed race teacher, plays a significant role.  

Fern’s significance in the novel becomes even greater when one considers how Jones 

thematizes the importance of language for both antebellum and contemporary African Americans. 

Henry, Louis, Dora, Henry’s wife Caldonia and Caldonia’s brother Calvin all occupy a social 

group together with Fern as they have all been educated by Fern and hence use the English 

language in a different way than other blacks in the novel. However, for Fern this is not enough, 

as she is also obsessed with cleaning herself in order to ensure her difference from her slaves. 

Though these characters all continue to be discriminated against within the world of the novel, 

their education does distinguish them from their slaves and instill them with a certain amount of 
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power. Because they are so obsessed with being able to emphasize this difference, they do not 

see themselves as being in any way responsible for trying to help their fellow blacks. As such, 

they do not educate them, keeping the power which they derive from speaking the English 

language more properly for themselves. 

However, some slaves in the novel do learn to read and write. These slaves are often seen 

as dangerous as these abilities allow them to occupy a space much closer to that of their owners 

(whether white or black) than may be desirable. This is especially true in the case of one slave 

mentioned in the novel who secretly learned to read. When she was discovered reading a book, 

she was “. . . whipped and told to forget what she knew” (246). The exertion of power practiced 

in this punishment is immediately perceived as ludicrous as the slave can obviously not simply 

forget what she has learned because her master wills her to do so. Nonetheless, the performance 

of ordering her to forget is carried out. Jones seems to include this anecdote, which is described 

in only a few sentences, in order to demonstrate how empowering such a seemingly small 

amount of knowledge can be. Slaves who could read and write were rare precisely because their 

masters knew that educating them could be dangerous. Furthermore, once the ability has been 

gained, it cannot be unlearned.  

To demonstrate just how empowering such an ability can be, Jones also mentions several 

slaves who used their ability to read and write in order to forge passes to travel freely outside of 

the boundaries of the plantation, and even one slave, Jebediah Dickenson, who forges his own 

free papers and almost manages to use them to escape (252). Again, this demonstrates how 

language may be used from the subaltern position in order to gain agency. Education provides 

the key to utilizing language in an empowering way. At the same time, I must maintain the 

nuanced view of education in relation to the slave which I elaborated in the previous chapter. 

While the former slave and free black may benefit a great deal from the small amount of 
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privilege which education grants them, the slave remains in a (largely) powerless as he is not 

recognized as a potential member of the prevailing linguistic system. Jones seems to recognize 

this himself when he has Dickenson arrested, imprisoned and ultimately returned to his owner. 

 Like Morrison, Jones does play with language to a certain extent in the novel. An 

example of this is two repeated scenarios which Jones includes in the novel. The most obvious 

scenario involves Caldonia and Louis. This particular scene is endowed with a certain amount of 

significance as it is repeated verbatim. The scene never actually occurs within the time frame of 

the novel but is instead related, twice, by the narrator. The reader is informed that when Louis 

asks Caldonia to marry him, long after Henry’s death, he tells her that he never believed that he 

was not worthy of her. Caldonia replies, seemingly matter of fact, “‘we are all worthy of one 

another,’” (24, 290) this statement perhaps functioning as her acceptance of his proposal. The 

other repeated scenario involves Elias and Celeste and occurs after Skiffington has questioned 

the slaves for the first time about Moses’ disappearance. Celeste “begs” Elias not to tell 

Skiffington anything, but when the sheriff returns a few days later, he cannot, simply because of 

his hatred for Moses. When he tells his wife as much, she asks if he can “‘try to hold it [in]. . . 

for me’” (266, 323).  

The structure of these two repeated scenes differs as the one involving Caldonia and 

Louis is repeated nearly verbatim within the span of a few sentences, the paragraph ending with 

a direct and abbreviated quote from Caldonia. The scenario between Elias and Celeste is not 

repeated verbatim but is written in such a way that it strongly reminds the reader that the narrator 

has already related the same scene once before. Of minor importance to the novel as a whole, 

these two scenarios stand out because their second appearance in the novel is so similar to the 

way in which they were previously told. Perhaps Jones desires to emphasize the way in which 

past moments can be important in the present at various different times. However, the scenario 
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involving Caldonia and Louis takes place in the future, long after the narrative present of the 

novel. By utilizing repetition to play with language, Jones also plays with the reader’s 

conceptions of the past, undermining linear notions of history as he emphasizes the fluid nature 

of time, as will be discussed in the following section. 

