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Abstract

Through the Second Looking Glass: Inventing the Minority Bildungsroman
by
Alvin Henry
Doctor of Philosophy in Literature and Social Thought
University of California, Berkeley

Professor Abdul JanMohamed, Chair

My dissertation argues for the importance of what | term the minority Bildungsroman, a
genre that twentieth-century writers adopted in order to represent racial anxiety as well as to
imagine a way for the minority subject to move beyond it. By looking at the minority
Bildungsroman as a literary form that exposes the process of Bildung not as self-formation but as
self-dissolution, | aim to offer an important new perspective into how minority literature uses
genre and literary history: only close attention to plot, character, and narrative reveals how these
texts create a new genre to depict the minority subject’s escape from the complex of socially-
imposed identities originating from the dead mother complex. Unlike the subject of the
traditional Bildungsroman, who achieves social integration and a stable ego, the minority subject
in this new genre fails to successfully internalize the social roles that he is assigned. The
instability and suffering imposed by double consciousness and racial anxiety cause him to throw
off his prescribed identities. The narrator of Invisible Man, for instance, pursues experiences
aimed at achieving social integration. Yet these paths result only in failure. He excels at college
and glimpses a future of affluence and prominence, for instance, but only to be summarily
expelled. Such experiences fail to produce what they promise, eventually thwarting his desire
for normality and success. Seeking to be more than the poor, rural blacks that haunt his memory,
yet unable to assimilate, Invisible Man progressively casts off elements of his social identity,
and, in the novel’s climax, reaches a state of social formlessness, or invisibility. The structures
of white society, Ellison implies, cannot but deform those minorities who attempt to live in
accordance with them. This movement towards self-disintegration, however, opens the space for
the radical conclusion of the minority Bildungsroman. As a subject without subjectivities he
begins what | call a “second mirror stage.” By combining Lacan’s notion of subject formation
with Du Bois’s conception of the end of double consciousness as a “longing to attain self-
conscious manhood, to merge his double self into a better and truer self,” I argue that the second
mirror stage allows the subject to reconstitute his ego and identity. This process terminates racial
anxiety and the double consciousness that engenders it. Reworking the form of the
traditional Bildungsroman, these authors use formal innovation as the means of reimagining the
self and, 1 argue, show that literary analysis is capable of recovering otherwise hard-to-access
originary psychic traumas.



Chapter Summaries

My dissertation compares African American and Asian American novels of self-
deformation to track the evolution of the a new genre, the minority bildungsroman. In Chapter 1,
“Nella Larsen’s Rogue Black Women: Anti-Black Aesthetics and the Formation of the Minority
Bildungsroman,” | show that the inability of the traditional Bildungsroman to capture and
imagine the minority subject pushed Larsen to turn towards a new genre. This chapter
demonstrates the differences between the operation of character, plot, and narrative closure in the
traditional and minority Bildungsroman. | argue that Larsen first asks what it means to be a
woman in Quicksand, a novel whose authoring leads her to the realization that developmental
models of self-formation centered on the traditional processes of marriage and childbirth have
worked to imprison black women in the confines of prescribed subjectivities. In Passing, Larsen
turns to the minority Bildungsroman to convey an alternative vision of African American
women’s self-formation. Instead of developing her subjects into a restrictive, traditional
“fullness,” Larsen imbues them with taboo desires that help disintegrate their identities.
Motherhood and heterosexuality, for example, are replaced with disinterested and negligent
mothers and lesbian love. Although one of the protagonists of Passing approaches a full
disintegration, she stops short and returns to a typical life—one that will end just like Helga’s in
Quicksand. Clare, the other protagonist, succeeds in completing a second mirror stage, though
she dies right after its conclusion. Larsen complicates the stakes of the second mirror stage by
indicating that physical death might be a risk in the pursuit of minority Bildung.

My second chapter, “Toward a Second Mirror Stage: A General Theory of Disability in
Ralph Ellison’s Invisible Man,”” considers how Ralph Ellison negotiates the fraught relationship
between disability, race, and homosexuality. During the period of Jim Crow, race and male
homosexuality in its many forms were considered disabilities. Rather than critique this construct,
Ellison adopts its logic to construct a general theory of disability, representing race and
homosexuality as just two species of it. By subtly embracing this conflation, Ellison gains the
freedom to work through sensitive racial problems by negotiating them through the framework
of disability. Encoding Invisible Man’s process of disintegration in disability, the narrative does
not ostensibly read as a minority Bildungsroman since disability already entails a disintegrating
and mangled body. For Ellison, Invisible Man must come to accept rather than resist his
disabilities—his race and his homosexuality—in order to properly disintegrate his social
identities. Once he successfully disintegrates, he will be able to complete his second mirror
stage, terminate his hibernation, and re-enter the world.

In my third chapter, “Blaming the Dead Mother: Finding the Mother in John Okada’s No-
No Boy,” | address how the first mirror stage is hijacked by anti-minority racism and how its
outcome of a fictive subjectivity reverberates throughout the novel. The first mirror stage
incorporates anti-minority racism and repositions the mother function. Okada gives us the
opportunity to closely examine why the subjectivity created in the first mirror stage must be
disintegrated. Okada illustrates the way in which the forced migration and imprisonment of
Japanese Americans into rural encampments during the Second World War stripped Japanese
parents of their authority in both the public and private spheres. Okada fictionalizes this
debilitation of parents in the socially and psychically “dead” maternal and paternal characters of
his novel in order to imagine the consequences of, and a possible escape from, anti-Japanese
racism. Okada demonstrates how these dead parents, particularly the dead mother, factor into the
formation of youth in the context of the Japanese Internment and Cold War America more



generally. Ichiro, the protagonist son, spends the novel trying to extricate himself from the
supposed source of his troubles—the dead mother, whom he blames for his inability to assimilate
via enlisting in the military during internment, and for his inability to embody a Japanese,
American, or Japanese American identity. Ichiro’s obsession with this assignation of guilt results
in the disintegration of all of his social identities, including his relationship to his mother.
Although Okada continues the narrative a few paragraphs after enacting narrative closure with
the second mirror stage, he refuses to describe and thus author Ichiro’s new identity. By resisting
the movement toward describing Ichiro’s new social identity, Okada allows the Japanese
American subject to unfold without social or authorial influence. Ichiro finally possesses the
ability to define himself.

My final chapter, “How Bigger Wasn’t Born: Richard Wright’s Aesthetic of Black
Bildung, 1940-1958,” explores Wright evolving idea of black bildung in Native Son and The
Long Dream. | read Native Son as a critique of the social and psychic forces—from anti-black
whites and African Americans—policing Bigger into various forms of self-education models. |
demonstrate that violence serves not to extricate Bigger from these imposed identities but as a
mode to access and develop self-consciousness. Bigger does not achieve *“consciousness” nor
does Wright flush out a comprehensive theory of black subjectivity. The Long Dream, written
almost two decades later, crafts a theory of black masculinity in the context of the burgeoning
Civil Rights movement. | argue that Wright writes the tenets of the minority bildungsroman into
the surface of the narrative. He guides the reader through the multiple introjections and
disintegrations of subject positions for the young protagonist, Fishbelly. In each episode Wright
exposes the mechanisms of self-deformation. Unlike Larsen and Ellison, Wright demonstrates
the tremendous psychic and emotional costs associated with pursing minority bildung. The
chapter elaborates on Wright’s struggles with black masculinity and | demonstrate how
homosocial relations with father and brother figures are integral to the development of identity. |
argue that violence, specifically lynching, serves as the vehicle for Fishbelly to disintegrate and
seek a new vision of black masculinity.
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Introduction

A nigger’s a black man who don’t know who he is, ‘cause he’s too damned dumb to know...a
nigger’s something white folks make a black man believe he is.
The Long Dream, Richard Wright

There is no help for it: I am a white man. For unconsciously | distrust what is black in me, that is,
the whole of my being.
Black Skin, White Masks, Frantz Fanon

Section 1: The Raced Psyche and the Classical Narrative of Self-Formation

Most ethnic studies theorists have labored to demonstrate that race is a discursive product
rather than a genetic outcome. Omi and Winant’s field-shaping text, Racial Formation in the
United States (1986), posits—along with a huge number of later scholars who subsequently
adopted and reproduced their innovative study—that race is socially constructed and that raced
subjects can negotiate the outcome of this discursive project. While Omi and Winant produce a
theory that emerges from poststructuralist thought, 1 want to put pressure on their work by
recovering that of their (pre-poststructuralist) predecessors—particularly that of Frederick
Douglass, W.E.B. Du Bois, and Frantz Fanon. Whereas Omi and Winant argued that racial
formation shifts with different social or discursive architectonics, Douglass and Du Bois focused
on theorizing the politics of the body as marked by race. Being black, for the latter pair, was not
an arbitrary function of social construction. According to the radical thought of Du Bois, for
example, African Americans do not have the luxury of negotiating identity or altering their social
fabrication; Du Bois wanted African Americans to shift their political positions to gain social
power.

At the center of Du Bois’s theory of racial formation lies the crucial historical legacy of
slavery and anti-black racism, a legacy that, perhaps paradoxically—that is, despite its infamy—
requires rediscovery in the wake of poststructuralist interventions. In 1897 W.E.B. Du Bois
penned “Strivings of the Negro People,” introducing the theory of “double consciousness” that
would later be revised for The Souls of Black Folks (1903). He argues that African Americans—
as constituted by both American and black American cultures—must exist as subjects with two
different yet equal identities: one being African American and the second, an abject otherness
determined by anti-black, white culture. Du Bois’s theory of the subject famously argues that:

...the Negro is a sort of seventh son, born with a veil, and gifted with second-sight in this
American world—a world which yields him no true self-consciousness, but only lets him
see himself through the revelation of the other world. It is a peculiar sensation, this
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double-consciousness, this sense of always looking at one's self through the eyes of
others, of measuring one's soul by the tape of a world that looks on in amused contempt
and pity. One ever feels his twoness,—an American, a Negro; two warring souls, two
thoughts, two unreconciled strivings; two warring ideals in one dark body, whose dogged
strength alone keeps it from being torn asunder.*

As historian Dickson Bruce has argued, the notion of double consciousness simultaneously
emphasizes an identity based on African spirituality and another informed by the materialism
espoused by Booker T. Washington.? Almost a half-century earlier, Frederick Douglass
presented a much less radical yet nonetheless similarly psychologically oriented vision of
African American slave identity. He argued in My Bondage and My Freedom (1855) that:

...to make a contented slave, you must make a thoughtless one. It is necessary to darken

his moral and mental vision, and, as far as possible, to annihilate the power of
reason...The man who takes his earnings must be able to convince him that he has a
perfect right to do so. It must not depend upon mere force—the slave must know no
higher law than his master’s will.®

Douglass establishes the mind as the true battlefield of African American subject formation. The
African American subject, per Douglass, inherits the social imperative to construct himself as
“thoughtless;” in the future, he must be purged of this imposed disability of critical capacity.
Despite the persistent stereotypes of “ideally” subjugated subjects (such as that of the Uncle
Tom), however, African American slaves never actually “achieved” the ideals set forth by anti-
black racism; subterfuge and subversion allowed slaves to endure and thrive through horrid
circumstances entirely capable of darkening their “mental vision.” Douglass anticipates Du Bois’
theory regarding the psychic assault on African Americans. As remedy, he suggests that African
Americans become “men” (and women, as Douglass was a fierce supporter of women’s suffrage
and civil rights) through hard work.

In his lecture “Self-Made Men,” Douglass adapted the American myth of the self-created
man to the purpose of defending and motivating African Americans who were emerging from
centuries of slavery. He believed that work and the pursuit of commerce—a pair of values that
will elicit skepticism from Du Bois—should be the proper channels of self-formation for African
Americans. He urged society to “give the Negro fair play and let him alone. If he lives, well. If
he dies, equally well. If he cannot stand up, let him fall down.”* Douglass’s notion of a self-
fashioning through labor is different from the perhaps similar-sounding American myth espoused
by Benjamin Franklin, however. Instead of pursuing isolated, self-motivated work and its
(presumably) resultant financial success, Douglass pled that African Americans should cooperate
and support each other in their journeys. In support of his exhortation, he adduces the fact that
African Americans had been some of the few successful farmers of poor soil in the South.
Implicit in this example is the sense that these successful African American “farmers” were more
than individuals; they were part of extended kinship units buffered by strong, supportive
institutions like the church. This communal aspect of self-making is partially lost in the theories
of Du Bois and later Fanon, who both develop notions of subject formation for the individual,
rather than the collective, psyche.

