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Dissertation Abstract 
 

This dissertation examines seven works of American literature from the turn into the 

twentieth century—Mark Twain’s Pudd’nhead Wilson (1894), Pauline Hopkins’ Of One Blood 

(1903) and Contending Forces (1900), Charles Chesnutt’s The House Behind the Cedars (1900) 

and The Marrow of Tradition (1901), Kate Chopin’s “Desirée’s Baby” (1893), and Frances 

Harper’s Iola Leroy (1892). Each of these texts centers on African American or mixed-race 

characters as they navigate the dangerous terrain of racism and Jim Crow segregation in the 

United States. As literary critics have long recognized, these works expose the contradictions 

inherent in American racial ideology, ultimately revealing the socially constructed nature of 

“race” itself. But too often examination of these texts ends with this conclusion, which seems to 

suggest that race isn’t really real after all. In this dissertation, I begin with the recognition that 

these authors used their art to demonstrate the constructedness of racial inequality and then focus 

my analysis on their depictions of the way that inequality gets constructed. I argue that these 

literary texts serve as critical and theoretical tools in understanding the way that structures of 

white supremacy forcefully reasserted racial hierarchy. 

My approach is informed by critical race theory and whiteness studies, as well as the 

concept of postcritique. As Rita Felski argues, the field of literary studies has long been 

dominated by “critique,” which she defines as an analytical method grounded in suspicion, and 

the omnipotence of this form of “militant reading” has often left little space for other interpretive 

modes (1). I want to eschew the suspicious gaze of critique both because it has already been 

rigorously applied to the texts I am studying and because such a gaze carries an inherent power 

relation that, as a white critic reading literature largely written by writers of color, I do not want 

to perpetuate. Instead, I consider what these texts and these writers have to offer us as twenty-
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first century readers and show that they have much to teach about the way whiteness and white 

supremacy continue to function. 

In Chapter One, I examine Mark Twain’s Pudd’nhead Wilson and Pauline Hopkins’ Of 

One Blood, texts that demonstrate the ways in which white supremacy has been upheld through a 

social and legal hierarchy that designated Blackness as servitude and whiteness as valuable 

property and through devaluing, erasing, and silencing Black culture. Chapter Two explores two 

Charles Chesnutt novels, The House Behind the Cedars and The Marrow of Tradition, alongside 

Kate Chopin’s short story, “Desirée’s Baby,” to argue that white racial anxiety stems from the 

precariousness of racial divisions. That instability poses a threat to whites’ social position, as 

they recognize the vulnerability of their own positions of power, and it is this fear that activates 

the backlash that Carol Anderson has dubbed “white rage.” In Chapter Three, I pair The Marrow 

of Tradition with Pauline Hopkins’ Contending Forces, considering the ways that both novels 

depict lynching within broader patterns of violence. I demonstrate that for Chesnutt, lynching is 

coterminous with the less visible, more quotidian forms of structural violence within the Jim 

Crow system, whereas Hopkins emphasizes the continuities between lynching and sexual 

violence enacted on Black women, as both forms of assault are about intimate bodily violation. 

My final chapter reads Contending Forces alongside Frances Harper’s Iola Leroy. I suggest that 

although both novels are critical of white hypocrisy, Hopkins uses her writing as a call-to-action 

for white allyship while Harper leaves little space for interracial solidarity, instead drawing 

attention to the ways that seemingly progressive whites fail as allies—failures that I argue can be 

read as manifestations of what Robin DiAngelo has called “white fragility.” 

Although my focus is on history and literature at the turn into the twentieth century, I 

engage this project with an eye toward our contemporary moment, which is similarly marked by 
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the rise of populism, white nationalism, and hate crimes. The past I am investigating in this study 

is not really past; it’s a fundamental part of race relations in the United States today. I argue that 

unless we learn from it, we are bound to repeat it. 
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Introduction 

On the night of August 11, 2017, a group of protestors gathered on the University of 

Virginia’s campus in Charlottesville. Dressed in an informal uniform of white button-down shirts 

and khaki pants, they shouted and chanted, their angry faces lit by the glow of the tiki torches 

they carried with them. Their message? White supremacy. 

 This nighttime vigil was just one part of a weekend-long rally known as Unite the Right, 

a protest attended by various subsets of the white nationalist, misogynist political movement 

known as the alt-right. The Unite the Right rally originated as a response to the planned removal 

of a statue of Confederate general Robert E. Lee from a local Charlottesville park, but it turned 

into an entire weekend of white supremacist hatred and violence as alt-right protestors clashed 

with anti-racist counter-protestors. The alt-right came ready to fight, heavily armed and even 

moving in military formations, and on Saturday afternoon, one white supremacist drove his car 

into a crowd, ultimately killing counter-demonstrator Heather Heyer. 

 The events in Charlottesville exposed the persistent existence of white supremacist hatred 

in the United States, particularly to white Americans who are often blind to the realities of 

racism. Watching the viral videos of crowds of white men chanting the neo-Nazi slogan, “You 

will not replace us,” was a shock to many white people, myself included. Even though I had 

spent years reading about the history of racism in America, I was nevertheless stunned to see so 

many people, especially young people, announcing their continuing bigotry so brazenly.1 

Inspired by the numerous racist remarks and dog whistles of President Trump, whose recent 

election to the highest office seemed to indicate that hate had gone mainstream, their belief in 

 
1 I want to acknowledge here that my own surprise at these events is a manifestation of my 
privilege as a white person, as I am able to navigate the world without being constantly 
confronted by racism. 
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white supremacy didn’t need to be covert anymore. The Unite the Right rally, along with the 

many other incidents of hate that marked the beginning of Trump’s presidency, inspired me to 

take a closer look at the way white supremacy operates.  

 White supremacy is a central term in this dissertation, and given the fact that it has 

become such a fraught phrase in contemporary public discourse,2 I want to first clarify my 

intended meaning. My own usage of the term follows legal scholar Frances Lee Ansley’s 

definition: “By ‘white supremacy’ I do not mean to allude only to the self-conscious racism of 

white supremacist hate groups. I refer instead to a political, economic and cultural system in 

which whites overwhelmingly control power and material resources, conscious and unconscious 

ideas of white superiority and entitlement are widespread, and relations of white dominance and 

non-white subordination are daily reenacted across a broad array of institutions and social 

settings” (1024, emphasis mine). “White supremacy” thus refers to both the outspoken hatred of 

the Charlottesville protesters and the wide-ranging systems of power that protect white privilege 

and advantage in every aspect of society. Although some see this broad usage as dangerous or 

lacking in nuance,3 I think the capaciousness of this definition actually allows us to see the 

linkages between overt and covert racism, which is an important facet of white supremacy.  

In the chapters that follow, I examine American literature from the turn into the twentieth 

century—an era in many ways much like our current moment, marked by the rise of populism, 

white nationalism, unprecedented income inequality, bitter disputes about immigration, and hate 

 
2 In early 2019, Republican Congressman Steve King openly wondered in an interview with The 
New York Times, “White nationalist, white supremacist, Western civilization—how did that 
language become offensive?” Later in 2019, following yet another incident of white nationalist 
terrorism, right-wing pundit Tucker Carlson claimed on air that white supremacy is “a hoax.”  
3 See, for example, Kevin Drum’s 2016 article in Mother Jones, “Let’s Be Careful with the 
‘White Supremacy’ Label.” 



 9 

crimes. I read seven works of American literature from that time period: Mark Twain’s 

Pudd’nhead Wilson (1894), Pauline Hopkins’ Of One Blood (1903) and Contending Forces 

(1900), Charles Chesnutt’s The House Behind the Cedars (1900) and The Marrow of Tradition 

(1901), Kate Chopin’s “Désirée’s Baby” (1893), and Frances E. W. Harper’s Iola Leroy (1892). 

Each of these texts demonstrates the conflicted state of the color line during the final years of the 

nineteenth century, which saw attempts to draw explicit divisions between races—biological, 

legal, and social—as well as an uneasy recognition that those barriers were often imaginary or 

nonexistent. Twain, Hopkins, Chesnutt, Chopin, and Harper, while they occupy different racial 

positions and were quite different as artists, all used their work to explore and expose the actual 

instability of racial markers and racial boundaries. Even more importantly, these writers reveal 

the way that real instability was ultimately rejected in favor of strengthened barriers between 

Black and white; rather than accepting the constructed nature of race, whites responded with a 

violent backlash meant to enforce Black oppression and reinstate white supremacy.4 

In their analysis of this retaliation, my chosen texts do not limit their critique to overt 

expressions of white racism or white violence; rather, they explore the many different ways that 

whiteness operates: by creating false biological and historical narratives of white superiority; by 

imbuing whiteness itself with legal and financial value; by devaluing Blackness and erasing 

Black culture; by establishing invisible frameworks of structural violence; by systematically 

 
4 Throughout this dissertation, I capitalize “Black,” but I do not capitalize “white.” Capitalizing 
“Black” signals a recognition that “Black” is a cultural/ethnic identity, similar to Asian or Latinx, 
words that we do capitalize. Additionally, I think it is important to affirm the history of Black 
Americans, including W.E.B. DuBois, who have advocated for capitalization as a sign of respect. 
While “white” can also be understood as referring to a specific cultural identity, the capitalized 
“White” is the preferred terminology of white supremacist hate groups, and given that this 
dissertation is focused on countering white supremacy, I will not use their language. 
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violating Black bodies through physical, sexual, and spectacular violence; and by refusing to 

accept responsibility for any of the above.  

By putting these analyses of whiteness in conversation, I seek to join the body of 

scholarship invested in exposing and deconstructing the machinery of whiteness—a framework 

that is often invisible, especially in the eyes of white people. As a white critic living in times of 

renewed bigotry and violence, I believe that it is incumbent upon me to examine the structures 

and systems of white supremacy and hopefully to share that knowledge with others. And while 

the texts I am studying here were written more than a century ago, the insights they provide 

remain as relevant as ever in our contemporary moment.  

Although my dissertation engages with texts and topics that have received much critical 

attention in the past, my approach is distinct in several ways. First, although there have been 

many scholarly projects devoted to whiteness in recent years, such studies have often focused on 

denaturalizing whiteness and revealing the ways that it is socially, politically, and historically 

constructed.5 While my project necessarily draws on this important work, I concentrate not on 

the history of whiteness as a concept but on the mechanics of white supremacy as a system. 

 A second distinguishing aspect of my critical project is my insistence upon attending to 

my analyses with specificity. Although there has been a great deal of scholarship about racial 

oppression and white supremacy, such studies are rarely invested in addressing the exact 

mechanics of these systems. For instance, while it is not difficult to find literary criticism that 

mentions the pervasiveness of white anxiety around the turn of the century, it is much more 

 
5 See, for example, Nell Irvin Painter, The History of White People (2010); Theodore W. Allen’s 
The Invention of the White Race (1994); Karen Brodkin’s How Jews Became White Folks and 
What that Says about Race in America (1998); and David R. Roediger’s The Wages of 
Whiteness: Race and the Making of the American Working Class (1991). 
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challenging to locate scholarship that explicitly identifies where that anxiety comes from or the 

way that unease feeds directly into explosions of spectacular violence. So although I recognize 

that some of the issues I address in this dissertation in some ways follow well-worn territory, my 

work attends to those critical issues with a new level of precision. 

 Furthermore, I am being very intentional in the way that I approach the authors and the 

texts I am working with in this dissertation—not with skepticism, but with a sense of 

collaborative enthusiasm. As Rita Felski argues, the field of literary studies has long been 

dominated by “critique,” which she defines as an analytical method of “militant reading” that is 

inherently suspicious and oppositional: “Seizing the upper hand, critics read against the grain and 

between the lines; their self-appointed task is to draw out what a text fails — or willfully refuses 

— to see” (Felski 1). Though nearly ubiquitous, this type of reading carries with it an implicit 

power dynamic that positions the critic as the ultimate expert who understands the text far better 

than its author. Given my own position as a white critic reading texts written largely by writers 

of color, I am particularly cognizant of the dangers of such a hierarchical and condescending 

critical gaze. I instead engage the texts I discuss by considering what they have to teach me, 

particularly in my position as a white person, and what they might help elucidate for other 

twenty-first century readers living in a climate of energized and explicit white supremacy.  

 In addition to my post-critical approach, my argument is informed by the work of several 

important historians and critical race theorists. Toni Morrison’s Playing in the Dark has been a 

foundational text in my thinking, as I attempt to heed her call for scholarship that “examine[s] 

the impact of notions of racial hierarchy, racial exclusion, and racial vulnerability and 

availability on nonblacks who held, resisted, explored, or altered those notions . . . to see what 

racial ideology does to the mind, imagination, and behavior of masters” (11-12). Following 
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Morrison’s lead, rather than understanding race to be something that only impacts those who are 

considered racially marked (i.e., not white), I am studying the racialism dominant at the turn of 

the century to discover what it tells us about white people and whiteness. In following this 

approach, I am necessarily also very influenced by the work of many scholars of critical 

whiteness studies.  

 One study of whiteness, Carol Anderson’s White Rage, is particularly central to my 

argument, as it provides a useful framework for understanding the violent backlash of both the 

late nineteenth century and our contemporary moment. As Anderson explains, when African 

Americans gain rights and status, that progress is swiftly followed by a reactionary tightening of 

racial boundaries. Anderson articulates white rage as a form of structural violence that occurs at 

the level of policy as opposed to physical violence. However, I argue that we need to think about 

white rage somewhat more capaciously, as a framework of violence that includes many different 

forms of oppression. The mechanics of white supremacy comprise numerous kinds of violence—

social, structural, sexual, and spectacular—and the deployment of one type of violence often 

metaphorically recalls and even literally provokes another. My more expansive understanding of 

white rage helps to illuminate the complex apparatuses of white supremacy that my work is 

invested in deconstructing. 

 Other important studies of whiteness that I find useful to my analysis are Grace Elizabeth 

Hale’s Making Whiteness and Robin DiAngelo’s White Fragility. In Making Whiteness, Hale 

examines what she calls the “culture of segregation” during the late nineteenth and early 

twentieth centuries in the United States. Hale argues that in the decades following Emancipation, 

white Americans, and white Southerners in particular, sought new ways to reinforce the racial 

binary; no longer able to rely upon chattel slavery as a means of solidifying racial meaning, 
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whites instead turned to the new worlds of mass culture and media as sites for producing the 

difference that was threatening to crumble beneath them. Hale’s analysis offers a valuable 

articulation of the many—often contradictory—social, political, and economic forces that 

impacted American understandings of race, which I have found particularly helpful in my effort 

to ground my own argument in precision and specificity. I draw upon DiAngelo’s concept of 

white fragility as an explanation of one of the many hidden structures of white supremacy—a 

form of interpersonal power that works to silence people of color and soothe white anxiety. 

DiAngelo’s formulation of white fragility provides an instructive interpretive tool through which 

to examine literary representations of white people.  

 With the title of this dissertation—and later, with my chapter and section titles—I hope to 

mobilize the many meanings of the word “bound.” I invoke this word as a multivalent metaphor, 

one that encodes the racial tensions and inconsistencies that I am exploring. “Bound” can mean 

enslaved, as in bondage. It can mean predetermined or certain, as in bound to do something. It 

can mean inextricably linked, as in bound together. It can mean a limitation, as in a boundary, or 

physically tied, as in bound hands and feet. It can mean determined or dedicated, as in bound and 

determined. And of course, it can mean covered with binding, as in a bound book. I find this 

collection of definitions extremely suggestive. These meanings evoke the violent histories of 

enslavement, discrimination, and lynching; the tangled ancestries resulting from slavery and anti-

Black racism; the power of communal bonds and dedication to resistance; and the very literature 

that tells these stories. My goal is to disentangle these many interconnected and overlapping 

meanings as I closely scrutinize structures of race and racism in the United States. White 

supremacy is a domineering, constricting force, supported by a complex architecture of laws, 
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ideologies, and behaviors. But through careful analysis, I hope that these structures will begin to 

come “unbound.”  

 The shape of my dissertation is also deliberately designed to evoke an unraveling 

structure. The chapters are organized thematically, and certain texts form links between the end 

of one chapter and the beginning of the next. By using a novel as a bridge, I hope to signal the 

connections between and among my ideas, as well as offer a formal illustration of the 

permeability of boundaries and the ultimate failure of separation and distinction. With this 

framework, the chapters themselves are coming unbound.  

 In Chapter One, “Staying in Bounds,” I read Mark Twain’s Pudd’nhead Wilson and 

Pauline Hopkins’ Of One Blood, two novels that utilize their shared plot device of a cross-racial 

baby switch to illustrate the unreliability of racial markers. These narratives effectively 

demonstrate the constructedness of race, but in neither novel does such a lesson actually work to 

break down racial barriers. I argue that what Twain and Hopkins ultimately expose is the way 

racial boundaries get forcefully reasserted in the face of such uncertainty. For Twain, this 

reassertion occurs through hierarchical social and legal systems that designate Blackness and 

whiteness as fundamental opposites: Blackness is imagined as a condition of perpetual servitude, 

subject to ownership by others, whereas whiteness is protected as a valuable form of property in 

itself. For Hopkins, the power of whiteness lies in its destructiveness, and white supremacy 

operates through silencing and erasing Black culture and history. 

 In Chapter Two, “Unstable Boundaries,” I consider two Charles Chesnutt novels—The 

House Behind the Cedars and The Marrow of Tradition—alongside Kate Chopin’s short story 

“Désirée’s Baby.” These texts, though written by very different authors, have a shared interest in 

the volatility of the color line—by which I mean the way racial divisions were both precarious 
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and absolute at the turn of the century. Racial mixing was both everywhere and outlawed, and 

with ever larger numbers of light-skinned mixed-race people ascending into the middle class and 

even into whiteness, there was a sense that anyone could be suddenly revealed to be Black. What 

Chesnutt and Chopin suggest is that this volatility is what sparks white racial anxiety, as whites 

feared that their own positions of power were in jeopardy. Rather than wrestling with that 

uncomfortable possibility, however, whites responded with violent attempts to uphold the racial 

hierarchy. As Chesnutt reveals in The Marrow of Tradition, white anxiety begets white rage. 

 My third chapter, “Brutalities Abound,” examines the representation of lynching in 

Chesnutt’s The Marrow of Tradition and Hopkins’ Contending Forces. I argue that although 

lynching has achieved a certain singularity in our understanding of the violence of the post-

Reconstruction Era—and with good reason—what Chesnutt and Hopkins allow us to see is the 

way lynching existed within a larger framework of white supremacist violence. The Marrow of 

Tradition exposes the way whiteness became metonymically synonymous with the law, so that 

both the structural violence of Jim Crow and the spectacular violence of lynching were seen as 

always already permissible. In Contending Forces, Hopkins connects lynching with sexual 

assault as parallel forms of intimate bodily violation.  

 In my final chapter, “Which Ties Bind?,” I examine the representation of progressive 

whites in Pauline Hopkins’ Contending Forces and Frances E. W. Harper’s Iola Leroy. Both 

Hopkins and Harper denounce the hypocrisy of many supposedly well-meaning whites. Hopkins 

offers a more optimistic vision of interracial solidarity, using her novel as a call for the kind of 

white allyship that is needed in the fight for racial justice. Harper’s white characters, by contrast, 

consistently demonstrate their unwillingness to act as genuine allies; they refuse to listen to 

people of color and continuously prioritize themselves and their emotions in conversations about 
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race. I read these consistent failures as emblematic of what Robin DiAngelo has termed “white 

fragility,” the manipulative defensiveness that white people use to shut down discussion, 

interrupt uncomfortable interracial interactions, and ultimately, maintain power.  

 The authors I discuss in this dissertation used their writing as a way to deconstruct the 

racial ideology of their time and speak back to systems of power and oppression. Their work was 

both art and activism. In my analysis of their insights into white supremacy, I similarly hope to 

distinguish my own writing as not just a work of literary criticism, but also of political activism. 

Although my focus is on the history and literature of the turn into the twentieth century, I engage 

this project with an eye toward the present. The past I am investigating in this study is not really 

past; it’s a fundamental part of race relations in the United States today. And unless we learn 

from it, we are bound to repeat it.  
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Chapter One 

Staying in Bounds: Policing the Color Line in Pudd’nhead Wilson and Of One Blood 

 Throughout the nineteenth century, American anthropologists engaged in what Thomas 

Gossett describes as a “futile search to define and describe race differences” (69). Skin color was 

clearly not a reliable indicator, due to the large numbers of light-skinned African Americans who 

defied simple visual categorization; therefore, many scientists turned to other biological 

benchmarks in their attempt to quantify and classify racial difference. The founder of American 

anthropology, Dr. Samuel Morton, amassed a famously large collection of human crania to study 

racial differences (Kendi 179-180). Philadelphia lawyer Peter A. Browne attempted his own 

system of racial classification based on hair (Kendi 188-189). Even body lice were scrutinized 

(Gossett 81). 

 Although each attempt at classification ultimately failed, researchers did not reconsider 

their basic biological premise and instead searched for a new scientific marker. The idea of race 

was so real and ubiquitous that scientists and laypeople alike could hardly imagine an alternative 

possibility (Gossett 83). And crucially, this fundamental belief in racial biology was true even of 

people with vastly different political opinions. Scientists and scholars who opposed some aspects 

of racialist thinking did not deny the assumption of racial difference or even of Black inferiority. 

As Gossett writes, “Part of the reason why racism flourished so mightily in [the nineteenth 

century] is that it had no really effective opposition where one might have expected it, since it 

also flourished among the liberals” (174).  

 I argue, however, that this “effective opposition” can actually be found in literature. 

Though much of the academy, especially the sciences, was governed by racialism, fiction 

provided an alternative space in which to challenge racist narratives and biological race, as I 
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show in this chapter in my discussion of Mark Twain’s Pudd’nhead Wilson (1894) and Pauline 

Hopkins’ Of One Blood (1903).  

 Pairing these texts is both obvious and unusual. On one hand, Twain and Hopkins 

famously utilize the same plot device, a cross-racial baby switch, as a means of investigating the 

nature of racial identity as either innate or culturally prescribed. Twain and Hopkins favor a 

social constructionist perspective, and yet both have been taken to task by critics for reinscribing 

racial essentialism, particularly through their narratives’ reliance on a biological marker as a 

form of racial identification. Twain uses the discovery of a fingerprint to reveal Tom Driscoll’s 

status as a murderer and a Black man according to the law. Similarly, Hopkins signals Reuel 

Briggs’s Blackness with a lotus-shaped birthmark that confirms his African heritage.  

 On the other hand, Twain and Hopkins differ. Twain is often considered ironic and aloof, 

while Hopkins’ investment in her novels’ antiracist goals announces itself on every page. These 

divergent attitudes are no surprise, given the authors’ different racial backgrounds. Twain was 

one of the most popular and widely read authors in the United States at the turn of the century, 

and his audience was largely white. Hopkins published much of her work, including Of One 

Blood, in The Colored American Magazine, where she was also the editor and wrote consistently 

about race, using her writing, both fictional and nonfictional, as a site of activism. And as a 

Black woman, racism was a matter of deepest urgency for Hopkins in a way that it never could 

be for Twain as a white person. 

 Yet I argue that Hopkins’ and Twain’s texts have similar agendas, both antiracist. Written 

in the late nineteenth-century’s intellectual climate of scientific racism, Pudd’nhead Wilson and 

Of One Blood use their shared changeling narrative to destabilize racial identity and contest the 

notion of racial essences. Black inferiority, they demonstrate, is a myth, and racial identity is a 
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social construction—but one with very real impact. Twain and Hopkins reveal that while race 

may not exist in biology, it fundamentally structures the social, legal, political, and cultural 

positions of Black and white people in the United States.  

 This juxtaposition—the instability of racial identity yet the cruel clarity with which racial 

divisions are imposed—provides insight into the inconsistencies that characterized turn-of-the-

century race relations. The end of the nineteenth century was marked by a simultaneous 

destabilization of racial categories and a reassertion of racial boundaries and consolidation of 

white supremacy. Over the last three decades of the century, the political and social status of 

African Americans fluctuated dramatically. After centuries of enslavement, the end of the Civil 

War brought freedom to millions, and the Reconstruction Era ushered in the new possibility of 

citizenship, voting, and even holding political office. These political gains were accompanied by 

the possibility of symbolic progress. As Grace Elizabeth Hale explains, “With freedom, African 

American identity became unhinged for the first time collectively from the taint of slavery, from 

its dialectical place as the antithesis of citizenship. African Americans had the agency to shape 

the meaning of their collectivity within the larger world” (15).   

 But these advancements also had an equal and opposite reaction: white rage. As Carol 

Anderson notes, “The trigger for white rage, inevitably, is black advancement. It is not the mere 

presence of black people that is the problem; rather, it is blackness with ambition, with drive, 

with purpose, with aspirations, and with demands for full and equal citizenship. It is blackness 

that refuses to accept subjugation, to give up. A formidable array of policy assaults and legal 

contortions has consistently punished black resilience, black resolve” (3-4). White rage is a 

strategy, what Hale calls an attempt to “build a new racial order” (21)—or perhaps more 

accurately, to reinstate an old racial order. After Emancipation and Reconstruction, white 
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Americans, anxious about the shifting racial hierarchy, sought to reassert their supremacy. That 

reassertion occurred through the rollback of Black rights in state legislatures and in the courts, 

the imposition of Jim Crow segregation, and the constant threat of lynching, which peaked in the 

decades around the turn of the century. As Hale explains, “Whites created the culture of 

segregation in large part to counter black success, to make a myth of absolute racial difference, 

to stop the rising” (21). In order to understand race relations when Twain and Hopkins were 

writing, we need to keep this dialectic in mind. Racial hierarchy was being unmade and remade. 

Black Americans were gaining independence and a measure of economic security, but were also 

subject to increasingly oppressive laws, restrictions, and brutal violence. 

 Pudd’nhead Wilson and Of One Blood bear witness to this historical turmoil by revealing 

the simultaneous instability of racial identity and the tenacity with which racial boundaries are 

enforced. Moreover, their indictments of racial inequality reveal the specific ways in which 

white supremacy reasserted itself post-Reconstruction. Pudd’nhead Wilson offers a damning 

critique of the turn-of-the-century social and legal hierarchy, which designated Blackness as a 

condition of perpetual servitude and whiteness as valuable property to be protected. Of One 

Blood, on the other hand, is primarily focused on cultural racial oppression. Hopkins reveals the 

way white supremacy functions by devaluing, erasing, and silencing Black culture as her novel 

begins the crucial work of excavating a proud African past.  