4.3.2 Undermining History and the Fluidity of Time 

Because TKW is a historical novel written with many seemingly historical facts interlaced into 

the plot,
35

 many of the characters and events in the novel may be initially misconstrued as 

historical. It is in this way that Jones plays with the reader’s conception of the past as something 

which can be recorded and retold in a manner which closely resembles what actually occurred. In 

order to create an atmosphere in which this can be accomplished, Jones creates a world of such 

vivacity that the reader cannot help but be drawn in, almost as though he or she was also yet 

another character among the dozens which exist in the novel. Furthermore, time in the novel is 

fluid, as Jones demonstrates, by beginning at the time of Henry’s death and then moving 

backwards in time to describe some of Henry’s first slave purchases and Henry’s own time in 

slavery. The novel also jumps radically into the present at times, as when Jones suddenly makes 

mention of one of the slave girl’s deathbeds, quoting what she would say before she died almost 

ninety years later. Jones also, at another time, cites an invented statistic from a fictitious late-

twentieth century researcher concerning this same girl’s family.  

Jones has himself said that this was part of his own way of playing god to his characters, 

as part of a “‘. . . need to be complete, to set . . . the entire record straight, to be as whole as I 

possibly could’” (Jones, “The Known” n. pag.). However, for some readers, who do not realize 

that these glimpses into the future and tidbits from research are fictitious, the all-encompassing 
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 While even some reviewers of the novel inadvertently assumed that the “historical facts” which appear in TKW 

were in fact the fruit of painstaking research on Jones’ part, Jones himself is quoted in a review by Natalie Danford 

as insisting that all characters and researchers who appear in the novel are completely fictitious and that only 

minimal research was carried out for the novel. 
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view which Jones, as “god,” presents, can be disconcerting. A preliminary reading of the novel 

conveys the impression that Jones is either writing his historical novel in a amateurish way, 

unable to determine which aspects of his research should be left out of the novel, or that he has 

purposefully decided to burden the reader with too much information. However, when one 

realizes that none of these glimpses into the future or facts from researchers are actually real, 

another layer of interest is added to Jones’ narrative.  

By using this method, Jones is able to complicate distinctions between both historical fact 

and fiction and between the literary and the historical, both key characteristics of Hutcheon’s 

genre of historiographic metafiction. He accomplishes this by presenting these invented 

historical facts in the novel as though they were substantiatable (such as the statistic about the 

slave girl’s family). As these “facts” are actually fictions, he refuses to draw the line between 

what is real and what is imagined. He presents these “historical” facts by referencing the 

researchers and theorists who supposedly presented them. The style of writing for these brief 

asides closely resembles historical writing. This is in stark contrast to the prevailing style of the 

work which is, of course, literary. As such, the distinction is blurred between which style of 

writing should be included in a fictional work and which style should be left to the history books. 

By upsetting these distinctions, the novel also points to the subjective nature of the versions of 

the past which live on in cultural memory. 

Because the point of view is unlimited third person and the narrative voice seems at first 

to be unobtrusive, TKW does not initially seem to use either of the two narrative techniques 

which Hutcheon associates with historiographic metafiction. However, I would argue that the 

seeming unobtrusiveness of the narrative voice is misleading as Jones’ decision, as posited 

narrator, to diverge into accounts of falsified historical facts is, in some ways, very much an 

attempt to control the reader’s interpretation and reading of his work. By refusing to reflect on 
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himself as narrator, Jones is also able to more subversively influence his reader, and may, in this 

way, be ahead of postmodern narrative techniques which Hutcheon associates with the historical 

novel. In any case, though TKW does not fall as effortlessly under the banner of postmodernism 

as Beloved does, its treatment of history (in regard to Hutcheon’s theory) is certainly postmodern. 

While TKW may fit, in some ways, within the category of historiographic metafiction, its 

possible categorization as a work of metahistorical romance is significantly more problematic. 

As Sublime Desire was published in 2001, Elias makes no mention of Jones’ TKW. The extent to 

which Jones’ work would fit within Elias’ genre of the metahistorical romance is, however, 

dubious. Unlike Beloved, Jones’ work stylistically does little to defy modernist conventions; it is 

not fragmented nor is it openly self-reflexive. However, as far as subject matter is concerned, 

Jones is undoubtedly also upsetting his reader’s notions of the history of slavery in TKW. 