Douglass’s promotion of the value of accumulating material possessions constitutes the
primary point of variance between his ideas and Du Bois’s theory of emancipated black



subjectivity. Du Bois called for the emergence of “The Talented Tenth,” a group of highly-
educated yet middle-class African Americans that would lead the fight for Civil Rights. He
rejected Booker T. Washington’s platform of vocational and industrial education in favor of the
classical liberal arts that the Talent Tenth would pursue. Du Bois’s vision regarding this
vanguard group was first articulated in 1903 in an article of the same name, in which he
emphasized a need to turn to moral education and the development of character. His rejection of
wealth as a valid ideal encompassed a dismissal of the whole of Washington’s philosophy and, in
part, of Douglass’s imperative that laboring for financial success would constitute the proper
Bildung for African Americans. Almost forty years after his first declaration regarding the
Talented Tenth, Du Bois reiterates his vision—in the same year as Richard Wright’s Native
Son—in his autobiography Dusk of Dawn: “my own panacea of earlier days was flight of class
from mass through the development of the Talented Tenth; but the power of this aristocracy of
talent was to lie in its knowledge and character, not in its wealth.”®> For Du Bois, pursuit of
development of character over wealth would lead to the eradication of double consciousness and
its causes. A classical education emphasizing critical thought and reflection would presumably
lead to a moment of crisis: “the history of the American Negro is the history of this strife,--this
longing to attain self-conscious manhood, to merge his double self into a better and truer self.”®
While Du Bois envisioned that a pedagogy of the oppressed that would include a revival of black
spirituality would produce an African American selfhood possessing a single, unified and
enlightened, ego, Frantz Fanon will insist that only violence could achieve Du Bois’s dream of
singularly conscious black subjectivity.

In Black Skin, White Masks (1952), Fanon outlines a revolutionary theory of subject
formation. Instead of idealizing hard work or purely intellectual strategies for crafting black
subjectivity, Fanon demands that blacks of the African diaspora violently expel colonizers from
their lands, their minds, and their bodies. Like Douglass and Du Bois, Fanon focuses his theory
of subject formation on the black psyche. He modifies the notion of double consciousness from
being a matter of the split between an individual’s black and American personalities to being a
battle between an “inferior” indigenous cultural identity and the perceived grandeur of the
colonizer’s society. While Du Bois did not view one of the split personalities of African
Americans as better than the other—in his view, both constituted the black subject regardless of
the horrors involved—Fanon demonstrates how black culture is, de facto, viewed, recognized,
and internalized as inferior to white culture. He argues that “for the black man there is only one
destiny. And it is white.”’ Fanon reiterates this point throughout the text: “it is in fact customary
in Martinique to dream of a form of salvation that consists of magically turning white” and “what
they [women of color] must have is whiteness at any price.”®

The bildung of blacks, according to Fanon, is to achieve whiteness and, in the process,
the eradication of blackness and black bodies. At the same time, Fanon evokes the communal
aspects of subject formation discussed by Douglass and Du Bois. He views black subject
formation as “not an individual question,” but a problem of society and history as well as of the
individual.® Individual relations between whites and blacks do not dominate the process of
subject formation. Rather, the engine of these relations is the fact that *...he [a black man] lives
in a society that makes his inferiority complex possible, in a society that derives its stability from
the perpetuation of this complex.”*°

Fanon offers a radical diagnosis of the black condition. He develops a socio-
psychoanalytic model accounting for how colonized subjects come to “worship” white culture
and dismiss their native black one. On the one hand, Fanon attributes the origin of the sense of



“blackness” itself to being a byproduct of the white interventions that befell Negros upon
colonial contact. He states that: “when the [adult] Negro makes contact with the white world, a
certain sensitizing action takes place. If his psychic structure is weak, one observes a collapse of
the ego” and that “a normal Negro child, having grown up within a normal family, will become
abnormal on the slightest contact with the white world.”** In these examples, Fanon discusses
the first wave of Martinquian men and women who travel to France for an education. While
receiving their colonial educations, Fanon interprets their encounters with whites thusly: “the
first impulse of the black man is to say no to those who attempt to build a definition of him.”*2
He assumes that “uncontaminated” blacks from Martinique (which is difficult to imagine since
colonization began in the seventeenth century in the country) have been able to craft their own
identities when outside the influence of the colonizer. But, once the colonization process begins,
for “every colonized people—in other words, every people in whose soul an inferiority complex
has been created by the death and burial of its local cultural originality,” the imposed complex of
inferiority rewrites subjectivity.® The other formative process Fanon outlines is one in which the
black child, assumedly born into a colonial country, inherits—rather than constructs—nher black
identity. 1 will return to this embrace of an erased originary culture in my discussions of
formlessness.

Responding to Jacques Lacan’s formulation of the mirror stage, Fanon theorizes how the
mirror stage would be re-structured for a black context. From his own clinical research into the
mirror stage, Fanon “contend[s] that for the Antillean the mirror hallucination is always neutral.
When Antilleans tell me that they have experienced it, | always ask the same question: ‘What
color were you?’ Invariably they reply: ‘I had no color.””** The image of the self and of the
mother in the mirror is colorless, i.e., not black. Somehow the black parent—both as a phenotype
and social construct—has been purged from the mirror stage. The child is not identifying with a
black parent, but with a colorless imaginary or a white parent. While this is an extremely odd
description by his patients, Fanon does not elaborate on the specifics of this process and assumes
that the colorless parent is really white. Whereas Fanon based his theoretical conclusions on
observation of a society and history of anti-black racism far different from the American
versions, my project offers a rigorous account of minority subject formation in the specific
context of the American variant of colonial culture. Using the unique historical conditions of
American slavery, Jim Crow, and the pre-Asian American movement of the sixties, | argue that
the formation of African American and Asian American subjects requires not just one but two
mirror stages.

My project participates in conversations on racial identity, attending specifically to the
twentieth century fascination with individual self-formation. Implicit within identity politics
debates is the question of minority Bildung and whether African and Asian Americans can and
should follow the same developmental journeys as white Americans. Cultural discourses
advocating notions of merit and social integration assume that minorities ought indeed to mirror
the bildung of whites, preferably involving key stages along the lines of: a middle-class
childhood filled with the “advantages” of a nuclear family; the pursuit of higher education; and
the successful reproduction of dominant cultural values and tastes. Identity politics assumes that
minorities will assimilate to this cult of individual development. Du Bois’s “Talented Tenth”
concept augured this position but augmented the form of black identity it endorses with a bit of
social justice charity—although the absurdity of this rhetoric is readily revealed in practice, as
Nella Larsen demonstrates via Irene’s experiences in Passing. Implicit within Du Bois’s
ideology of “uplift” for African Americans is the normative teleology of middle-class bildung.



In a similar fashion, the “model minority’ myth haunts various Asian American
communities; immigrants are all too often psychically policed into the model-minority standard.
The collectivizing aspect of identity politics—albeit more recent conversations accept
difference—tends toward a homogenization of minority groups and presents one standardized
model of identity, one standardized form of minority bildung. The communal aspect to minority
self-formation moves from extended kin networks to individual models of development that
reflect the movement toward alienated identities over the last century.

A focus on self-formation, almost by its denotation, requires a turn away from communal
life to the individual—a turn which was a founding impulse of the literature delineating
European Enlightenment subjectivity. Historian Reinhart Koselleck traces the genealogy of the
concept of bildung across cultures, interrogating the effects of religion, the humanities, and the
sciences. He differentiates among the various incorrect English translations of bildung, which
would interpret it as consisting in formal education, imagination, self-education, or self-
cultivation, determining that “self-formation” (selbstbildung) best captures the meaning of the
German phenomenon. Koselleck argues that bildung does not imply a pre-given social identity;
instead it involves an evolution based upon self-reflection. The concept originated in doctrinal
Christian explanations of individuals’ divine grace. Koselleck tracks the concept’s shift in the
eighteenth century to describing a style of educated piety that was full of inner turmoil.*®> Hegel
and Goethe preserve Christianity by eliminating its dogmatic dimensions and assimilating
naturalistic and materialistic world-views. Thus, education, personal growth, and wealth become
classified as “natural” instincts under Christianity’s reform efforts and hierarchical systems of
governance and salvation. Koselleck makes the larger claim that Hegel attempts to challenge
(and dispose of) these religious inheritances by re-interpreting bildung as the task “to perceive
and alllgviate alienation”—to bring about self-awareness through acts of consciousness and
work.

After the 1848 revolution, bildung stabilizes the bourgeoisie (as exemplified in Le Pére
Goriot and L’Education Sentimentale) and becomes a process of personal, cultural, and political
revelation. In a digital humanities study, Franco Moretti confirms Koselleck’s social analysis by
showing a surge in authorship of novels written in the style of the bildungsroman post-1848.*'
Sociologist Viviana Zelizer would argue that a dramatic decline in infant morality rates and the
simultaneous rise of the bourgeoisie’s fetishization of the child enabled the cult of self-formation
to thrive in the middle of the nineteenth century.'® Russian philosopher of language Mikhail
Baktin adds another perspective on self-formation.

Bahktin adds that realism defines the Bildungsroman. Rather than the social world being
in upheaval, subjectivity becomes the location of variability and turbulence.'® The social world,
Bahktin argues, must be described with such a complete degree of detail that it enables time and
sight to be continuous; the narrative world must be realistic, complete, and juxtaposed to the
character’s own inner instability and incompleteness. Koselleck views bildung as attaining a
crisis during World War | due to the inability of young men, in particular, to develop into strong
and vital adults during such political and social turmoil. No longer can the Bildungsroman
represent an unstable character as irony or fiction in contrast to a fully-stabilized external reality
due to 2tgle fact that this chaos is actually happening on a grand and horrific scale in the real
world.

In his study of the Bildungsroman, literary critic Franco Moretti divides the genre into
five subgroups: classical, Balzacian, English, Elliotian, and modern (late) categories.?* In each
historical and geographical period, Moretti asserts that (1) the Bildungsroman’s definitive



narrative beginning and end attempt to contain the unpredictability of social changes, (2) the plot
reflects the flexibility of modernity (starting with Goethe and Austen), and (3) the “un-heroic
hero” creates a subjectivity of the everyday. The classical phase includes works by Goethe and
Austen, which present bildung as a type of apprenticeship culminating in marriage. Balzac’s idea
of Bildung, on the other hand, no longer imparts a message of optimistic human relations; rather,
capitalism becomes the teacher of morality and identity. The English bildungsroman
simultaneously conjures a hero who lacks a spirit for adventure and who is at the mercy of his
abusers. The world frightens the hero who has become a normative character (Oliver Twist, e.g.).
Moretti believes that the English version of the bildungsroman terminates with the waning of the
hero and his spirit for adventure. George Elliot breaks from this English tradition and pushes the
Bildungsroman to its absurd limits. She transforms the quest for identity into a quest for a
vocation and forges protagonists who advocate unaccepted values instead of buttressing
normative social practices.

For Moretti, the last category—the modern or late Bildungsroman—reflects Lukacs’s
ideas regarding the transcendental homelessness of modernity. The protagonist rejects society
and seeks meaning within meaning. Modernist literature thrives upon this idea of the shattering
and alienated subject. Stephen Dedalus, for example, leaves Ireland disenchanted and feeling
alienated, but he continues to exist as a coherent and complicated character. Both Moretti and
Koselleck demonstrate the crisis of the European and American Bildungsroman as reaching its
apogee in the early twentieth century, around World War 1.

While critics argue that the white Bildungsroman founders and terminates in the 1920s, in
the same time frame minority authors actually begin to create a new era for bildung, particularly
in works of the Harlem Renaissance. In this dissertation, | argue that African American authors
do not simply transmogrify the Bildungsroman but that they craft an entirely new genre with its
own poetics and aesthetics. | also argue that Asian American authors mirror the struggles of the
African American bildungsroman. Collectively, | term these two projects the minority
bildungsroman because they articulate a common struggle with and response to the question of
identity formation. The minority bildungsroman focuses on the self-deformation of minority
subjects.

Section 2: The Dead Mother Complex and the Racialized Mirror Stage

Jacques Lacan’s mirror stage describes a child’s transition from an amorphous state to a
structured one, from being an unbounded child to a demarcated and crystallized subject. Prior to
the mirror stage, the child exists in an undefined world in which he cannot distinguish between
himself and the external realm; the child lacks language and cannot name or identify specific,
bounded objects. As the child masters language, he simultaneously learns to distinguish himself
from his world. This adoption of language helps the child form an ideal-I, which is the child’s
primary mode of understanding his “bounded” self.? Lacan calls this ideal-1 “more constitutive
than constituted” meaning that what the child sees in the mirror—sight, here, encompassing both
a visual and an imaginary meaning—is his entire being (constitutive) rather than the sum of
influences from social constructions and culture (constituted).?® The ideal-I is an early version of
the ego “prior to its social determination.”?*

This ideal-1 is based upon the mirror image and itself becomes the basis for primary
narcissism. The next step in the mirror stage requires the splitting of the subject—his castration.