 

Legally Binding Fictions: Race and Property in Pudd’nhead Wilson 

 In the opening pages of Pudd’nhead Wilson, Twain signals to his readers that the town of 

Dawson’s Landing is founded upon racial division—a “sleepy, and comfortable, and contented” 

town of “whitewashed exteriors” and plantation slavery. In spite of this sharp division, the lines 
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between Black and white are anything but clear (Twain 3-4). From the novel’s first introduction 

of Roxana, we know that she is enslaved but not considered Black by the narrator: “From Roxy’s 

manner of speech, a stranger would have expected her to be black, but she was not. Only one-

sixteenth of her was black, and that sixteenth did not show” (9). This description offers a clear 

challenge to the infamous “one-drop rule.” Rather than stating that Roxy does not look Black but 

is—which would reinforce the notion of biological race—the novel proclaims that she is not 

Black. Indeed, her physical description sounds like that of any white nineteenth-century heroine: 

“Her complexion was very fair, with the rosy glow of vigorous health in the cheeks, her face was 

full of character and expression, her eyes were brown and liquid, and she had a heavy suit of fine 

soft hair” (9).  

But of course, according to the one-drop rule, Roxy is legally Black, a concept which 

Twain explicitly mocks: “To all intents and purposes Roxy was as white as anybody, but the 

one-sixteenth of her which was black out-voted the other fifteen parts and made her a negro. She 

was a slave, and salable as such. Her child was thirty-one parts white, and he, too, was a slave, 

and by a fiction of law and custom a negro” (9). Satirizing the specific fractions of Black and 

white “blood,” this passage attacks the theories of scientific racism that desperately attempted to 

quantify and classify race as a biological essence. Dividing Roxy and her child into discrete 

“parts” of Blackness and whiteness reveals the absurdity inherent in the one-drop rule. Strict 

racial boundaries are nothing but “a fiction of law and custom” for Twain. 

Yet many critics have accused Twain of endorsing essentialism elsewhere in the novel, 

particularly in the text’s apparent suggestion that Tom Driscoll is bad because he is Black. Myra 

Jehlen, for example, believes that the novel begins with the implication that “human beings are 

potentially the same,” but ultimately ends with “the final dramatization in the Judge’s murder, of 
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black duplicity and violence as inherent racial traits” (45). However, this reading of the novel’s 

ending ignores the fact that the novel satirizes that very interpretation of inherent racial traits. 

After Roxy confesses the truth of Tom’s ancestry, Tom imagines that his Blackness is 

discernable in his appearance and actions:  

He found the “nigger” in him involuntarily giving the road, on the sidewalk, to the white 

rowdy and loafer. When Rowena, the dearest thing his heart knew, the idol of his secret 

worship, invited him in, the “nigger” in him made an embarrassed excuse and was afraid 

to enter and sit with the dread white folks on equal terms. The “nigger” in him went 

shrinking and skulking here and there and yonder, and fancying it saw suspicion and 

maybe detection in all faces, tones, and gestures. (Twain 49)  

The irony, of course, is that it is not Tom’s Blackness that is making him behave submissively 

and suspiciously, but his anxiety about his Blackness being discovered. The determining factor 

in his changed behavior is not biology or ancestry, but social expectations about race. Tom may 

believe that his newly discovered racial identity creates a change in him, but for Twain, race is a 

social construction, a fiction.  

 Twain recognizes, however, that this fiction has devastating consequences. Despite the 

absurdity of the one-drop rule and the myth of innate racial difference, these “fiction[s] of law 

and custom” still hold enormous power over Roxy and eventually, over Tom. Even though Roxy 

is “as white as anybody,” she is still designated as Black. As Susan Gillman points out, “All that 

counts racially in Dawson’s Landing are two categories: black and white” (“Sure Identifiers” 

90). And these two categories have completely different social and legal meaning, which Twain 

juxtaposes through a discussion of property—who is property and who has property. In 

Pudd’nhead Wilson, Blackness is a condition of “salability,” of being chattel bought and sold by 
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others. Whiteness, in contrast, is a valuable form of property that cannot be bought and sold and 

is held in perpetuity by its owner. 

 In Twain’s Dawson’s Landing, Blackness, no matter how small the amount, is entirely 

synonymous with being subject to sale. This brutal reality is clear from Twain’s first introduction 

of Roxy: “She was a slave, and salable as such” (Twain 9). This constant state of “salability” is 

precisely what sets the plot of Pudd’nhead Wilson into motion. Roxy’s realization that her child 

is subject to sale inspires her to switch the babies. Years later, as she reveals the switch to Tom, 

she tells him, “You is a nigger!—bawn a nigger en a slave!—en you’s a nigger en a slave dis 

minute; en if I opens my mouf, ole Marse Driscoll ‘ll sell you down de river befo’ you is two 

days older den what you is now!” (45).  Roxy’s threats reveal the complete lack of differentiation 

between Blackness and enslavement. According to the one-drop rule and the law that children 

follow the condition of the mother, Tom, as Roxy’s child, would have been Black and enslaved. 

In Dawson’s Landing, the two identities are completely synonymous. During the trial at the end 

of the novel, Pudd’nhead Wilson follows precisely the same logic: “‘A was put into B’s cradle in 

the nursery; B was transferred to the kitchen, and became a negro and a slave’—[Sensation—

confusion of angry ejaculations]—‘but within a quarter of an hour he will stand before you white 

and free!’” (118-119, emphasis mine). While whiteness carries an implicit assumption of 

citizenship and freedom, Blackness means subjection to enslavement, servitude, and sale. 

 To understand why Twain depicts Blackness as synonymous with enslavement, we need 

to think about temporality. Pudd’nhead Wilson is set in the 1830s and the 1850s, when most 

Black people in America were legally considered property. However, Twain is writing in the 

1890s, nearly thirty years after emancipation, so why represent Blackness as inextricable from 

enslavement? As critics have long recognized, these twinned ante- and post-bellum temporalities 
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serve a dual purpose.6 Twain uses the antebellum setting of the novel to contest postbellum 

attempts to romanticize the Old South and to expose the continuity of Black oppression.  

 In the late nineteenth century, white America was in the process of post-Civil War 

sectional reunion, and this reconciliation was effected, at least in part, through a romanticized 

retelling of antebellum race relations. As Hale illuminates, white Americans crafted a 

sentimental narrative of the Old South as a “plantation romance peopled with ‘happy darkies,’ 

noble masters, and doting mistresses,” a falsified story of interracial harmony that allowed 

“many white southerners [to turn] wistfully away from present conflicts to a past named ‘old’ 

and therefore distant” (Hale 52). In order to deny the atrocities of slavery and justify 

contemporary political support of Jim Crow segregation, these narratives served the insidious 

racial function of representing the antebellum past as racially harmonious. As Hale explains, 

romanticizing the past “helped destroy the possibility of an integrated future” by suggesting that 

any possibility of racial integration had slipped away with the rest of that “simpler age” (65). 

 In Pudd’nhead Wilson, Mark Twain refutes this sanitized version of antebellum history, 

forcing his readers to recognize the horrors of slavery, which belong to a past that is not distant. 

In response to the romanticized imagery of interracial plantation “families” and loving 

relationships between master and slave, Twain depicts master/slave relationships that are literally 

familial, but not loving. Even after Tom Driscoll learns that he is Roxy’s son, he is nevertheless 

willing to sell her down the river for his own benefit. Through this perverse behavior, Twain 

makes it clear that the so-called Old South did not enable interracial intimacy or familial ties but 

distorted and destroyed them.  

 
6 See especially Eric Sundquist, To Wake the Nations; Susan Gillman, “‘Sure Identifiers’: Race, 
Science, and the Law in Pudd’nhead Wilson”; and JC Rowe, “Fatal Speculations: Murder, 
Money, and Manners in Pudd’nhead Wilson.” 
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 Twain further debunks the narrative of Old Southern honor through his ironic attack on 

the descendants of the First Families of Virginia. Many citizens of Dawson’s Landing count 

themselves as members of the “F. F. V.” and pride themselves on their esteemed ancestry, 

imagining themselves as a new kind of American aristocracy that values honor and gentility 

above all else. Although critics like Arlin Turner and George Spangler have claimed that 

Twain’s treatment of the F. F. V. is more of a light-hearted satire than a discerning critique, the 

portrayal of Percy Driscoll, though admittedly brief, suggests that we should view the “honor” of 

white Dawson’s Landing residents with skepticism. The narrator calls Percy Driscoll “a fairly 

humane man, toward slaves and other animals; he was an exceedingly humane man toward the 

erring of his own race” (Twain 11). Roxy’s assessment of Percy Driscoll is in the same vein: “he 

ain’t got no heart—for niggers he haint, anyways” (14). If Percy Driscoll is a metaphor for Old 

Southern honor, it’s clear that that honor is a myth, a romanticized revisionist notion meant to 

deny the past. Twain insists that the antebellum past was not about harmony, family, and honor; 

it was about the subjugation of Black people. What’s more, he claims that that subjugation 

extends into his post-Reconstruction present. 

 In his analysis of Pudd’nhead Wilson, Eric Sundquist details the way Twain’s text speaks 

to the late-nineteenth-century “recreation of the dynamics of slavery in a new masquerade” 

(232). Sundquist outlines the elements of that “new masquerade” through a careful study of the 

landmark case, Plessy v. Ferguson. Though Plessy was not heard before the Supreme Court until 

two years after Pudd’nhead Wilson was published, the case was part of a longer string of laws 

and decisions engaged in rolling back the rights of Black Americans—or, more precisely, rolling 

back the federal government’s responsibility to enforce those rights. By interpreting American 

citizenship as a duality composed of both national and state sovereignties, “the Court . . . left 
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equal protection, like Twain’s mulatto and even more like his Siamese twins, monstrously 

lodged in two bodies” (240). The court claimed that the federal government did not have the 

power to prevent individuals from infringing upon others’ rights, and infringe they did. In 

Slavery by Another Name, Douglas Blackmon explains that in the decades following the Civil 

War,  

the intensity of southern whites’ need to reestablish hegemony over blacks rivaled the 

most visceral patriotism of the wartime Confederacy. White southerners initiated an 

extraordinary campaign of defiance and subversion against the new biracial social order 

imposed on the South and mandated by the Thirteenth Amendment to the U.S. 

Constitution, which abolished slavery. They organized themselves into vigilante gangs 

and militias, undermined free elections across the region, intimidated Union agents, 

terrorized black leaders, and waged an extremely effective propaganda campaign to place 

blame for the anarchic behavior of whites upon freed slaves. (42) 

As Blackmon’s account emphasizes, emancipation did not spell freedom for African Americans, 

who were subjugated and attacked by white people and stripped of rights by the American legal 

system.  

 Post-Civil War, and most particularly post-Reconstruction, southern states passed 

discriminatory laws aimed at the newly emancipated Black population (Blackmon 53). Anti-

vagrancy laws made unemployment a criminal offense, often requiring the suspect—nearly 

always a Black person—to produce documentation of their employment, essentially reinstating, 

in a new guise, the antebellum dictate that enslaved Blacks be able to produce papers from their 

owner permitting their movement (1). Some states also instated legislation asserting that 

“African Americans could not legally be hired for work without a discharge paper from their 
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previous employer—effectively preventing them from leaving the plantation of the white man 

they worked for” (54), and white plantation owners coerced their former slaves into signing 

“lifetime contracts,” even under the threat of violence (27). Through this new set of laws, 

Blackness became a crime; the legal infraction was a mere pretense for arrest. And once African 

Americans were arrested, they were then subject to sale through the system of convict leasing, in 

which prisoners could be legally sold to private individuals and companies and forced into 

unpaid physical labor. 

 This system bore more than a little resemblance to antebellum enslavement. Indeed, the 

practices of convict leasing were essentially modeled on American chattel slavery: “The South’s 

highly evolved system and customs of leasing slaves from one farm or factory to the next, 

bartering for the cost of slaves, and wholesaling and retailing of slaves regenerated itself around 

convict leasing in the 1870s and 1880s. The brutal forms of physical punishment employed 

against ‘prisoners’ in 1910 were the same as those used against ‘slaves’ in 1840” (Blackmon 8). 

This form of neoslavery existed alongside widespread sharecropping, debt peonage, and the far-

reaching rollback of Black rights in the post-Reconstruction era (5-6). Together, these systems of 

oppression and unfreedom amounted to a new kind of slavery for African Americans. As 

Blackmon points out, “this slavery did not last a lifetime and did not automatically extend from 

one generation to the next. But it was nonetheless slavery—a system in which armies of free 

men, guilty of no crimes and entitled by law to freedom, were compelled to labor without 

compensation, were repeatedly bought and sold, and were forced to do the bidding of white 

masters through the regular application of extraordinary physical exertion” (4). Black Americans 

were no longer legally considered chattel, but they still were not permitted self-ownership. They 

continued to be treated as property that can be bought and sold, owned and controlled.  
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 In Pudd’nhead Wilson, Twain symbolizes this neoslavery through Roxy after she has 

been freed by Percy Driscoll on his deathbed. Her individual master is now gone, and for a time, 

she is able to live and move freely, working on a steamboat and earning wages. And yet, Roxy is 

aware that her Blackness means that she is still enslavable. When she offers to sell herself back 

into slavery for her son, Tom objects, “But how am I going to sell you?—you’re free, you 

know.” Roxy replies, “Much diffrence dat make! White folks ain’t particklar” (Twain 86). 

Roxy’s continued subjection to “white folks” in general, rather than any in “particklar,” 

illustrates the state of neoslavery in which African Americans of Twain’s era lived. Though 

Roxy no longer has a master, she knows that she is in no way free of white people’s economic 

control. Blackness itself was still taken to be synonymous with being property, even if a Black 

person is not legally enslaved. 

 While Blackness in Pudd’nhead Wilson means always being property owned by others, 

whiteness is represented as a valuable form of property owned by oneself. Albion Tourgée 

actually made this argument in his defense of Homer Plessy, and Cheryl Harris offers an in-depth 

elucidation in “Whiteness as Property,” exposing the way the American legal system has 

validated and protected the privileges of whiteness. Harris argues that whiteness has always 

been—and remains—a valuable form of property that confers privilege upon those considered 

white and, conversely, subjugates those excluded from whiteness, particularly African 

Americans. Crucially, this assertion that whiteness is property is not simply a metaphor about 

perceived value. Demonstrating that whiteness fulfills both classical and modern definitions of 

property, Harris explains that property has never been limited to tangible things or objects, but 

encompasses all of a person’s rights, including their settled expectations of treatment. Harris 

writes, 
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the set of assumptions, privileges, and benefits that accompany the status of being white 

have become a valuable asset that whites sought to protect and that those who passed [for 

white] sought to attain – by fraud if necessary. Whites have come to expect and rely on 

these benefits, and over time these expectations have been affirmed, legitimated, and 

protected by the law . . . in protecting settled expectations based on white privilege, 

American law has recognized a property interest in whiteness. (1713) 

Because whiteness has political, social, and monetary value in the United States, the judges in 

Plessy v. Ferguson remarked in their decision that a white person could sue for damages if their 

reputation as a white person was questioned or slandered. Whiteness is not tangible, but it is real 

and valuable property.  

 In Pudd’nhead Wilson, Tom Driscoll’s inheritance—the valuable property which he 

desperately tries to protect throughout the novel—is his whiteness, or his reputation as a white 

man. While the ostensible threat to Tom’s inheritance stems from his immoral behaviors like 

gambling, the novel also establishes a connection between Tom’s inheritance and his racial 

identity. When Roxy first threatens to expose Tom to Judge Driscoll, she tells him, “I’s gwyne as 

straight to yo’ uncle as I kin walk, en tell him every las’ thing I knows about you” (Twain 42). At 

this point in the novel, Roxy has just learned about Tom’s sinful habits from Chambers, but her 

warning recalls the other secret she knows about Tom—namely, that he is legally Black. Her 

persistent threats to expose Tom are threats to reveal both his crimes and his racial identity, 

either of which will cause him to lose his inheritance literally and figuratively.  

 Even more tellingly, the epithets used to describe Tom and Chambers reveal the 

importance of the property value of whiteness. Chambers is described as “the real heir,” while 

Tom is “the usurping little slave” (18-19). In having the narrator refer to the characters thus, 
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Twain reveals what is at stake in the baby switch. Not only does the role reversal subject 

Chambers to being property, it also gives Tom access to owning the property of whiteness, to 

which he would otherwise have no claim. Living as a white man, Tom violates one of the 

fundamental rights of whiteness as property—namely, the exclusivity of use (Harris 1734). As 

Harris explains, one of the fundamental qualities that defines property is exclusivity; no one else 

can have what is yours. Similarly, whiteness is defined by exclusion. Whiteness exists in 

contradistinction with Blackness, and the privileges that inhere in whiteness have value precisely 

because they are denied to others. Tom, in enjoying the use of whiteness—that is, in enjoying the 

many privileges he has experienced throughout his life, based on his reputation as a white man—

steals that valuable piece of property.  It is this theft of whiteness that becomes Tom’s true crime, 

not his murder of Judge Driscoll. Indeed, the conclusion of the novel refers to Tom not as “the 

murderer,” but “the false heir” (Twain 121). The community of Dawson’s Landing is less 

concerned about Tom’s violent crime than his violation of the color line—a fact made brutally 

apparent in the ultimate decision that “it was not he that had really committed the murder, the 

guilt lay with the erroneous inventory” (121). The “erroneous inventory” here refers primarily to 

Tom, who has now been deemed a piece of property himself, but it also applies to Tom’s former 

reputation as a white man. His lifelong use of the property of whiteness turns out to be an 

erroneous inventory, to which he did not have the right after all. He is not punished for 

murdering the Judge but for his theft of property. Through an ironic inversion, Tom, who had 

stolen the property of whiteness, now becomes property and is sold down the river. 

 This twist of fate has long been the subject of anxious criticism. Some critics argue that 

in revealing the “true” racial identities of Tom and Chambers, Twain’s conclusion betrays what 

Myra Jehlen calls “an implicit conservativism expressed in the refusal, or the inability, to 
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imagine significant change” (54). That is, Twain cannot get outside of racial essentialism. Much 

attention, too, has been paid to the narrative tone of Twain’s trial. Sundquist, for example, faults 

Twain’s “dangerously comic” tone, as well as the author’s apparent eagerness to participate in 

“exposing Tom as a ‘nigger’” (123). Hershel Parker and Henry Binder critique the resolution of 

the novel as “gaudy and thrilling,” with little relationship to the serious themes that occupy the 

rest of the novel: “The immorality of slavery is not a serious issue any more, nor man’s 

inhumanity to man, not heredity versus training; and Tom’s being sold down the river is a 

throwaway joke” (141).  

 While I agree that the reversal in Tom’s fate is certainly intended to be ironic, his sale 

down the river is anything but funny. Rather, as Henry Wonham puts it, it is “the novel’s last, 

and best, joke” at which “Twain invites his reader . . . to forget to laugh” (122). In fact, I read 

this last irony, the brutal twist in Tom’s fate, as the novel’s most damning indictment of white 

supremacy. Pudd’nhead Wilson’s courtroom proclamation that Tom Driscoll is actually a “negro 

and slave” (120) does not work to reassert the racial essentialism that Twain has thoroughly 

unsettled throughout the novel. Instead, Wilson’s pronouncement demonstrates the white 

establishment’s determination to enforce clear racial boundaries through property rights. As 

Wonham writes, Wilson’s “verdict, figured as an act of revealing, only perpetuates the town’s 

own charade, its policy of allowed the accused’s ‘drop of Black blood’ to ‘out-vote’ the rest in 

order to preserve the culture’s hopelessly blurry color line” (122). Tom’s fate illustrates the 

brutal tenacity of the “fiction of law and custom” that categorizes him as Black and therefore 

chattel, which is to say, property to be owned by others. 

 The ease with which the town of Dawson’s Landing accepts the reversal in Tom’s 

status—from property owner of whiteness to owned property—exposes the precarity of post-
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Reconstruction racial essentialism. Racial identity was both being undone and forcefully and 

violently redone as social and legal “fictions” reasserted white supremacy and Black subjugation. 

This reassertion, as Twain demonstrates in Pudd’nhead Wilson, relied upon establishing 

untenable categories of racial identity propped up by scientific authority and a legal system that 

defined Black people as property owned by others and white people as property owners with title 

to themselves. 

 

Culture-Bound: Black Erasure in Of One Blood 

 Though markedly different in genre and tone, Pauline Hopkins’ Of One Blood shares 

many of the political concerns of Pudd’nhead Wilson. Hopkins rejects racial essentialism and 

instead portrays racial identity as a social construction—but again, one with very real 

consequences. However, Hopkins is less concerned about the financial and legal aspects of the 

color line than the cultural consequences. Of One Blood illustrates the way white supremacy 

functions by devaluing, erasing, and silencing Black culture and history; and the novel not only 

exposes that strategy of racial oppression, but also fights against it by revaluing and celebrating 

Black culture.  

 To revalue Black culture, Hopkins establishes a noble African lineage for her Black 

characters, which has led some critics to accuse her of reproducing the logic of racial 

essentialism. Martin Japtok, for example, claims that “Of One Blood is deeply implicated in a 

racial essentialism that also underwrites the one-drop rule . . . Reuel’s African ancestry asserts 

dominant power over his being, despite amalgamation and temporal distance” (407). Mandy 

Reid similarly argues that Hopkins confines the utopian possibility that her novel suggests to 

those with “Black blood” (99). While there is some validity to these readings—Of One Blood is 
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at times confusing and contradictory—critiques of Hopkins’ inconsistencies have become so 

commonplace that they bear little repeating. Rather than fixate on the ways that Hopkins may not 

live up to our contemporary understanding of race, I think it is more fruitful to examine her 

intended message, which is fundamentally anti-essentialist. 

 Hopkins signals this anti-essentialist message even in the title of her novel, Of One 

Blood—a Biblical phrase from Acts 17:26 that she employs for a dual purpose. The title literally 

refers to the fact that the novel’s three main characters, Reuel, Dianthe, and Aubrey, are siblings, 

but more broadly, the phrase recalls the biological and historical interconnections between the 

races. Hopkins’ assertion that the Black and white races are “of one blood” signals her refutation 

of scientific racism, which she attacks on multiple levels.  

While theories of scientific racism attempted to quantify biological racial difference in 

many different ways, discussions of biological race nearly always used the language of “blood.” 

Susan Gillman explains that blood was  

probably the most commonly used term in racist and racialist discourse of the nineteenth 

century, appearing as a legal concept in the U.S. through the one-drop rule of racial 

identity; as an allied scientific term in the movement to measure and classify racial 

differences; . . . as a basis for scientific and social scientific theories of the heredity (and 

degeneracy) of racial characteristics; and as a quasi-mystical figure for nation and race 

purity. (“Pauline Hopkins and the Occult” 60-61)  

As Gillman suggests and Shawn Salvant has articulated in great detail, “blood” was a multivalent 

metaphor that carried layers of racial connotations and associations. In invoking the rhetoric of 

blood, Hopkins’ novel calls to mind several of these connotations—the legacy of slavery, the 

incestuous bloodlines that resulted from the rape of Black women by white men during slavery, 
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and most importantly, the belief in a quantifiable, traceable biological racial essence, which 

formed the conceptual backbone of American racialism. This notion of racial essences 

participated in an inherent racial binary in which “white blood” was synonymous with purity and 

“Black blood” with contamination, corruption, and inferiority (Higginbotham 36). For Hopkins 

to declare that all human races were of the same blood, then, was to strike at the heart of racial 

essentialism, to challenge the very notion of biological race. 

 Furthermore, Hopkins’ insistence that all races are “of one blood” can also be interpreted 

as an objection to the specific branch of scientific racism known as the theory of polygenism, 

which argued that “whites and Negroes are not varieties of a single race but entirely different 

species” (Gossett 59). Though the theory of polygenism had surfaced at several other points in 

history, it was especially popular during the nineteenth century among the leaders of American 

anthropology like Samuel Morton and Louis Agassiz, and “for a time [the theory] came near 

dominating the thinking of scientific men on the subject” (Gossett 58). Of course, opponents of 

polygenism were not necessarily egalitarian (many supporters of the monogenist school of 

thought were openly racist), but the theory of polygenism provided particularly powerful 

scientific backing to support the myth of Black inferiority. Hopkins directly contests this theory, 

not only through her novel’s title, but also through the Meroe plotline in Of One Blood, which 

depicts Africa as the original site of civilization, the birthplace of all mankind. The leader of the 

Meroe expedition, Professor Stone, rejects the idea of polygenism outright: “I have even 

thought,’ he continued meditatively, ‘that black was the original color of man in prehistoric 

times. You remember that Adam was made from the earth, what more natural than that he should 

have retained the color of the earth? What puzzles me is not the origin of the Blacks but the 

Whites” (Hopkins 88). Stone—and by extension, Hopkins—claims not only that humans are one 
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species with a common source, but that this source is actually African. This radical assertion 

clearly challenges nineteenth-century scientific racism and celebrates and revalues Blackness. 

 Black and white people, Hopkins insists, are “of one blood,” equal members of the 

human race, and sometimes, even indistinguishable. Throughout the novel, Hopkins repeatedly 

suggests that no one can be sure of racial identity or racial differences. One way that she implies 

this, of course, is through the narrative of the baby switch; the fact that no one noticed the 

swapped “Black” and “white” children indicates the instability of these categories, or at least of 

optic racial markers. Interestingly, unlike Pudd’nhead Wilson in which the readers are aware of 

the switch from the beginning, Hopkins does not let her readers in on the secret baby swap until 

near the end of Of One Blood, a delayed revelation that does more than simply facilitate reader 

surprise and interest. Rather, it forces the reader to recognize his or her own inability to be 

certain about racial markers. Although Dianthe’s identity as a Black woman is apparent upon her 

first introduction in the novel, given her association with the Fisk University troupe, her 

appearance is nevertheless somewhat racially unmarked: “She was not in any way the 

preconceived idea of a Negro. Fair as the fairest woman in the hall, with wavy bands of chestnut 

hair, and great, melting eyes of brown” (14). While we know Dianthe identifies as Black, she 

does not look it. Reuel’s racial identity, on the other hand, is initially uncertain. Hopkins does not 

identify him as Black, and Reuel’s classmates guess that he might be Italian or Japanese. But 

Reuel’s description, with his “olive,” “sallow” skin, “broad nostrils,” and “abundance of black 

hair,” would have signaled to contemporary readers that he might be passing for white (3). 