Nonetheless, Jones’ work fails to live up to the other characteristics of the metahistorical 

romance in that it does attempt closure. Jones does this in two main ways: by providing glimpses 

of some of the slaves’ less problematic lives long after the end of slavery and by having the 

novel close with Caldonia’s brother Calvin discovering that three of the slaves who had escaped 

Henry’s plantation are alive and prospering in an almost utopian Washington, D.C. It is very 

much as if Jones wants to imply that the reader should not fear as everything will work out well 

for many of the victims of slavery whom we encounter in his novel. This forced closure 

cheapens the overall message of the novel, and may even partially result in Jones foreclosing the 

sublime, as will be further discussed in chapter five. 

Though Jones’ work fails to live up to many of the characteristics of the metahistorical 

romance, the way in which Jones uses imagined historical facts and figures in order to mislead 

the reader, dressing his fictional narrative in a realistic way, creates a space in which Jones may 

question and undermine the past and force his reader to do the same; in this way, the work does 
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verge on postmodernism. This particular strategy is both brilliant and bizarre. Jones himself 

presents a somewhat obvious and yet often overlooked clue to the motivations for his treatment 

of time and history in the fifth chapter of the novel when Sheriff Skiffington and his prisoner, the 

Frenchman Jean Broussard, discuss a map hanging on the prison wall, a map of “The Known 

World” which Skiffington had purchased from a Russian. As Broussard points out and the 

narrator concedes, the three-hundred-year-old map contains numerous flaws and Broussard, in an 

attempt to bribe the sheriff, offers to acquire a new map for him from France, “ ‘. . . a better map, 

and more [a] map of today. . .[of] how the world. . . [is] today, not yesterday, not long ago’” 

(174). Skiffington, a deeply flawed but religious man, declines the offer.  

The significance of this scene, which occupies only a few paragraphs of the novel, cannot 

be overemphasized. The importance of the passage is already highlighted by the fact that the title 

of the map (“The Known World”) points back to the title of the novel. However, much more is 

revealed in examining the quote from Broussard as it may be taken as a metaphor for the map 

Jones is attempting to create by writing TKW. By utilizing time in a fluid manner and 

interweaving the distant future with the past of the novel, Jones uses TKW to undermine our 

notions of the past, and in doing so, says a great deal about today as well as “yesterday.” By 

focusing on a little known fact of history, Jones demonstrates to the reader that the reader’s own 

“map” of yesterday is deeply flawed, including and omitting various histories within the larger 

historical narrative, painting a picture not of what the world once was but instead of his own 

flawed understanding of it. As such, Jones is pointing to American’s misconstrued conceptions 

of this past in order to comment on modern-day American society. If Americans have forgotten 

the significant fact that some blacks did own slaves, how did this occur and, more importantly, 

why? 



 

 

108 

 

Broussard, in broken English, seems to imply that the map Skiffington owns was once 

accurate though a better-conceived argument would consider the fact that the map only shows 

the world as people thought it looked at the time. Jones confronts the reader with the harsh 

reality that narratives of slavery cannot and do not contain an accurate account of slavery. This is 

undoubtedly why he interweaves so many different stories and shows so many different sides of 

the characters who occupy his novel, in an attempt to be “as whole as [he] possibly could.” As 

such, it seems that Jones is trying to do what historical narratives cannot—to paint a more 

comprehensive picture of slavery by examining numerous possibilities. However, Jones’ own 

map of “the known world” is also flawed. The problem lies in the fact that Jones attempts to 

create a picture which is all-encompassing, seemingly unaware that this is not possible. As such, 

it seems that he has lost sight of what might be gained by deferring meaning, leaving some 

possibilities open and ultimately, of leaving a space in which the (traumatic) sublime might 

manifest itself within the novel.
36

 

4.4 Conclusions 

What is at work in Jones’ dealings with history, identity and language has much to do with the 

subversive possibilities of the novel. By recognizing the fact that blacks may have at times been 

complacent in the subjugation of their own people, Jones refuses to cast blame exclusively on 

whites. The re-inscription of this almost-forgotten fact is not an act of violence in the truest sense 

of the word; instead, Jones uses TKW to undermine our typical assumptions about the antebellum 

era and its consequences in modern-day society. TKW is a novel which reminds Americans that 

they are still basing their identities upon a mythic past, and while this is a big step, I am left with 

the feeling something significant is absent from Jones’ narrative as far as concerns its ability to 

                                                   
36

 This will be further discussed in the following chapter. 
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create a space for the possible expansion of African American agency. Could it be that the 

(traumatic) sublime is the key which Jones misses? 
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Chapter FiveChapter FiveChapter FiveChapter Five 

Towards a New Perspective on Linguistic Agency: The Power of the Novel for Subaltern 