To move from the ideal-I to the I-ideal, “the child anticipates at the mental level the conquest of
his own body’s functional unity, which is still incomplete at the level of volitional motricity.”?
Once the child masters his body, he can focus on an identification outside of himself. He mirrors
his newly controllable body off of the mother or father. This secondary identification occurs
when the child is fully engaged with language and can interpret social meanings. The mother is
not simply an extension of the self (pre-mirror) or the source of food, love, pain, etc.; she also
dons the meanings given to women as mothers by social norms. Part of identifying with the
parent includes the child imagining what the mother (or father or parent substitute) desires.
Whatever object or thing, like love or affection, that the child comes to believe the mother
desires, he attempts to give to the mother in order to secure her attention.

In a violent transition, the child breaks from his ideal-1, primary narcissism, and primary
identification and bases his I-ideal around what he believes the mother to desire. He identifies
with the parent and with her perceived object of desire. When he realizes that he can never
satisfy the mother, he converts that object of desire into the thing that will forever torment him.
Lacan calls this the petit objet a (or simply the objet a). This object of the other is not the
Freudian object of desire but rather, per Lacan, the cause of all desires. The child exits the mirror
stage and begins to construct his subjectivity around this objet a. The subject does not
consciously pursue this objet a; rather, it is the foundation for his desires and pursuits in life.
This is Lacan’s model for what | will specify constitutes the “white” mirror stage; my project
puts pressure on the model of the white mirror stage by asking how it is reshaped when race
becomes a factor.

In the article “The Dead Mother” (1983) psychoanalyst Andre Green discusses how the
child detects the mother’s depression and then comes to imagine her as “psychically dead.”*®
The mother does not actually die, but her motherly function ceases. The child senses the
mother’s debilitation and depression. As the mother “dies” in the eyes of the child, he must
radically unbind—must disinvest—from the depressed mother. As a consequence, the child must
locate alternative outlets for his mirror relations. For Green, this dramatic severing from the
mother (or parent) manifests a narcissism in the child for the mother that will remain latent
throughout the child’s life. From a Lacanian perspective, this radical decathexis (disinvestment)
opens lack in the unconscious that must be satisfied with new mothers, new objects, new
attachments, and new signifiers.

It is not difficult to imagine that a slave mother—or in twentieth century literature, any
abject or severely oppressed parent—would likely be depressed due to racial limitations. Literary
critic Abdul JanMohamed terms this phenomenon the creation of “death-bound-subjects,” while
sociologist Orlando Patterson describes the scenario for African Americans as “social death.”
Subjected to constant experiences and threats—to themselves and their children—of death;
bodily sale; beatings; rape; and innumerable other mental and physical tortures, African
American parents became exemplars—however resilient—of socially (and psychically) ‘dead’
parents. Regardless of their status as depressed or not, the social world constructs African
American parents as psychically dead. Literary critic Hortense Spillers argues that African
Americans are dispossessed of their parental roles (“Mama’s Baby, Papa’s Maybe,” 1987). She
surmises that African American women are excluded from “the traditional symbolics of female
gender” and that both the mother and father are robbed of kinship and parental status. African
American kinship relied upon the lineage of the mother, yet she was almost always owned and
controlled by a white master—including her reproduction. The child of a slave becomes “owned”
not by the black parents but by the white master.?” Thus, as Spillers argues, the slave child is



robbed of both his parents: the father disposed of, sold, unknown, or unacknowledged, and the
mother possessed not by the child but by the master.

This everyday terror socially constructs black parents as dead. Richard Wright, in his The
Long Dream, Native Son, and Black Boy, gives life to Spillers’s hypothesis that the child
witnesses the psychic destruction or disabling of parents. In Black Boy, for example, Wright’s
mother suffers from a domineering mother of her own and from a horrible husband. These
domestic forces, in conjunction with anti-black racism and her own medical disabilities, create a
psychically dead mother. Wright cannot seek protection, advice, or nurturance from his
depressed mother and subsequently turns away from the dead mother in search of thriving
parents and viable role models. In a society that devalues and fashions black parents as
psychically and socially dead, the question must be asked: how does racial formation proceed for
African American children (and how does the African American paradigm compare to that
explored in Asian American literature)?

In formulating an answer to these questions, | propose a new theory of racial formation
that builds upon Spillers’s dispossessed parents, Du Bois’s notion of double consciousness, Omi
and Winant’s social construction, and Fanon’s colonization of the mind. My theory introduces a
new explanation for Fanon’s disturbing statement that “the black soul is a white man’s
artifact.”®® Fanon, a revolutionary psychiartrist, crafted a theory of black subject-formation
without elaborating on the specific mechanisms involved in that formation; my project seeks to
redress this deficiency.

In a racialized mirror stage, the black child, in a state of undifferentiation, would
establish a primary identification and narcissism with the world around him; most likely, he
would forge psychic connections to African American cultural practices and people such as
relatives and neighbors. The child’s inchoate ego, the ideal-I, forms around this identification, as
does primary narcissism. With the mastery of language and of his body, the child would begin to
distinguish himself as different and separate from those around him. The aggressive tensions
generated from this new situation spur the child to begin wondering what he lacks, what he is
missing that caused him to separate from the mother.”® Lacan refers to this missing object as the
objet a. As the minority child recognizes the mother as a discrete person, he must also perceive
that she is a psychically dead mother. The consequences of relating to the dead mother
completely modify the mirror stage.

The minority child must terminate his secondary identification with the dead mother and
disinvest his narcissistic libido from images of blackness or Asianness. The child could not
sustain a secondary identification with a dead mother; as Lacan argues, “the fear of death...is
psychologically subordinate to the [secondary] narcissistic fear of harm to one’s own body.”*
The child’s objet a with a dead mother would require acknowledging the lack of the body, which,
per Lacan, is even more difficult than choosing death. Thus, with an evacuated secondary
identification, the child invests, | argue, in the dominant social values as the substitute parent, as
a new mirror. Unlike Freud’s notion of the Superego, which is mediated through a familial
relationship, Lacan’s Symbolic register directly relates to the child and allows the child to
identify directly with society. A secondary identification with society requires imagining, or
being told, what society desires.

The minority child, instead of aggressively attempting to compete for the desire of the
dead minority mother, directs his attention towards society’s desire. As might be expected,
society, if it indeed “desires,” orients its goals towards normality, which includes the oppression
of African Americans and Asian Americans and the privileging of white Americans and their



culture. This objet a of normality also includes a fantasy for the imagined political, sexual, and
social freedom that white Americans can exercise. In a crude sense, the colonized subject
replicates the desires of the colonizer—a desire for whiteness. Fanon, though, assumes that an
identification with whites means that minorities desire to be white. In the racialized mirror stage,
desire is for normality and freedom, which is slightly different from desiring whiteness.
Secondary narcissism can appear as the desire for whiteness, however. The minority subject is
compelled to love the dominant tastes of the times, which happen to be for white bodies.
Throughout this struggle, though, the minority child, as Du Bois well knew, “ever feels his
twoness,--an American, a Negro; two warring souls, two thoughts, two unreconciled strivings;
two warring ideals in one dark body.” In psychoanalysis there are not simply two identities
waging a war, however—primary identification and primary narcissism must be rewritten
because the dead mother complex presents an incompatibility between primary and secondary
processes. The aggression from this inequality forces the ideal-I to be retroactively reconstructed.

When the identification with the black mother is interrupted, the ideal-1 in its fledgling
state is destroyed. With a secondary identification with normality (rather than with the parent),
primary identification and narcissism around blackness or Asianness are no longer possible. The
ideal-1 formed from these primary processes cannot be sustained. The minority child must
disinvest his narcissistic libidinal energies from this ego; the black “soul” becomes archived as
an impossibility. The minority child’s primary identification becomes what Fanon discovered as
“neutral,” i.e. white culture and bodies. Primary narcissism, too, is retooled in order to be
invested in self-images of the dominant culture, i.e.whiteness. The ideal-1, which is supposed to
be “prior to its social determination,” must be reconstructed based upon the I-ideal; the minority
child’s ideal-1 actually becomes socially determined.>:

| believe that this racialized mirror stage explains what Fanon predicts in the colonial
context: “the death and burial of its [black] local cultural originality.”3 To reiterate this complex
operation of primary processes, the minority child’s mirror stage is derailed because of anti-
minority racism. A traumatic secondary identification forces the child to retroactively redefine
his primary processes. He must destroy his ideal-1 and reconstitute his primary identification and
narcissism from a mirroring of white culture. With a new ideal-1, the minority child is truly an
orphan character since, on the psychic plane, a strong relationship to an ethnic community has
been eliminated, reinscribed—whited out, in essence. Anti-minority racism has successfully
hijacked the mirror stage and eradicated blackness or Asianness as the foundation for the
minority child’s subjectivity.

A racialized mirror stage ensures that the egos, and thus identities, “produced” by
minority subjects during their journeys of development are crafted by anti-black and anti-Asian
racism. These identities are not just socially, but also psychically, constructed. Fanon describes
this as psychic dilemma: “if there is an inferiority complex, it is the outcome of a double process:
-primarily, economic; -subsequently, the internalization—or, better, the epidermalization—of
this inferiority.”®® An inferiority complex arises from a racialized mirror stage. As a
consequence, anti-minority racism limits—and partially determines—the options available for a
black or Asian American subject position. Fanon describes this depressing stricture thus: “it is
not | who make a meaning for myself, but it is the meaning that was already there, pre-existing,
waiting for me.”%*

Aggression underwrites each step in the racialized mirror stage. The individualized
mother, for instance, becomes a source of horror for the child and he no longer wishes to reunite
with her; he does not craft his objet a around her desires. Instead, the child turns towards the



symbolic father for his secondary identification. He also rewrites his primary identification and
narcissism to align with his secondary ones. But in each of these maneuvers, enormous amounts
of aggression are developed. In the revision of primary identification, the child must give up his
colored self; he must identify with the rejection of blackness or Asianness. In primary
narcissism, an attraction to coloredness is replaced by an attraction to social normality. In both
instances—whether Asian or Negro—the child must discard primary attachments, performing an
abandonment that generates tremendous quantities of aggression. When the child must turn away
from a once healthy mother (who is now differentiated and identified as a dead mother) to a
paternalistic social order, the child will again be resentful and generate aggression towards both
the mother and the forces that have made her psychically ”dead.” The child must relinquish his
initial secondary narcissism for blackness/black mother for an attraction to social normality. The
aggression created in this violent realignment reappears in the pursuit of formlessness, which 1
will discuss in the next section. Lacan argues that the mirror stage intrinsically creates a
tremendous amount of aggression, which can be seen in people’s everyday neuroses, obsessions,
etc. The added violence of the racialized mirror stage multiplies the aggression, which will then
be funneled into racial anxiety.

The destruction of egos and the abandonment of the mother can seem to resonate with the
concept of melancholia. Freud describes melancholia as instanced when: “the object has not
perhaps actually died, but has been lost as an object of love.” Obviously, the African American
child strives to reclaim both the mother and her lost love, but if the child identified with and
mirrored these lost objects, then we would have characters who did not love, did not care, and
did not form relationships. Essentially, we would have psychically dead protagonists and that is a
rarity in African American and Asian American letters. Toni Morrison’s Setha from Beloved is a
depressed and partially psychically-dead mother, but even Setha achieves a vivacious life with a
new daughter and a new lover. African American and Asian American literature produce
characters not in melancholia but those working through the absence of vital parents—black,
white, or both. The texts represent an awareness of the disappearance of the black parent, but the
characters are almost always attempting to recover or repeat the relationship with the parent, to
revive them. The parents might be misplaced, but they are not lost.

In The Melancholy of Race (2001) Anne Cheng argues that assimilation is the primary
effect of racial melancholia. She argues that the definition of a raced subject is one that already
includes assimilation:

in melancholia, assimilation (‘acting like an internalized other’) is a fait accompli, part
and parcel of ego formation for the dominant and the minority, except that with the latter,
such doubling is seen as something false (‘acting like someone you’re not’). The notion
of racial authenticity is thus finally a cultural judgment which itself disguises the
identificatory assimilation that has already taken place in melancholic racialization.*

While 1 find Cheng’s argument both beautiful and compelling—one that continues to influence
—1 believe that her notion of melancholia does not fully capture the mechanisms at play in the
racialized mirror stage. Cheng argues, for instance, that racial melancholia force the minority
subject to believe that his assimilation is acting against a more authentic self when both are core,
constitutive ideas or identifications. She persuasively argues that the mentality of feeling a
foreign other in junction with an assimilated self is a by-product of racial melancholia. Both
“identities,” she explains, begin at the formation of raced subjects.
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While Cheng’s sophisticated argument accounts for the role of the psyche in racial
formation, it fails to account for the more technical aspects of ego formation. In the hijacked
mirror stage outlined above, the neophyte ideal-1 is never completely formed before its
destruction and redrafting. The replacement ego has no investment in black or Asian American
culture. While this might seem a small technicality, the ego—and subsequent subject developed
around that ego—that Cheng assumes in her argument does not exist and the raced subject
cannot mourn or be melancholic about something that he no longer cathects to.