Aubrey, in contrast, seems unimpeachably white, the physical paragon of whiteness, with his 

“fair hair and blue eyes” (18) and the “face of a Greek God” (6). These descriptions paint three 

disparate portraits, yet all three characters are descended from a mixed-race enslaved woman, 
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Mira, and her enslaver, Aubrey Livingston, Sr. The characters’ appearances and racial identities 

subvert the notion that race is clear, knowable, and definable. 

 Indeed, even characters within the novel are unable to discern racial identity accurately. 

Reuel’s classmates recognize that he might not be white, but they have no idea of his true 

background. In another moment of racial indeterminacy, Charlie Vance tells Ai that, with his 

fairer skin, “you could get there all right with your complexion in my country. We would simply 

label you ‘Arab, Turk, Malay, or Filipino,’ and in that costume you’d slide along all right” (153-

154). The slipperiness of visible racial markers demonstrates that racial identity is not easily 

distinguished despite scientific racism’s insistence on biological difference. Near the novel’s 

conclusion, Hopkins emphasizes this blurriness, asking her reader, “who is clear enough in 

vision to decide who hath black blood and who hath it not? Can any one tell? No, not one; for in 

His own mysterious way He has united the white race and the Black race in this new continent. . 

. . No man can draw the dividing line between the two races, for they are both of one blood!” 

(178). 

 Yet in spite of this indeterminacy, the culture of white supremacy insists upon drawing 

that very dividing line. As Twain does in Pudd’nhead Wilson, Hopkins juxtaposes racial fluidity 

with the brutal clarity of the racial boundaries of lived experience. Black inferiority is a myth, 

but the reality of Black oppression is not, and Of One Blood demonstrates the way that 

oppression works. Hopkins explains how white supremacy operates by systematically devaluing, 

erasing, and silencing Black culture on two levels. The entire Meroe plotline serves as a 

reclamation of obscured Black cultural history for all people of the African diaspora, while 

Hopkins portrays the cultural erasure in the United States through the lives of Reuel Briggs and 
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Dianthe Lusk. These twinned narratives demonstrate that white supremacy’s erasure of Black 

culture is historical and contemporary, past and present.  

 Hopkins exemplifies white America’s racist debasement of Black history and culture 

through the white character Charlie Vance. As Mandy Reid notes, Charlie’s attitude toward the 

Meroe expedition reflects “the ‘American’ perspective on Africa,” a stereotypical vision of a 

“Dark Continent” devoid of civilization (Reid 97). Charlie dismisses the ancient African 

archeological site as “a pile of old ruins that promised nothing of interest to him,” because he 

judges Africa by his own biased standards of progress: “Here there was no future. No railroads, 

no churches, no saloons . . . Nothing but the monotony of past centuries dead and forgotten” 

(93). In Charlie’s mind, and the white American mind more broadly, Africa has no future and no 

important or interesting past. Charlie is supremely skeptical of Professor Stone’s accounts of 

ancient African civilization—he is always responding to the Professor’s pronouncements with 

exclamations like, “Gee whiz! . . . Count me out!” (88) and “Rubbish!” (97). Lest we imagine 

that Charlie’s skepticism is not a result of racism, he replies to one of Stone’s explications of 

Ethiopian greatness with, “Great Scott! . . . you don’t mean to tell me that all of this was done by 

niggers?” (99, emphasis in original). 

 We might be tempted to dismiss Charlie as simply ignorant, but Hopkins makes it clear 

that even scholars and intellectuals devalue Black cultural history. Although Professor Stone 

speaks admiringly of Meroe, he explains that he had difficulty attracting any interest in his 

expedition, and his theories have encountered “most bitter denunciation from most modern 

scholars” (95-99). Reuel has had to pass for white in order to have a scholarly career in the 

United States, so he is only too aware of this kind of prejudice. While in Telassar, he reflects on 

academic racism: “What would the professors of Harvard have said to this, he asked himself. In 
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the heart of Africa was a knowledge of science that all the wealth and learning of modern times 

could not emulate” (145). Both erudite white intellectuals and average white Americans like 

Charlie devalue and disregard the cultural achievements of Africa and of Black people in the 

United States. 

 Hopkins often describes this disregard of African civilization in the language of memory 

and forgetting. Recall, for example, that Charlie imagines the history of African civilization as 

“past centuries dead and forgotten” (93). Professor Stone speaks similarly of “the wonderful and 

mysterious Ethiopians who had a prehistoric existence of magnificence, the full record of which 

is lost in obscurity” (99). The tone of Hopkins’ novel implies that we should read this not as an 

inadvertent loss, but as a deliberate obscuring. If the history of Black culture has been forgotten, 

it has been a white-enforced forgetting. Cedric Tolliver offers a similar assessment of the novel’s 

message, describing Of One Blood as a challenge to “racist histories, intended to erase evidence 

of a black civilization and assert historical proof of black inferiority” (44). The white erasure of 

Black culture is strategic and intentional; it provides an important underpinning of white 

supremacy.  

 Hopkins exposes the deliberate, calculated nature of this cultural erasure in her portrayal 

of Aubrey Livingston. Following Elizabeth Ammons’s interpretation of Aubrey as “representing 

dominant-culture designs” (82), I read his character as an embodiment of whiteness, the 

archetypal illustration of white suppression. Hopkins makes it clear that Aubrey’s machinations 

are not simply a result of his own personal cruelty; rather, she positions Aubrey in a lineage of 

white domination. Aubrey is the second white man to hold his name, and he takes after his father 

in his suppression and manipulation of Black women. The two Aubreys create a continuity 
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between the white supremacy of the past and the present, thus linking together Hopkins’ 

emphasis on Black cultural oppression historically and at the time she is writing. 

 Through her portrayal of Aubrey, Jr., Hopkins illuminates the way white supremacy 

works by erasing and silencing Black culture. While Aubrey’s crimes include everything from 

murder to sexual blackmail, one of the most important is his erasure of Dianthe’s identity. After 

Reuel reawakens Dianthe in the hospital, Aubrey conspires to investigate Dianthe’s past, even 

hiring a private investigator to trace her history, and then strategically keeps all the information 

quiet—supposedly “for the girl’s sake,” but his real motive is far more nefarious (Hopkins 38). 

Aroused by her weakness and manipulability, he uses information about her identity to control 

her. Since the most important information about her identity in a racist nation is her Blackness, 

he uses that to blackmail her into a sexual relationship. Of course, it is important to note that 

Reuel also participates in obscuring Dianthe’s racial identity, keeping it secret even from her, 

and his role in this ruse is a deeply troubling fact that Hopkins deliberately includes. However, 

she also includes the fact that Reuel himself is passing for white at the time, and he later regrets 

his part in concealing Dianthe’s racial identity, recognizing from his own experience the pain of 

self-denial. Aubrey, on the other hand, is not remotely perturbed about deceiving Dianthe. 

Indeed, he tells Reuel that he would “preserve her incognito indefinitely,” thereby permanently 

denying her any knowledge of her Black identity and culture (36). Moreover, even after Dianthe 

regains her memory, Aubrey continues to hold her identity hostage, threatening to reveal her 

“origin” to Reuel if she does not give in to his sexual demands (69). 

 Aubrey’s erasure of Dianthe’s identity has a “numbing influence” (Hopkins 69) that 

erases any semblance of personhood, putting her in what Ammons calls “a state of living death” 

(Ammons 83). Under Aubrey’s manipulative influence, Dianthe becomes “quiescent” (Hopkins 
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166), a mere “puppet in his hands” (69), and Hopkins repeatedly draws attention to her “features 

. . . like marble” (167). Unlike her alter ago, Candace, Dianthe is not an “animated statue” (137), 

but stony, still, and most importantly, silent. Aubrey’s suppressive control robs her of her voice, 

both literally and figuratively—she loses her ability to sing, as well as her agency and sense of 

self. And since what she had been singing as a Jubilee singer were African American spirituals, 

Dianthe’s silence clearly communicates a state of racial self-erasure. 

 In her introduction of the Fisk choir, Hopkins emphasizes the importance of music in 

Black culture, and Dianthe’s performance illustrates the power of that music to voice the reality 

of many African Americans’ experience. Singing “Go Down Moses,” a Black spiritual about 

enslavement,  

All the horror, all the degradation from which a race had been delivered were in the 

pleading strains of the singer’s voice. It strained the senses almost beyond endurance. It 

pictured to that self-possessed, highly-cultured New England assemblage as nothing else 

ever had, the awfulness of the hell from which a people had been happily plucked. (15) 

Dianthe’s music stands as a testimonial, one that educates and allows her listeners to bear 

witness to the legacy of slavery and to the incredible artistic and cultural achievements of 

African Americans, even under the most horrific conditions. Her art is inherently Black, 

inherently political, and inherently potent as proof of Black cultural production. Significantly, 

Aubrey’s manipulations, his erasure of her identity, turn Dianthe into “an imprisoned song-bird” 

(55). For Aubrey to deprive Dianthe of her voice is to deprive her of her identity as a Black 

woman and to participate in the long history of erasure of Black culture that Hopkins chronicles 

in Of One Blood.  
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As one sign of the power and resilience of Black cultural production, Dianthe regains her 

voice for one brief moment in the novel when she again sings “Go Down Moses,” a performance 

that recalls her to her racial identity and allows her to regain memory of her past. However, it is 

not enough to halt Aubrey’s power. His control over her renders her ultimately voiceless. 

Though now aware of her identity, she continues to exist in a state of “dumb despair,” in a 

constant “long and silent meditation” (168), until finally, Aubrey forces a poison onto her 

“white, speechless lips” (181). With Dianthe’s death, Ammons explains, Hopkins offers a grim 

pronouncement about the experience of the African American woman artist: “As an allegory 

about art, Hopkins’ elaborate, bitter story shows the black woman artist, whose roots go deep 

into African history, half-dead and then completely dead in the United States. . . . In Of One 

Blood the black American woman artist has a past. It is ancient, potent, brilliant—full of voice. 

What she does not have is ownership of that past or a future” (Ammons 84). 

 While Hopkins’ representation of Dianthe’s silence does indeed offer a powerful 

statement about the Black woman artist, Aubrey’s silencing of Dianthe speaks even more 

strongly to widespread Black cultural erasure. Throughout Of One Blood, Hopkins has evoked a 

powerful connection between Dianthe’s art and the historical and emotional experiences of Black 

people. Her performance of “Go Down Moses” represents “the horror, the degradation” of the 

enslavement and oppression of millions of African Americans. Significantly, in her second 

performance of the spiritual, Dianthe’s listeners hear “another voice” alongside hers (Hopkins 

67), emphasizing that her art expresses more than just her own voice. It is the voice of an entire 

people, a culture, a history—one that white supremacy, embodied by Aubrey, is determined to 

erase.  
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 Counteracting that legacy of erasure, Hopkins uses her narrative to reinstate Black 

cultural history through her representation of the ancient civilization of Ethiopia. Hopkins’ 

Telassar is a highly advanced culture, with achievements in science, technology, and the arts that 

surpass those of Western civilizations, both ancient and modern. This representation of Telassar 

challenges racist stereotypes of Black inferiority and insists on Black cultural achievement. Just 

as Professor Stone’s expedition seeks to excavate the ruins of ancient Meroe, so too does 

Hopkins’ literary project excavate a proud African heritage, which offers a corrective to the 

racist erasure of Black culture and history in the United States, as well as a vision of an 

empowered Black future. 

 At the time Hopkins was writing Of One Blood, turn-of-the-century scientific racism, and 

racist American culture at large, proclaimed the intellectual inferiority of Black people. John 

Bachman, the primary opponent of racist polygenetic theory, still bought into the false narrative 

of Black inferiority: “We have been irresistibly brought to the conviction . . . that in intellectual 

power the African is an inferior variety of our species. His whole history affords evidence that he 

is incapable of self-government” (Gossett 63). Of One Blood functions as a refutation of the 

myth of Black inferiority on many levels—the brilliance of Hopkins herself, the intellect of 

characters like Reuel, and perhaps above all, the scientific, technological, and cultural 

achievements of African civilization. Ancient Meroe, we learn, was a wealthy, powerful, and 

highly educated society, the origin of all ancient civilizations, the epicenter of scientific and 

artistic achievements, and modern-day Telassar, though no longer a mighty world power due to 

its seclusion, remains a site of cultural achievement. Even a Harvard-trained doctor like Reuel is 

impressed by the intellects of the citizens of Telassar, and he finds the inhabitants to be quite 

knowledgeable about contemporary science and philosophy. In fact, the science of Telassar far 
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outstrips that of the Western world that Reuel knows. Ai tells him, “here in Telassar are 

preserved specimens of the highest attainments the world knew in ancient days. They tell me that 

in many things your modern world is yet in its infancy” (119). 

 Of course, some aspects of Hopkins’ portrayal of advanced Telassarian technology are 

fanciful. The scene in which Ai demonstrates the ability to read Reuel’s past, present, and future 

through a polished disk and a font of water reads more like science fiction than a historical 

account of the ancient world. But it’s important to recognize that much of Hopkins’ account is 

based on real research. The Colored American Magazine frequently published articles about 

Ethiopia, both ancient and contemporary, and there are references throughout Of One Blood to 

real historical sources. Citing Strabo, Diodorus, and the Bible as sources that confirm the 

glorious history of ancient Meroe, Hopkins demonstrates that although Of One Blood is 

sometimes fantastical, the cultural achievements of Africans are not fictional; and by drawing 

attention to those achievements, the novel rejects the racist doctrine of Black inferiority. 

 In addition to her account of African cultural achievements, Hopkins also uses her 

physical depiction of the inhabitants of Telassar as a counterargument against the belief in Black 

inferiority. During the nineteenth century, the Black body had become a fixation for racist 

scientists, as American anthropologists searched for proof of Black inferiority, a search that 

illustrated a fundamental belief in the inferiority not just of Black intellect, but of Black 

appearance. Indeed, there was (and still is) a long cultural tradition of white Westerners 

demonizing Black bodies as unattractive. Thomas Gossett writes of the popular, deeply racist 

post-Civil War book, Nojoque, by Hinton Helper, a white Southerner: “The book is one long 

Negrophobe oration. It has such section headings as ‘The Negro’s Vile and Vomit-Provoking 

Stench.’ There is an extended treatment of the idea that the color white has always been in nature 



 44 

‘a thing of life, health, and beauty,’ whereas the color Black has always been ‘a symbolic of 

ugliness, disease, and death’” (262). In Notes on the State of Virginia, Thomas Jefferson 

similarly laments “that eternal monotony, which reigns in the countenance, that immoveable veil 

of Black which covers all the emotions of the other race” (148).  

Hopkins rejects these racist stereotypes about Blackness, instead emphasizing the 

exceptional beauty of African people. After having fallen unconscious, Reuel awakens in 

Telassar surrounded by a group of Africans:  

Dark-visaged, he noticed that they ranged in complexion from a creamy tint to purest 

ebony; the long hair which fell upon their shoulders, varied in texture from soft, waving 

curls to the crispness of the most pronounced African type. But the faces into which he 

gazed were perfect in the cut and outline of every feature; the forms hidden by soft white 

drapery, Grecian in effect, were athletic and beautifully moulded. (113) 

Hopkins’ description of the citizens of Telassar celebrates not just the beauty, but the diversity of 

Blackness. Whereas Helper and Jefferson paint Blackness as an eternal monolith of darkness and 

ugliness, Hopkins demonstrates the uniqueness of individual Black people, while also revaluing 

the “African type” of ebony skin as classically beautiful. Gazing at the women of Telassar, 

“Never had Reuel beheld such subtle grace of form and feature, such masses of coal-black hair, 

such melting eyes of midnight hue. Each girl might have posed for a statue of Venus” (136). 

Though Reuel compares the women of Telassar to statues of Venus, their features are not 

Western, but African. Reuel is rapturous about their ebony skin, coal-black hair, and midnight-

hued eyes. Hopkins’ goal here is not to suggest that African women literally resemble Western 

depictions of Venus, but to counter stereotypical representations of Black appearance. Hopkins 
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recenters Blackness as a standard of classical beauty, shared not just by the people of Telassar 

but also by African Americans like Reuel and Dianthe. 

 As the comparison to Venus suggests, the Africa section of Of One Blood contains 

numerous references and comparisons to classical Western culture and civilization; however, 

these allusions do not serve simply to associate African culture with achievements of Europeans. 

By drawing these connections, Hopkins is not trying to argue that ancient Meroe was just as 

advanced as Athens. Rather, she is informing her audience that Ethiopia actually predated 

Greece and Rome, that African civilization inspired and informed the Western world and often 

surpassed its achievements:  

For three thousand years the world has been mainly indebted for its advancement to the 

Romans, Greeks, Hebrews, Germans and Anglo-Saxons; but it was otherwise in the first 

years. Babylon and Egypt—Nimrod and Mizraim—both descendants of Ham—led the 

way, and acted as the pioneers of mankind in the untrodden field of knowledge. The 

Ethiopians, therefore, manifested great superiority over all the nations among whom they 

dwelt, and their name became illustrious throughout Europe, Asia and Africa. (98) 

This assertion of African superiority functions as a powerful inversion of the doctrine of Black 

inferiority against which Hopkins was writing. Of One Blood demonstrates not only that African 

civilization was educated, cultured, and powerful, but that the white Western world is indebted to 

African culture for many of its achievements. 

Excavating this glorious African history is critically important to the political work of Of 

One Blood. The history of Ethiopia offers a sharp rebuke to the theories of scientific racism that 

dominated turn-of-the-century thinking, which insisted that Black people were fundamentally 

incapable of civilization. Shedding light on the historical record of Black achievement in Africa 
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across centuries punctures the doctrine of Black inferiority, which Hopkins also attacks through 

her representation of the extraordinary beauty and intelligence of African and African American 

people. 

Connecting with the glorious African past was a way of providing Hopkins’ 

contemporary Black readers with pride in their past and hope for the future. The Colored 

American readership was mostly the Black intellectual class, but the magazine also served an 

important function for white readers. Cedric Tolliver offers a useful characterization of this dual 

audience:  

The editors of the magazine imagined a dual audience for [their] demonstrations of [the] 

aesthetic and critical ability [of black people]. For the internal, “colored” audience these 

demonstrations served both to instruct in the suppressed knowledge of their glorious past 

and to provide a source of pride for the race’s achievement in the arts and letters. To a 

second, white audience these demonstrations presented compelling evidence that 

countered prevailing notions of black inferiority . . . (33) 

To these ends, The Colored American Magazine published a great deal about Black history, in 

the United States and globally. Ethiopia was a topic of particular interest for the magazine and 

for the Black community at large at the turn of the century because, as Martin Japtok explains, 

“in 1896, merely seven years before [Of One Blood’s] publication, an Ethiopian army had dealt a 

crushing defeat to the invading Italians, the most spectacular setback to European imperialist of 

its time” (406). Moreover, the ideology of “Ethiopianism” drew on Biblical tradition to predict 

the ascendancy of African civilization, thereby making Ethiopia a powerful symbol of Black 

pride and power. Given this historical context, Hopkins’ choice to take her African American 

characters to Ethiopia reads not as “escapism,” as Eric Sundquist has suggested, nor as a literal 
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call for emigration to Africa. Rather, Hopkins’ Telassar points toward a vision of a glorious 

future for Black people, based not on a literal move but on a symbolic return to the glory and 

pride of African civilization and, implicitly, the successful anti-colonial resistance of Ethiopia in 

their own time. 

 Recognizing the extraordinary history and accomplishments of Black people was a means 

of restoring Black cultural pride, and Hopkins prescribes that pride as a powerful way of 

countering the white erasure she depicts through the story of Aubrey Livingston and Dianthe 

Lusk. Of One Blood exposes the way the African American community has been faced with 

generations of Aubrey Livingstons, white men (and, we need always remember, white women) 

determined to silence Black culture, erase Black identity, and enforce white supremacy. Dianthe 

Lusk loses her voice, and that loss reflects the widespread erasure of Black culture achievements 

through white suppression and erasure. But crucially, Dianthe’s silent death is not where 

Hopkins ends Of One Blood. The novel actually ends with Reuel avenging Dianthe’s murder by 

defeating Aubrey, whose death comes as a result of African cultural practices. Aubrey commits 

suicide, following the “mysterious command of Ai, ‘death by thine own hand’ . . . Thus Aubrey 

had become his own executioner according to the ancient laws of the inhabitants of Telassar” 

(192). In Hopkins’ vision of the future, white supremacy—after centuries of suppressing Black 

identity and achievement—is ultimately destroyed through the power and agency of Black 

culture.  

 Hopkins’ vision of destruction of white supremacy marks perhaps the most important 

difference between Pudd’nhead Wilson and Of One Blood, both of which are invested in 

exposing the social construction of race and the mechanisms of white supremacy. Twain and 

Hopkins reject the logic of racial essentialism, attack the doctrines of scientific racism, and 
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demonstrate the suppressive powers of whiteness, which employs both legal and cultural 

methods of Black oppression. Twain, however, ends his novel with this oppression. Tom is 

punished for his racial transgressions, stripped of his inheritance of whiteness, and sold as a 

piece of property. The conclusion is caustic, biting—but also hopeless. The structure of white 

supremacy in Dawson’s Landing has won. In contrast, Hopkins, while in many ways equally 

pessimistic about the tragic power of white suppression and its ability to silence Black culture, 

offers her readers an alternative possibility—a future in which white supremacy is defeated and 

Black culture is no longer silenced but celebrated and empowered. 
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Chapter Two 

Unstable Boundaries: Ancestry, Miscegenation, and White Anxiety in The House Behind 

the Cedars, “Désirée’s Baby,” and The Marrow of Tradition 

At the turn of the century, the issue of miscegenation “occupied center stage in American 

thinking” (Paulin ix). In the years following the Civil War, a wave of anti-miscegenation 

legislation swept the nation, and late nineteenth-century literature testifies to the American 

obsession with interracial relationships. While this chapter focuses on works by Charles Chesnutt 

and Kate Chopin, I want to note that miscegenation plays a critical role in Pauline Hopkins’ 

writing as well. Although my previous chapter centers on Black cultural erasure in Of One 

Blood, at least as much could be said about the novel’s emphasis on racial mixing. This is 

apparent even in the title of the text, which both repudiates biological race and illustrates the 

long history of miscegenation in the United States. The novel also recalls nineteenth-century 

anti-miscegenation in its treatment of incest—a crime that was commonly invoked in attempts to 

justify laws prohibiting interracial sex and marriage at the turn of the century. Mississippi 

senator and sociologist Henry Hughes stated in Treatise on Sociology, Theoretical and Practical 

(1854), “Amalgamation is incest” (qtd. in Magowan 10). Of course, logically the crimes are 

actually opposites: as Kimberly Magowan summarizes, “incest is prohibited because of too much 

sameness, miscegenation because of too much difference” (11). However contradictory the 

comparison, the connection between incest and miscegenation lay in their alleged 

“unnaturalness.”7 This rhetoric, as writers like Hopkins, Chesnutt, and Chopin undoubtedly 

understood, worked to obscure the long history of American miscegenation and suppress 

 
7 For an in-depth analysis of anti-miscegenation law and rhetoric, see Peggy Pascoe, What 
Comes Naturally: Miscegenation Law and the Making of Race in America.  
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interracial relationships. The attempt to legislate against miscegenation was just one part of the 

wide-ranging post-Reconstruction effort to roll back social and political equality between Blacks 

and whites and reassert white supremacy by reifying and naturalizing racial difference.  

Along with anti-miscegenation laws, the mythology of Anglo-Saxonism functioned to 

naturalize racial difference by creating a false historical narrative of white superiority that 

claimed that white Westerners, particularly Americans and Britons, descended directly from the 

Anglo-Saxons, a powerful master race with an innate sense of liberty. As Thomas Gossett notes, 

although previous generations of historians had viewed the Anglo-Saxons as somewhat barbaric 

and savage, this characterization was altered in order to elevate whites as the superior race, and 

even more, to make that superiority immortal and boundless (85, 99). Yet even as anti-

miscegenation laws and the mythology of Anglo-Saxonism helped to shore up the color line at a 

conceptual level, racial ideology clashed with lived experiences. The American people were 

constantly confronted with evidence of the long history of miscegenation in the United States, 

embodied in the country’s mixed-race population, and the liminality of mixed-race people posed 

a threat to the white-dominant system. Light-skinned mixed-race people constituted a particular 

danger in their ability to cross the color line through passing, which sparked a deep and abiding 

anxiety amongst white Americans, who feared the dissolution of racial difference and, 

especially, the loss of their own racial privilege. 

This racial anxiety forms the subject of my inquiry in this chapter, which examines three 

texts—Charles Chesnutt’s The House Behind the Cedars (1900) and The Marrow of Tradition 

(1901) and Kate Chopin’s “Désirée’s Baby” (1893)—as works that expose the inconsistencies of 

the color line and the white anxiety prompted by such inconsistencies. A light-skinned, mixed-

race man and a lawyer, Chesnutt used his writing to launch a “determined, organized crusade” 
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against anti-Black racism (Journals 140). Chopin, on the other hand, was a Southern white 

woman whose family owned slaves and fought for the Confederacy, and her fiction rarely 

addressed racial issues. Nevertheless, I argue that “Désirée’s Baby” offers revealing insights 

about race and racism that mirror Chesnutt’s own overtly anti-racist novels. Read together, The 

House Behind the Cedars, “Désirée’s Baby,” and The Marrow of Tradition depict the conflicted 

state of the color line at the turn of the century.   