Groups 

5.1 Introduction 

By means of specific examples from Beloved and The Known World, the previous two chapters 

have provided analysis of the neo-slave narrative’s approach to issues concerning language, 

history/memory, identity and trauma. As Hutcheon, Elias and others have pointed out, the 

postmodern historical novel may be utilized in order to undermine and rewrite conceptions of the 

past which we encounter in cultural memory. Postcolonial theory has also shown us the 

possibilities which the novel has to offer for creating a (more) coherent group identity for the 

formerly colonized members of the experimental nation. My predominantly separate discussions 

of Beloved and The Known World have provided numerous examples for how theories 

concerning postmodern historical fiction can also be relevant in a postcolonial or subaltern 

context. As such, the way in which these theories interrelate around the novel, especially in the 

African American context, has been demonstrated. However, in order to be able to analyze these 

two specific novels in relation to contemporary African American linguistic agency, Beloved and 

The Known World must be considered more closely in relation to one another. Considering the 

two novels together will also highlight what is specifically involved in the neo-slave narrative’s 

reconstruction of fixed notions of history and identity and how this may result in the possible 

expansion of African American linguistic agency.  

5.2 Gesturing towards the (Traumatic) Sublime  

As we have seen in previous chapters, Beloved and The Known World, though both Pulitzer Prize 

winning neo-slave narratives, are also very different from one another. While Beloved deals 
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more with issues concerning memory, The Known World is much more focused on the 

relationship of its characters and contemporary African Americans to their own identities and the 

past. As such, sixteen years and a body of criticism dedicated to Morrison and Beloved are not 

the only factors which differentiate the two novels from one another. Morrison’s own theoretical 

writings also distinguish her approach to novel writing from the less openly theoretical Jones. 

Nonetheless, both novels, when read as postmodern historical novels in the context of the 

subaltern, offer a great deal of insight into the way in which linguistic agency might be 

reconceived from a subaltern perspective, especially as both novels themselves deal with issues 

concerning the African American’s relationship to language.  

Furthermore, both novels, in staging a dialogue with this troublesome and traumatic past, 

emphasize the extent to which the cultural memory of slavery in the United States remains 

problematic to this day. Just as trauma more generally demarcates a past which refuses to be past, 

the continuing production of neo-slave narratives into the late twentieth and early twenty-first 

centuries highlights the fact that the trauma of slavery continues to be lived and re-lived in the 

present. Even though both novels fall within the genre of the neo-slave narrative, their 

uniqueness also points to the individual nature of the experience of this trauma, despite the fact 

that they also address the experiences of a larger group. It is in examining the differences 

between their approaches to these issues that we can begin to identify which novelistic strategies 

may be involved when it comes to the (possible) creation of a space for change regarding the 

(limited) power and control which African Americans now have within the linguistic system of 

which they are a part. 

 I have indicated that the novel may be used in both violent and subversive ways in order 

to effect change. As we have seen in chapter one, this insight is not original—numerous 

postcolonial theorists have highlighted the effectiveness of violent and subversive uses of 
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language for gaining agency and uniting group members who occupy the subaltern position. In 

the case of Beloved, especially in light of Morrison’s Nobel lecture, I have discerned a 

predominantly violent use of language. This is related to Morrison’s notion of the “scald” which 

an effectively violent use of language in a novel may leave upon the reader. Simultaneously, 

Beloved’s inscription of the traumatic sublime performs a more subversive function, pointing to 

the unspeakable nature of the trauma of slavery without becoming fixated on particulars which 

would prevent its effective inscription.  

Jones’ own use of language, perhaps because he has not presented us with a theoretical 

basis for analyzing it, is much more difficult to categorize. Furthermore, categorically 

distinguishing violence from subversion is also problematic due to the fact that subversion is its 

own form of violence as it denotes the act of discrediting and overthrowing old mentalities. I 

would tend, however, to use the word subversive to describe Jones’ use of language instead of 

the word violence for the very reason that Jeffrey Brown calls The Known World a “‘quiet 

book.’” As Brown states in his interview with Jones, “‘. . .[The Known World] could have been 

angry. It speaks quietly, but with a lot of depth of emotions. . .’” (Jones, “The Known” n. pag.). 