Moreover, without cathexis, there cannot be a loss—known or unknown according to
Freud. He states in “Mourning and Melancholia,” on which Cheng bases her argument, that the
melancholic “represents his ego to us as worthless, incapable of any achievement and morally
despicable; he reproaches himself.”*" In addition, if the subject did have a melancholic
relationship to the lost object--the mother or Cheng’s minority self—Freud informs us that the
free libido would withdraw into the ego and would have “served to establish an identification of
the ego with the abandoned object.”®® Again, the ideal- in this scenario has been disinvested
from, destroyed, and reconstructed. The libido cannot “withdraw into” a non-existent ego. Freud
does allow for the destruction of the ego. He states that: “the analysis of melancholia now shows
that the ego can Kkill itself only if, owing to the return of the object-cathexis, it can treat itself as
an object.”® Anti-black and anti-Asian racism accomplish this goal: the revised secondary
processes view the primary constructs as objects to be terminated. Thus, the ego that could miss
the dead mother has been eradicated.

The racialized mirror stage is what the authors whom my project addresses must “fight”
against. It binds the minority subject into following a limited number of prefabricated social and
political identities. By hijacking the psyche and structuring the subject’s relationship to himself,
his community, and the white world, the minority subject does not need much social policing in
order to fall into a regimented bildung journey. The next section addresses how minority authors
respond to the traumas of the racialized mirror stage with the concepts of racial anxiety, surplus
jouissance, and formlessness.

Section 3: The Question of Minority Style: Racial Anxiety and Surplus Jouissance

The convoluted and violent racialized mirror stage obtains closure by solidifying the
ideal-1 and I-ideal and inaugurating the emergence of the African American or Asian American
subject. Racial anxiety is produced as a residual effect of the racialized mirror stage. It is anxiety
experienced due to race.

The Oxford English Dictionary defines anxiety as an “uneasiness or trouble of mind
about some uncertain event; solicitude, concern.”* Sgren Kierkegaard began contemplating the
condition of a troubled mind in the mid-nineteenth century. In The Concept of Anxiety,
Either/Or, Fear and Trembling, and The Sickness Unto Death, Kierkegaard unfolds an
existential psychology of how anxiety, particularly as manifested in relation to despair, relates to
a “leap of faith.”*" Kierkegaard distinguishes between fear (furcht) and anxiety (angst); the
former being on the ethical (or universal) plane—what literary criticism refers to as the symbolic
or the social—and the latter occurring in relationships with the absolute (God). Confronting
ethical or moral matters evokes fear but not anxiety. For Kierkegaard, unethical or immoral acts
entail punishments, which are well established by laws and social conventions. The prospect of
transgressing an ethical situation evokes specific fears and specific punishments.
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On the other hand, Kierkegaard argues that a trouble of the mind in relation to the
absolute produces anxiety. In an analysis of the Abraham and Isaac story, Kierkegaard claims
that anxiety arises within Abraham not due to the act of murder and its consequences but rather
as a result of his defiance of the absolute. In this maneuver, Abraham rises above morality and
engages with the absolute; he does not know what will happen when he negotiates with God.
This alignment with the absolute requires the relinquishment of “self” in favor of a new
subjectivity. For Kierkegaard, the subject’s disregard of potential outcomes and his
transcendence of morality calls forth anxiety. A leap of faith encompasses the abandonment of
the moral and the concomitant engagement with the affective dimension of anxiety. Kierkegaard,
similarly to Fanon, does not explore the psychic domain in detail nor the manner in which
anxiety operates to help reconfigure the subject. For a view of the interior life, I turn again
towards the insights of psychoanalysis to unpack how anxiety necessitates the disinvestment of
the “self.”

In Inhibitions, Symptoms, and Anxiety, Freud describes anxiety as an affective reaction to
trauma.*> He categorizes anxiety under three taxonomies. Realistic anxiety is a direct and
automatic response to a trauma, e.g. an assault—a bear attack, say. Neurotic anxiety involves a
memory or fantasy of a trauma that is without an immediate external threat, e.g. worrying about
someone tripping on your sidewalk and suing you. Freud expands his notion of anxiety in New
Introductory Lectures on Psychoanalysis.** Anxiety comes to signal new dangers that are similar
to previous traumas—real or fantasy-based. In part, an unemployed libido fuels the creation of a
symptom from anxiety while at the same time anxiety initiates repressions. In the New Lectures,
Freud defines traumas as an excited state felt as unpleasure. Typically the pleasure principle
discharges pleasure and unpleasures. But when the pleasure principle cannot discharge
unpleasure, the body enters the state of anxiety. Freud moves from viewing anxiety as the
residuals of a memory or fantasy of trauma or immediate fear into a definition of anxiety as the
paralysis of the pleasure principle. Instead of viewing anxiety as just one aspect to the psyche,
Melanie Klein modifies Freud’s theories and presents a model of the psyche completely
structured and determined by anxiety.

Melanie Klein trained under Freud’s protégees, first Karl Abrahams and then Ernest
Jones. She focused her therapy on children, which constituted a move counter to the treatment
protocols of her time. As one of the founders of object relations psychoanalysis, Klein argued
that when the ego cannot function properly, several defense mechanisms arise: inhibitions and
symptoms. Klein develops her theory of the psyche around Freud’s idea of defensive
mechanisms. For her, almost all emotional actions are a form of depressive or paranoid anxiety
and nearly all mental apparati are defenses against sources of anxiety.** Thus, the subject is in an
endless state of some type of anxiety. Her most notable contribution to psychoanalysis is the idea
that the subject divides himself and others into “bits and pieces” as defense against anxiety.*
Klein describes patients rupturing their identities (or others) into specific parts and then keeping
these parts strictly separate from one another in the psyche. This idea of multiple object parts
becomes integral to Lacan’s revision of Freud and Klein’s theories of anxiety.*®

In Lacan’s seminar on anxiety, he disagrees with Freud that the object of fear causes
anxiety or that the anxiety arises from the paralysis of the pleasure principle.*’ He also rejects
Klein’s notion that “bad” objects cause anxiety (those “bits and pieces” that have been labeled as
either good or bad); he claims that Klein conflates the Imaginary and the Symbolic in her idea of
object relations.*® Lacan asserts that anxiety—in fact, the body itself (and as adapted for in this
dissertation: the body qua race)—produces the object cause of desire; the body and its psychic
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energies are ultimately the sources of anxiety. In his revision of Freud and Klein, the objects no
longer cause anxiety (e.g., the bears, the prospect of not finishing an assignment, “bad” objects);
nor does the relation to the absolute (as in Kierkegaard) give rise to it. Rather, the body,
according to Lacan, generates anxiety each time the object cause of desire (or its displaced
representative) is re-encountered.

Lacan’s formulation posits a reversal of the causal relation between object and anxiety;
that is, it’s not that the object causes anxiety but that the body as anxiety reproduces the object. It
is the articulation and re-articulation of the object cause of desire that fuels anxiety. The child
experiences anxiety when he must end the mirror stage and fabricate an object cause of desire—
his objet a.*® Each future encounter with this object, Lacan claims, will henceforth produce
anxiety. Ironically, anxiety creates the object that will summon anxiety. In the seminar, Lacan
describes suicide, inhibitions, dramatic actions, and a host of other defenses against encounters
with anxiety or the objet a.

In the racialized mirror stage, the child reconfigures his primary and secondary structures
to match the objet a imposed upon him by anti-minority racism. This new objet a parallels the
desires of the collective conscious: normality. In the novels, desire, in most instances, seems
directed toward whiteness, which is logically the representative of normality. The brown body—
the opposite of normal and white—activates desire by marking the extent to which, in its
brownness, it lacks normality. This awareness of race—conscious and unconscious—produces
racial anxiety as a response to the failure of the flesh and body to align with primary and
secondary identifications. The body disappoints; the heavily-marked brown body cannot not
precipitate racial anxiety. The minority subject thus exists in a constant state of racial anxiety.
My analysis agrees with Fanon’s insightful conclusion that “the negro is a phobogenic object, a
stimulus to anxiety.”® This omnipresent racial anxiety must be placated so that the subject can
function and thrive in an anti-minority world.

The subject can defend against racial anxiety in two different maneuvers. Lacan terms the
first as “surplus jouissance,” which, as the name suggests, is a form of excessive pleasure. This
pleasure, though, extends beyond pleasure (but not beyond the death drive) to deliver an extra
type of pleasure.®® This former pleasure temporarily mitigates racial anxiety by distracting the
subject with a more enjoyable situation. The ‘extra’ pleasure portion reveals that its counterpart
(the main pleasure) emanates not from true pleasure but as a defense mechanism; this extra
pleasure can also be understood as a critique immanent within pleasure itself. When the subject
examines the surplus portion of the pleasure, he can experience a critical moment of insight that
reveals how pleasure acts to ameliorate racial anxiety. Irene’s habitual worrying in Passing, for
example, functions as surplus jouissance. She worries about small things such as tea parties to
distract herself from racial anxiety. She busies her mind with everything except bodily pleasures.
The joy of worrying keeps Irene from obtaining a reflective moment.

This dissertation continues where Lacan left off in Seminar X. He claims that anxiety has
no object and developed the seminar based upon this assumption. This oversight weakened his
position and has relegated the seminar to relative obscurity. Seven years later in Seminar XVII:
The Underside of Psychoanalysis, Lacan mentions, in one sentence, that surplus jouissance is the
object of anxiety.* He does not develop or elaborate on this point for the rest of his very long
career. The dissertation hypothesizes the consequences of this insight into the nature of anxiety:
surplus jouissance hinders the minority subject from exposing racial anxiety and its origins in the
dead mother complex and the racialized mirror stage. The authors examined in my project craft
plots that follow “enjoyable” quests of (false) self-formation. By mimicking a white
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Bildungsroman, the minority subject as represented in literature gains surplus jouissance in order
to feel integrated in some small way into society instead of remaining in his (true) abject
position. Surplus jouissance distracts the minority subject from the revolutionary impulse to end
the ravishing effects of the racialized mirror stage. Surplus jouissance keeps the minority subject
paralyzed, preventing him from combating anti-minority racism at the level of the psyche.

Confronting and annihilating racial anxiety is the second and more radical defense
mechanism. The protagonist embraces racial anxiety rather than trying to avoid it or cover it up
with false pleasure. A direct encounter with racial anxiety—instead of eliciting surplus
jouissance as a defense—helps to expose and destroy the identities crafted from the racialized
mirror stage. By critically confronting racial anxiety head-on or exploring the critical moment
immanent within surplus jouissance, the subject can slowly disintegrate the ego and its
identifications. When the subject experiences racial anxiety, he can divert this anxiety towards
either disrupting false pleasures or towards jettisoning false identities. Aspects of the ego that
have proven to be false—such as the plethora of subject positions imposed upon minorities—
become displaced and decathexed from the ego. A process of disinvestment over multiple
episodes creates an ego emptied of identifications and identities and leaves the protagonist in a
state that | term “formless.” The minority subject becomes a subject without subjectivity.
Attaining formlessness requires tremendous effort and pain by the subject. The subject
accomplishes this daunting task by either confronting racial anxiety head-on or exploring the
false aspects of surplus jouissance.

Almost the entire narrative of Ralph Ellison’s Invisible Man tracks the narrator’s journey
towards formlessness. Ellison conveys the idea of formlessness through the over-determined
concept of invisibility. Aside from carrying the weight of representing the failed social and
political recognition of Invisible Man (and by extension African Americans), the term “invisible”
takes on the idea that psychic structures are liquidated and thus gone—invisible. The body
remains available to social interpellations while Invisible Man has disintegrated almost all of the
layers of his subjectivity by the end of the novel. His identity and ego become virtually
“formless” as they now lack interior components. Ellison, and the other authors, represent a
minority psychic world that is also formless in the sense that minority history and culture have
been prohibited from occupying a space in the “official” historical register. The reiteration of
subterranean spaces throughout Invisible Man, for instance, facilitate the reader’s uptake of a
formless world that the narrator seems to repeatedly fall into throughout the novel.

The formless world consists of the un-representable aspects of minority social and
cultural practices and history. This includes minority history (recalling here that ethnic history as
a documented entity is a recent phenomenon); minority culture; historical and contemporary
forms of anti-Asian and anti-black racisms; the elusive undercurrents of jazz and the blues; the
essence of “soul” or Asian mythology; the resiliency to survive over generations of oppression;
collective knowledge of life under slavery; life under exclusion acts; life in concentration camps,
etc. Formlessness is not simply abjection but a space that also preserves minority culture; it is the
material that the child identifies with during original primary identification—his “world” in the
mirror should be black or Asian cultures and peoples.