Scholars have long recognized that Chesnutt and Chopin’s works reveal the 

contradictions and instabilities of race in the post-Reconstruction era,8 and the fact that the 

period was marked by white anxiety is widely acknowledged. However, there has not been 

sufficient critical attention to the specificity of these authors’ explorations of white anxiety. 

Chesnutt and Chopin’s texts do much more than depict a subtle unease in the white community. 

They offer an exacting examination of why white anxiety occurs and how it operates. For both 

Chesnutt and Chopin, white fear is animated by a deep-seated recognition of the volatility of the 

racial binary and the insecurity of white supremacy. 

In The House Behind the Cedars, Chesnutt deconstructs the binary model of racial 

difference on which Jim Crow segregation and the culture of white supremacy were based. 

Although the narratives of Anglo-Saxonism and anti-miscegenation attempted to stabilize racial 

boundaries and naturalize racial hierarchy, The House Behind the Cedars demonstrates that the 

color line remained volatile, riddled with contradictions but imbued with absolute power. A 

boundary that precarious, Chesnutt suggests, has the power to turn against whites, upending 

 
8 See M. Giulia Fabi, Justin Edwards, and Matthew Wilson on The House Behind the Cedars; 
Cynthia Griffin Wolff and Ellen Peel on “Désirée’s Baby”; and Ian Finseth and Susan Danielson 
on The Marrow of Tradition.   
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white privilege and white supremacy, and it is this fear that Chesnutt identifies as the heart of 

white racial anxiety. 

“Désirée’s Baby” brilliantly actualizes this fear of racial reversal. In Chopin’s story, the 

unstable binary has become so thoroughly detached from visible signifiers like skin color that it 

is impossible to “read” race, though racial categorization remains as vital as ever. Chopin shows 

that the simultaneous instability and rigidity of the racial binary meant that anyone could 

instantly fall from white to Black and thus from the position of superiority to subjugation. 

In The Marrow of Tradition, Chesnutt uses the figure of the “double” as an expression of 

this white racial anxiety. The white Carteret family feels threatened by the Black Miller family 

who represent to the Carterets the precarity of the racial hierarchy and of their privileged position 

within it. Perhaps Chesnutt’s most powerful insight in The Marrow of Tradition is his depiction 

of what the white community does with this deep-seated racial anxiety. When confronted by the 

instability of racial boundaries, the whites of Wellington violently police and reassert the color 

line.  

 

White Anxiety and the Fear of Racial Rebound in The House Behind the Cedars 

 In 1889, Charles Chesnutt wrote an article in The Independent titled “What is a White 

Man?” Employing his sharpest sense of irony, Chesnutt states,  

it is evident that where the intermingling of the races has made such progress as it has in 

this country, the line which separates the races must in many instances have been 

practically obliterated. And there has arisen in the United States a very large class of the 

population who are certainly not Negroes in an ethnological sense, and whose children 

will be no nearer Negroes than themselves. In view, therefore, of the very positive ground 
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taken by the white leaders of the South [who proclaim the supremacy of the ‘all-

pervading, all-conquering Anglo Saxon race’], where most of these [mixed-race] people 

reside, it becomes in the highest degree important to know what race they belong to. It 

ought to be also a matter of serious concern to the Southern white people; for if their zeal 

for good government is so great that they contemplate the practical overthrow of the 

Constitution and laws of the United States to secure it, they ought at least to be sure that 

no man entitled to it by their own argument, is robbed of a right so precious as that of free 

citizenship. . . (5-6) 

Published eleven years before The House Behind the Cedars, Chesnutt’s article in many ways 

anticipates the key arguments of his novel. The eponymous question of the essay interrogates the 

binary notion of race that dominated turn-of-the-century thinking, separating Black and white 

into two distinct, and opposite, categories of being. As Chesnutt notes, this separation is a fiction, 

and racial mixing has occurred to such an extent that the color line is often invisible or 

nonexistent. And yet in spite of the absurdity of these distinct racial categories, white Americans 

continue to proclaim their superiority, using the discourse of Anglo-Saxonism to defend the 

disenfranchisement of African Americans.  

 Chesnutt’s protagonists in The House Behind the Cedars, the siblings John and Rena 

Walden, belong to that “large class of the population who are certainly not Negroes in an 

ethnological sense” to which Chesnutt alludes in “What is a White Man?” In fact, Chesnutt uses 

the Waldens to pose that very same question about what constitutes whiteness. Though John and 

Rena have distant Black ancestry, they look as white as anyone. Indeed, it seems disingenuous to 

classify the book as a “passing” novel, because John Walden repeatedly insists that he does not 
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simply look white, he is white; he rejects the illogic of the one-drop rule and recognizes 

whiteness for what it is: a social construction, a fiction, a myth. 

To understand the stakes of Chesnutt’s intervention in the mythology of whiteness in the 

novel, it is worth briefly considering the historical emergence of Anglo-Saxonism. Although the 

concept has its roots in the Teutonic origins theory of the eighteenth century, the mythology did 

not gain mainstream attention and acceptance until the nineteenth century (Gossett 84-88). In 

Family Trees, François Weil explains that American interest in genealogy surged following the 

Civil War, and this obsession with ancestry served the purposes of sectional reunion, “defining 

reconciliation not by section but by race, nation, and ancestry” (112). In this environment—in 

which white Northerners and Southerners were reuniting, through their mutual exclusion of 

African Americans—the narrative of Anglo-Saxon superiority took hold. Glorifying the 

Germanic peoples’ love of liberty and self-government and drawing on the discourses of social 

Darwinism and Manifest Destiny, the mythology suggested that the descendants of the Anglo-

Saxons were inevitably bound for power and greatness. However, the cultural understanding of 

who counted as a descendant of the Anglo-Saxons was fairly flexible since white Americans 

could not literally trace their bloodlines back thousands of years to those early Teutonic tribes. 

As Chesnutt himself explains in “What is a White Man?” all Anglo-Saxon really meant was 

“white.” 

 In The House Behind the Cedars, the annual tournament of the Clarence Social Club 

offers Chesnutt the perfect setting to stage his critique of Anglo-Saxon mythology via a 

recreation of Ashby-de-la-Zouch, the tournament in Sir Walter Scott’s popular historical 

romance, Ivanhoe. As Aaron Ritzenberg has pointed out, Chesnutt’s depiction of the mock 

tournament reads like a Twainian parody of Southern culture’s absurd pretensions to chivalry 
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(Ritzenberg 57). Chesnutt labels the tournament a “bloodless imitation” of Ashby-de-la-Zouch 

populated by “knights, masquerading in fanciful costumes” made of “gilt paper” and 

“cardboard” (House 31). Though this mockery might initially appear like nothing more than a 

light-hearted jab at historical reenactment, the evocation of Scott’s novel suggests that Chesnutt 

is pointing toward Ivanhoe’s nineteenth-century racist reimagination of Anglo-Saxon history, its 

romanticization of the Anglo-Saxons as heroic and chivalrous, “white” knights in every sense of 

the word. Torn between Rowena, a fair Anglo-Saxon maiden, and Rebecca, a dark Jewish girl, 

Ivanhoe marries Rowena, thereby ensuring the future of pure Anglo-Saxons and their implied 

nineteenth-century descendants. When we consider that this racialized narrative lies at the heart 

of Scott’s novel, and thus at the heart of the Clarence Social Club’s “bloodless imitation” of 

Ashby-de-la-Zouch, Chesnutt’s parody of the mock-knights reads as a more serious critique 

about racial performance. The knights of Clarence are performing not just chivalry, but the 

mythology of Anglo-Saxonism, of whiteness. Through his invocation of Ivanhoe, Chesnutt 

suggests that the narrative of Anglo-Saxon greatness is as flimsy as the would-be knights’ “gilt 

paper” costumes, a mere veneer that masks the true political purpose of the mythology. 

 Although the story of the Anglo-Saxons was little more than a historical fantasy, it 

fostered an implicit association between whiteness and freedom, an alignment that has serious 

stakes for the meaning of non-whiteness, too. As Toni Morrison explains in Playing in the Dark, 

in the context of American racialism, Blackness and whiteness are defined in contradistinction, 

so to speak about whiteness is to speak inversely about Blackness. Therefore, although the 

discourse of Anglo-Saxonism did not explicitly claim to be about African Americans, it was. As 

the narrative of Anglo-Saxonism posited a link between whiteness and freedom, it 

simultaneously suggested a connection between Blackness and unfreedom, and this association 
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between Blackness and unfreedom served as a justification of post-Reconstruction era racial 

hierarchy and segregation. Moreover, the narrative of Anglo-Saxonism seamlessly connected the 

nineteenth century and the fifth, making the mythology inherently ahistorical and elevating 

whiteness to the level of eternal myth. This atemporal race narrative served to naturalize 

contemporary racial inequalities and mask the historical context in which those ideas were 

produced, instead setting up an immutable racial binary. 

Chesnutt’s representation of the Clarence Social Club tournament reveals that underneath 

the “gilt paper” exterior of Anglo-Saxonism lies a threat to African Americans. The white 

knights of the tournament are clad only in cardboard armor, and though they themselves face no 

physical danger, Chesnutt makes it clear that they are dangerous. John boasts, “If our knights do 

not run the physical risk of Ashby-de-la-Zouch, they have all the mental stimulus. Wounded 

vanity will take the place of wounded limbs, and there will be broken hopes in lieu of broken 

heads” (House 33). However, this last pronouncement about broken heads is clearly meant to be 

ironic, as on the very same page, a Black man—whom we later learn to be Frank Fowler—

receives a blow to the head by a knight’s stray lance. Chesnutt makes a point that this injury 

draws blood, revealing that the tournament’s “bloodless imitation” is not so bloodless after all. 

Melissa Asher Rauterkus offers a similar reading of Frank’s injury at the tournament, although 

she interprets this detail as a reflection on the dangers of the culture of chivalry. Chesnutt’s 

representation of the tournament does certainly invoke Southern pretensions to chivalry, as both 

Rauterkus and Earle Bryant note. However, given the significance of Chesnutt’s allusions to 

Scott’s Ivanhoe, I think it important to focus on what the text is saying about Anglo-Saxonism, 

which has received little critical attention. If the tournament stands in for the mythology of 

Anglo-Saxonism, that mythology is revealed to be a performative sham, but not a harmless one. 
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It serves the specific purpose of entrenching racial boundaries by elevating whiteness above and 

against Blackness, as seen in the wounding of Frank Fowler. 

 The sinister meaning of Anglo-Saxonism becomes even more explicit later in the novel, 

through the character Dr. Green, Mrs. Tryon’s cousin, who is a racist ideologue, constantly 

lamenting the lost cause of the Old South and expounding upon Black inferiority. When he 

invites George Tryon to dinner at his house, the doctor proposes a toast to the supremacy of the 

Anglo-Saxon race. Perhaps the most illuminating aspect of the doctor’s toast, though, is what he 

says immediately preceding the toast:  

They may exalt our slaves over us temporarily, but they have not broken our spirit, and 

cannot take away our superiority of blood and breeding. In time we shall regain control. 

The negro is an inferior creature; God has marked him with the badge of servitude, and 

has adjusted his intellect to a servile condition. We will not long submit to his 

domination. (91-92) 

In prefacing his toast to the Anglo-Saxon race thus, Dr. Green reveals the true stakes of Anglo-

Saxon mythology. The much-admired Anglo-Saxon “liberties” to which the doctor eventually 

offers his toast only have meaning in the context of Black “servitude.” Extolling Anglo-Saxon 

superiority is simply another way of reinforcing the notion of Black inferiority, naturalizing 

racial difference and enshrining the color line as innate and permanent.  

 Alongside the mythology of Anglo-Saxonism, anti-miscegenation rhetoric and legislation 

also mobilized the turn-of-the-century obsession with ancestry in the service of solidifying racial 

boundaries. Anti-miscegenation rhetoric conceptualized Blackness as a kind of “taint” or 

“contamination,” drawing on the language of social Darwinism and predicting that the infusion 

of Blackness would cause the “degeneration” of future generations. As J. Michael Duvall and 
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Julie Cary Nerad explain, this “degeneration” was imagined to have national implications: “The 

unidirectional logic of racial contamination . . . fueled white racist propaganda for maintaining 

distinct racial categories and white hegemonies: black blood, once introduced into a family line, 

could be diluted, but never removed. Such mongrelization, white supremacists feared, would 

eventually lead to the disintegration of the white family and, consequently, the white nation” 

(52). With this rhetoric in place, miscegenation became not just a crime according to American 

law, but a crime against nature and the nation itself. Miscegenation violated a supposedly 

uncrossable barrier.  

 When George Tryon discovers the secret of Rena’s Black ancestry in The House Behind 

the Cedars, his reaction reveals the influence of both Anglo-Saxonism and anti-miscegenation 

rhetoric: 

A negro girl had been foisted upon him for a white woman, and he had almost committed 

the unpardonable sin against his race of marrying her. Such a step, he felt, would have 

been criminal at any time; it would have been the most odious treachery at this epoch . . . 

no Southerner who loved his poor, downtrodden country, or his race, the proud Anglo-

Saxon race which traced the clear stream of its blood to the cavaliers of England, could 

tolerate the idea that even in distant generations that unsullied current could be polluted 

by the blood of slaves. The very thought was an insult to the white people of the South. 

For Tryon’s liberality, of which he had spoken so nobly and so sincerely, had been 

confined unconsciously, and as a matter of course, within the boundaries of his own race. 

(96) 

Although Tryon does locate the issue of miscegenation within a specific point in history, he also 

imagines racial mixing as fundamentally and indelibly unnatural. His invocation of Anglo-
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Saxonism indicates that he is imagining the “crime” of miscegenation not on the individual level, 

but as a national imperative. Moreover, his imagery sets up whiteness and Blackness as binary 

oppositions. White blood is figured as a “clear stream,” an “unsullied current.” Blackness, on the 

other hand, is characterized as a pollutant. Even the language Tryon uses to designate the races 

exaggerates this polarity: “the proud Anglo-Saxon race” are contrasted with “slaves.” Given that 

he is living in the late nineteenth century, both of these terms are anachronisms. Slavery has been 

abolished, and white Americans like Tryon were not directly tied to the Anglo-Saxon tribes of 

the Old English period. Yet he continues to categorize Black and white Americans as such, 

demonstrating his binary conceptualization of Blackness and whiteness as oppositional, 

incompatible, unmixable.  

 Chesnutt uses Tryon’s thinking here to expose the fundamental paradox of anti-

miscegenation rhetoric. Although he imagines miscegenation as a kind of eternal impossibility, 

the fact that a “negro girl had been foisted upon him for a white woman” without his knowledge 

necessarily testifies to the long history of miscegenation. Rena’s fair skin, which is 

indistinguishable from “pure white” even to Tryon, is the result of generations of racial mixing. 

Although this evidence of racial mixing implicitly contradicts the logic of anti-miscegenation 

rhetoric, it was because of that long history of racial mixing that miscegenation became so 

rigidly policed. Because the phenomenon of “invisible Blackness” in people like Rena threatened 

the binary construction of the racial hierarchy, the prohibition of miscegenation attempted to 

enforce that boundary both through legislation and through the cultural imagination.  

 Chesnutt calls attention to this underlying paradox of miscegenation throughout The 

House Behind the Cedars, with the history of the Walden family itself as a testament to the 

contradiction: although she herself is a result of racial mixing, Rena is prohibited from an 
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interracial relationship.9 Chesnutt also uses Rena’s brother, John, to explore the contradictions of 

miscegenation. When John first meets Judge Straight, the judge is in the middle of reading “a 

recently published pamphlet,—presenting an elaborate pro-slavery argument, based upon the 

hopeless intellectual inferiority of the negro, and the physical and moral degeneration of 

mulattoes, who combined the worst qualities of their two ancestral races” (110). The judge’s 

reading is interrupted by the entrance of John Walden, a young boy of the ancestry described in 

the pamphlet, but whom the judge immediately declares to be “of good blood” (110). Once John 

reveals his family name, of course, the judge realizes his error. Yet he is clear-eyed enough to 

recognize that the fault of the contradiction lies with racist ideology, not with John, whom the 

judge then compares to a boy “whose blood was presumably of the purest strain,” only to 

determine John to be the physical superior (111). Chesnutt makes the judge one of the only white 

characters willing and able to come to terms with the contradictions and inconsistencies of 

racism, and he is remarkably astute in his assessment of the illogic of race and racial mixing: 

things are the way they are because “it is more convenient as it is—and more profitable” (113). 

Pointing thus to the hypocrisy of whites, who proclaim the unnaturalness of racial mixing after 

years of participating in it for their own gain, Chesnutt exposes anti-miscegenation rhetoric as 

nothing more than a flimsy narrative masking the workings of white supremacy, which is based 

on a color line that is unstable but heavily policed and proclaimed to be innate and impenetrable.  

 
9 Of course, there is clearly a distinction to be made here, since Rena’s relationship was intended 
to be a marriage, unlike her mother’s openly acknowledged but still illegitimate affair. One of 
the most important factors in anti-miscegenation legislation was specifically the prohibition of 
marriage, which as Peggy Pascoe points out, is about money and property. Nevertheless, there is 
still a contradiction, because the rhetoric surrounding miscegenation painted interracial mixing as 
“unnatural” regardless of the relationship’s legal status. Anti-miscegenation discourse imagined 
Black and white as oppositional and incompatible, so the reality of widespread racial mixing 
posed a problem to that ideology.  
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The volatility of the racial binary, Chesnutt suggests, is in fact the source of white 

anxiety, which he demonstrates through Tryon’s reaction to Rena’s ancestry. While waiting in 

Dr. Green’s office, Tryon 

came upon an article by a Southern writer, upon the perennial race problem that has 

vexed the country for a century. The writer maintained that owing to a special tendency 

of the negro blood, however diluted, to revert to the African type, any future 

amalgamation of the white and black races, which foolish and wicked Northern 

negrophiles predicted as the ultimate result of the new conditions confronting the South, 

would inevitably drag down the superior race to the level of the inferior. . . (71) 

While this article parrots many of the most common tropes of anti-miscegenation discourse, 

perhaps most interesting is the exaggerated binary separation of Blackness and whiteness, which 

the writer attempts to locate in the blood itself. With the suggestion that there is a “special 

tendency of the negro blood” that renders any mixed-race person wholly Black, the writer posits 

a “scientific” justification for the one-drop rule by literalizing the racial binary. Tryon’s reaction 

to this claim is largely favorable: the article “seemed to him a well-considered argument, albeit a 

trifle bombastic” (71). Tryon may not be a racist ideologue on par with Dr. Green or the article 

writer, but he fundamentally accepts the logic of the color line.  

 Thus, it comes as a terrible shock to Tryon that his beloved Rowena has Black ancestry, a 

discovery that Chesnutt depicts as a binary switch in his emotions. While sitting in Dr. Green’s 

buggy, Tryon begins to look into the window of the doctor’s office, considering the young 

woman’s appearance. Over the course of several paragraphs, he notes the many similarities 

between the “tinted beauty” and his own fiancée but quickly dismisses the comparison as 

“absurd” (94). When he finally sees Rena’s face, however, “there could no longer be any doubt 
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as to her identity. When Rena’s eyes fell upon the young man in the buggy, she saw a face as 

pale as death, with staring eyes, in which love, which once had reigned there, had now given 

place to astonishment and horror” (94). After paragraphs of inhabiting Tryon’s perspective as he 

observes Rena, the narration switches to Rena’s point of view at the moment of racial revelation, 

creating a sharp shift similar to the binary switch in Tryon’s emotions. Altering the perspective 

to have Rena observing Tryon also suggests that Tryon, not Rena, is Chesnutt’s true object of 

study. The drama of the scene is not about Rena’s ancestry, of which the reader is already aware, 

but about Tryon’s reaction, which Chesnutt characterizes as a radical reversal. As Rena later 

describes Tryon’s reaction to her brother, “He looked at me as though I were not even a human 

being” (120). Tryon’s binary understanding of race separates Blackness and whiteness as two 

different orders of being, so the discovery of Rena’s identity incites a mental switch in his 

understanding of her, a shift symbolized by Tryon’s nightmarish dream:  

He dreamed of her sweet smile, her soft touch, her gentle voice. In all her fair young 

beauty she stood before him, and then by some hellish magic she was slowly transformed 

into a hideous black hag. With agonized eyes he watched her beautiful tresses become 

mere wisps of coarse wool, wrapped round with dingy cotton strings; he saw her clear 

eyes grow bloodshot, her ivory teeth turn to unwholesome fangs. (98)  

Tryon’s dream illustrates his conceptualization of whiteness and Blackness as polar opposites. 

There are only two possibilities for Rena: angelic fair beauty or Black hag. As she is 

transformed, each of her beautiful “white” features morphs into a hellish “black” counterpart. 

What Tryon’s dream ultimately suggests is that the boundary between whiteness and Blackness 

is absolute, but slippery. The fair beauty is the antithesis of the Black hag, but Rena’s position in 

this binary is inverted in mere moments. 
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 Upon learning of her Black ancestry, Tryon mentally recategorizes Rena according to his 

binary understanding of race, but he is ultimately unable to hold on to the idea of Rena as 

inferior. Throughout the rest of the novel, he is constantly, frantically rethinking and reimagining 

Rena, his emotions swinging between the poles of love and hate, desire and disgust. Chesnutt 

describes Tryon’s vacillations as “the swing of the mental pendulum [bringing] his thoughts 

rapidly back in the opposite direction” (96). He initially determines to “banish her image from 

his mind,” but remains haunted by dreams and visions of Rena (97). He then decides to go see 

her again, hoping she might not really be Black, but upon seeing her with Jeff Wain, he quickly 

judges that all he had loved about her was but a “mere veneer over the underlying negro” (150). 

These manic fluctuations in Tryon’s emotions persist throughout the novel up to Rena’s death.  

Tryon’s emotional instability results from the instability of the racial binary that 

structures his thinking and turn-of-the-century race relations in general. For whites, the volatility 

of the color line was particularly unnerving given the breakdown in visual racial markers. Those 

considered Black (and thus labeled “inferior”) were not always visible, although they were 

constantly present in the nation and the national imaginary, as F. James Davis explains:  

Centuries of miscegenation had produced large numbers of mixed persons who appeared 

white and who could pass when they wanted to, either permanently or for temporary 

convenience. And a great many Southern whites became extremely anxious—perhaps 

paranoid is not too strong a term—about the specter of ‘invisible blackness.’ Thousands 

and thousands of Southern whites were not sure they were racially pure—as many of 

them surely were not . . . At a time of increasing polarization into black and white 

categories, it became more tragic than ever not to be sure of one’s racial identity, a fact 

that both sides of the color line shared. (55-56) 
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Davis’ insight here implies that at the heart of white people’s anxiety about ancestry and 

miscegenation was a fear about their own status, which I am suggesting we see in Tryon’s 

anxious response to Rena’s ancestry. 

 Tryon’s obsessive reaction to the revelation of Rena’s racial identity speaks not just to the 

emotions of a deceived lover, but also to those of a white man confronting the disintegration of 

racial boundaries. Rena poses a threat to Tryon’s core value system: If this woman, whom he had 

previously considered the epitome of white female purity and goodness—Rowena, the fair 

Anglo-Saxon Queen of Love and Beauty—is really Black, how can he remain confident in his 

ability to distinguish racial identity? How can he maintain his belief in Black inferiority? And 

most frightening of all, if her Blackness is invisible, how can he remain assured of his own 

whiteness? If Rena can instantly fall from grace to debasement, could his own position of 

superiority be just as easily reversed? 

 It is this threatening possibility—the fear of racial role reversal—that lurks in the margins 

of The House Behind the Cedars. As critics often remark, Chesnutt conceived of the audience for 

his writing as composed largely of white readers, and he recognized, as he explained in his 

journal, that these white readers “cannot be stormed and taken by assault; the garrison will not 

capitulate, so their position must be mined, and we will find ourselves in their midst before they 

think it” (Journals 139-140). In other words, Chesnutt approached his white readers’ prejudices 

with caution, aiming to win them over to the position of anti-racism more covertly, which might 

explain why he treats Tryon’s anxiety so subtly, only hinting at the possibility that Tryon’s racial 

position is as precarious as Rena’s.  

Nevertheless, the suggestion is still there. Throughout the novel, Chesnutt’s portrayal of 

miscegenation indicates that there are racially mixed persons among the white population. Judge 



 65 

Straight, for instance, acknowledges that the history of racial mixing suggests that “there was 

dark blood among the white people,” (79) a possibility that Tryon himself acknowledges as he 

again finds himself reconsidering his feelings about Rena: 

It could hardly have failed to occur to so reasonable a man as Tryon that Rena’s case 

could scarcely be unique. . . . [T]here must have been many white persons whose origin 

would not have borne too microscopic an investigation. Family trees not seldom have a 

crooked branch; or, to use a more apposite figure, many a flock has its black sheep. Being 

a man of lively imagination, Tryon soon found himself putting all sorts of hypothetical 

questions about a matter which he had already definitely determined. (127) 

Tryon clearly recognizes the widespread and long-running history of racial mixing, and this 

passage also suggests that Tryon’s “lively imagination” is thinking about more than just “Rena’s 

case,” perhaps even his own family’s possible “crooked branches.” If such a reading seems 

implausible, consider that Chesnutt has previously associated Tryon’s imagination with a 

hypothetical role reversal. Though shocked by the revelation of Rena’s racial identity, Tryon is 

not angry with her for misleading him because he is “a man of too much imagination not to be 

able to put himself, in some measure at least, in her place” (97). Similarly, in his letter to John, 

Tryon promises, “I shall keep your secret as though it were my own” (103).  

 The point here is not to argue that Tryon literally has Black ancestry, but to note the ways 

that Chesnutt signals that this possibility lurks underneath much of Tryon’s anxious 

preoccupation with Rena. His “imagination” repeatedly brings him to hypotheticals and 

inversions, envisioning himself in her shoes and her secret as his own. His frantic, obsessive 

reaction to the revelation of Rena’s Black ancestry speaks to the volatility of the racial binary, 

which suggests that anyone—even a respected “white” man like Tryon—might find his or her 
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position suddenly inverted. And it is this frightening possibility that Chesnutt implies lies at the 

heart of Tryon’s anxiety. 