Though Brown is pointing to Jones’ lack of resentment for whites or for the legacy of slavery in 

his novel, the fact that TKW is “quiet” also resonates in considering Jones’ engagement with the 

reader, whom he pushes to reassess his or her understanding of slavery and race relations (both 

in regards to narratives of slavery and today) in a way in which the dominance which his narrator 

asserts over the reader is not readily perceived upon a first reading. This is the primary way in 

which Jones uses language subversively in the novel. The idea of violence comes into play with 

Jones’ project of reinscribing the black master into narratives of the history of slavery, though 

even this does not really seem to be a violent act. The use of language in the rest of the novel 

does not follow suit in the same way that Morrison uses language in a violent way in Beloved. 
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The largest difference between the two novels results from Jones’ attempts at closure, as he tries 

consciously to “be as complete as possible” (an obviously unachievable goal). In this way, he 

fails to effectively use postmodern conventions in order to point towards the existence of the 

(traumatic) sublime in the same way that Morrison does in Beloved.  

Adopting Bensmaïa’s call to “. . . exploit the deceptive neutrality of literary space. . .” to 

undermine foundationalist myths (26), as discussed in chapter one, seems to have very much to 

do with using postmodern conventions in order to undermine grand narratives of history, fixed 

notions of the past and identity, in an effort to point towards the existence of that which has not 

been represented in historical narratives of slavery. The endless deferral of ultimate meaning 

which is at work in Morrison’s Beloved seems to be key towards developing an even more 

comprehensive conception of how identity and history actually work in relation to one another, 

not only in the novel but also for the subaltern. Jones’ attempt at closure in The Known World 

cheapens the overall effectiveness of the work—the traumas of slavery can certainly not be 

resolved within the space of one novel. Implying that the trauma of this past may be so easily 

overcome by those who lived it results in the foreclosure of the deferral of meaning which works 

so well in Beloved.  

Elias’ genre of metahistorical romance relies on refusing a sense of closure in order to 

impart a sense of the (traumatic) sublime. The gesture towards the sublime is part of the process 

of refusing to provide concrete answers. Because the sublime is unrepresentable, gesturing 

towards it in the novel is also a way of gesturing towards those unspeakable and unspoken 

aspects of slavery which continue to wreak havoc in the lives of modern-day African Americans. 

The Known World, in contrast to Beloved, attempts to recount a narrative of the trauma of slavery 

following the misguided assumption that it is easily made speakable. In fact, The Known World 

in some ways resembles the narrativized histories of which White is so critical, specifically in 
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relation to its attempts at “coherence, . . .fullness, and closure” (White 24). As stated in chapter 

two, attempts at coherence and closure “. . .[repress] any possible choice of encoding a 

‘[historical] sublime,’ chaotic, terrifying meaninglessness as reality” (Kellner n. pag.). As such, 

by attempting to explain what has happened in the past as if it can be totally digested and 

understood, narrativized histories, and novels like The Known World, fail to point beyond 

themselves towards the sublime. However, The Known World is obviously a fictional work and 

while its form may resemble the narrativized histories which White criticizes, it is important to 

remember that the past which Jones is narrativizing is imagined. Furthermore, Jones’ unique 

strategies for relating this history, linked to the ways in which he sometimes plays with language 

and the fluid nature of time in the novel, also distinguish The Known World from narrativized 

histories. Nonetheless, both Elias’ critique of closure in relation to fiction and White’s critique of 

closure and coherence in relation to narrativized histories highlight the fact that Jones’ own 

attempts at closure in The Known World hinder its ability to effectively use literary conventions 

in order to point towards the (traumatic) sublime. 

What does The Known World’s failure to gesture towards the (traumatic) sublime mean 

for its readers? By inscribing the traumatic sublime, Beloved is able to give a more realistic 

account of the traumatic impact of slavery, largely because Beloved is so open about the 

impossibility of this endeavor. Novels like Beloved, because of their ability to encode the 

sublime and hence begin to point to the “unspeakable,” provide key evidence for how such 

traumas may begin to be dealt with in a productive and healthy way. As such, inscribing the 

traumatic sublime into a novel proves to be an effective way of beginning to deal with the 

traumatic past. As such, the neo-slave narrative must not only attempt to provide an account of 

the traumatic legacy of slavery, but, in order to be truly effective for those impacted by slavery’s 

legacy, it must also help its reader in beginning the process of dealing with this past. While the 
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individual may not be able to bear the weight of an impossible history (Caruth 5), the novel, by 

means of the sublime, can. 

5.3 Demythicizing the Past through Counter-Narratives 

Though The Known World does not make use of the (traumatic) sublime, Jones does move 

beyond Morrison’s accomplishments in Beloved in a significant way as his inscription of the 

figure of the black master into a narrative of slavery does perform the function of demythicizing 

some popular (mis)conceptions about the history of slavery. As stated in chapter one, Bensmaïa 

recognizes the power of literature to subvert counterproductive myths which stand in the way of 

establishing a more unified and coherent identity for postcolonial groups (this is related to 

postmodern theory’s emphasis of the importance of undermining grand historical narratives). 