The various transformation of jazz can serve as an example for illustration of how
minority culture became formless. Popular forms of jazz permeated American mass culture by
the 1950s. Ralph Ellison and Theodor Adorno agree that bebop is a socially appropriated or
socially approved distillation of jazz. Bebop is not just adulterated jazz but the only aspect of a
filtered form of black culture acceptable for social representation; authentic jazz and authentic
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black culture cannot be represented in mass culture. Bebop mimics true jazz and lacks its critical
moment. Bebop does not contain the emotional and cultural registers that made early jazz such a
powerfully transformative art. The culture industry extracted consumable elements from jazz and
gave them representation under the guise of bebop. The core of jazz remains invisible—
formless—to the social fabric of American life.

Once the subject reaches a state of formlessness by disintegrating his identities and
surrounding himself with “formless” African American or Asian American culture, he can
proceed with the next steps of minority bildung. Remaining in a state of formlessness is not an
option; the character must rejoin society. Ralph Ellison, for example, presents the invisible man’s
extended hibernation in a semi-formlessness state as problematic. In Hurston’s novel, Janie must
return to a hostile black community, and Richard Wright terminates Fishbelly’s two-year jail
sentence—a period of stagnant formlessness—with a confrontation of the white characters who
imprisoned him. The minority subject must accept the self-deformation of his ego as only the
first step in minority bildung. A second mirror stage will craft a new ego and subjectivity free
from anti-black or anti-Asian racism and of the terrors of the racialized mirror stage. The
protagonist begins the second mirror stage not by returning to a state of non-differentiation as in
the first mirror stage. Primary identification and narcissism mirror themselves off of the
formless—the unrepresented—minority culture that was expelled from the first mirror stage. To
capture this bildung of self-disintegration and of a second mirror stage, minority authors invented
a new literary genre: the minority Bildungsroman.

Section 4: A Second Mirror Stage

From a state of formlessness, the protagonist can either ruminate—for an extended period
as seen in Invisible Man—or undergo a rebirth, as exemplified by Janie in Zora Neal Hurston’s
Their Eyes Were Watching God. Janie finds her true love, Teacake, after two failed marriages.
The pair thrive as a couple and Janie finally experiences pleasure as an adult. In a tragic twist,
Teacake becomes infected with rabies when he saves Janie from a mad dog. Unable to obtain
medication, Teacake slowly slides into a crazy rage, which culminates with him attempting to
kill Janie. With no option of escape, Janie shoots and kills Teacake in self-defense. While a
period of mourning is unavoidable, she manages not to fall into a deep melancholia. Instead, she
works through her sadness by recounting her story to an old friend; simultaneous with this story-
telling is Janie’s journey of rebirth.

After leaving Joe Sparks, her second husband, Janie gradually discards social norms and
practices in favor of a new way of relating to the world. Through her adventures with Teacake,
she learns to abandon the material world for a more whimsical approach to life. Even though she
transforms into a more vivacious and emotionally open character with Teacake, she doesn’t
become a “complete” subject until after his death. Teacake taught Janie to self-deform her
identities tied to the material world and she continues this disinvestment from it after his death.
Teacake’s death precipitates her final movements toward the second mirror stage. After a period
living with Teacake, Janie moves from being at the center of black social life to being at its
margins. Her only identity consists in being Teacake’s lover. Janie begins the second mirror
stage while bringing mourning to a close.

In ending her mourning process, Janie decathects from Teacake and leaves her ego
without any identities or attachments. Teacake becomes a memory instead of an object. Janie
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becomes completely formless as she is no longer a wife, partner, or lover. Teacake—as an object
of mourning and as a memory—functions as a positive mirror for Janie. In this mirror relation,
he cannot traumatize her, nor he does not see her as lacking, as are the case during the first
mirror stage. He is the lover who cares for her; Teacake is dead but psychically alive. Teacake
embodies feminine, not phallic, jouissance, which makes him a candidate for the mirror. Lacan
differentiates between phallic and feminine jouissance in Seminar XX.

Phallic jouissance encompasses the pleasures of knowing, meaning, duty, and social
norms. It also exists in the realm of logical time. Some crude examples would be the pleasure
from exercising power over another person, or demanding pleasure from an orgasm. In my
chapter on John Okada’s No-No Boy, | explain how maternal and feminine care can actually
manifest as phallic jouissance. Emi, Ichiro’s potential lover, attempts to “nurture” him back into
society through the temptation of assimilation. Her care does not help Ichiro recover from his
traumas, however; it prescribes and manages his recovery.

Feminine jouissance, on the other hand, escapes the confines of time and the social
mandates of conformity. Lacan defines feminine jouissance as “a jouissance that is hers about
which she herself perhaps knows nothing if not that she experiences it.”>* To help concretize this
cryptic formulation, feminine jouissance can arise in the simplest of moments. A classic example
iIs when a person loses track of time while performing an activity that should not necessarily
provide pleasure, i.e. not sex but something like gardening, running, or cleaning out the gutters.
He becomes aware of the passed time only in a retroactive understanding; he may or may not
consciously ‘register’ pleasure after the fact, but has experienced it. Feminine jouissance does
not require itself to be consciously recognized. Janie, for example, loses track of time while
laboring away in the fields with Teacake. She only knows her pleasure after returning home from
a day of work and reflecting upon how pleasurable the day was. Telescoping back to the second
mirror phase, Janie enters the mirror with Teacake, who embodies feminine jouissance. He offers
care without restrictions—and without alerting Janie that she will be protected and nurtured in
the mirror. She takes a leap of faith by embracing racial anxiety.

Janie is also in the process of mourning during the second mirror stage and this prevents
anti-black racism from converting Teacake into a psychically dead lover; he is already dead.
Janie orients herself around the memory of Teacake and identifies with his open-ended love—his
feminine jouissance—and reads his desires. She crafts a new objet a around Teacake’s desires,
which is a love for a happy and excited Janie. She should experience racial anxiety by viewing
her new self as a black woman but the ego that was susceptible to racial anxiety has been
destroyed. In the second mirror stage, Janie crafts a new ego around Teacake’s love. This
precludes orienting herself around self-hatred and anti-black racism. Additionally, the dead
Teacake remains with Janie as a positive memory instead of as an alienating mirror; he does not
haunt her as a melancholic object but continues to live with her as a peaceful memory. Janie
emerges from the second mirror stage free from the anti-black racism formerly embedded within
her psyche. Thus, Hurston endows Janie with the opportunity to construct her own ego and
identity after this rebirth.

Mourning and aggression are two other major aspects of the second mirror stage. The
journey towards formlessness requires the disintegration of identity and ties to loved ones,
including children. Minority authors develop a complex aesthetic of mourning as part of minority
self-deformation. The novels address mourning through secondary identification and narcissism.
In the racialized mirror stage, the child begins to identify with the mother but discovers that she
is a psychically dead creature from whom the child must disinvest his Eros.>* In the second
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mirror stage, the work of mourning becomes simultaneous with the work of secondary
identification and secondary narcissism. In “Mourning and Melancholia,” Freud described
mourning as “the reaction to the loss of a loved object.”> The work of mourning is integral to
the second mirror phase.

Using economic language, Freud argues that the end of mourning occurs when the ego
“is persuaded by the sum of the narcissistic satisfactions it derives from being alive to sever its
attachment to the object that has been abolished.”*® Freud adds that mourning, like melancholia,
comes to an end when the ego relinquishes “the object by declaring the object to be dead and
offering the ego the inducement of continuing to live.”” This exchange model is relevant to the
mechanisms of the second mirror stage, as well. Janie, for example, accepts Teacake’s death and
his need to transform into a memory so that she can be “induced” to craft a new ego and to
continue to live. Freud predicts that mourning ends when “reality-testing has shown that the
loved object no longer exists, and it proceeds to demand that all libido shall be withdrawn from
its attachments to that object” and “the ego becomes free and uninhibited again.”*® Before the
ego can become completely destroyed in the second mirror stage, the subject must disinvest from
its love object to become “free.”

The end of mourning comes about through a resolution of the feelings of loss—a
disinvestment from a love object without residual investments beyond memories. The last object-
cathexis of the almost formless ego is the attachment to a dead lover. The subject does not want
to extinguish its beneficial love bonds; after all, Freud tells us that, “by taking flight into the ego
love escapes extinction.”*® The remnants of the ego make their last appearance in the second
mirror stage. The ego must be completely destroyed; the work of mourning and secondary
identification deliver the final blow. The lover must be released and transformed into a memory.
The end of mourning thus occurs simultaneously with the decathexis of the lover from the ego
and the subsequent destruction of the ego crafted during the racialized mirror stage. When the
subject realizes that the dead lover acts as his second mirror, he can recall their love and feel safe
in the context of feminine jouissance. He begins his disinvestment from the lover and in this
action, the ego shatters and mourning comes to a completion. The mirror relationship with the
memory of the lover (not a lover still cathected to an ego as an object) can proceed along with
the formation of the I-ideal.

This particular case of the second mirror stage might appear facile—even slightly
utopian. Yet the psychic acrobatics involved with self-formation and the crafting of a new ego
reveal that the journey of minority bildung is also extremely violent. It involves the
disintegration of social identities, the destruction of multiple egos, and two mirror stages; these
maneuvers generate a significant amount of aggression. The second mirror stage is filled with
pain and frustration. Aggression undergirds what could be mistaken for an almost idyllic journey
of development.

Aggression can be found at each step of the mirror stage. When the child advances from
the ideal-I to “a fragmented image of the body...the finally donned armor of an alienating
identity [of the I-ideal],” the child suffers greatly.®® The child’s transition from a gestalt unitary
image of himself to a split subject position spawns “alienation” and aggression. Note how the
neophyte subjectivity as experienced by the child registers as “armor.” The mirror phase
traumatizes the child to the point of arming himself against a threat (or anxiety). The second
mirror stage is not just traumatic but it, too, is a battle. While much of the work of the second
mirror stage might appear to involve idyllic notions of the “power of love,” the novels insistently
refuse sentimental readings by showecasing these intense forces of aggression. The work of
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mourning, for example, involves tremendous amounts of violence. The ego exists in an
antagonistic relationship to the reality principle, which demands that the ego acknowledge the
death of a lover. In turn, the ego responds by sustaining love inside of the ego and acting out
against the death of the lover, i.e. by mourning. Both of these actions require the redirection or
production, respectively, of aggression. While love does play an integral role in the second
mirror stage, the role of aggression forms an even more significant part.

Aggression begins in the second mirror stage when the subject initiates a primary
identification with cultural formlessness. Aggression transpires during the mirror stage when
there is a loss of “respect for the natural forms of the human body.”®* The minority subject views
his body as not just his physical form but in unity with formlessness. The subject’s sense of self
extends beyond the body to the contents of formlessness. As the ideal-I coalesces around cultural
formlessness, this process replaces—displaces—the mis-identifications from the racialized
mirror stage. This identification also serves as a strong foundation for an ego to resist and repel
anti-black or anti-Asian racism. Ethnic culture bolsters the subject in dismantling the dead
mother complex. An identification with formlessness begets aggression when a new primary
identification and narcissism replace the old ones.

Secondary identification not only fractures and castrates the subject, but it also initiates a
competition for the lover’s attention and a slight feeling of alienation. In performing the work of
mourning, the subject must figure out what he lacks to fulfill the lover’s desire. This feeling of
alienation from the lover elicits aggression. Ultimately the subject discovers that the lover desires
himself but alienation and aggression are already in motion. In working-through mourning, the
subject must relinquish his investment in the lover by realizing and accepting that the lover is
dead. This loss simultaneously evokes hostility and elation; the lover can become a pleasant
memory instead of a haunting presence while also eliciting anger for the death and permanent
absence of the lover. The dead lover must be released so that the final ego produced in the
racialized mirror stage can be completely destroyed—otherwise a piece of the ego would remain
due to this object-cathexis—and a new ego formed. The work of mourning completes itself at the
expense of generating aggression. The subject needs the drive of aggression to complete
secondary identification and the second mirror stage.

Secondary narcissism also contributes to aggression. Before the dead lover transforms
into a memory, he presents himself as a mirror. The love given by the dead lover does not
possess restrictions or requirements. This love, though, does not dictate how the mirror stage will
proceed; the subject could become a psychotic, not finish the second mirror phase, commit
suicide, etc. The dead lover does not impose rules on the formation of a new ego. He heals and
nurses the wounds of castration by offering love and by helping to destroy the old ego. This
feminine jouissance, this unadulterated love, serves as a model for the subject and the foundation
for the new ego. As the subject engages in the secondary identification with the dead lover,
secondary narcissism revolves around feminine jouissance—the quintessence of the dead lover.
The lover’s feminine jouissance cannot be possessed and this mints aggression because the
subject cannot attach to the lover as feminine jouissance. In the same vein, primary narcissism
requires that the subject leave formlessness. Primary narcissism first serves as an avenue back to
formlessness and cultural strength. The subject will have a narcissistic attraction to
representatives of minority culture. He will also be able to engage minority culture, if needed, to
find peace or to learn a lesson from cultural history.