 

Coming Unbound: The Breakdown of Meaning and Racial Identity in “Désirée’s Baby” 

 Chopin’s short story actualizes that frightening possibility. Like Chesnutt, Chopin depicts 

the racial binary as illogical and paradoxical, the apparent rigidity of the color line belied by the 

reality of racial uncertainty. In fact, Chopin suggests that racial identity has come completely 

unbound from visual markers; even just the rumor of Black ancestry is sufficient to consign one 

to the position of inferiority. The volatility of a racial binary that is both rigid and precarious 

means that even the supposed superiority of whites can be instantly called into question and 

inverted. 

 As critics such as Robert Arner and Ellen Peel have observed, the antebellum world of 

“Désirée’s Baby” is a world founded upon binary constructions. Although the story invokes 

several different binarisms—male/female, white/Black, God/Satan—Chopin draws particular 

attention to the racial opposition through her use of imagery, with repeated invocations of 

shadow and light, night and day, Blackness and whiteness, oppositions that serve as an 

illustration of the binary logic that governs racial identity in the story, or rather, in the society 

represented in the story. The text of “Désirée’s Baby” itself is invested in exposing precisely the 

illogic of such an understanding of race. Chopin encapsulates these racialist contradictions in the 

character La Blanche—an enslaved woman, apparently legally Black according to the one-drop 

rule, whose skin is white, indeed whose very name means “white.” This gap between name and 

status—between the meaning of La Blanche’s name and the meaning of her identity—illustrates, 

as Peel suggests, a breakdown in signification, representation, and meaning. In “Désirée’s 
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Baby,” and in the turn-of-the-century context in which Chopin was writing, racial meaning has 

come unbound from visible racial markers. It is significant, for example, that when Désirée 

notices something unusual in her child, the text does not explain precisely what she sees, nor 

does Désirée specifically ask about her child’s race or appearance. Instead, she asks, “What does 

it mean?” (Chopin 192). In Désirée’s world, the binary racial system is so contradictory and 

illogical that visual evidence has ceased to signify anything. It has become impossible to “read” 

or know someone’s race—and, even more daunting, to be sure of one’s own identity. 

  This unsettling lack of self-knowledge first appears with Désirée, who, as an orphan, 

does not know her own ancestry. As Cynthia Callahan explains, orphans occupy a precarious 

position in a racialized society, because even if an orphan appears white, the illogic of the one-

drop rule means that his or her race can still be called into question at any time; and without 

proven lineage, orphans have very little recourse to resist such questioning (62-66). When 

Armand tells Désirée that she is not white, Désirée is unable to contradict him. All she can do is 

point to various visual markers that seem to indicate whiteness: “‘It is a lie; it is not true, I am 

white! Look at my hair, it is brown; and my eyes are gray, Armand, you know they are gray. And 

my skin is fair,’ seizing his wrist. ‘Look at my hand; whiter than yours, Armand,’ she laughed 

hysterically” (193). Désirée tries to amass a list of these physical traits as evidence, but the racial 

system in which she lives has come unbound from external signs. Visual appearance no longer 

means anything when it comes to race. Armand’s cruel rejoinder, “As white as La Blanche’s,” 

underscores this contradictory logic.  

 Interestingly, Désirée’s futile attempts to prove her racial identity draw attention to the 

fact that Désirée’s skin is whiter than that of Armand, who is associated with darkness 

throughout the story. Robert Arner interprets this imagery as foreshadowing the eventual 
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revelation of Armand’s racial identity, while Cynthia Griffin Wolf and Emily Toth read these 

descriptions as evidence of Armand’s cruel character. Dan Shen actually combines these 

approaches to Armand and suggests that Chopin’s characterization of Armand as Black and cruel 

is fundamentally racist. However, I find all of these readings to be incompatible with the 

breakdown in meaning that Chopin emphasizes in the story. Ascribing a particular meaning to 

Armand’s physical description—whether racial, moral, or both—goes against the logic of the 

text, which depicts the detachment of meaning from seemingly racialized physical traits. Skin 

tone has proven to be an unreliable racial marker throughout “Désirée’s Baby.” Armand’s skin 

color has no innate meaning, although the persistent attempts to locate its significance provide an 

apt illustration of the anxiety-provoking nature of racial instability in the text.  

 Therefore, the story’s twist at the end does not serve to stabilize racial meaning by 

confirming that it is indeed the “dark” man who has Black ancestry; rather, the ending reveals 

the very depth of that instability. Désirée, as an orphan, does not know her ancestry, so the 

possibility that she is not white, while still surprising to the reader, seems plausible. Armand, 

however, comes from a powerful, prestigious Southern family that own a plantation that runs on 

slave labor, and yet he is revealed to have Black ancestry. This revelation is a radical 

destabilization of the Southern hierarchy—or rather, an uncovering of the instability that 

necessarily lies at the heart of such a hierarchical binary system. The threatening possibility that 

“Désirée’s Baby” suggests is the same one at which Chesnutt hints in The House Behind the 

Cedars: any family, any person, might at any moment be subjected to the harsh volatility of the 

racial hierarchy, and it is this threat of racial role reversal that inspires white anxiety. 

 

Shoring Up Boundaries: White Rage and White Supremacy in The Marrow of Tradition 
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 In The Marrow of Tradition, Chesnutt represents white racial anxiety through the pairing 

of the white Carteret family and the Black Miller family. Olivia and Major Carteret, fearing the 

unstable Black/white boundary, worry that their position in the hierarchy is threatened by the 

Millers, or Black professionals more generally, a fear that incites the Carterets’ reassertion of 

white supremacy. And white anxiety, Chesnutt suggests, fuels white rage.  

 As numerous critics have observed, The Marrow of Tradition is populated with doubles,10 

with the most apparent pairing being Olivia Carteret and Janet Miller, half-sisters on opposite 

sides of the color line who look nearly identical. As Mammy Jane describes it, “Dis yer Janet, 

w’ats Mis’ ‘Livy’s half-sister, is ez much like her ez ef dey wuz twins. Folks sometimes takes 

‘em fer one ernudder. . . it do make Mis’ ‘Liv rippin’” (9). Olivia responds to this comparison 

with anger, so upset at being mistaken for Janet that she often has a hysterical fit simply from 

seeing her. Janet is a source of great anxiety for Olivia, because Janet symbolically exposes the 

contradictions and precarity of the color line.  

 Desperate to separate herself from her sister, both physically and mentally, Olivia avoids 

even looking at Janet when she inadvertently crosses her path, instead turning away coldly (66, 

80). Upon one of these accidental encounters, “Olivia felt a violent wave of antipathy sweep over 

her toward this baseborn sister who had thus thrust herself beneath her eyes” (67). Olivia thinks 

of Janet with such disdain, she considers her nothing more than a “baseborn sister,” a different 

order of being who is not even worthy of her eye contact. When debating whether to reveal the 

truth of her father’s marriage to Janet’s mother, and thus to Janet’s share in the Merkell 

 
10 See, for example, Marjorie George and Richard Pressman, “Confronting the Shadow: Psycho-
Political Repression in Chesnutt’s The Marrow of Tradition”; Stephen Knadler, “Untragic 
Mulatto: Charles Chesnutt and the Discourse of Whiteness”; and Justin Edwards, Gothic 
Passages: Racial Ambiguity and the American Gothic.   
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inheritance, Olivia thinks, “If the woman had been white,—but the woman had not been white, 

and the same rule of moral conduct did not, could not, in the very nature of things, apply, as 

between white people!” (159). For Olivia, racial difference is innate and absolute—Black and 

white are entirely separate, hardly even comparable. And yet, of course, part of Olivia’s very 

desire for separation (from Janet specifically and Blackness more generally) stems from a deep-

seated recognition of her similarity to Janet, a fundamental lack of difference that she does not 

want to confront.  

 Janet’s presence so upsets Olivia because Janet acts as a literal reminder of the 

contradictions and instability of the color line. For all of Olivia’s attempts to separate and 

differentiate them, the boundary between herself and Janet is unsteady. As Justin Edwards 

explains, “Olivia’s breakdown is brought on not only by the witnessing of her double; it is also a 

product of her sudden awareness that the color line is not a rigidly policed border. That is, her 

hysteria derives from the breakdown of the boundaries between self and other when she is forced 

to face the fragile distinction between blackness and whiteness” (98-99). Like Rena Walden in 

The House Behind the Cedars, Janet is a testament to the permeability of that boundary, her body 

forever proclaiming the history of miscegenation, which, as Eric Sundquist points out, was 

everywhere visible and simultaneously denied (Sundquist 394). As both a mirror image of Olivia 

and an embodiment of the taboo history of racial mixing, Janet destabilizes racial boundaries, 

revealing a fundamental racial insecurity that threatens Olivia’s position of superiority. 

 Olivia’s husband, Major Carteret, experiences similar anxieties. He finds his alternate in 

Dr. Miller, Janet’s husband, with whom he does not share an uncanny resemblance but a 

structurally similar position in the text. For Major Carteret, Dr. Miller represents the Black 

professional class about whom Carteret is deeply anxious, an insecurity that becomes apparent at 
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the very outset of the novel: Major Carteret’s “family, one of the oldest and proudest in the state, 

[was] hopelessly impoverished by the war—even their ancestral home swallowed up in the 

common ruin. His elder brother had sacrificed his life on the bloody altar of the lost cause, and 

his father, broken and chagrined, died not many years later, leaving the major the last of his line” 

(5). Carteret’s family is one of the Southern aristocratic families for whom the Civil War was an 

economic and emotional devastation. Though upper-class, he has no money; he is only able to 

run his business due to his wife’s family money, and they live in her family’s home. In fact, the 

Carterets’ “ancestral home” is now occupied by the Miller family, who have—along with the 

Black professional class more broadly—taken Carteret’s place. As Samina Najmi articulates, 

Chesnutt’s characterization of the Carteret family’s losses “suggests that in the post-Civil War 

era the threat to power was felt . . . by white men in particular” (4). Carteret experiences his 

threatened loss of power as a kind of emasculation, a fear of being replaced by Black men, 

represented by Dr. Miller.  

 Chesnutt uses the fragile health of the Carterets’ newborn son, Dodie, to symbolize the 

family’s threatened status. For Major Carteret, his son’s birth marks the possible continuation of 

“one of the oldest and proudest [families] in the state” and, implicitly, the continuation of white 

supremacy. Jae H. Roe notes that “from the beginning of the novel, [Dodie is] identified as the 

embodiment of a Southern feudal tradition based on colonial racism; in effect, the text is framed 

by the passion and urgency of whites’ desire to perpetuate the traditional sociopolitical structure 

of the South” (238). Dodie’s perpetual injuries and illnesses function as a reflection of the 

precarious state of that power structure and a personification of the Carterets’ anxiety about their 

position of superiority.  
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 Chesnutt characterizes the Carterets’ fear as both ontological and practical. On one level, 

both the Major and Olivia are struggling to confront the breakdown in racial boundaries and the 

very notion of racial identity, fears reflective of a broader white anxiety about the meaning of 

race, but Chesnutt indicates that the Carterets’ anxiety is also about concrete, selfish concerns 

about power and money. While Major Carteret struggles with his fear of emasculation, his 

overarching concern is about ensuring that white men retain political control of Wellington. 

Though Olivia is not involved in her husband’s plot, her aversion to Janet is similarly based in 

concrete expressions of power, as her most pressing fear is about losing her inheritance, to which 

Janet poses a legal threat.  

 The Marrow of Tradition begins with the Carterets’ anxiety, with the opening pages 

detailing the Major’s family history, the birth of their new son to carry on the family legacy, and 

Olivia’s nervousness about her half-sister. With this framework in place, Chesnutt uses the bulk 

of the novel to examine not what provokes the Carterets’ anxiety, but how they respond to that 

anxiety. Major Carteret channels his fear into a plot to subjugate the Black citizens of 

Wellington, while Olivia Carteret destroys the documentation of her family’s secret. The 

Carterets, feeling their power threatened, move to consolidate racial boundaries, reassert white 

supremacy, and thus ensure their position of privilege. The Carterets’ anxious attempts to shore 

up the racial hierarchy culminate in “white rage,” which Carol Anderson explains as the 

reassertion of white supremacy that inevitably follows on the heels of Black advancement—and, 

I would add, the white anxiety that such advancement incites. In The Marrow of Tradition, 

Chesnutt reveals that white anxiety, fostered by unstable and uncertain racial boundaries, begets 

white rage.  
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 In reading The Marrow of Tradition as an illustration of white rage, I recognize that I am 

moving somewhat beyond Anderson’s own framework, because she uses the phrase to mark the 

subtler manifestations of white supremacy, as opposed to overt violence. Anderson writes,  

White rage is not about visible violence, but rather it works its way through the courts, 

the legislatures, and a range of government bureaucracies. It wreaks havoc subtly, almost 

imperceptibly. Too imperceptibly, certainly, for a nation consistently drawn to the 

spectacular—to what it can see. It’s not the Klan. White rage doesn’t have to wear sheets, 

burn crosses, or take to the streets. Working the halls of power, it can achieve its ends far 

more effectively, far more destructively. (3) 

Anderson’s analysis of the subtle machinations of anti-Black racism is certainly instructive, but I 

think that Chesnutt’s text asks us to consider the brutality of white rage in both its overt and 

covert expressions of violence. In The Marrow of Tradition, deep-seated personal anxieties 

converge with widespread racial fears, sparking explosions of white rage in many different 

forms—familial deception, legal manipulation, political conspiracy, and yes, spectacular 

violence as a tool of racial terrorism. The machinery of racism, Chesnutt reveals, runs on white 

rage in all its forms.  

 Major Carteret’s white rage provides the catalyst for the Wellington riot. His rallying cry 

of “No nigger domination” illustrates the anxiety underneath his political machinations; he fears 

being replaced, his position of power being usurped, likely by Black professionals like Miller, 

and the other two of the Big Three have similar personal motivations. At the first meeting of the 

Big Three, General Belmont kicks off the conversation with complaints about Black men acting 

as justices, lawyers, and police officers, protesting that “Negro lawyers get most of the business 

in the criminal court” (23-24). For his part, Captain McBane “sprung from the poor-white class, 
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to which, even more than to the slaves, the abolition of slavery had opened the door of 

opportunity,” and he has seized that opportunity and made his money through convict labor, 

ultimately little more than a new iteration of chattel slavery (24). With each of the Big Three 

experiencing economic, social, and/or political anxiety as a result of the shifting racial hierarchy 

of the postwar South, the Wellington riot provides them the opportunity to reassert white 

supremacy. 

 While Major Carteret and General Belmont attempt to maintain a veneer of aristocratic 

gentlemanliness in the conspiracy, Captain McBane freely admits that his motivations are selfish 

and violent. As they plot which African Americans to expel from Wellington, Carteret mentions 

that he dislikes Dr. Miller for personal reasons, but that he doesn’t want to be too biased. 

McBane responds, 

“What’s the use of all this hypocrisy, gentlemen? … Every last one of us has an 

axe to grind. The major may as well put an edge on his. We’ll never get a better chance to 

have things our way. If this nigger doctor annoys the major, we’ll run him out with the 

rest. This is a white man’s country, and a white man’s city, and no nigger has any 

business here when a white man wants him gone!” 

Carteret frowned darkly at this brutal characterization of their motives. It robbed 

the enterprise of all its poetry, and put a solemn act of revolution upon the plane of a 

mere vulgar theft of power. (151) 

Although Carteret and McBane’s approaches are clearly classed (a gentleman does not speak as 

crassly as McBane nor admit his grievances so openly), Carteret recognizes that “McBane’s 

sentiments, in their last analysis, were much the same as his, though he would have expressed 

them less brutally” (56). Although Carteret attempts to keep his hands clean, imagining himself 
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plotting a “solemn act of revolution,” he is ultimately responsible for a “vulgar theft of power” 

and a violent reprisal against the Black community. As Gene Gorman suggests, men like Carteret 

and Belmont use men like McBane to execute violence for them. McBane’s aggression simply 

reveals the violence implicit in Carteret’s coup. 

 Olivia Carteret enacts her own version of reasserting white supremacy by destroying the 

documentation of Janet’s legal inheritance. Olivia, like her husband, attempts to gloss over her 

selfish motivations, which Chesnutt signals through his ironic narration of Olivia’s actions: 

“Mechanically she moved toward the fireplace, so dazed by this discovery as to be scarcely 

conscious of her own actions. She surely had not formed any definite intention of destroying this 

piece of paper when her fingers relaxed unconsciously and let go their hold upon it” (155). After 

destroying the evidence, Olivia does feel a certain measure of guilt, but rather than reckoning 

with her culpability, she goes to even greater lengths to justify her behavior as morally 

acceptable. She speaks to her husband about marriage law, hoping to discover that the union 

between her father and Janet’s mother was actually invalid. She convinces herself that “the same 

rule of moral conduct did not, could not, in the very nature of things, apply, as between white 

people!” (159). She imagines that as a Black person, Janet could not possibly have been harmed 

by her illegitimate birth. With each of these justifications and evasions, Olivia performs mental 

gymnastics to avoid the unpleasant reality of her own selfish cruelty, which she never truly 

accepts or admits. Even her final plea to Janet, in which she openly recognizes their kinship, 

stems from a selfish desire to save her son, whom Chesnutt has marked as the future of white 

supremacy.  

 Although Olivia does not come to terms with her own behavior, the covert violence in her 

actions is made manifest by her aunt, Polly Ochiltree, who boasts about her actions to Olivia, 
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giving a cunning smile as she explains how she used her position as a white woman to 

manipulate and defraud Janet’s mother, Julia. Mrs. Ochiltree threatened to send Julia to prison if 

she attempted to claim Mr. Merkell’s money, which she believes rightfully belongs to Olivia 

(85). In recounting this story to Olivia years later, Mrs. Ochiltree exposes the violence of her 

motivations when she declares, “I could have killed her, Olivia! She had been my father’s slave; 

if it had been before the war, I would have had her whipped to death” (85). Although Olivia does 

not conduct her suppression of Janet as brazenly as her aunt, her actions amount to the same 

thing. Both white women rob Janet of money, property, and self-knowledge to bolster their own 

positions of power.  

 Chesnutt’s representation of Captain McBane and Polly Ochiltree reveals the white rage 

behind the civilized veneer of the Carterets’ behavior. Both Major and Olivia Carteret work to 

conceal their own selfish and malicious intentions, invoking the language of “revolution” and 

“morality.” Indeed, this pretension to noble intentions and careful circumlocution is one of the 

most dangerous aspects of the Carterets’ expressions of white rage. Ultimately, though, Chesnutt 

exposes the true intent of the Carterets’ subtler manipulations by showing how their rhetoric of 

white supremacy and superiority erupts into spectacular violence. 

Chesnutt’s unflinching depiction of white supremacy and white rage in The Marrow of 

Tradition offers an important complement to The House Behind the Cedars and Chopin’s 

“Désirée’s Baby,” which reveal the origins of white racial anxiety through their depiction of a 

radically unstable and volatile racial binary in which whiteness and Blackness are imagined as 

polar opposites that nevertheless constantly threaten to collapse into one another. Through the 

mythology of Anglo-Saxon superiority and anti-miscegenation ideology, white Americans 

attempted to shore up fragile racial boundaries and enforce white supremacy, but the binary 
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ultimately failed to hold steady, riddled as it was with contradictions and inconsistencies. This 

fundamental racial instability, Chesnutt demonstrates in The Marrow of Tradition, culminates in 

the brutal reassertion of white supremacy through both covert and overt violence, both of which 

undergird the system of white power in the United States.  
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Chapter Three 

Brutalities Abound: Spectacular, Structural, and Sexual Violence in The Marrow of 

Tradition and Contending Forces 

 Over the last twenty-five years, the academy has witnessed an outpouring of scholarship 

about lynching in the United States from a number of different perspectives and disciplines. 

Historians, sociologists, and literary scholars have been asking questions such as: What actually 

constitutes a lynching, and how has our understanding of that terminology changed over time?11 

What was the relationship between economic conditions and lynching?12 What does the surge of 

lynchings at the turn of the century tell us about American modernity?13 How have the cultural 

images and ideas of lynching impacted our collective memory and contemporary discourse?14 

 This research necessarily responds to the spectacularity of lynching itself. Turn-of-the-

century lynchings were often characterized by mass audiences; vicious, ritualized torture; the 

commodification of victims’ bodies; and the careful documentation in photos, postcards, and 

newspapers of all of these brutal details, allowing even twenty-first century scholars to bear 

witness to the perverse spectacle despite our temporal distance. And the spectacular nature of 

this violence often means that lynching achieves a position of singularity as an object of study. 

Lynching seems to stand alone, unparalleled in its brutality and abjection, as the sui generis form 

of racial violence during the post-Reconstruction era and into the twentieth century. I do not 

 
11 See W. Fitzhugh Brundage, Lynching in the New South: Georgia and Virginia, 1880-1930 and 
Christopher Waldrep, The Many Faces of Judge Lynch: Extralegal Violence and Punishment in 
America. 
12 See Stewart E. Tolnay and E. M. Beck, A Festival of Violence: An Analysis of Southern 
Lynchings, 1882-1930. 
13 See Grace Elizabeth Hale, Making Whiteness: The Culture of Segregation in the South, 1890-
1940 and Jacqueline Goldsby, A Spectacular Secret: Lynching in American Life and Literature. 
14 See Jonathan Markovitz, Legacies of Lynching: Racial Violence and Memory. 
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want to reject this perspective entirely; lynching certainly does merit careful scholarly attention, 

and recent works on the subject have been instructive. Nevertheless, I do want to propose that we 

attempt to suspend our conception of lynching as utterly unique because viewing lynching as 

exceptional can actually obfuscate our understanding of other forms of racist violence that 

operated in tandem with lynching. 

 In this chapter, I continue my examination of Charles Chesnutt’s The Marrow of 

Tradition and place it alongside Pauline Hopkins’ Contending Forces, reading the two texts as 

narratives that reveal the structural similarities between lynching and other manifestations of 

white supremacist violence. In The Marrow of Tradition, Chesnutt exposes the continuities 

between lynching and structural violence. The Jim Crow system, Chesnutt contends, relies upon 

a metonymic sleight of hand in which whiteness becomes synonymous with the law. If the white 

community’s actions are construed as always already lawful, then any number of crimes can 

occur, from lynching to altering legal contracts to staging a political coup.  

 While Chesnutt’s analysis focuses on public structures of violence, in Contending Forces 

Hopkins delineates the private dimensions of racial violence, organizing her novel around the 

dual poles of lynching and rape as analogous methods of assault. Examining lynching and rape in 

conjunction allows Hopkins to make sexual assault legible as a form of racial oppression, but 

even more, it facilitates an examination of the fundamental intimacy of acts of violence. If we 

attend to the precise ways lynching and rape operated as parallel forms of violence, then we can 

understand rape as a kind of murder and lynching as a sexualized violation of the body.  

 This argument further builds on Carol Anderson’s concept of white rage as the violent 

contraction of power that inevitably follows on the heels of Black advancement. As I mentioned 

in the previous chapter, Anderson frames this violence as structural, rather than spectacular. 
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White rage, she explains, is about near-invisible manipulations of power, as opposed to 

discernable acts of physical abuse (3). While it is critical to understand this kind of structural 

violence, I think it is even more important to trace the ways different kinds of violence work 

together to produce racial oppression. The violent reprisal against African Americans during the 

post-Reconstruction period was so forceful precisely because that violence was manifested at 

nearly every level of power, and Chesnutt and Hopkins used their fiction to deconstruct the 

interconnected framework of white supremacist violence. 

 

The Boundless Power of Whiteness: Lynching and the Law in The Marrow of Tradition 

 Near the middle of The Marrow of Tradition, the community of Wellington discovers “a 

shocking crime”: Polly Ochiltree is found dead on the floor of her home, apparently robbed and 

murdered. The white townspeople immediately assume the criminal to be a Black man, inciting a 

lynching hysteria that eventually leads to the arrest of Sandy Delamere. Chesnutt’s readers learn 

about Sandy’s impending lynching through a conversation between the “Big Three”—Major 

Carteret, General Belmont, and Captain McBane—whose discussion of the approaching violence 

offers an inside look at the reasoning used to explain and justify the practice of lynching.  

 Upon learning of the crime, the ever-bloodthirsty McBane immediately calls for Sandy to 

be lynched, arguing that “an example should be made of him” (110). Lynching as “example” was 

indeed one of the most common ways that this violence was understood and rationalized at the 

turn of the century, a conception that relied upon an understanding of lynching as a kind of 

metonymy. That is, within the ideological framework of lynching as “example,” an individual 

stands in for the entire community; Sandy becomes a representation of all the Black residents of 
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Wellington, and Sandy’s violent death is intended to symbolize the subjugation of the whole 

African American community. 

 This kind of metaphorical substitution recurs throughout The Marrow of Tradition, as 

Chesnutt reveals the logical schema that underpins the practice of lynching. During their 

discussion of Sandy’s supposed crime, the Big Three repeatedly rely upon metonymy to explain 

their belief in the “necessity” of lynching. Major Carteret refers to Mrs. Ochiltree’s murder as a 

“symptomatic” crime, representative of race relations more broadly, thereby magnifying the 

individual occurrence to the level of the universal (110). Carteret expounds upon his reasoning 

thus: “It is a murderous and fatal assault upon a woman of our race,—upon our race in the person 

of its womanhood, its crown and flower. If such crimes are not punished with swift and terrible 

directness, the whole white womanhood of the South is in danger” (110). As John Cyril Barton 

observes, Carteret’s pause here is telling; it marks the precise moment in which Mrs. Ochiltree 

transitions from an individual woman to a mere metonym for the white race (Barton 34). Also, at 

this point in the narrative, the readers have enough familiarity with Mrs. Ochiltree to know who 

she really was: a brash woman who was certainly not beloved by the white community. 

Carteret’s symbolic substitution of Mrs. Ochiltree with the “crown and flower” of the white race 

is therefore even more apparent as a sleight of hand, a conscious revision intended to justify the 

logic of lynching.  