The failure of most narratives of slavery to include the fact that blacks also sometimes owned 

slaves has certainly fueled the myth which has many Americans believing that whites were 

always the oppressor in the antebellum era and blacks were always the victims. While some 

historians have dealt with this issue, publishing works such as Michael Johnson’s Black Masters: 

A Free Family of Color in the Old South (1986) or Ervan L. Jordan, Jr.’s Black Confederates and 

Afro-Yankees in Civil War Virginia (1995), works in which the issue of black slave owners is 

dealt with meaningfully are far outnumbered by works on slavery which barely mention or 

totally ignore it. However, Jones’ Pulitzer Prize winning novel is a big step towards making this 

little known fact public knowledge.  

Jones’s novel shows how cultural memory has confused the mythic and the real past by 

dissembling the popular notion of the master of the slave plantation as white. In this way, The 

Known World functions to remind, or even inform, its readers of the existence of black masters 

during slavery. For the white reader, this troubling fact may work to discredit the romanticized 

portraits of slavery presented in fiction and film (i.e. Gone with the Wind, etc.) in which the 
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benevolent white master takes care of his unintelligent, naïve black slaves. This counter-narrative 

can also be found in Beloved. By highlighting the fact that “definitions belonged to the definers 

and not the defined” in relation to Mr. Garner and the form of slavery which he practiced at 

Sweet Home, Beloved helps to demythicize the partial justification of some forms of slavery as 

“benevolent.” For the slaves of Sweet Home, the realization that no form of slavery can really be 

benevolent comes when schoolteacher replaces Mr. Garner as their master and they suddenly 

realize that they were only “men” when the plantation still belonged to Mr. Garner because he 

chose to call them men. Their own lack of power over how they are treated and represented is 

quickly revealed when Mr. Garner dies.  

For the reader, this is also an important lesson as many narratives of slavery had 

sometimes undermined the extreme nature of the slave’s subaltern position by emphasizing the 

way in which some slaves were treated well on some plantations. While some slave owners, such 

as Mr. Garner, may have treated their slaves better than others, a system which objectifies 

another human being as property cannot ever be practiced in a truly benevolent way. The 

psychological trauma which results from being denied the right to the most fundamental liberties, 

such as the right to own oneself, is not lessened because physical abuse is held to a minimum. It 

is Paul D who demonstrates this best by aptly undermining the connotations of the plantation’s 

ironic name: “It wasn’t sweet and it sure wasn’t home” (21). 

However, one might argue that Jones provides yet another counter-narrative, especially 

targeted at black readers, as he also demythicizes the popular conception of slavery as a system 

in which only whites persecuted blacks—blacks (always) playing the role of innocent victim. 

Logically, this second injunction of the “real” past into a mythicized one is the most significant 

as it is also a more prevalent and widely accepted myth than the myth of the benevolent master. 

By basing his narrative around the figure of a black master, Jones points to the faulty nature of 
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contemporary invocations of this past, and in doing so demonstrates how the perceived 

innocence of those whom history and memory portray as victims ought to be questioned in order 

to develop a more comprehensive account of what actually happened. If a person refuses to 

acknowledge the mythic nature of popular versions of the past, he will also fail to understand 

what it is that he is naively basing his identity upon. Furthermore, Jones refuses to make this 

counter-narrative easier to digest by portraying Henry as a benevolent master--Henry’s racial 

proximity to his slaves does not result in his treating them as equals. As such, Jones performs a 

vital role in moving beyond Beloved, demythicizing the counter-narrative which Beloved 

provides by pointing directly to the complacency of some blacks in the subjugation of their own 

people. Though Beloved, in its own rethinking of slavery, may have made The Known World 

possible, The Known World may signal an era in which inheritor’s of the legacy of slavery may 

begin to move beyond the valuable lessons which Beloved holds for its readers.  

If we consider this further from a postcolonial perspective, we can see that Beloved is 

mostly about enacting a moment of the margin writing back to the center while The Known 

World goes a step farther by demonstrating how the margin must also write back to itself. 

Without this valuable step, the coherence of the black experimental nation will remain troubled 

by misconceptions about African American identity and the past. By writing back to the margin, 

Jones performs a vital task by upsetting contemporary notions of the history of slavery. In fact, 

Jones own refusal to reflect on himself as narrator, when coupled with his inscription of fictitious 

historical facts, may indicate that his treatment of history is beyond that of his postmodern 

counterparts. This moment of inspiration is also a moment of subversion as the reader is 

unwittingly forced to question the boundary between the historical and the literary.  