Donald Winnicott provides another perspective on primary narcissistic attraction. He
posits that the subject is constantly seeking out the mother after the mirror stage. The subject
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does this by looking in a real mirror to find the essence of the mother’s ego inside of her. Her
gaze “reassure[s] herself [for instance, Janie] that the mother-image [Teacake] is there and that
the mother can see her and that the mother is en rapport with her.”®* To take another example,
Ralph Ellison repeatedly describes how the narrator “slips” back into the domain of
formlessness.®® In these moments, Ellison demonstrates the way in which a process of primary
identification might work. In these episodes Ellison reflects the narrator’s inability to be
comfortable in these formless spaces; Invisible Man is only partially formless and he only has
bits and pieces of a new primary narcissism. Only after the Invisible Man undergoes a second
mirror stage will he be able to comfortably relate to black culture practices and black history.
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Chapter 1

NELLA LARSEN’S ROGUE BLACK WOMEN:

ANTI-BLACK AESTHETICS AND THE FORMATION OF THE MINORITY
BILDUNGSROMAN

Section 1: Escaping Quicksand

Both Jane Austen and Henry James crafted series of novels in rapid succession. In his
prefaces, James self-consciously reflects upon his techniques, discussing the faults of his novels
and the necessity of revising and often radically rewriting them. Portrait of a Lady was just one
of his works which underwent extensive revisions. Austen, too, refashioned a marriage plot in
each of her elegant novels while at the same time fundamentally transforming her style with
each. Both James and Austen—and Frederick Douglass, who revised his autobiography three
times, though over a much longer period of time—respond to the failures and the aesthetic
limitations of their own prior work in each of their subsequent novels or revisions. While this
observation might appear banal, this chapter explores how Nella Larsen’s immediate response to
the failures of Quicksand (1928) with Passing (1929) produced not simply a more complex or
stylistically more virtuosic novel but something more rare: an entirely new genre.

This chapter traces Larsen’s response to the failures of Quicksand as a Bildungsroman.
The novel, most critics agree, is her masterpiece. Larsen’s aesthetic acrobatics move the reader
through exotic landscapes while simultaneously keeping the reader treading on the shores of
Helga’s ever-changing emotional current. The novel captures each of Helga’s journeys of self-
discovery. It follows Helga as a young college teacher in the South to her splendid adventures in
Europe and America. Each episode appears to transform Helga into a more complex character
and culminates as a Bildungsroman typically does for a female protagonist—with marriage,
albeit a marriage which destroys Helga through childbirth and life in the rural South. Despite
Helga’s apparently radical journeys and transformations, with this ending, Larsen represents a
fate bestowed upon black women: the reproduction of oppression via motherhood. Literary critic
Abdul JanMohamed terms this state “death-bound-subjectivity.”! He defines this position as
constituted by the fact of black subjectivity being constructed by and for death and labor. In the
case of African American women, they are “bound” to their children and if they question that
kinship, it requires them to risk their lives. Thus, a radical change in the life of an African
American woman implies death as a possible outcome. In the novel’s end, Helga retains only her
life and even that, Larsen hints, she would be glad to relinquish were it not for the question of
her children’s care. The conclusion of the Bildungsroman for African American women,
according to Larsen, is their occupation as wives and as producers of African American children.
In the course of the novel, Helga had struggled to avoid both of these death-bound subject-
positions; she twice questions the imperative for reproduction, asking “why add any more
unwanted, tortured Negroes to America,”? since “giving birth to little, helpless, unprotesting
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Negro children [was] a sin, an unforgivable outrage...more dark bodies for mobs to lynch.”*

Helga’s statement asserts the claim that Negroes’ lives are destined for oppression from the
moment of birth. From her perspective, all African American children will grow up to be
oppressed and socially abject. The stringency of her perspective nevertheless allows the question
of whether this philosophy encompasses Helga herself.

Most critics read the ending of Quicksand as a failure on Larsen’s part to express or
imagine an ending outside of the conventions expected for a middle class reader and character. In
many regards, Helga’s ultimate self-destruction by way of marriage comes off as an unoriginal
and flat conclusion. I would argue, however, that the real failure of Quicksand lies definitely not
in the language of the novel, which is consistently graceful, nor in the spectacular unfolding of
Helga’s tragedy. While the novel involves experiences that superficially satisfy the requirements
for its classification as a Bildungsroman and while, thus, it should culminate with Helga’s
transformation into a “mature” and thriving subject, Larsen questions the productive dimensions
of any such journey. Larsen subscribes to the narrative conventions of the white Bildungsroman.
However, she mistakenly assumes that she can modify the Bildungsroman to accommodate a
narrative of black self-formation. Larsen asks if Helga can develop an identity and thus writes a
novel of development in an attempt to represent how race, gender, class, marriage, child birth,
origins (parents and the trope of the orphan), and material culture contribute to Helga’s
education. Over the course of the novel, Helga learns that self-formation for African American
women is nothing beyond a fantasy. No matter the level of negotiation or subversion of the
social order she attains, Helga does not have access to bildung because African Americans are
given a range of prefabricated identities from which to select. Helga, at most, can slightly modify
this “inherited” racial identity, but she cannot develop into a more complex character as her
subject position is already fully formed. Thus, writing the novel of education reveals to Larsen
the impossibility of an African American bildung within the context of a white genre. While the
Bildungsroman was an attempt to narrate a life contradictory to this fate, Larsen acquiesces to
the limitations of the Bildungsroman as a mode to express an alternative form of African
American development. She discovers that the genre only allows her to write a history that
documents how Helga comes to occupy the subject position granted to her. In Quicksand, Larsen
accepts that not even a modified white literary form can express black self-formation. No matter
how much Helga struggles to develop her character and no matter how much Larsen infuses the
white Bildungsroman with a black aesthetic, the genre and the social world inhibit and limit the
latter’s abilities to narrate a journey of development. The novel does not trace a journey of
development, per se, but does culminate with an ending that seems out of place. Helga’s life
contracts into the oppressive role of motherhood and she is constantly physically distorted by
continuous pregnancies. The domestic sphere radically destroys and ends Helga’s journey of
self-formation. Larsen concludes the novel with Helga’s self-deformation but the novel does not
logically lead to this state.

With Passing Larsen crafts a new genre that | term the minority Bildungsroman. This
new genre offers a radical theory of self-formation for minorities. With Quicksand Larsen
borrowed an aesthetic form from the previous century and transformed it with a few alterations
in an attempt to represent black female development. She changed the color of the people yet
remained wedded to the idea of self-formation as a struggle that ultimately ends with
heterosexual marriage. This repopulation of an autonomous work of art flattens the genre and
diminishes its criticality. To paraphrase Theodor Adorno, Larsen cheats her readers out of what
the Bildungsroman promises. The promissory note of bildung issued by plot and packaging and
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genre is indefinitely prolonged; the reader must be satisfied with reading the nineteenth-century
Bildungsroman rather than the twentieth-century African American Bildungsroman.” It is only
with Passing that Larsen learns from her mistakes. She articulates a theory of minority bildung
as self-deformation instead of self-formation. Whereas Quicksand ends in the figurative and
literal self-deformation of Helga, Passing articulates a complex and fully developed theory of
self-deformation.

While Helga attempts to develop a more complex identity, Clare and Irene aim to
disintegrate their prefabricated identities. This radical shift in “development” critiques anti-black
racism and its fantasy that African Americans can develop under its disciplining powers. Larsen
demonstrates that African Americans must first discard their social identities before crafting a
new, more truly African American identity. Larsen reworks the themes in Quicksand in Passing
to help her readers make the jump in genre. Only by grasping the tormented emotions and failed
logic of Helga will the project of Irene and Clare’s minority Bildungsroman come into focus. By
recovering Helga’s bildung as what literary scholar Saidiya Hartman would classify as “scene of
subjection” | aim to demonstrate how Larsen’s mirroring of white bildung moments turn out to
be incidents that discipline the black body into a normalized and bounded African American
subject.® Each of Helga’s episodes functions not as self-formation but rather as a “scene of
subjection.” Helga must be disciplined into the bounded identity imposed upon her as an African
American woman of the middle class. At the same time, each episode of Quicksand quietly
registers the absurdity and terror of articulating black development through an inherently anti-
black aesthetic. These episodes, in an almost picaresque fashion, offer insights into the failed
project of a black bildung that is the mirror image of white bildung. Helga’s journey of
development turns out to be a series of scenes of subjection that do not develop her as an
independent black woman but reinforce—or discipline—her into an socially predetermined
identity. As scholars have pointed out, Larsen struggles to articulate a response to the story of the
tragic mulatta who is psychically torn between her white and black heritages. Larsen introduces a
complex yet binary configuration of black and white culture to address Helga’s bi-racial troubles.
As might be expected, in doing so, she draws upon historical and contemporary myths related to
black and white identity. The world of whiteness and its supposed refinement and particularly its
reserved “calmness” and self-reflection are represented in Helga’s relationship with her mother,
stepfamily, and experiences in Copenhagen. On the other side, blackness manifests in the novel
as something “savage”—as a terrifyingly unknown quality that is closely tied to the erotic.
Larsen complicates these historical fables, however. First, since Helga cannot pass for white, she
adopts a “proper” middle class black position that reflects the calmness and self-reflection that
she attributes to white culture. These “white” qualities can be seen in the characters of Anne
Gray and later in Irene from Passing. The focus of my reading does not pivot around Larsen’s
critique of the black bourgeois interpretation of whiteness. Helga grapples with her own black
bourgeoisie sensibility and its negotiation and appropriation of white culture. I want to
interrogate Larsen’s re-interpretation of the stereotype of African Americans as primitives within
this context of the black bourgeoisie. She has Helga, for instance, pursue and slowly become the
black savage over the course of the novel as her mode of bildung. First, though, Helga must
undergo a traditional process of (white/black middle class) self-formation: a proper education.

Trained at the all-black boarding school Naxos to become a teacher, Helga finds herself
immersed in the ideology of “racial uplift.” Upon graduation, Helga in turn takes on the task of
indoctrinating black students in becoming proper gentlemen and ladies of the black middle class.
After eight years of uplift, her enthusiasm begins to wane. Helga describes the school as emitting
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“a depressing silence . . . [as] the automatons moved.”® Instead of learning about black history
and culture, Helga witnesses the transformation of young minds into the burgeoning black
middle class. On the one hand, these students will become the black elite—Du Bois’s “Talented
Tenth”—supposedly capable of leading the fight for civil rights; on the other, the methods of
formation enforced by Naxos’s pedagogical machinery prove abhorrent (Helga suggests) to
anyone truly talented or enlightened. The school does not teach African Americans to be critical
or creative, but rather to adopt the oppressed social positions planned out for them—a teaching
made all the more sad by the fact that these positions are prepared under the aegis of a black
university and by black educators. For Larsen, any induction into the world of middle class
values and cultures serves to inhibit African Americans in pursuing their own self-formation.
Helga describes the young students, who are not much younger than herself, as “human beings
who were prisoners...in the midst of all this radiant life. They weren’t, she knew, even conscious
of its presence.”’ Larsen refers to the black rural South and to the collective existence of the
African Americans at Naxos as exhibiting a “radiant life” that is nevertheless ignored by students
and faculty. The students take more of an interest in the industrial and technical education that
will bring financial rewards than in enjoying and learning from black “radiance.”

Helga locates the “authentic” dimension to race within the folklore and history of the
rural blacks and within those who come to the school with long and extended family histories;
black radiance figures as an innate quality of African Americans. By comparison, an education
of uplift is bleak, silent, colorless—white—and unnatural; this color metaphor is a mode of
critiquing the values of the black middle class as “white-washed.” Twenty years later, Ralph
Ellison in Invisible Man extends Larsen’s critique of black higher education as ignoring and
suppressing the black culture from which they emerge and by which they are literally
surrounded. Ellison, like Larsen, praises the radiant, “black” knowledge of characters such as
Jim Trueblood over that of Bledsoe. Larsen, echoed by Ellison, describes the school as “no
longer a school. It had grown into a machine...life had died out of it.”® Instead of a vital black
institution, the school produces black subjects who lack life, who lack black “radiance,” and
whose education will not allow them to critically reflect upon their own formations. The school
manufactures widgets known as members of the black middle class.