 Carteret’s leap in logic takes the crime from the individual to the communal level, but the 

same metonymic thinking also facilitated a substitution of the individual. Once the attack on 

Mrs. Ochiltree becomes an attack on the white community by the Black community, the 

individual Black person who is supposedly responsible becomes almost immaterial in eyes of the 

bigoted Big Three. McBane brutally exemplifies this line of reasoning:  
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We seem to have the right nigger, but whether we have or not, burn a nigger. It is an 

assault upon the white race, in the person of Mrs. Ochiltree, committed by the Black race, 

in the person of some nigger. It would justify the white people in burning any nigger. The 

example would be all the more powerful if we got the wrong one. It would serve notice 

on the niggers that we shall hold the whole race responsible for the misdeeds of each 

individual. (110-111) 

This imagined interchangeability works to justify not just this individual lynching, but any 

lynching at all, by removing the necessity of obtaining the true perpetrator of the crime. 

McBane’s slippery reasoning is ultimately a blanket defense of lynching, as Ida B. Wells, the 

journalist and pioneering anti-lynching activist, warned in her 1892 pamphlet, Southern Horrors, 

noting that “a concession of the right to lynch a man for a certain crime . . . concedes the right to 

lynch any person for any crime” (58). Wells identifies the stakes of McBane’s metonymic 

substitution, which ultimately sanctions the white community to commit murder with impunity. 

Within this logical framework, any crime supposedly committed by a Black person against a 

white person can be construed as an attack on the entire white race, and any Black person can be 

murdered without judge or jury.  

 Though the white community may contend that they have the “right” to lynch anyone for 

any crime, Wells emphasizes the illegality of lynching, bitterly rebuking the so-called “leading 

citizens” of the “land of liberty” who openly practice such lawlessness (58-59). And though 

Wells counseled that “[t]he strong arm of the law must be brought to bear upon lynchers in 

severe punishment” (64), only a handful of people were ever punished for participating in mob 

murders. Specifically, “fewer than 1 per cent of the lynchings before 1940 were ever followed by 

a conviction of those responsible” (Clarke 281). We might interpret this as simple hypocrisy or 
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as a failure of the justice system, but according to the framework Chesnutt establishes in The 

Marrow of Tradition, the lack of legal punishment for lynchers follows the general logic of 

lynching: because whiteness was commonly understood as synonymous with “the people” and 

“the law,” the will of the white community is always already justified. Jerry Letlow, the Black 

porter at Carteret’s paper, demonstrates his own absorption of this logic. After having told the 

Big Three of his agreement that Sandy should be lynched, Jerry “was very happy. He had 

distinguished himself in the public view, for to Jerry, as to the white people themselves, the 

white people were the public” (Chesnutt 112). Chesnutt demonstrates that this logic lies at the 

very foundation of the practice of lynching. Upon learning of the crime against Mrs. Ochiltree, 

“the community, or at least the white third of it, resolved itself spontaneously into a committee of 

the whole to discover the perpetrator” (108). The narration here points toward the logical 

slippage that facilitates lynching. The white people of Wellington, defining themselves as “the 

community,” elect themselves to the position of symbolic representatives. Although they 

represent less than half of the town, they construe themselves as a surrogate for the whole 

community and therefore able to act on behalf of the community’s interests.  

 Collapsing the definition of “the people” into whiteness offers ones of the most 

widespread justifications for lynching—that lynching, as the will of the people, is ultimately not 

extralegal at all. In The Marrow of Tradition, Judge Everton parrots this reasoning when the 

lawyer, Mr. Watson, visits him in an attempt to prevent Sandy’s imminent lynching: The judge 

“admitted that lynching was, as a rule, unjustifiable, but maintained that there were exceptions to 

all rules,—that laws were made, after all, to express the will of the people in regard to the 

ordinary administration of justice, but that in an emergency, the sovereign people might assert 

itself and take the law into its own hands,—the creature was not greater than the creator” (116). 
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This is ultimately the same argument that Carteret prints in The Morning Chronicle to incite the 

white people of Wellington to murderous action. The article’s language here is important, so it is 

worth considering the passage in its entirety:  

If an outraged people, justly infuriated, and impatient of the slow processes of the courts, 

should assert their inherent sovereignty, which the law after all was merely intended to 

embody, and should choose, in obedience to the higher law, to set aside, temporarily, the 

ordinary judicial procedure, it would serve as a warning and an example to the vicious 

elements of the community, of the swift and terrible punishment which would fall, like 

the judgment of God, upon any one who laid sacrilegious hands upon white womanhood. 

(112-113) 

Both Carteret and Everton’s explanations are long, rambling, and full of pauses and punctuation, 

giving the passages a simultaneous sense of excess and hesitation. Carteret and Everton sound as 

though they are offering a kind of feverish over-explanation, which draws attention to the 

constructedness of their argumentation. Ultimately, these passages allow readers to witness the 

attempt to justify lynching and the falsehood of such logic, as both characters’ prose betrays their 

anxiety about breaking the boundaries of the law. Although this logic is clearly a false 

construction, it remains an instructive insight into how the American legal system actually 

worked under Jim Crow. Even though Chesnutt makes it clear that lynching is a murderous 

overstepping of the law, such violence becomes functionally legal when law enforcement treats it 

as such. Though whiteness should not be synonymous with the people, Chesnutt demonstrates 

that, in effect, what counts as the law was entirely defined by the prerogatives of the white 

community.  
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 When whiteness is understood as a metonym for the law, the actions of white people are 

always already justified, even when technically illegal, and Chesnutt asserts that this logic 

underpins not just lynch law, but all aspects of Jim Crow society. The Marrow of Tradition 

reveals that whites could change or manipulate any and all laws under the guise of appeals to the 

“higher law.” Carteret’s call to action in The Morning Chronicle uses the language of the higher 

law to authorize his call “to set aside, temporarily, the ordinary judicial procedure”—or more 

simply, to lynch. Carteret returns to this metaphor in his attempts to cultivate support for the 

Wellington coup, traveling around the state of North Carolina speaking to aristocrats about the 

necessity of maintaining white rule in politics: “The provisions of the Federal Constitution, it 

was maintained, must yield to the ‘higher law,’ and if the Constitution could neither be altered 

nor bent to this end, means must be found to circumvent it” (143-144). The higher law also 

allows for the manipulation of Mr. Delamere’s will, which leaves his money to Sandy and to Dr. 

Miller’s Black hospital, cutting out his (white) grandson entirely. General Belmont, however, 

ignores these wishes and claims the money for the white community, arguing that “Mr. 

Delamere’s property belonged of right to the white race, and by the higher law should remain in 

the possession of white people” (141). These various examples of the claim to the higher law 

illustrate the way such an invocation works to permit any deviation from the actual law. Even 

Carteret’s treasonous suggestion of ignoring or overthrowing the Constitution can be construed 

as an earnest, high-minded desire for justice when framed as an adherence to the higher law, with 

all the sacred connotations there implied. But clearly, the higher law was nothing more than a 

symbolic placeholder for white supremacy. The justification for suppressing Delamere’s will is 

that “[l]oyalty to one’s race was a more sacred principle than deference to a weak old man’s 
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whims” (141). The higher law, then, is actually admitted to be nothing more than “race loyalty,” 

motivated by a simple desire to keep Delamere’s money in the right (white) hands.  

 Masking their transgressions with the façade of the higher law, whites were able to 

instantly seize power, which is how the Big Three operate. Though Chesnutt makes it clear that 

Carteret, Belmont, and McBane were “representing no organized body, and clothed with no legal 

authority,” they nevertheless stake a claim to not just “the leadership of white public sentiment,” 

but to control over Wellington (109). Indeed, the story of the riot is the story of a coup—the real 

historical coup of Wilmington, N.C. in 1898, a seizure of power in the name of white supremacy 

that would go unchallenged and unpunished, despite the threat it posed to American ideals of 

democracy. Though such a coup was illegal, it was in another way a logical continuation of the 

rules of white power, in which whites can simply change the rules and assert their authority. 

Chesnutt signals this power of whiteness in a chapter called “The Vagaries of the Higher Law,” 

the scene in which Carteret and other powerful whites of Wellington admit Sandy’s innocence, 

thereby calling off his impending lynching. Chesnutt’s ironic title denotes the hypocrisy of the 

higher law, which is not a stable truth, but simply a turn of phrase that facilitates white authority. 

Therefore, any number of whims—whether inciting or forestalling a murder—can be clothed in 

the pretense of the higher law. Chesnutt’s title, “The Vagaries of the Higher Law,” could apply 

just as easily not to the circumvention, but to the proceeding of a lynching, because even the act 

of lynching requires the same kind of arrogation of absolute authority. And perhaps most 

important to this seizure is the speed with which such an assumption of power can occur. Just as 

the rules of political leadership or legal inheritance could be instantly altered through the higher 

power of whiteness, so too could that power be momentarily channeled into murderous violence.  
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The fact that lynching could happen at any moment was a terrible reality for African 

Americans at the turn of the century, and this constant fear and expectation of white violence 

haunts the Black characters of The Marrow of Tradition and in many ways, the novel itself. Dr. 

Miller in particular illustrates a constant awareness of the omnipresent possibility of violence. 

When readers first encounter Miller, riding a train back to his home in Wellington, he ruminates 

on the color line after being removed to a segregated train car and offers a telling allusion: “It 

was a veritable bed of Procrustes, this standard which the whites had set for the negroes. Those 

who grew above it must have their heads cut off, figuratively speaking,—must be forced back to 

the level assigned to their race; those who fell beneath the standard set had their necks stretched, 

literally enough, as the ghastly record in the daily papers gave conclusive evidence” (41). The 

Procrustean bed, a mythic torture mechanism, provides an apt metaphor for life under Jim Crow 

because the social and political expectations for African Americans were nearly impossible to 

fulfill without incurring aggression of some kind. Miller’s description of the experience indicates 

a certain inevitability of violence. No matter how African Americans behaved, they were at 

constant risk of attack by whites. For that reason, Miller’s use of the word “must” seems a 

compelling reminder that such violence, up to and including lynching, could sometimes feel 

inescapable. And this persistent danger of violence loomed even larger over African Americans 

who dared to overtly challenge white supremacy. In a conversation between Dr. Miller and Josh 

Green, the most militant Black character in The Marrow of Tradition, Miller warns Green that 

his propensity toward fighting might one day be his undoing: “‘You’ll get into a quarrel with a 

white man, and at the end of it there’ll be a lynching, or a funeral. You’d better be peaceable and 

endure a little injustice, rather than run the risk of a sudden and violent death.’ ‘I expec’s ter die 

a v’ilent death in a quarrel wid a w’ite man,’ replied Josh, in a matter-of-fact tone” (69). Though 
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Green is referring to a specific forthcoming fight with a particular white man, Captain McBane, 

with whom he has a personal score to settle, his words seem to foretell the brutal death of any 

African American who dares to speak out or fight back against racial oppression.  

This persistent expectation of violence in many ways shapes Chesnutt’s novel. The 

Marrow of Tradition is a fictionalization of the Wilmington Riot, the plans for which are steadily 

fomenting as the plot develops. The reader anticipates the widespread violence that finally 

explodes at the end of the novel, as well as more personal experiences of violence, and Josh 

Green’s story of planned revenge against McBane foreshadows the eventual violent 

confrontation between the two. The most important point of expectation, though, is the lynching 

of Sandy Delamere, which interestingly does not actually take place. 

Chesnutt’s choice to forestall the lynching is a strategic one that accomplishes several 

different analytic and aesthetic goals. First of all, preventing the lynching allows Chesnutt to 

highlight the fallaciousness of the oft-repeated claim that the white community had no power to 

stop lynchings. Indeed, in the chapter in which Carteret and Delamere call off the lynch mob, the 

narrator ironically interjects: “Thus a slight change in the point of view had demonstrated the 

entire ability of the leading citizens to maintain the dignified and orderly processes of law 

whenever they saw fit to do so” (138). Moreover, as Cassandra Jackson notes, the decision to 

represent a lynching—in fictional or nonfictional form—always carries a risk of giving that 

violence even more power (88). Chesnutt is able to deconstruct the logical structures that support 

lynching without reinscribing an image of the tortured Black body.  

While both of these explanations are important, I think the most significant reason that 

Chesnutt interrupts the lynching narrative is to demonstrate the sheer power of lynching as 

threat. As Maria Seger observes, “This is the meaning inherent in deferral: the threat of lynching 
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never truly subsides” (108). Seger interprets this deferral as a means of constructing a position of 

moral superiority for whites, but I want to focus on the ways this constant threat of violence 

creates a continuity between lynching and other forms of violence, specifically more subtle, 

quotidian, structural violence. The foreboding possibility of lynching that lingers throughout the 

novel acts as a powerful method of oppression, causing men like Miller to avoid acts of 

resistance, deeming them likely to get him killed. As Johan Galtung explains in his seminal 

essay, “Violence, Peace, and Peace Research,” 

When a person, a group, a nation is displaying the means of physical violence, whether 

throwing stones or testing nuclear arms, there may not be violence in the sense that 

anyone is hit or hurt, but there is nevertheless the threat of physical violence and indirect 

threat of mental violence that may even be characterized as some type of psychological 

violence since it constrains human action. Indeed, this is also the intention . . . (170) 

The threat of lynching exacts mental and psychological violence on the entire Black community. 

When the news of Sandy’s supposed crime first breaks, for example, the “committee of white 

men was hastily formed,” and “[t]he spontaneous activity of the whites was accompanied by a 

visible shrinkage of the colored population. . . . it was obviously part of prudence for those thus 

marked to seek immunity in a temporary disappearance from public view” (109). This reaction to 

the threat of violence is significant because such a response is actually the goal of the eventual 

riot: to frighten the Black members of the community either to hide inside their homes or to 

leave town. Though Sandy’s lynching does not take place, it regardless has a serious impact on 

the African Americans of Wellington. 

 Additionally, given the parallels that Chesnutt has established between the underlying 

logic of lynching and the structures of Jim Crow, whether a lynching actually occurs becomes 
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less significant in terms of whites maintaining power. To clarify, I am not claiming that whether 

Sandy Delamere lives or dies is of little concern. In fact, I think Chesnutt wants us to be quite 

critical of the way the metonymic articulation of lynching distracts us from Sandy as an 

individual human who deserves to live, turning him instead into a mere metaphor. What I am 

suggesting is that in terms of the machinations of white supremacy, the actual act of lynching 

does not necessarily always have to take place in order to retain its powerful symbolic meaning 

because that meaning is constantly being reproduced by other forms of structural violence, and 

both of these forms of violence are sustained by the supposed higher law of whiteness. Lynching 

functions as a kind of metonym for the widespread network of Jim Crow violence. That is, 

although lynching was a particularly terroristic and spectacular form of violence, it was 

nevertheless part of a continuum of brutality, which meant not only that an occurrence of 

lynching functioned as a reminder of the absolute authority of whiteness, but also that instances 

of structural violence symbolically recalled the abject atrocity of lynching as yet another constant 

possibility of subjection. 

 In this way, as my rearticulation of the concept of white rage has been suggesting, 

spectacular and structural violence rely upon each other for meaning and symbolic power. 

Chesnutt metaphorizes this dialectic of violence through the character pairing of Major Carteret 

and Captain McBane, both of whom are deeply bigoted and violent. As I indicated in the 

previous chapter, despite their differently classed exteriors, Carteret and McBane share common 

goals and beliefs. As Carteret himself puts it, “McBane’s sentiments, in their last analysis, were 

much the same as his, though he would have expressed them less brutally” (56). McBane’s more 

brutal method of expression is actually what serves to illuminate the fundamental violence at the 

core of Carteret’s actions. Yet in my comparison between these two characters, I do not want to 
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collapse all of the difference between them. Although Carteret and McBane are both violent, 

their characters act as models of different forms of racial violence, which not only coexist but 

reinforce each other.  

Carteret is a representation of structural violence, preferring to manipulate the racial 

politics of Wellington from the interior of his office, writing editorials meant to incite the public 

to mob violence. He does not want to participate directly in the presumed lynching of Sandy 

Delamere, telling Belmont and McBane, “I do not believe that we need trouble ourselves 

personally about his punishment. I should judge, from the commotion in the street, that the 

public will take the matter into its own hands. I, for one, would prefer that any violence, however 

justifiable, should take place without my active intervention” (111). Of course, as the central 

facilitator of the riot, Carteret still has blood on his hands, but it nevertheless remains important 

to recognize his removed stance as a form of indirect violence.  

McBane, as the figure of spectacular violence, is eager to engage in torture and murder. 

His history as a member of the KKK and his former employment in convict leasing—which the 

novel characterizes as a reincarnation of slavery, with McBane as a violent overseer—signals his 

close personal engagement in racist violence. Unlike Carteret, McBane lusts after the opportunity 

to be part of a lynch mob, and at the end of the novel, in a murderous riot. He dies 

simultaneously with Josh Green, as the latter attempts to avenge the attack on his family, and the 

spectacularity of McBane’s parting moment accords well with his role in the novel as an 

incarnation of brutality. 

Despite the differences between Carteret and McBane, they work together because they 

ultimately need one another. McBane needs the legitimacy conferred by Major Carteret and 

General Belmont to symbolically endorse his violence. McBane’s position in the Big Three 
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raises his status from vicious member of the white underclass to one of the most powerful 

political figures in Wellington. By the same token, Carteret’s repeated editorials in favor of white 

supremacy fall upon deaf ears until he joins forces with Belmont and McBane, the latter of 

whom most especially provides Carteret with the force necessary to enact his visionary coup. As 

Gene Gorman notes, “Chesnutt shows how more privileged white southerners farther removed 

from policing African Americans maintain their class and racial identity by inviting men of 

McBane’s lower, but rising class to do their bidding” (2). To put it simply, Carteret needs 

McBane’s overt viciousness. 

This symbolic character dyad offers an instructive insight into how various forms of 

violence work together. Throughout The Marrow of Tradition, Chesnutt situates his analysis of 

lynching within a structure of interconnected oppression and brutality. Lynching and more 

quotidian forms of violence are conceptually bound together by a shared logical framework that 

imagines whiteness as synonymous with the law. In such a system, any and all of a white 

person’s actions become not just permissible but actually righteous in adherence to the higher 

law of white supremacy. It is this ideology that ultimately unites the various forms of Jim Crow 

violence, both the spectacular and the structural.  

 Although Chesnutt’s exploration of violence is far-reaching and nuanced, his novel does 

not closely examine sexual assault, another key manifestation of racist violence that played a 

pivotal role in justifications of lynching. This apparent lack of attention to sexual violence, and 

to the experiences of women more broadly, has incurred criticism from scholars like Sandra 

Gunning, who writes: 

In white supremacist thinking black women are invisible and their experience of lynching 

and rape completed denied. Why, within Chesnutt’s revised representation of the new 
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South, are black women still only barely visible as virtuous figureheads? By the end of 

The Marrow of Tradition, women never rise above the surface of what is essentially a 

narrative closely determined by a masculine, interracial struggle over political rights: 

black and white men, though they squarely oppose each other, employ the same gendered 

vocabulary to dramatize their cause, a vocabulary that is ultimately based on a denial of 

black and white female subjectivity. (76) 

It is true that women’s experiences and suffering are filtered through male perception and 

narration in The Marrow of Tradition, and the novel does seem to pass over implications of 

sexual assault. Mammy Jane’s retelling of the relationship between Samuel Merkel and Julia, for 

example, portrays the relationship as entirely consensual, despite the fact that Julia’s 

enslavement forecloses her ability to truly consent. Additionally, while Josh Green’s narration of 

the Ku Klux Klan’s attack on his family, which leaves his mother in a state of insanity, implies 

sexual violence, such violence goes unstated. 

 However, that does not mean that Chesnutt entirely dismisses the violence inflicted on 

Black women. Indeed, the attack on Josh Green’s mother acts as the galvanizing force for 

Green’s will to resistance, which, though ultimately somewhat self-defeating, energizes the 

politics of the novel. Moreover, in the final pages of the novel, Miller is violently disabused of 

his somewhat foolish belief that women and children would not be intentionally harmed during 

the riot, discovering his own son murdered and his wife traumatized as a result. Such an ending 

seems to indicate Chesnutt’s awareness that Black women were indeed targets of white violence.  

 Nevertheless, sexual violence against Black women was one of the most potent and 

widespread tools of white supremacist terrorism at the turn of the century and thus merits much 
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closer attention and analysis, which is what makes Pauline Hopkins’ novel Contending Forces 

such an important counterpart to Chesnutt. 

 

Lynching, Rape, and the Common Bond of Intimate Violence in Contending Forces 

 In many ways, Contending Forces shares many of the same political goals as The 

Marrow of Tradition. Like Chesnutt, Hopkins uses her novel to expose the duplicitous logic that 

underpinned the practice of lynching and to articulate an understanding of lynching as one of the 

many forms of white supremacist violence used to subjugate the African American community. 

Unlike Chesnutt, however, Hopkins centers her analysis on the issue of rape—both as a false 

charge used to justify lynching and a powerful mode of terrorist violence inflicted upon Black 

women.  

 Scholars have long noted that one of the central goals of Hopkins’ novel is to refute the 

rape justification for lynching, an argument strongly influenced by the work of Ida B. Wells.15 

Yet Hopkins’ examination of the interconnections between rape and lynching extends well 

beyond her denunciation of the myth of the Black male rapist. Hopkins pairs lynching and rape 

as the twinned foci of her novel, which she announces in the preface: “I have presented both 

sides of the dark picture—lynching and concubinage” (15). This pairing indicates a similarity 

between lynching and rape as forms of violence, which has become an important aspect of 

scholarship about the novel. Hazel Carby, in her seminal 1987 book, Reconstructing 

Womanhood, identifies Hopkins’ “presentation of rape and lynching as tactics of political terror 

 
15 See, for example, Hazel Carby, Reconstructing Womanhood: The Emergence of the Afro-
American Woman Novelist; Sandra Gunning, Race, Rape, and Lynching: The Red Record of 
American Literature, 1890-1912; and Patricia Watkins, “Rape, Lynching, Law and ‘Contending 
Forces’: Pauline Hopkins—Forerunner of Critical Race Theorists.”  
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[intended] to repress any attempt at Black political, social, or economic advancement” (141). 

Carby’s argument has been one of the single most influential readings of Contending Forces, and 

as such, Hopkins’ dual treatment of lynching and rape is frequently cited as one of the central 

claims of the novel. However, this comparison is often repeated somewhat off-handedly, without 

a thorough consideration of what such an association tells us about these kinds of violence. And 

while Carby’s analysis provides the foundation for exploring these interconnected forms of 

violence, her scholarship is not primarily focused on deciphering precisely how or why Hopkins 

pairs rape and lynching, beyond the intention of debunking the rape/lynch myth. Therefore, in 

my discussion of Contending Forces I hope to attend to Hopkins’ analysis of the commonalities 

between lynching and rape with specificity, exploring what her decision to structure her novel 

around this pairing tells us about the character of white supremacist violence at the turn of the 

century. 

 In order to understand Hopkins’ representation of violence, it is worth first taking stock 

of precisely how Hopkins indicates a connection between lynching and rape in the text. In 

addition to announcing her organizing principle of “lynching and concubinage” in the preface, 

she repeatedly pairs stories of lynching and rape over the course of the novel. In Luke Sawyer’s 

speech to the American Colored League, Carby notes that of Luke’s two tales of violence, the 

first centers on a lynching, and the second on a rape (Carby 138), but in fact, both stories include 

both lynching and rape. The first story recounts violence against Sawyer’s own family, when a 

mob of white men attack his home in retaliation for his father’s successful business. The story 

bears a resemblance to the true story of the lynching of members of the Memphis People’s 
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Grocery, as famously recounted by Ida B. Wells in Southern Horrors.16 Thus, while Sawyer’s 

story initially reads as a familiar kind of lynching narrative, one motivated by economics, he also 

indicates that this same attack involved sexual assaults on the women of his family: “Thoroughly 

enraged, [the angry white mob] broke open the doors back and front, seized my father and hung 

him to the nearest tree, whipped my mother and sister, and otherwise abused them so that they 

died next day” (257). Although this reference to rape is oblique and subtextual, the implication is 

nevertheless quite clear. Sawyer’s second story is focused on the rape of fourteen-year-old 

Mabelle Beaubean, now known as Sappho Clark, by her white uncle. When the girl’s father, 

Monsieur Beaubean, confronts his half-brother about the crime and threatens to have him 

prosecuted, yet another mob of white men attack the Beaubean family home, murdering 

Mabelle’s father. Both of these stories strategically undermine what Hopkins calls “the 

philosophy of lynching” (287), demonstrating that it is white men who rape Black women and, 

moreover, that there is no similar cry to lynch these abusers. In fact, a lynch mob protects a 

white man accused of rape, rather than attacking him for his crime. The fact that both of 

Sawyer’s stories involve both rape and lynching is significant. The two acts, Hopkins suggests, 

go together. One evokes and sometimes even brings about the other. 

 
16 Briefly, the story of the People’s Grocery is that several young men owned a thriving business 
in a suburb of Memphis, while a white man owned a competing store nearby. He threatened the 
young Black men and led an attack on them alongside police officers. When the young men 
inadvertently shot the officers, they were quickly jailed, but released when the officers 
recovered. As Wells writes, “This hindered rather than helped the plans of the whites. There was 
no law on the statute books which would execute an Afro-American for wounding a white man, 
but the ‘unwritten law’ did. Three of these men, the president, the manager and clerk of the 
grocery—‘the leaders of the conspiracy’—were secretly taken from jail and lynched in a 
shockingly brutal manner” (62). Although the precise details of the attack on the Memphis 
People’s Grocery are not identical to Sawyer’s story, the overall contours of the narrative are the 
same. Successful Black businessmen (who in both cases, eschew politics for fear of trouble) are 
attacked for daring to compete with a white man’s business, and a large number of people are 
lynched as a result. 
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 Hopkins also suggestively aligns lynching and rape through her depiction of the attack on 

Grace Montfort at the outset of the novel. The scene of Mrs. Montfort’s savage whipping at the 

hands of Hank Davis and Bill Sampson has proven a rich subject for literary analysis. Carby 

persuasively argues that the graphic assault should be read as a stand-in rape scene, and indeed, 

the passage is rife with sexual overtones. Hank’s desire for “sweet revenge” fixates on Grace’s 

“lily-like limbs, the tender flesh that had never known aught but the touch of love,” before 

“tear[ing] her garments from her shrinking shoulders” (68). The “two strong, savage men” attack 

her repeatedly with “the snaky leather thong” (69). If this suggestive language was not clear 

enough, the narrator labels this violence an “outrage,” a frequent nineteenth-century euphemism 

for rape (OED). Other scholars, such as Allison Berg, contend that while this scene does indeed 

symbolize a sexual assault, the passage’s evocation of slavery is even more significant. Berg 

writes, “Taking turns in a whipping which also serves as a slave-branding, Pollock’s overseers 

lay claim to Grace by marking her with visible lines of blood” (134). Berg’s point is well-taken, 

and I would like to posit an additional layer of symbolic violence being enacted here. Particularly 

given the context of the rest of Hopkins’ novel, I think we can read the attack on Mrs. Montfort 

as a kind of lynching, as well.  