As necessary as all of this is, The Known World also fails to live up to its own potential in 

numerous ways. As Bensmaïa has reminded us, postcolonial literature must not only be 



 

 

118 

 

considered politically (or, I might add, socially), but also for its literariness. However, because 

he does not inscribe the sublime into his narrative, Jones seems to fail at making use of available 

literary tools for effecting change in stark contrast to Morrison’s own use of postmodern 

conventions in Beloved. While I certainly do not expect for a single novel to be able to solve all 

of the problems which are related to the lack of black agency in language, I find it unfortunate 

that Jones initiates a project of the margin writing back to itself and simultaneously undermines 

his own project by (almost completely) foreclosing the sublime.  

5.4 Conclusions 

Based on the arguments which I have given, it is obvious that I find the inscription of the 

(traumatic) sublime in a novel to be integral to the process of creating a space for the expansion 

of linguistic agency among African Americans. Though this means that I find Beloved to be a 

more successful novel in regards to this particular project, it does not mean that The Known 

World is without value. Both novels have their weaknesses (as discussed above). Nonetheless, 

both Morrison and Jones perform a vital task by using creative narratives of slavery in order to 

question the current social position of African Americans in American society. In undermining 

the historical narratives upon which the current social order is based, Beloved and The Known 

World both demand that their readers re-evaluate their own understanding of and complacency in 

the problems which continue to plague American society. However, because Beloved deals so 

much with trauma, it does a great deal more for pointing to how the extreme lack of agency 

which plagued (former) slaves continues to have an impact on modern-day African Americans.  

Furthermore, due to its use of postmodern strategies, not only in its treatment of history 

but also in its use of language, self-reflexivity, and its use of multiple points of view, Beloved is 

also more effective in gesturing towards the (traumatic) sublime than The Known World. If it is 

not able to gesture towards what is unspeakable and unspoken in relation to slavery, the neo-
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slave narrative cannot effectively create a space in which change may occur concerning the 

current situation of African Americans. Jones unfortunately very nearly forecloses this 

possibility by assuming that he can actually approach wholeness in creating a (fictitious) 

narrative of slavery. However, though it is not itself completely effective, I think that it could be 

argued that Jones has utilized the space which Morrison created for the expansion of African 

American linguistic agency in order to create his own text. In using this space to write back to 

African Americans, Jones does make his own contribution to the project of expanding black 

agency in language as he works towards further demythicizing the cultural memory of slavery in 

the United States. Both novels, however, are invaluable in helping us to rethink linguistic agency 

in relation to subaltern groups and the (postmodern historical) novel. By highlighting the 

importance of returning to issues of slavery in order to better understand the present situation of 

African Americans, Morrison and Jones have demonstrated how understanding identity and the 

past are also fundamental parts of being able to gain agency in language, especially from the 

subaltern position. 
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ConclusionConclusionConclusionConclusion    

e forget, all too often, that independence does not mean freedom from the impact of 

the colonial project—that the end of slavery did not mean the end of the 

reverberations of the trauma inflicted upon African Americans by being denied the fundamental 

human right to not be considered as another man’s property. This is a thesis about African 

American experience in the United States and yet it is also a thesis about the experiences of the 

subaltern in numerous contexts around the world. The lessons which we learn from the problems 

which African Americans now face in gaining agency in language from the subaltern position are 

lessons which can also be applied to the colonized elsewhere, and vice versa. This is not to say 

that any two (post)colonial situations are reducible to one another, but rather to point out the fact 

that the trauma of being colonized is, in some ways, universal and that it lives on for the 

traumatized, even after colonial rule has ended. 

 Political change has obviously profoundly impacted the way in which African Americans 

are treated and characterized in the United States. However, political change is not enough to 

undo the damages which the system of slavery caused to the way in which African Americans 

are fundamentally represented within the linguistic system which continues, to this day, to ensure 

their subaltern position. Something has to change if Americans are to move beyond the racialized 

thought processes which plague the consciousness of even the most equality-oriented individuals 

among them. Butler tells us that the subject must inscribe himself into the linguistic system in 

order to effect change, that the lines of foreclosure must be redrawn, that the speech act provides 

a space in which agency can be gained. But Butler does not consider the power of the novel to 

alter the prevailing linguistic system and she certainly does not consider how the postmodern 
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historical novel may be even more effective in this vein due to its unique treatment of issues 

concerning how people (mis)conceive both identity and the past. 