Helga decides to leave the college when she realizes that her own identity has been
crafted without her approval. During her resignation meeting, Dr. Anderson speaks of the project
of uplift and manages to temporarily convince Helga to stay and help him transform hard-
working youth into black leaders. Driven in part by new-found sexual desire for Anderson, Helga
alters her decision in favor of staying. Anderson’s rhetoric of uplift pulls Helga’s desire back
towards its goals; programmed by her education and middle class milieu to desire and believe in
the form of uplift taught by Naxos, she is drawn back in by the institution. The power of
Anderson’s words—along with his sexual attractiveness—produce in Helga an *“actual desire to
stay, and to come back next year...he had won her.”® This feeling dissipates and her disgust
returns when Anderson tells her that she is of value as a teacher because “’You’re a lady. You
have dignity and breeding.” At these words turmoil rose again in Helga Crane.”*® This abrupt
vacillation in attitude stems from the word “lady.” Helga refuses to perform a socially-
determined position falsely attributed to her (in actuality, quite non-normative) “breeding”: “she
could neither conform [to social norms] nor be happy in her unconformity.”** According to
Anderson, however, her tendency to act out by wearing provocative clothing or by being a
hermit do not obscure her “good stock.”*? In terms of her actual effect on her fellows at Naxos,
Anderson claims, Helga occupies and performs her socially-constructed position as a
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professional black woman of the middle class. Anderson insists that Helga is a “lady” to her
students, peers, and fiancé. The insistence upon this reality—that even in her unconformity she is
a lady—encourages Helga’s flight from the college. The horror that her own self-education has
fashioned her into a middle class race woman is too terrible for Helga to endure. When Helga
tells Anderson of her scandalous origins, she attempts to disrupt her performance as a lady—to
no avail.

As critics have often noted, Larsen represents the black middle class with harsh disdain.
Helga scolds the norms of the class: “why their constant slavish imitation of traits not their own?
Why their constant begging to be considered as exact copies of other [white] people?”*® Larsen
classifies the overall project of the middle class as a quest for “happiness, she supposed.
Whatever that might be. What, exactly, she wondered, was happiness? Very positively she
wanted it.”** Helga adopts the same routes toward happiness as anyone imitating white norms:
personal enrichment, travel, culture, and marriage. Early in the novel, though, she learns that
higher education and idealistic values fail as routes to happiness. Over the course of the novel
she begins to believe that a return to an essential blackness will bring her to a state of bliss.
Larsen changes Helga’s path from being one of self-education to one of self-racialization.

After fleeing the South for Chicago, Helga pronounces as she steps into the busy
“multicolored crowd...that she had come home. She Helga Crane, who had no home.”*> A year
later in Harlem she declares: “there she had been happy, and secured work, had made
acquaintances and another friend. Again she had had that strange transforming experience...that
magic sense of having come home.”*® Within the context of “home,” Helga convinces herself
that “she had, as she put it, “found herself.”” The black community provides a sense of home and
functions as her next phase of bildung. By juxtaposing Naxos and Chicago/Harlem, Larsen
reveals their similarities and as might be expected, Harlem—Iike Naxos and Chicago, in turn—
must be abandoned. In her second year in Harlem, “life became for her only a hateful place
where one lived in intimacy with people one would not have chosen had one been given the
choice.”*’ Helga’s yearning for the radiance of black life seems to have failed and she no longer
feels at “home.” Her attempt at self-racialization in moving to Harlem leaves her feeling:
“horribly lonely . . . shutting her off from all of life around her...in all the climbing massed city
no one cared one whit about her.”*® The joy she attributes to Harlem disappears: “but it didn’t
last, this happiness of Helga Crane’s.”™® Larsen seems to attribute Helga’s sadness to the
corruption of her idea of blackness as radiance. Her best friend Anne, for example, dislikes
whites but loves white culture as it is adapted by the black middle class. She embodies the
critique that Helga made of her middle class peers while still at Naxos: “she aped their [white]
clothes, their manners, and their gracious ways of living” “yet disliked the songs, the dances, and
the softly blurred speech of the [African American] race.””® To escape the good home turned
bad, Helga flees to Copenhagen with her inheritance—Ilike a true member of the bourgeoisie!
Helga’s Harlem education proves not to advance her self-formation.

Life abroad amuses Helga with fancy clothes, elaborate parties, cultural performances,
and romance. After two years of a carefree life with her wealthy aunt, Helga’s unrest re-emerges
and she attributes it, again, to a notion of place. She becomes homesick after hearing an African
American song and decides that like her African American father, she needs to be surrounded by
“the inexhaustible humor and the incessant hope of his own kind.”?* While Helga regrets leaving
Copenhagen and her family, she wonders “why couldn’t she be satisfied in one place?”?* The
idea of a stationary life perplexes Helga. Her adolescent inability to resolve the dialect between
“the pale calm of Copenhagen to the colorful lure of Harlem” is called “a trifle ridiculous” by the
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narrator.?® Larsen alerts the reader that the stakes of Helga’s vacillations consist in something
more complex and unconscious than a simple choice of setting. As a form of deflection, Helga
interrupts her philosophy of race relations for a more pleasurable worry: her next city.
Previously, Helga had emphasized the spatial dimension of home and race. In her justification
for leaving Copenhagen, Helga augments this idea of space to include a cultural dimension:
“these were her people [African Americans]. . . . she had never truly valued this kinship until
distance had shown her its worth...[such] ties that were of the spirit. Ties not only superficially
entangled with mere outline of features or colors of skin. Deeper. Much deeper than either of
these.”** Helga complicates the idea of a racialized space by demonstrating that “distance”
should not affect the fact of cultural/biological ancestry. Larsen introduces the idea of “spirit”
over phenotype. This harks back to the sense of the “radiance” of blackness as an abstract
quantity that appeared at the beginning of the novel. This raises the question of is Helga just
rediscovering her own concept of blackness and race as historically informed and practiced? She
rediscovers that race is not simply a question of skin color but also a question of cultural
practices and a rich history. It is this spirit and radiance, now reified into black bodies, which
Helga claims to miss. In the opening scene, in Anne’s home, and in Copenhagen, Helga delights
in surrounding herself with luxury items. At the same time, in Harlem Helga, “had found herself
surrounded by hundreds, thousands, of dark-eyed brown folk.”?* Larsen cannot be more explicit
that Helga confusedly maps African Americans and materials objects onto each other. The blacks
of Harlem serve as another form of decoration for Helga’s emotional consumption while her
emotional sphere—as the opposite of calm—constitutes her idea of blackness. Thus, black
radiance manifests itself as expressed through the consumption of African American bodies and
as the emotional expression of black history and culture. In each situations, blackness, black
bodies, and black radiance remain in (consumptive) circulation for Helga.

African American “worth” and value materialize as both emotional comfort due to their
physical presence and their ability to be reified and exchanged as commodity fetishes. Helga
cannot, or will not, understand the individual human labor that subtends the crafting African
Americans as parents, caregivers, artists, farmers, cooks, friends, lovers, etc. Instead, in
anonymous public places, African Americans fulfill Helga’s fantasy of a black radiance/spirit in
circulation. It is this exchange quality—this disembodied spirit that can travel among a crowd—
that becomes the fetish in Helga’s interpretation of the value of black bodies in the process of
self-formation. As spiritually instrumental fetishes, they aid her journey of self-discovery by
endowing psychic and material comfort. Larsen further develops the imagery of Helga
surrounded by a world of objects in circulation—men.

Critics have interpreted Helga’s sexual life as both a symptom of ephemeral, immature
lust and as a marker of a sexuality that cannot be expressed outside the confines of marriage. |
want to focus on Larsen’s treatment of men as objects that help keep Helga’s fantasies in
circulation rather than viewing them as underdeveloped characters or as signs of middle class
propriety. Helga’s passion for Robert Anderson, for example, is not articulated early in the novel.
Does it begin in her resignation meeting, before it, or when she spies Anderson with Audrey
Denney or Anne Gray? Larsen crafts an ambiguous origin point not because love is nebulous but
rather that love, too, must be an object in circulation. Helga is a serial flirt; in the short novel, she
seduces James Vayle (engaged), Robert Anderson (potential affair), Axel Olson (proposal of
marriage), the Reverend Pleasant Green (marriage), and countless other men around the globe.
Larsen breaks literary ground by representing Helga’s strong sexuality, although she does not
fully develop sexuality in Quicksand. Helga’s desires, then, remain in circulation and can be
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deposited and exchanged with each new suitor. After her rejection by Anderson, Helga
metaphorically attaches her love to the first man she encounters: Reverend Green. Larsen
describes Helga’s love as in-motion, in-circulation and it settles on Green not because he is an
interesting character but because Helga approaches him as a thing: “it [marriage] was a chance at
stability, at permanent happiness, that she meant to take.”?® Green does not register as a minor
character but as a thing that provides stability, happiness, and revenge. Helga believes that her
marriage to Green will injure Anderson: “he would be shocked. Grieved. Horribly hurt even.”?’
Thus, Green and the other men function as means to an end for Helga. Even with Anderson,
Helga views him as a sexual object and not romantic partner: “she had wanted so terribly
something special from him. Something special. And now she had forfeited it forever.
Forever.”?® While | would like to interpret this “something special” as a fulfilling relationship,
Larsen does not allude to romance as being integral to Helga’s world. She wants to have sex with
Anderson; marriage and romance are out of the question since he is married and an affair would
not be compatible with his constitution. And like desire for commodities, Helga who believes she
has “forfeited” sex “forever,” obtains a replacement object in a just a few days. In remembering
an erotic dream, Helga confirms the exchange value of men: “thinking not so much of the man
whose arms had held her as of the ecstasy which had flooded her.”?® In the most crude sense,
Larsen represents men for their surplus value.

While in Copenhagen Larsen stages the consequences of treating male characters as
commodity fetishes. First, an early inheritance from her Uncle Peter enables Helga to journey
from Harlem to Copenhagen. He exchanges his kinship and all future relations with Helga for
five thousand dollars.*® This move is both disgusting and disturbing while also illuminating how
men—even if Helga wants to build a relationship with them—supply only surplus value. This
exchange occurs not in person but in a letter to further emphasize the surplus dimension of men.
The reader might become saddened by Uncle Peter’s gestures, but Helga anticipates—might
possibly precipitates—the transaction. She describes potential husbands as: “any one of them
could give her the things which she had now come to desire, a home like Anne’s, cars of
expensive makes. . .clothes and furs. . . servants, and leisure.”*! Helga is not a romantic but a
burgeoning capitalist! Axel believes he confirms this desire; he understands that Helga relates to
men for their surplus value. He refers to himself as an object: “I make of myself a present to you.
For love.”? With his wealth he will provide Helga with all of the material goods that she desires
including reducing him as a husband into an object with an endless supply of surplus value. After
Helga rejects his marriage proposal on the grounds of miscegenation, he retorts at the absurdity
of her answer: “you have the warm impulsive nature of the women of Africa, but, my lovely, you
have, | fear, the soul of a prostitute. You sell yourself to the highest buyer.” Axel nails Helga’s
philosophy of men as commodities and the absence of love from her universe. Helga attempts to
deny Axel’s insights by claiming: “I’m not for sale. Not to you. Not to any white man. | don’t at
all care to be owned.” Larsen blurs the distinction between an object for sale and an object in
circulation. Helga cannot be transformed into a commodity by or for men, but she represents
herself as an object in circulation—just not for sale. Helga desires to be a commodity without an
owner, a piece of public property of sorts. Thus, it is not just African American or white men that
become commodities; Helga herself participates in the process of exchange and surplus value.

Helga is not “owned” by anyone as she claims, but Larsen does place her in circulation as
an object to be admired. Her charm and exotic presentation appear as attributes of her identity,
but they also reveal Helga’s reification because they mark her surplus value as a woman.
Anderson, for example, calls her performance of self “a lady” and for five thousand dollars her
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uncle purchases his kinship bonds from Helga rather than simply disinheriting or ostracizing her.
Besides rendering Helga as an object for sale in romance or in kinship, Larsen represents her as a
pleasurable object for visual consumption. In Denmark, Helga refuses to speak Danish even
though she remembers much of the language; she prefers to be the object of attention rather than
attempting to integrate into the conversations: “intentionally she kept to the slow, faltering
Danish. It was, she decided, more attractive than a nearer perfection.”** While she blames her
aunt for her exoticization—of “being noticed and flattered” (104) —*“Helga Crane loved clothes,
elaborate ones” when she was still in Naxos (51). It is Helga who enjoys transforming herself
into an object. If anything, Aunt Katrina nurtures Helga’s sense of style and helps her find love,
new friends, and a caring family. Helga interprets this mothering as Katrina’s way of showing
off her exotic creature. Through this racist construction of African Americans as savages, Larsen
facilitates Helga’s transformation into an object.