 Consider the parallels between Hopkins’ description of Grace’s assault to the 

fictionalized newspaper account of the lynching of Jim Jones later in the novel. The reprinted 

article writes,  

Jim Jones, a burly Black Negro accused of the crime of rape against the person of a 

beautiful white woman, . . . was carried into the woods, where, before an immense 

concourse of people, he was bound to a tree, pieces of his flesh were stripped from his 

body, his eyes were gouged out, his ears cut off, his nose split open, his legs broken at the 
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knees. . . . the burning wretch . . . made the day hideous with his cries of agony. (223-

224) 

And Mrs. Montfort:  

She was bound to the whipping post as the victim to the stake, and lashed with rawhides 

alternately by the two strong, savage men. . . . The air whistled as the snaky leather thong 

curled and writhed in its rapid, vengeful descent. A shriek from the victim—a spurt of 

blood that spattered the torturer—a long, raw gash across a tender, white back. Hank 

gazed at the cut with critical satisfaction, as he compared its depth with the skin and 

blood that encased the long, tapering lash. . . . Another shriek, a stifled sob, a long-drawn 

quivering sigh—then the deep stillness of unconsciousness. (69) 

Although Mrs. Montfort does not undergo the same gruesome bodily commodification as Jim 

Jones, the way that their sufferings are enumerated appear quite similar. Jim Jones’ torture is 

spelled out in the newspaper article as a kind of sadistic list, each new horror, one after another, 

punctuated with a comma. Mrs. Montfort’s abuse is chronicled similarly, with a series of detailed 

observations about her physical mutilation, separated by dashes. So, too, do both accounts offer a 

careful description of the victim’s suffering, highlighting Jones’ “cries of agony” and Mrs. 

Montfort’s repeated “shrieks.” Finally, although Grace Montfort’s attack does not occur in front 

of “an immense concourse of people,” it is nevertheless a somewhat public affair—indeed, it was 

partially orchestrated by the so-called “Committee for Public Safety”; though of course the name 

of said committee is something of a ruse, the planned assault on the Montforts was nevertheless 

conceived and carried out by multiple men. Numerous men raid Grace’s home and murder her 

husband, and her own attack, though it occurs at the hands of just two of the men, happens 

through some level of group participation. Hank and Bill pass the lash back and forth between 
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them, bonding over their mutual savagery. Given these similarities, I argue that Hopkins intends 

for Mrs. Montfort’s attack to be read as a kind of multivalent image of many different kinds of 

violence, most particularly of both rape and lynching. This scene in fact blurs the distinctions 

between these different forms of violence, which further supports Hopkins’ linkage of “lynching 

and concubinage” as interconnected tools of white supremacist violence. 

 Hopkins draws these repeated connections between rape and lynching because 

understanding the correlation between them allows for a fuller understanding of how racial 

violence operates. First of all, depicting sexual assault as analogous to lynching was, in part, a 

tactic to make rape legible as a tool of racist oppression. As Frances Ferguson notes in “Rape and 

the Rise of the Novel,” “rape has historically been easiest to prove when it is most nearly 

identical with battery and mayhem” (90). That is, we tend to take rape more seriously when it 

looks how we expect an act of violence to look. In creating scenes that evoke both brutal bodily 

torture and sexual abuse, Hopkins aids her readers’ comprehension of rape as a truly violent 

attack. In fact, this issue of the legibility of sexual trauma might even help explain why many of 

the abused women in Contending Forces die, or are believed to have died. Grace Montfort, for 

example, kills herself; Luke Sawyer’s mother and sister are apparently assaulted to the point of 

death; and Mabelle Beaubean is thought to be dead, too. Of course, this trend of dying women is 

something of a gendered trope tied to ideas about “true womanhood.” The so-called true women 

of the cult of domesticity were believed incapable of surviving sexual abuse (Carby 34). 

However, while we can interpret these character’s deaths as somewhat problematic in their 

reinforcement of nineteenth-century ideas about gender, characterizing sexual assault as a kind 

of death also helps to further the association between rape and lynching, thereby making rape 

comprehensible as real violence. In fact, when John Langley attempts to sexually blackmail 
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Sappho with his knowledge of her past, thereby suggesting an additional layer of rape, the 

narrator describes his intention as a “murder” (320). Explicating rape as an act of racial violence 

and terrorism was crucial to Hopkins’ political project in Contending Forces, and comparing 

rape to lynching was one particularly powerful way of shedding light upon the epidemic of 

sexual violence against Black women as a form of white supremacist oppression.  

Furthermore, this association between rape and lynching is instructive not only in 

exposing the intense violence of sexual assault, but also in understanding the intimate bodily 

violation inherent in lynching. As Niambi Carter details in “Intimacy without Consent: Lynching 

as Sexual Violence,” scholars and laypeople alike are often hesitant to label the lynching of 

Black men as a sexual crime, unless those men were explicitly raped. She explains, “[I]n the 

absence of penetration, we do not generally read the male body as vulnerable and open to sexual 

abuse in the same way as the female body. . . . Because lynching is generally carried out by men 

against other men, we do not (want to) see the overtly sexual elements of these crimes because 

the bodies in these circumstances are masculinized” (414-418). However, lynching, no matter the 

gender of the victim, was fundamentally predicated on the victim’s “inability . . . to maintain 

their bodily sanctity” (418). Lynching, like sexual assault, is an imposition of control over the 

body and self of another, a declaration that the attacker maintains the ultimate authority over the 

victim. 

 Hopkins’ alignment of rape and lynching as analogous tools of white supremacist 

violence facilitates a deeper understanding of this bodily transgression. To return to our 

examination of the attacks against both Grace Montfort and Jim Jones, each of these assaults is 

characterized by a meticulous attention to the precise violations of the victim’s flesh. Though the 

attack on Mrs. Montfort does not explicitly outline her assault as a rape, the scene clearly 
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insinuates that the nature of her violation is sexual. Similarly, the lynching of Jim Jones, or at 

least the newspaper account of the murder, does not include the common practice of genital 

mutilation and castration, and yet the thorough descriptions of his brutal dismembering at the 

hands of a bloodthirsty mob nevertheless mentally recalls such an image of sexual torture. These 

scenes demonstrate that lynching must necessarily be understood as sexual, as a kind of sadistic 

intimacy. 

 “Intimate” might seem a strange way to characterize lynching, not least because many 

lynchings, including the fictional account of Jim Jones’ death, were incredibly public events. 

Spectacle lynchings gathered massive crowds that assembled to participate in and watch the 

ritual. Moreover, lynching had a very “public” meaning, as Chesnutt demonstrates in The 

Marrow of Tradition. Although lynchings were often individual murders, they were metonymic 

in function, and their symbolic power derived from their very publicity. The massive crowds sent 

a message to the Black community, and as Grace Elizabeth Hale and Jacqueline Goldsby 

suggest, the public distribution of stories, postcards, images, and souvenirs further circulated this 

message of authority and intimidation.17 Yet this very public appearance can sometimes obscure 

the fact that the people involved in lynchings were still individuals, and they often administered 

their torture in a surprisingly intimate way. What I mean by this is that although certainly many 

lynchings involved shooting, a relatively “distanced” form of murder, a great many also involved 

much “closer” types of torture, including drawn-out scenes of mutilation, entailing both extreme 

physical proximity and extended emotional suffering. And it is this intimacy that Contending 

Forces foregrounds.  

 
17 See Hale, Making Whiteness and Goldsby, A Spectacular Secret.  
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 Hopkins’ scenes of racial violence, both lynching and rape, highlight this perverse 

closeness, emphasizing the nature of violence as a violation of bodily and emotional intimacy. 

The assaults on Grace Montfort and Jim Jones, as we have already seen, include extensive, 

precise descriptions of both bodily mutilation and suffering. In addition, nearly every scene of 

violence in the novel is characterized by relational intimacy, as the attackers and victims know 

one another as neighbors, friends, and family members. Most notably, of course, Mabelle 

Beaubean is assaulted by her uncle, and her rape leads to a murder between brothers. Luke 

Sawyer’s other story that he recounts to the American Colored League also involves a kind of 

familial violence; the entire Sawyer family is attacked in retribution for Luke’s father’s 

successful business, and the family members are brutally assaulted and murdered in one 

another’s presence. This scene of group violence is reminiscent of the attack on the Montfort 

family, as well. Betrayed by a close friend, Charles Montfort is murdered and Grace viciously 

attacked, with both assaults taking place in front of their children. Furthermore, almost all of 

these attacks occur at the familial home—the Montfort, Sawyer, and Beaubean family homes are 

all burned while mobs assault the members of the family. Hopkins designates these scenes of 

brutal violence as a violation not only of the body, but of the family and the domestic space as 

well, both of which contribute to a sense of racial violence as a fundamentally intimate violation 

of the bodily and emotional integrity of the victims. 

 Hopkins’ coupling of rape and lynching has received much critical attention for the ways 

such a linkage foregrounds Black women’s experiences18—which was undoubtedly one of her 

 
18 See, for example, Carby, Reconstructing Womanhood; Watkins, “Rape, Lynching, Law and 
‘Contending Forces’”; Thomas Cassidy, “Contending Contexts: Pauline Hopkins’s Contending 
Forces”; Vincent Woodard, “Deciphering the Race-Sex Diaspora in Pauline Hopkins’s 
‘Contending Forces’”; and Kate McCullough, “Slavery, Sexuality, and Genre: Pauline Hopkins 
and the Representation of Female Desire.” 
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goals—but there has been less consideration of how this connection shapes our understanding of 

racial violence more broadly. As I have argued, Hopkins’ depiction of rape and lynching as 

paired tools of white supremacist terrorism reveals a significant similarity between the two acts, 

which are both based on a fundamental intimate violation. Understanding this aspect of Hopkins’ 

analysis provides an important contribution to the contemporary field of lynching scholarship, 

which as Carter notes, does not sufficiently examine the sexual abuse inherent in lynching. 

Moreover, Hopkins frames rape and lynching not just as analogous, but as structurally 

intertwined, a distinction that works to broaden our understanding of Jim Crow era racial 

violence more generally. Lynching is not a singular violence in Contending Forces, but one form 

of violence that exists alongside and in conjunction with other brutalities. Hopkins’ portrayal of 

rape and lynching posits a conception of racist violence as a framework of interrelated strategies 

of violation.  

Considering Hopkins and Chesnutt in tandem allows us to expand this framework even 

further. The Marrow of Tradition and Contending reveal two sides of the same coin. Both 

authors are investigating the connections between various forms of violence used to subjugate 

African Americans during the Jim Crow period, but they focus their attentions differently. 

Chesnutt offers an analysis of the logical framework that subtends both lynching and structural 

violence, while Hopkins spotlights the shared intimate violation of lynching and rape. What this 

combination of texts demonstrates is precisely the breadth of white supremacist violence, which 

is too frequently imagined solely as lynching; Chesnutt and Hopkins reveal that this racist 

violence was enacted at nearly every level of society, from widespread and quotidian structural 

violence to individual moments of horrifically overt physical and sexual abuse. Reading The 

Marrow of Tradition and Contending Forces together fosters an understanding of white 
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supremacist violence as always both public and private, indirect and intimate, structural and 

spectacular. 
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Chapter Four 

Which Ties Bind?: Interrogating the Possibilities of White Allyship in Pauline Hopkins’ 

Contending Forces and Frances E. W. Harper’s Iola Leroy 

 In the preface to Contending Forces: A Romance Illustrative of Negro Life North and 

South (1900), Pauline Hopkins explains her goals as a writer: 

In giving this little romance expression in print, I am not actuated by a desire for 

notoriety or for profit, but to do all that I can in an [sic] humble way to raise the stigma of 

degradation from my race. . . . The colored race has historians, lecturers, ministers, poets, 

judges and lawyers,¾men of brilliant intellects who have arrested the favorable attention 

of this busy, energetic nation. But, after all, it is the simple, homely tale, unassumingly 

told, which cements the bond of brotherhood among all classes and all complexions. (13) 

With these prefatory remarks, Hopkins signals that the novel to follow is invested in questions of 

community. Her artistic ambitions, she declares, are not individualistic, but collective; it isn’t 

about her own advancement, but the advancement of her race. Although Hopkins is announcing 

her dedication to uplifting the African American community, her comment about the “bond of 

brotherhood” raises an interesting question about whom precisely she seeks to unite with her 

“simple, homely tale.” If her objective lies in uniting “all classes and complexions,” is she 

talking about intraracial unity—alliances among African Americans, regardless of 

socioeconomic status and skin color—or is she proposing a vision of interracial solidarity—

collaboration between Black and white people? 

 In this chapter, I consider Contending Forces alongside Frances E. W. Harper’s Iola 

Leroy (1892), two texts that emphasize the importance of Black community and the importance 

of choosing that community. Hopkins and Harper both write about light-skinned mixed-race 
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people, many of whom could have passed for white, but both writers make it clear that for these 

characters, identifying and aligning themselves with their fellow African Americans is a political 

and moral imperative. Harper’s Iola and Harry Leroy are offered opportunities to disappear into 

whiteness, but they reject that possibility in favor of Black solidarity. Hopkins’ John Langley, 

though he doesn’t literally pass, opts not for communal uplift but personal advancement, 

ingratiating himself with whites to further his own career, and his punishment is to die cold and 

alone, in a sea of (white) ice. The message of the novels is clear: Choose the Black community. 

 The importance that Hopkins and Harper assign to Black solidarity clearly signals that 

despite what some critics have claimed, they were not advocating assimilation.19 Though we 

might not go so far as to call their politics separatist, Hopkins’ and Harper’s texts certainly speak 

to a desire to maintain a distinctly Black identity and community, often quite independent from 

whites—which brings me back to my consideration of the multivalent possibilities of Hopkins’ 

call for the “bond of brotherhood among all classes and all complexions.” What role, if any, did 

Hopkins and Harper envision white allies playing in the fight for racial justice? 

 This might seem an unusual question to pose about two Black women writers, both of 

whom dedicated their lives and their art to fighting white supremacy, and it is a question that I 

want to ask with great care, particularly as a white critic, as my goal is not to recenter white 

people in the discussion of racial justice. On the contrary, I ask this question because while 

critics have long recognized that Hopkins and Harper use their novels to articulate visions of 

 
19 The critics who have accused Hopkins and Harper of parroting white values or prescribing 
assimilation are numerous. Perhaps the most famous example is Gwendolyn Brooks’ assertion 
that Pauline Hopkins “proves herself a continuing slave, despite little bursts of righteous heat” 
(404-405). For Harper’s part, Iola Leroy has been critiqued for its apparent conservativism by 
critics such as Deborah McDowell and Vashti Lewis. 
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racial politics, those analyses have not always attended carefully to what the authors are saying 

about who should be involved in the fight for racial justice and in what capacity.  

In this chapter, I argue that in Contending Forces and Iola Leroy, Hopkins and Harper are 

making powerful claims about the attitudes and behaviors of white progressives, arguments that 

have not yet received sufficient critical attention. Both writers use their narratives to expose 

white hypocrisy¾which, they demonstrate, manifests not only among overt racists, but also 

among those whites who imagine themselves as enlightened. However, Hopkins, while she 

denounces this tendency toward hypocrisy, nevertheless advocates for the possibilities of 

interracial solidarity. Contending Forces is a call for white progressives to learn how to be true 

allies, which Hopkins envisions as those who not only empathize with African Americans but 

take real action against racism. White Americans, Hopkins illustrates, are granted enormous 

structural privileges that can be subverted and used as tools in the fight for equality.  

Harper, on the other hand, seems less optimistic about interracial collaboration. Though 

Iola Leroy features a number of sympathetic whites—more, in fact, than Contending Forces—

Harper exposes the emptiness of their allyship. These white characters, though they believe 

themselves to be progressives, consistently demonstrate ignorance, defensiveness, and denial in 

conversations about race and racism. These patterns of behavior, I argue, are manifestations of 

what Robin DiAngelo has termed “white fragility,” a form of white resistance that works to 

shore up white supremacy and silence the experiences and emotions of people of color.  

 

A Closer Look at the “Bond of Brotherhood” in Contending Forces 

 One of Pauline Hopkins’ great skills as a thinker and a writer lies in her trenchant 

critiques of whiteness. As I discussed in Chapter One, her final novel, Of One Blood, illustrates 
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the way white supremacy operates through a kind of cultural homicide, systematically silencing 

and erasing other histories and peoples, especially when those people are African or Black. And 

in Chapter Three, I demonstrated the way Contending Forces draws linkages between different 

forms of white supremacist violence to reveal the framework of racist and misogynist bodily 

violation upon which the system rests. My analyses have considered the overtly violent aspects 

of white supremacy; I now want to shift to the way Hopkins carefully scrutinizes seemingly 

benevolent whiteness.  

 Throughout Contending Forces, Hopkins exposes the subtle racist hypocrisy of 

apparently progressive whites, an analysis that is well encapsulated by the novel’s commentary 

on Northern racism. Upon first arriving in Boston, Sappho Clark is initially impressed with the 

comparative liberation of life in the North: “Here in the free air of New England’s freest city, 

Sappho drank great draughts of freedom’s subtle elixir” (114-115). However, this utopian 

impression is not long-lasting. What Sappho soon discovers is that the North is not free from 

prejudice, but Northern racism simply operates differently. Hopkins highlights this form of 

Northern racism with mockingly laudatory language, turning the self-image of the North in on 

itself. Detailing the existence of widespread employment discrimination, she writes: “A man, 

though a skilled mechanic, has the door of the shop closed in his face here among the 

descendants of the liberty-loving Puritans” (83). This use of irony illustrates the terms of 

Hopkins’ critique. She is not only saying that such prejudice is immoral and unethical; she is 

pointing out how such bigotry directly contradicts American, and specifically New England, 

values.  

Perhaps the novel’s most piercing indictment of Northern racism comes from Ophelia 

Davis as she compares the white people she knew in the South with those in the North:  
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Sho! these ladies up here are so ‘fraid thet the black’ll rub off. Down South the big white 

folks has nussed so meny black mammies thet they don’ know nuthin’ else fer their 

chillun. It don’ matter how black you is ef yer willin’ to keep in the mud. Up here it’s 

diffurunt; you can do all right and live all right, but don’t put yer han’ on a white man or 

woman, or they’ll have a fit fer fear the black’ll rub off. (192) 

Ophelia suggests that although there are greater opportunities for African Americans in the 

North, those opportunities come with an even stricter sense of social segregation, as well as a 

deep-seated fear of and disdain for Blackness. The fact that such attitudes persist among “the 

descendants of the liberty-loving Puritans” uncovers the hypocrisy of Northern white 

progressives. 

 Insincere white progressivism is actually what sets the entire plot of Contending Forces 

in motion. Charles Montfort’s decision to move from Bermuda to the United States is one of 

white self-interest, though he tries to downplay this selfishness and trick himself into believing in 

his own moral uprightness. The narrator describes Montfort as “neither a cruel man, nor an 

avaricious one; but . . . he lost sight of the individual right or wrong of the matter, or we might 

say with more truth, that he perverted right to be what was conducive to his own interests, and 

felt that by owning slaves he did no man a wrong” (22). Montfort fears that the British empire 

will soon abolish slavery, and thus cost him a great deal of his wealth in human property, a 

prospect that sends him into moral turmoil. He “fought out the battle which conscience waged 

within him, and right prevailed to the extent of his deciding that he would free his slaves, but in 

his own way” (24). “His own way” turns out to be moving to the United States and emancipating 

his slaves gradually, once he has amassed a sufficient fortune for himself. Thus, what Montfort 

has actually determined to do is avoid the possibility of abolition and protect his own interests, 
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although he has convinced himself that this is actually a noble, moral choice. He rebrands his 

decision to further entrench himself in the system of slavery as a resolution to emancipate his 

slaves… at some point. The narrator directly reproves Montfort’s hypocrisy and cites his 

behavior as the cause of his own downfall: “If Charles Montfort had been contented to accept the 

rulings of the English Parliament, and had allowed his human property to come under the new 

laws just made for its government, although poorer in the end, he would have spared himself and 

family all the horrors which were to follow his selfish flight to save that property” (65). The 

“horrors to follow” are described in tragic detail, which are narrated with great sympathy for the 

Montfort family, regardless of their own mistakes and complicity; however, Hopkins 

nevertheless chooses to precede those events with a clear reminder of the ways Montfort set 

these events in motion with his own greed, presenting her readers with a powerful indictment of 

white hypocrisy. 

 Hopkins’ characterization of hypocritical New Englanders and Charles Montfort himself 

is an overt denunciation of white progressives’ tendency toward selfishness, insincerity, and 

bigotry. Yet Contending Forces is not pessimistic about the possibilities of interracial solidarity. 

In fact, we can read the text as a whole as an appeal for such solidarity. As many critics have 

noted, Hopkins wrote the novel with a dual audience in mind, hoping to appeal to both Black and 

white readers.20 As Richard Yarborough points out in his introduction to the Schomburg Library 

edition of the text, Hopkins speaks directly to this white audience in her preface, when she 

writes, “I have presented both sides of the dark picture—lynching and concubinage—truthfully 

and without vituperation, pleading for that justice of heart and mind for my people which the 

 
20 See, for example, Thomas Cassidy, Sigrid Anderson Cordell, Vashti Lewis, and Richard 
Yarborough.    
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Anglo-Saxon in America never withholds from suffering humanity” (15). We might be inclined 

to think Hopkins is speaking with some irony in those final words, given her extensive critiques 

of white violence and cruelty; but that possibility notwithstanding, it is also clear that she is 

deliberately speaking, at least in part, to white readers, whom she hopes will be able to help 

African Americans achieve justice.  

 Hopkins continues speaking indirectly to her white readers through her representation of 

Mr. Withington, who provides a model for what white allyship and interracial solidarity can and 

should look like. Will Smith and John Langley meet Mr. Withington at the Canterbury Club 

Dinner, and he tells Langley, “I am deeply interested in the welfare of your people. Write to me 

of whatever comes up of importance to the race, and I will do what I can to make sentiment in 

my own country for you, and as far as money will go, you shall have the benefit of the help it 

will give” (301-302). Withington is true to his word, returning to Boston and calling on Will at 

the boarding house, where he discovers the truth of their familial connections. Withington offers 

the Smith family love and affection as his kinspeople and immediately sets into motion a plan 

that finally restores the stolen fortune of the Montforts to their rightful heirs.  

 The most striking aspect of Withington’s behavior is not the fact that he has empathy for 

African Americans, but that he moves beyond emotion to action. He takes organized action to 

right the legal and financial injustice that the Smith family has experienced through enslavement. 

Once he learns the truth of his connections to the Smiths, Withington prepares to take legal 

action against the U.S. government, enlisting his family’s personal lawyer, traveling to Bermuda 

to track down witnesses to the original crime, and gathering the necessary documentation along 

the way. When the case is finally heard before a judge, Withington’s efforts prove successful, 

and “one hundred and fifty thousand dollars [are] awarded to Mrs. Smith as the last 
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representative of the heirs of Jesse Montfort. Justice was appeased” (384). As Laura Korobkin 

observes, the resolution of this narrative is Hopkins’ “demand that the federal government accept 

responsibility for the still-lingering consequences of slavery by allocating federal financial 

resources to remedy the damages the African American community continued to suffer” (3). 

Reading the trial of Smith vs. the United States as a case for reparations is necessary to 

understanding the politics of Contending Forces. But how should we interpret the fact that it is 

Withington who is the primary actor in correcting this injustice? 

 I argue that Withington’s facilitation of the trial for reparations represents the kind of 

white allyship that Hopkins is demanding. We might initially be inclined to criticize 

Withington’s role in the trial, as it does bear a certain resemblance to white savior narratives with 

which mainstream American culture seems to be dangerously enamored. And while this plotline 

does share some similarities with problematic white savior narratives, Hopkins’ deployment of 

the story is much more nuanced and critical. Hopkins is not suggesting that the Smith family is 

somehow incapable of advocating for themselves or supporting themselves; as we have seen 

throughout the rest of the novel, they are successful, hard-working, capable people. The reason 

why Withington is able to bring about justice, while the Smiths cannot, is due to his white 

privilege. 