To return to the main question with which this thesis began, we must once again ask 

ourselves: Does the neo-slave narrative reconstruct fixed notions of history and identity in such a 

way that African American agency (in language) might be expanded? Both of the novels which I 

have studied certainly do work towards reconstructing fixed notions of history and identity in 

relation to slavery in two unique and yet not unrelated ways. As we have seen, by helping 

African Americans, especially, and Americans, more generally, to develop a better 

understanding of the traumatic legacy of slavery, the neo-slave narrative lends coherence to 

modern-day group and individual identities by providing a means for beginning to work through 

the countless traumas which have resulted from this phase in American history. Developing a 

better understanding of this past is central to understanding its impact on contemporary 

American society. In forcing their readers to rethink their relationship to and knowledge of this 

past, authors of neo-slave narratives also help their (African) American readers to locate a more 

stable base upon which they can build their identities. As a speech act in the form of a novel, the 

neo-slave narrative also stages an argument against the linguistic vulnerability which has left 

African Americans struggling to rise above their subaltern position.  

As such, I have demonstrated that, by means of the (traumatic) sublime and by 

demythicizing the past, the neo-slave narrative is inherently capable of creating a space for the 

expansion of linguistic agency among African Americans. As such, the breadth of the neo-slave 

narrative reaches far beyond the pages on which it is written. By entering into a dialogue with the 

past of slavery—with conceptions of identity, memory, trauma, language and even agency—

some neo-slave narratives are undoubtedly functioning in such a way as to greatly impact the 

way in which their readers think about the history of slavery and its implications. Closer 
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consideration of the role which the reader may play as a subject in these processes is desirable in 

order to provide a more comprehensive analysis of the impact of the neo-slave narrative.  

Though theories of linguistic agency often forget the novel and theories of the novel often 

forget language and agency, bringing these two bodies of theory together is a fruitful endeavor 

for analyzing what the neo-slave narrative might be able to accomplish in regards to expanding 

agency for contemporary African Americans. Postcolonial theory further demonstrates how the 

intersection of these two bodies of theory around the novel may be especially relevant for 

subaltern groups. It is my opinion that we need to rethink how we define agency in language in 

relation to subaltern groups, especially concerning the role which the novel may play in helping 

to undo the damage which the colonial project has caused for numerous groups around the world. 

Likewise, those who engage in “first world” discourse on linguistic agency need to further 

consider how the power relations inherent in the colonial project impact their own view of 

subaltern linguistic agency. 

The questions which linger in the specific context of African American agency are 

manifold. Though I will once again assert that the neo-slave narrative can reconstruct fixed 

notions of history and identity in such a way that a space is created for the expansion of African 

American agency in language, this is not always the case. Furthermore, the success of any 

particular neo-slave narrative has much to do with its ability to effectively inscribe the sublime in 

its pages, pointing towards the unreachable without the misguided belief that it can actually be 

reached. Likewise, the ability of the neo-slave narrative to demythicize our conceptions of 

slavery also proves valuable as it undermines fixed notions of both (African) American identity 

and the history of this period. But how can the African American make use of this space once it 

is created? Will African Americans ever occupy a position equal to that of their white 

counterparts within the prevailing linguistic system? This second question is heavily dependent 
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upon a third: Can the trauma caused by the institution of slavery ever be fully overcome? I think 

that the answers to these questions can be found when African Americans follow Bensmaïa’s 

instruction to “exploit the deceptive neutrality of literary space,” not to the detriment of white 

linguistic agency, but certainly to the benefit of black, as a new generation of African American 

authors builds upon the achievements of their predecessors in the continuation of this struggle for 

power in and through language. It is only when American society alters what has become 

unspeakable and unspoken in narratives of slavery that a space can be created for the expansion 

of African American linguistic agency. Tentative and vulnerable, this is a space which is held 

open by the belief that the neo-slave narrative is inherently capable of effecting change in 

American society. 
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AppendixAppendixAppendixAppendix    

Last will and testament and estate inventory of Thomas Johnson, written on July 4
th

, 1840, 

copied into the will book on September 14
th

, 1840 and executed on October 12
th

, 1840. The 

original document can be found on public record in will book number eight at the Campbell 

County Clerk of the Circuit Court in Rustburg, Virginia, pages 422-23 and 425-30. The two 

references to the slave Julia are demarcated by black arrows on pages 425 and 429 in the copies 

provided below. Pages 422-23 provide a copy of Johnson’s will and information pertaining to its 

execution. Pages 425-29 comprise an inventory of the late Johnson’s estate and pages 429-30 

provide a brief summary of how the estate was divided among Johnson’s beneficiaries. 
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