As I discussed in Chapter One, the legal system of the United States is constructed 

around whiteness as a form of property that endows its owners with money, resources, status, 

and access. Frances Kendall provides a useful definition: “White privilege is an institutional, 

rather than personal, set of benefits granted to those of us who, by race, resemble the people who 

hold the power positions in our institutions. One of the primary privileges is having greater 
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access to power and resources than people of color do” (62). Hopkins’ description of the way 

Withington initiates the legal proceedings offers a telling exhibition of such privilege: 

Mr. Withington communicated with his family lawyer, who came from England, bringing 

with him certain valuable papers bearing upon the case, engaged a leading firm of 

American lawyers to act in conjunction with the English lawyer, interviewed the 

authorities at Washington, and secured the services of one of the best detectives in the 

country to ferret out evidence to prove Jesse’s identity. Money flowed from his lavish 

hand, and all the legal machinery that was essential to prompt action was soon set in 

motion. (379)  

Withington’s actions appear here in rapid succession, and each step in the process speaks to his 

privilege. He has connections to a lawyer through his family, he is granted access to speak to 

Washington authorities, and he has the financial capacity to secure the best detectives and best 

lawyers in the country. This near-one-sentence resolution of injustice seems almost absurdly 

facile; Withington’s appearance in the text at times feels like something of a deus ex machina 

that has come to speedily resolve the two plots of the novel. But that feeling is not the indication 

of an aesthetic failure—it is part of the message. The ease with which Withington is able to 

facilitate the Smith family trial operates as Hopkins’ commentary on the magical qualities of 

white privilege. Though Withington is no more intelligent or capable than Will, money “flows” 

easily from his hand, and the “legal machinery” of the United States—which often acts as a 

nearly impenetrable barrier for people of color¾unlocks effortlessly for his use. Mrs. Smith has 

been telling the story of the Montforts for years, such that even non-family members like John 

Langley know the tale well. But once Mrs. Smith offers her story to Withington, a wealthy white 

man sympathetic to the family, the legislative and governmental barriers to wealth and justice are 
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swept away. Of course, in arguing for Withington as a model for white allies, I do not intend to 

suggest that antiracist work would suddenly become incredibly simple if white people joined the 

cause. The point is that dismantling systems of power and privilege is much less difficult when 

those systems were in fact made for you; when you have the resources, access, and insider 

knowledge afforded by whiteness, justice no longer seems impossible.  

 Although Withington is thus instrumental in obtaining reparations for the Smith family, 

Hopkins also does not allow him to become the novel’s hero. Withington accomplishes what he 

is able by using his white privilege, but he does not arrogate the focus and attention all to 

himself. Even during the lead-up to the trial, he operates somewhat in the background of the 

novel¾our knowledge of what he is doing is filtered through the narrator or through Will; the 

reader has little access to him. Hopkins’ choice of emphasis here is no doubt deliberate as a way 

of protecting against the white savior narrative and demonstrating the right ways to act as an ally. 

Hopkins presents a model of allyship based on action, not just emotion, in which white people 

engage themselves as support, not as authorities. 

 

Defensive Boundaries: White Fragility and White Failure in Iola Leroy 

 Pauline Hopkins was a great admirer of Frances E. W. Harper, whom she featured 

prominently in one of her columns about “Famous Women of the Negro Race” in the Colored 

American Magazine (Wallinger 137). Hopkins saw Harper as a role model and literary 

foremother, and perhaps unsurprisingly, their writing has much in common. However, Harper’s 

work seems to me much less hopeful about the possibilities of interracial solidarity. C. C. 

O’Brien has documented Harper’s real-life frustrations with white women, whom she held 

accountable for “repeatedly fail[ing] to advocate black women’s rights” (O’Brien 608). O’Brien 
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illustrates the way this lack of confidence in white allyship manifests in Minnie’s Sacrifice 

(1869), but I want to examine Harper’s perspective as it appears in Iola Leroy.  

 While Pauline Hopkins indicts the hypocrisy of some white liberals in Contending 

Forces, she allows space for the potential of real racial solidarity, if white people choose to take 

up her call to action and act as supporters rather than arrogant leaders in the struggle for racial 

justice. Iola Leroy provides no such model of white allyship. Instead, it presents an exacting 

indictment of the many ways seemingly progressive whites fail as allies¾and although Iola 

Leroy was published in 1892, the ways in which Harper’s white characters fail likely remain 

strikingly familiar to twenty-first century readers. In fact, the white characters of Iola Leroy 

exhibit the form of defensiveness that contemporary race scholar Robin DiAngelo has termed 

“white fragility.” When confronted with African American experiences and emotions about 

enslavement and injustice, Harper’s white characters routinely dismiss Black people’s 

knowledge, separate themselves from their whiteness, and shift the focus of the conversation to 

their own emotions. 

 In the opening pages of her study of white fragility, DiAngelo summarizes the way this 

defensiveness operates. As this formulation is central to my analysis of Iola Leroy, it is worth 

quoting at some length: 

White people in North America live in a society that is deeply separate and unequal by 

race, and white people are the beneficiaries of that separation and inequality. . . . 

Socialized into a deeply internalized sense of superiority that we either are unaware of or 

can never admit to ourselves, we become highly fragile in conversations about race. We 

consider a challenge to our racial worldview as a challenge to our very identities as good, 

moral people. Thus, we perceive any attempt to connect us to the system of racism as an 
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unsettling and unfair moral offense. The smallest amount of racial stress is 

intolerable¾the mere suggestion that being white has meaning often triggers a range of 

defensive responses. These include emotions such as anger, fear, and guilt and behaviors 

such as argumentation, silence, and withdrawal from the stress-inducing situation. These 

responses work to reinstate white equilibrium as they repel the challenge, return our 

racial comfort, and maintain our dominance within the racial hierarchy. Though white 

fragility is triggered by discomfort and anxiety, it is born of superiority and entitlement. 

White fragility is not a weakness per se. In fact, it is a powerful means of white racial 

control and the protection of white advantage. (1-2)21 

White people’s defensive reactions to discussions of race, and most particularly to our own 

position in the structures of racism, work to shut down conversations, silence the voices of 

people of color, and maintain control over the conversation and over social interactions more 

broadly.  

 In Iola Leroy, Harper illustrates her white characters’ racial fragility through dialogue, a 

form of representation that resonates with DiAngelo’s conceptualization of white fragility. White 

fragility is not an ideology but a response, so it surfaces most clearly not in isolation but in 

reaction. White fragility reveals itself in conversations about race, most particularly in cross-

racial conversations with people of color. Harper’s novel contains a great number of 

conversations between Black and white characters that stage popular political debates of the era, 

 
21 One of the things I find particularly useful about DiAngelo’s work is the way she includes 
herself in her own analysis by employing pronouns like “we.” Such linguistic moves work well 
to protect against the impulse toward a scholarly form of white fragility, which might inspire 
white scholars like DiAngelo and myself to create an “us” (good white liberals) versus “them” 
(bad white racists) binary in our writing. As such, I am following DiAngelo’s lead to include 
myself grammatically in the structures that I am discussing when appropriate.  
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and I want to begin my analysis of white fragility in the text by first recognizing the power 

dynamic that informs these conversations. Despite the fact that Iola Leroy takes place during 

some of the most turbulent years in our nation’s history, during which race was one of the most 

central topics of the day, the white characters in the novel consistently demonstrate ignorance 

about the lives and experiences of African Americans. For example, it is clear from his initial 

proposal to Iola that Dr. Gresham has failed to consider the impact of their possible interracial 

marriage with any kind of seriousness, claiming that “disadvantages of birth” have “nothing to 

do” with their relationship (96). Iola is forced to ask him increasingly more pointed questions 

about the prospect of social ostracism and familial scorn, finally striking a chord of 

understanding when she brings up the possible color of their future offspring. That Gresham had 

not even considered the many ways in which race does indeed matter in the daily lives of people 

like Iola reveals his privileged ignorance.  

Captain Sybil seems similarly clueless in his conversations with Robert Johnson, 

continually making comments like, “I have often heard that colored people are ungrateful” and 

“Why, I always heard that colored people were a musical race” (47-48). Judging by these 

remarks, Sybil seems to have had little to no contact with African Americans in his life; his 

understanding of race relations is colored by rumor and stereotype, which puts Robert in the 

position of countering Sybil’s ignorance with extensive explanations and corrections. White 

ignorance about race, as DiAngelo points out, is in many ways a manifestation of white 

privilege. We believe that we, as white people, live outside of race and thus have no need to 

educate ourselves about the way it operates in the world. When we interact with people of color, 

though, our ignorance often forces them to “educate” us (DiAngelo 62). Being made to explain 

racial issues and racial injustice to whites creates a heavy emotional burden on people of color, 
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as it asks them to relive potentially traumatic experiences and essentially argue for their own 

humanity in order to enlighten ignorant whites. Of course, some people of color may be willing 

to perform this kind of emotional labor in order to work toward racial understanding, but to place 

that work onto people of color as an expectation is profoundly unjust and a sign of enormous 

privilege.  

 Many of the Black characters in Iola Leroy do nevertheless take on this explanatory role, 

and some critics have argued that they actually succeed, at least in part, in educating their white 

counterparts. John Ernest, for instance, claims that Dr. Gresham’s relationship with Iola changes 

him, arguing that although Gresham maintains a certain sense of white superiority, he 

nevertheless recognizes that the future of the country lies with educators like Iola (Ernest 508). 

In addition, Peter Schmidt reads the scene between Robert Johnson and Captain Sybil as an 

illustration of “the importance of whites being open to re-education. Sybil’s willingness to ask 

questions and listen and learn is treated (in an understated way) as heroic” (70). Though I 

concede that we do see marginal improvements in a few of the white characters over the course 

of the novel, I think these critical readings are much more optimistic than the text itself. Ernest 

and Schmidt’s interpretations require us to focus on these white men’s baby steps toward 

tolerance, rather than the much larger truth of their continuing beliefs in white superiority. It 

seems to me much more important to recognize that Harper’s message is not about the success of 

white re-education but about its frequent failure. Throughout the novel, white characters 

continually exhibit defensiveness, internalized superiority, and resistance to racial understanding, 

a pattern of behavior that speaks to the limitations of interracial solidarity.  

 Those limitations stem from white fragility, which Harper’s white characters manifest in 

their cross-racial conversations and relationships. One of the ways to observe this fragility is in 
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whites’ refusal to believe and honor the experiences of Black people around them. When Iola’s 

mother, Marie, tells her white husband about her deep-seated fears and foreboding dreams about 

being re-enslaved, Eugene quickly dismisses her feelings: “Marie, what in the world is the matter 

with you? . . . Marie, dear, you are growing nervous. Your imagination is too active” (70). 

Eugene’s easy rejection of Marie’s anxiety relies upon not only the silencing power of whiteness, 

but also the silencing power of masculinity; he refutes her intuition and writes off her knowledge 

by branding her a hysterical woman, as well as an overly sensitive Black person, seeing racial 

trouble where none exists. Of course, Marie’s dreams prove to be real premonitions, predicting 

her fate upon her husband’s death. Although Marie’s feelings are proven valid by the text, 

Eugene instinctively and defensively invalidates them. Similarly, when Iola tries to make Dr. 

Gresham see the reality of racism in the United States, he refuses to accept her knowledge, 

initially responding with a somewhat subdued suggestion that she “paint[s] the picture too 

darkly,” and finally progressing to fervently shouting, “No! no! . . . You are wrong” (181). 

Gresham cannot accept Iola’s description of the world in which they live, nor can he accept the 

idea that she might have a better sense of that world than he does. Instead, he clings to statements 

about how he is sure that “the color line is slowly fading out in our public institutions” (181). 

Eugene and Dr. Gresham’s refusals to hear and understand the wisdom that Marie and Iola are 

trying to share with them invalidates the women’s experiences while it protects the two men’s 

white worldview. 

 At various points in the novel, white characters comment on race relations using 

pronouns like “we” and “us,” which initially seems to suggest that they view themselves as 

members of the white community and thus as part of the system of white supremacy. Jessica 

Wells Cantiello makes this claim in her analysis of a scene in which Captain Sybil informs 
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Robert Johnson about the history of Native American slavery and land theft, arguing that 

“throughout the miniature history lesson, Sybil insists on asserting ‘we’ or ‘they’ as the 

perpetrators of violence and enslavement. . . . Sybil’s treatise is the first of many instances in 

which Harper condemns the behavior of whites through the voices of white characters” (581). 

While Sybil does indeed demonstrate a measure of racial and historical awareness in this scene, 

it is ultimately not representative of the behavior of whites in the novel. Even in instances where 

they do signal their whiteness by using “we” language, white characters also frequently disavow 

their own complicity in slavery and white supremacy. This kind of refusal is actually quite 

characteristic of progressive whites; white people who are knowledgeable about racism are often 

those who are most resistant to recognizing our participation in that system, and that resistance is 

a key component of white fragility. DiAngelo writes, “White progressives can be the most 

difficult people for people of color because, to the degree that we think we have arrived, we will 

put our energy into making sure that others see us as having arrived” (5). Desperate to be seen as 

one of the good guys, we are uncomfortable and offended by being grouped with other white 

people. 

Dr. Gresham, though he at times recognizes the oppression that whites have inflicted 

upon African Americans, nevertheless bristles at being associated with other whites. When Iola 

rejects Dr. Gresham’s proposal for the first time, citing the “insurmountable barrier” of race, 

Gresham replies, “You think too meanly of me. You must not judge me by the worst of my race. 

. . . You must not blame all for what a few have done” (96). Judging from this statement, 

Gresham apparently believes that the enslavement of millions of African Americans occurred 

through only a few white men’s participation, and he wants to imagine himself outside of that 

system entirely. But Gresham is not outside of that system; indeed, it is impossible for any white 
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person in the United States—both in the nineteenth century and today—to exist outside the 

history of enslavement and the continuing disenfranchisement of Black Americans. Gresham’s 

wealth, status, and reputation do not exist in a vacuum but are facilitated by the oppression of 

others. 

Similarly, Eugene Leroy frequently goes on long rants about the hypocrisies and 

absurdities of white racism¾rants that often seem more performative than truly reflective¾but 

has difficulty identifying himself as part of the society that he is railing against. When his wife 

attempts to educate him about the wrongs of slavery, he laments, “Oh, Marie, you have such an 

uncomfortable way of putting things. You make me feel that we have done those things which 

we ought not to have done, and have left undone those things which we ought to have done” 

(68). Although Eugene does associate himself with other whites through his use of “we” here, he 

does so without any real self-examination; it’s an empty statement, made conspicuously so by 

the bizarrely repetitive and nonspecific language he employs. What he’s actually bemoaning is 

not the wrongs of slavery and his own tacit participation in them, but the fact that his wife is 

making him feel guilty about those wrongs. As their conversation continues (somewhat 

reluctantly on Eugene’s part), he struggles to recognize his own complicity in the system of 

slavery, instead trying to claim that he himself is imprisoned within that system. He tells Marie, 

“slavery is a sword that cuts both ways. If it wrongs the negro, it also curses the white man. But 

we are in it, and what can we do? . . . My hands are tied by law and custom” (69). Marie, as 

usual, attempts to push him toward accountability, demanding, “Who tied them?” (69). Yet for 

all Marie’s pushing, the conversation fails to elicit an admission of guilt and actually ends with 

the previously discussed dismissal of Marie’s emotions. Both Gresham and Eugene demonstrate 

that for all their talk of what “we” have done, they ultimately fail to acknowledge their positions 



 122 

and instead get defensive when Black people point out their complicity in slavery and white 

supremacy.  

Eugene’s complaint about Marie’s supposedly “uncomfortable way of putting things” 

elucidates another important dimension of white fragility: the tendency to pivot racial 

conversations and situations away from the experiences of people of color, focusing instead on 

white emotions. This phenomenon has been dubbed “white tears,”22 which DiAngelo explains as 

“all the ways, both literally and metaphorically, that white fragility manifests itself through white 

people’s laments over how hard racism is on us” (131, emphasis in original). Eugene’s wounded 

emotional response to Marie occurs at the point in their conversation when Marie is trying to 

explain the particularly harmful actions of white men, whom she denounces for sexually abusing 

enslaved women and selling their own children away from them. Given the power dynamics 

within their own marriage, such a conversation makes Eugene particularly uncomfortable 

because it highlights his own damaging behaviors. Although Eugene does not physically assault 

Marie, he switches between the role of enslaver and husband with disturbing rapidity. He does 

not actually ask Marie to marry him so much as tell her that it is what he wants, making it hard to 

imagine that Marie has a legitimate sense of agency in the decision. But in his conversation with 

Marie, he does not allow himself to be confronted with the reality of that power dynamic. He 

brushes aside her critiques of white men and refocuses the conversation on his own feelings of 

guilt and discomfort. 

 
22 While this term is often used to discuss literal tears that may be shed by whites during 
discussions about racism, in this chapter I am using the term more broadly to signify many 
different emotional responses. All of these reactions, regardless of whether they involve actual 
tears, work in the same way: they shift attention away from people of color and instead prioritize 
the feelings and experiences of white people. 
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Moreover, Eugene is not the only perpetrator of white tears in Iola Leroy. Perhaps the 

most egregious example occurs when Robert Johnson goes to visit his former mistress, Mrs. 

Johnson, in hopes of tracking down his mother, who was sold away from him in childhood. Mrs. 

Johnson dominates the conversation from the moment Robert arrives, complaining about how 

hurt she felt when she discovered that he had left her (and his enslavement) to join the Union 

army. Seeking reassurance about her own morality and goodness, she presses Robert: “You 

know I never ill-treated you, and I gave you everything you needed. People said that I was 

spoiling you. I thought you were as happy as the days were long. . . . I couldn’t believe at first 

that you were gone. Wasn’t I always good to you?” (122). Mrs. Johnson’s behavior in this scene 

reflects the narcissism that undergirds white fragility. Discussions of race and racism often leave 

white people feeling personally attacked (as we have seen with Dr. Gresham and Eugene Leroy), 

triggering a defensive response, but that impulse to defensiveness effectively reframes the 

conversation to be about us, rather than the issues at hand. White tears prompt this shift in focus, 

and do so in a particularly pernicious way because expressions of emotion seem innocent, 

natural, and sympathetic. And this apparent innocence is only magnified when those emotions 

are coming from a white woman. As DiAngelo writes, “Whether intended or not, when a white 

woman cries over some aspect of racism, all the attention immediately goes to her, demanding 

time, energy, and attention away from everyone in the room when they should be focused on 

ameliorating racism. While she is given attention, the people of color are yet again abandoned 

and/or blamed” (134). The interaction between Robert and Mrs. Johnson is particularly troubling 

because of the extremely imbalanced power relationship between them—as his former enslaver, 

her self-centered emotions and need for reassurance about her own kindness simply reinstate her 

as the most important person present, thus reifying white supremacy.  
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In order to understand the stakes of the argument Harper is making through her portrayal 

of white progressives, we must bear in mind that these moments of white fragility are not just 

individual instances of ignorance, defensiveness, or guilt. Instead, they must be understood 

together as individual manifestations of the larger structure of white fragility, which is about 

power, not vulnerability:  

White fragility functions as a form of bullying; I am going to make it so miserable for 

you to confront me¾no matter how diplomatically you try to do so¾that you will simply 

back off, give up, and never raise the issue again. White fragility keeps people of color in 

line and ‘in their place.’ . . .  It may be conceptualized as the sociology of dominance: an 

outcome of white people’s socialization into white supremacy and a means to protect, 

maintain, and reproduce white supremacy. (DiAngelo 112-113, emphasis in original) 

While it is important to note that these behaviors are often unconscious, that does not change or 

mitigate the impact they have or the function they serve. The apparently well-meaning whites in 

Iola Leroy are no exception: their possible good intentions have no effect on the repercussions of 

their defensiveness, which works to silence people like Marie, Iola, and Robert, detracting 

attention from their stories and experiences. Harper’s depiction of these many moments of white 

fragility enacted by white progressives illustrates her skepticism about the possibility of 

interracial solidarity and white allyship. Even those white folks who are sympathetic to the cause 

of racial justice consistently fail to reckon with their own position in the system of white 

supremacy or to comprehend the experience of African Americans around them.  

In fact, there are a few moments in the novel that suggest that cross-racial understanding 

may be impossible. Iola’s personal journey provides a compelling argument for the inability to 

achieve that awareness. She herself does not comprehend the true horrors of slavery until she 
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becomes personally subject to them. The narrator draws our attention to this bitter irony: “Poor 

Iola! When she said slavery was not a bad thing, little did she think that she was destined to drink 

to its bitter dregs the cup she was so ready to press to the lips of others” (86). Even Iola, who 

grew up with seemingly loving interracial relationships like the one she had with Mammy Liza, 

does not recognize the truth about slavery and racism until she herself “becomes” Black. 

Sympathetic whites, Harper suggests, do not feel real empathy for African Americans, but 

instead a kind of condescending pity, or vague, abstract concern. Iola’s brother, Harry, makes 

this discovery when he too is remanded to Blackness and enslavement: “Since Harry had come 

North he had learned to feel profound pity for the slave. But there is a difference between 

looking on a man as an object of pity and protecting him as such, and being identified with him 

and forced to share his lot” (104). The Leroys’ story suggests that it is difficult for whites to 

experience meaningful empathy across the color line, and that lack of empathy is a powerful 

barrier to political solidarity. As Dr. Latimer puts it near the end of the novel, “it seems to be 

almost impossible for a white man to put himself completely in our place. No man can feel the 

iron which enters another man’s soul” (203). According to Dr. Latimer and perhaps Harper 

herself, the African American community must unite and fight together for racial justice, even if 

that means acting without the help of white allies who may never be able to truly empathize with 

their plight.  

Although I am arguing that Harper’s perspective about the prospect of interracial 

solidarity is “pessimistic,” I want to be clear that I do not think that the novel as a whole is 

pessimistic. On the contrary, Iola Leroy depicts a tight-knit community of African Americans 

full of reunited families and loved ones, who are capable of accomplishing their goals without 

white assistance or allyship. The novel ends with the marriages of Iola and Dr. Latimer, Harry 
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and Lucille Delany, two couples united by shared commitment to Black education and uplift. 

The future here is bright indeed—it just does not include white people in its vision of that future. 

Pauline Hopkins and Frances Harper had different outlooks on the potentials for white 

allyship. Though united by a shared skepticism about white hypocrisy, Hopkins’ novel imagines 

what interracial solidarity could look like, and she offers her white readers a model for acting as 

allies. Harper, on the other hand, illustrates the many ways one can fail as an ally. This contrast, 

in my view, does not make the texts contradictory, but complementary. Pairing Contending 

Forces and Iola Leroy offers us a fuller picture of both the possibilities and dangers of white 

allyship in the fight for racial justice at the turn of the century and today. The two novels, though 

written more than one hundred years ago, challenge contemporary readers—especially those of 

us who are white—to examine our attitudes and actions, to fight our tendencies toward white 

fragility, and to actually support people of color as allies.  
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Conclusion 

 

“The heartbeat of racism is denial, and the heartbeat of antiracism is confession.” 

—Ibram Kendi 

 

 One of the foundational lies about American racism is that it doesn’t exist—or at least, it 

doesn’t exist anymore. White Americans tend to locate racism far back in our country’s history, 

within the context of chattel slavery or Jim Crow segregation, and that past is frequently 

disconnected from the present day. We imagine it as a faraway time full of backwards people 

that bear no relation or resemblance to us today. This false detachment is more than just an 

instance of white ignorance (though it is that, too); as Ibram Kendi observes, racism depends on 

that disavowal.  

 In the preceding chapters, I have attempted to respond to this white denial with 

intentional recognition. Rather than averting my eyes and claiming ignorance, I have looked 

directly and precisely at structures of white supremacy and the way these racist frameworks have 

endured over time. The strategies and mechanisms that uphold white supremacy are many, 

varied, and enduring. My chosen texts speak clearly to both their setting at the end of the 

nineteenth century and our present moment in the twenty-first: white supremacy tenaciously 

persists. 

 In Chapter One, I argued that Mark Twain’s Pudd’nhead Wilson and Pauline Hopkins’ Of 

One Blood illustrate that white supremacy operates by establishing a Black/white binary in 

which Blackness is devalued and Black cultural achievements are erased, while whiteness is 

socially and legally enshrined as a form of valuable property. Today whiteness still functions as 
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property, one that determines your job, your neighborhood, your ability to vote, your health, and 

your life expectancy. The contemporary racial wealth gap is so pronounced that whiteness 

ultimately acts as its own kind of wealth. 

 In Chapter Two, I read Charles Chesnutt’s The House Behind the Cedars and The 

Marrow of Tradition alongside Kate Chopin’s “Désirée’s Baby,” using these texts as a window 

into the white racial anxiety that characterized the post-Reconstruction era. In the twenty-first 

century, white anxiety about race is as palpable and potent as ever; the economic and social fears 

of working-class whites offered a powerful opportunity in the 2016 election for Donald Trump, 

who capitalized on that anxiety and fanned the flames of reactionary xenophobia. 

 Chapter Three paired Chesnutt’s The Marrow of Tradition with Pauline Hopkins’ 

Contending Forces; read together, these two texts illuminate the interconnections between 

various forms of white supremacist violence—structural, spectacular, and sexual. In 2019, 

structural violence is still widespread, and explosions of spectacular racist violence occur with 

horrible regularity, whether in the form of white nationalist terrorism or police brutality. 

 My fourth and final chapter contrasted the representations of white progressives in 

Hopkins’ Contending Forces and Frances E. W. Harper’s Iola Leroy, arguing that while Hopkins 

offers a model for impactful white allyship, Harper focuses her novel on critiquing would-be 

white allies who nevertheless exhibit the defensiveness characteristic of “white fragility.” 

Although recent years have seen increased awareness of white privilege, many white people 

continue to react with anger and combativeness in discussions about racial inequality, refusing to 

confront or acknowledge the continuation of white supremacy. 

 I am separated from Twain, Hopkins, Chesnutt, Chopin, and Harper by more than a 

century, but the world that they describe is all too familiar. White supremacy lives on in the 
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twenty-first century, and white Americans are the beneficiaries of that system, while 

simultaneously refusing to acknowledge its existence. 

 White denial is essential to contemporary American racism, but the antidote to that 

denial, as Ibram Kendi explains, is “confession”—that is, “the ability to self-reflect, to admit 

one’s own racist upbringing, to take an accounting of ourselves” (qtd. in Frederick). My capacity 

for self-reflection has developed over the course of writing this dissertation, which I have come 

to think of as both an academic achievement and a personal journey. Researching and writing 

about white supremacy as a white person requires introspection. As I worked through chapter 

after chapter, each time focusing on some new facet or function of white supremacy, I asked 

myself, “Where have I personally witnessed this form of violence? When did I first encounter 

that racist narrative? How has it shaped my experiences, my worldview, and my behavior?” 

Doing this work has meant acknowledging that I am inevitability part of the processes that I am 

attempting to deconstruct, that I am part of whiteness.  

That self-reflection has often been uncomfortable. But my experience reading the writers 

and scholars I have been studying in this dissertation has helped me to acknowledge and accept 

that unease. I am not owed comfort, and there is no way forward without first feeling that 

discomfort. Radical change, whether personal or societal, is rarely comfortable.  
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