Through the trope of the savage, Larsen reveals that Helga, herself, participates in
commodity fetishism. She “felt like a veritable savage . . . . the many pedestrians [in
Copenhagen] who stopped to stare at the queer dark creature.”** Instead of fleeing from the
streets, Helga resiliently continues her strolls about the city with her aunt and “felt like nothing
so much as some new strange species of pet dog being proudly exhibited.”® The anti-black
stares do not concern Helga. She desires something else in the white gaze: “everyone was very
polite and very friendly, but she felt the massed curiosity and interest, so discreetly hidden under
the polite greetings” (100). At the end of the walk, Helga feels energized from performing the
exotic: “in spite of the mental strain, she had enjoyed her prominence.”® Later that evening she
dresses for dinner in “barbaric bracelets.”®” Following the dinner, she positions herself as the
talking exotic: “Helga sat effectively posed on a red satin sofa, the center of an admiring group,
replying to questions.”® Larsen wants the reader to become inflamed by the treatment Helga
receives in Copenhagen. She might be with relatives, but Helga’s “exact status in her new
environment.... [was as] a decoration. A curio. A peacock.”®® She “was, a curiosity, a stunt, at
which people came and gazed.”*® Helga transforms from “a lady” of the black middle class into a
savage amidst the refined and elite Danish. There should be outrage, but Helga enjoys being the
primitive. She is ecstatic about her conversion into a commodity fetish and especially the erasure
of her history, of her bildung. Though near fluent in Danish, Helga supposedly can only report a
few words spoken by her new suitor. She selectively translates words that construct Helga as an
object “’Superb eyes . . . color . . . neck column . . . yellow . . . hair . . . alive . . . wonderful . .
"% Helga appears “suddenly wild” but then “tameness returned” after Axel’s marriage
proposal.*? Later Helga describes her own portrait as “some disgusting sensual creature with her
features.”*® This conversion into the primitive also appears to endow her with complete freedom
from the necessity of assimilating to white culture (via a middle class black “lady”hood) because
whiteness and the black middle class demand an active differentiation from the working class,
from the primitive. At the end of the novel, Helga accelerates her conversion into an object via a
religious conversion experience. Mirroring Marx’s famous line that “religion is the opium of the
masses,” Helga releases control of her subjectivity and allows herself to be dominated by God
qua Reverend Green and the domestic life he promises. In a church revival, she “began to yell
like one insane, drowning every other clamor, while torrents of tears streamed down her face.
She was unconscious of the words she uttered, or their meaning: ‘Oh, God, mercy, mercy. Have
mercy on me!’”*

Larsen explicitly draws upon Marx to illustrate how religion dissolves the subject through
the process of forgetting. Helga, it appears, “was unconscious” of her own reification, although
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we later learn that this conversion was a deliberate gesture in order to test whether the black
church would help her become more authentically black. Her final and most dramatic form of
reification occurs when she moves from being a vital character to returning to the plebeians as a
wife and finally to a flattened and purely reproductive machine as a mother. Once motherhood
seizes her, it is as if her entire past has been erased and supplanted by what was always waiting
for Helga: heterosexual marriage and motherhood. In these examples, Helga exacerbates the idea
of herself as a commodity fetish—especially one that is in a constant state of circulation and
transformation. At one point she walks into an open market to be gazed at by working class
Danes. She desires not just circulation in the middle or upper classes but also amongst the
working class. By moving Helga through various social units, Larsen undeniable demonstrates
the reification of Helga Crane in multiple venues. This evokes a series of question, what does
Larsen gain by keeping Helga in circulation rather than being owned by a husband and why
would she eventually marry and break this cycle with permanent ownership by a husband and
children? How does the erasure of subjectivity factor into the novel? What purpose does a self-
conscious reification serve? Does Larsen keep Helga in circulation as a mode of critique of race
relations?

A more classic reading of Helga qua blackness and its reification would emphasize the
fragile status of African American culture as it enters the twentieth century just a few decades
removed from slavery. Many critics point out how African American culture becomes positioned
as the abject in American social practices—as an object of manipulation and relegated to the
world of animality. Larsen implodes both of these typical readings. First, African American
culture—even if Helga idealizes folk culture in reaction to a newly thriving black middle class in
the North—possesses too rich of a history to be fully reified. History books at the time might
exclude black culture or represent it with a false history, but nevertheless, African American
history cannot be reified. James Vayle, Helga’s fiancé in Naxos, for example, cannot capture the
scope of blackness: “’no, it’s something else, something deeper than that...1’m afraid it’s hard to
explain.”* His inability to confine this history to a few words reflects not its inability to be
reified but its inability to be expressed with such precision as would an object. Second, the trope
and stereotype of Africans and African Americans as animals, savages, and primitives thrives in
the twenties both in America and Europe. Larsen has Helga perform the animal-savage to more
easily enter the world of commodities. | want to argue that Larsen constructs a world of
objects—including blackness, men, and Helga—as a critique not of how anti-black racism
attempts to reify and negate African American culture and African American subjects but as a
mode of recovering the lost love of the mother, specifically Helga Crane’s white, Danish mother.
The black subject, as Hortense Spillers argues in “Mama’s Baby, Papa’s Maybe,” cannot have
access to the mother—black or white.*

Section 2: Reconfiguring the Bildungsroman

Helga’s desires, | argue, cannot be directly registered. Her lust for Anderson and Vayle,
for instance, appear as distortions and nervous ticks. Often represented as an unknown bodily
force, Helga’s sexual lust has difficulties appearing in the novel. Critics have argued that this
reflects Larsen’s middle class propriety to abhor sex outside of marriage. | believe, on the
contrary, that her desires—as those of a black woman—cannot be represented in the borrowed
form of the white Bildungsroman. They can only be revealed through mediations—through

30



commodities in this instance. The Bildungsroman was designed and refined to express white
desires; forcing this genre to represent African American development requires Larsen to alter
the protocols of the genre. She attempts to articulate a black woman’s developmental experiences
as a series of cumulative episodes which function as scenes of subjection that police Helga into
predetermined social and emotional roles. Larsen, though, tries to resist and subvert this
imperative through various strategies. The opening scene where Helga is surrounded by material
goods, for example, is not solely an example of her deriving pleasure from those objects. Instead,
the objects serve to protect her from the black middle class that demands that she conform to its
culture of gossip, proper decorum, and civilized living. Romantic encounters fail to provide
Helga with typical sexual pleasure. Relations with Vayle, Olson, and Anderson evoke feelings of
being trapped and disrupt Helga’s sense of individuality. Larsen de-emphasizes Helga’s desire
for men to focus the reader on a reading practice that helps to decipher Helga’s reification of the
world. Her accumulation of objects and her drive to transform subjects into objects indicates
while obscuring the need for protection from an anti-black world that robs Helga of her parents
and her ability to be a subject. It also critiques the Bildungsroman as a form incompatible with
African American literature.

The novel opens with Helga reading alone in her room. She wears an expensive negligee
and sits on an expansive chair whose ottoman is decorated with an expensive oriental silk. Her
island of luxury is bounded by an expensive Chinese carpet and lit by an expensive “great black
and red shade[d]” lamp.*” Books, a pricey commodity in her time, and a “shining brass bow!
crowed with many-colored nasturtiums” surround her oasis. The room is filled, “crowded” with
material objects that produce a feeling of comfort in Helga. And her appreciation—no her
need—for objects is different from the typical subject of the culture industry. The other teachers
save money and wear mainstream clothing; Helga buys luxury fabrics and spends all of her
money on things instead of saving. According to the narrator, “all her life Helga Crane had loved
and longed for nice things.”*® Her peers in Naxos call her vain. This accusation misses the mark
but illuminates the importance of material “things” in the novel. Helga does not consume nor
does she transform the entire universe of the novel into objects as a reflection of middle class
consumption. Larsen suggests that a turn to commodity fetish is Helga’s lifelong dream: “she
had wanted, not money, but the things which money could give, leisure, attention, beautiful
surroundings. Things. Things. Things.”*® The world of Helga is not just filled with beautiful
objects. Helga actively reifies other characters and herself. Their historical productions of self,
their life histories, become lost and forgotten. Helga, for example, represses her history in favor
of a new identity as an object. Helga’s desire for beautiful surroundings comes true in
Copenhagen. In contrast, though, Larsen introduces Aunt Katrina (and by extension her home) as
a surrogate mother. Larsen opens the question of what type of relationship exists between the
mother and Helga’s quest for objects.

Helga converts herself into a commodity to avoid feeling the pains of childhood. Her
nervous tick barely registers in the novel and when she does display emotions, they gush out and
obfuscate their origins. While not trying to reduce the novel to a psychoanalytic Oedipal drama,
Larsen was heavily influenced by the writings of Freud and mapping out Helga’s psychic
resemblance to Dora would be a fun project but would be beyond the scope of this chapter.
Critics might want to read Helga’s commodity fetish project as a response to misogynistic forces
that want to socially construct women as objects, but Larsen offers an alternative explanation of
Dora’s aphonia, | mean Helga’s. Larsen injects the tragic mulatta narrative not only with a
reversal of the typical arrangement of parents (white father and African American mother), but

31



she also adds a complex psychic dimension to the stock figure. Helga, for instance, is obsessed
with forgetting and repressing her traumas. Throughout the novel Helga refers to repressed
emotions: “she liked it, this new life. For a time it blotted from her mind all else,” (97) “like a
storm gathering far on the horizon...this subconscious knowledge added to her growing
restlessness and little mental insecurity,” (110-111), and “she felt shamed, betrayed...something
in her which she had hidden away and wanted to forget” (112). Larsen alerts the reader that a
subconscious or subterranean narrative is at work and she fuels these suspicions. Helga wants to
eradicate the painful relationships that gave rise to her individual character. Not just evoking an
unconscious project, the idea of forgetting signals reification. Adorno said that “all reification is
a forgetting.”*® Helga, in forgetting, does the work of erasing her history and relations with
others and subsequently abetting her reification. She obliterates her past to avoid its pain while
also attempting to reestablish relations with the mother. At the same time that these moments of
forgetting erase Helga’s history, they narrate and provide a developmental model for her psychic
landscape. Through Helga’s forgetting, the reader learns that Helga’s father abandoned the
family when she was just a small child and that her mother remarried a white man out of “a
grievous necessity.”*! This stepfather and his children hate and torment Helga all while the
mother was calm with her “unloved little Negro girl(s).”>* Helga can only successfully repress a
trauma once it has been made known. This repressed history can become rewritten in a sort of
reductive Oedipal explanation. When Helga discusses miscegenation with her aunt, for example,
the latter narrates a history of the mother different from the one remembered-repressed by Helga.
Katrina tells Helga: *“she [the mother] wanted to keep you, she insisted on it, even over his
protest, I think. She loved you so much . . .. And so she made you unhappy. Mothers, | suppose,
are like that. Selfish.”®® In this almost nonchalant moment, the reader learns that Helga’s
melancholia might be unjustified and she almost too easily becomes a more complex character—
one with a history and less a commodity fetish.

Lacan argues that in the mirror stage, as the child imagines the loss of the mother’s
attention and love, she tries to become the pleasure lost by the mother. This logic can be seen in
Helga’s relationship to the mother. Helga assumes that her mother did not love her. She tells
Axel: “if we were married, you might come to be ashamed of me, to hate me, to hate all dark
people. My mother did that.”** Helga imagines that her black body is insufficient to be loved by
the mother, and as a consequence, she literalizes the fantasy of becoming the object of desire.
Helga tracks the mother’s desires, for example, while she returns to Copenhagen. Helga notices
that she enjoys the family’s wealth and love. In the United States, Helga fixates on how much the
mother loves the white step-father and new white half-siblings. In turn, Helga forces herself to
become the object of the mother’s desire: whiteness or money. While she cannot actually
become a luxury item or pass for white, she places herself in circulation amongst those objects.
As in the opening of the novel and later in Harlem and Copenhagen, Helga’s world is composed
of beautiful and luxurious things. Larsen allows Helga to refine her objecthood while in
Copenhagen. Aunt Katrina not only “mothers” Helga with care, gifts, and love, but she also
physically mirrors the real mother: “the resemblance to her own mother was unmistakable.”>
Larsen provides the image of Helga being reborn from her aunt’s womb of luxury: “awakening
in the great high room. . . . this, then, was where she belonged. This was her proper setting.”*®
Helga emerges, “awakens,” from the proper womb in Katrina’s opulent home. Helga can match
her desires with what she believes is the “proper setting.” Amongst the wealth, she freely
circulates in an exchange relationship with these objects hoping that she, as an equivalent object,
will be desired by her mother via the replacement mother. Helga as the primitive, for instance, is
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decorated in absolute beauty, and thus she “baits” the mother’s desires with the commodities
decorating and that are made her equivalent. At the same time, we begin to perceive the objects
as offering protection for Helga. Because the mother desired them, Helga viewed them as objects
that would defend her from hostile attacks and negative emotions. These “good” objects, to
evoke the theories of Melanie Klein, are part of the mother’s nurturing world, and if Helga
possesses or becomes them, she, too, restores a loving relationship with the mother.>” Thus, the
commodity fetish that Helga enacts partially facilitates the recovery of the mother.®

Larsen recognizes that the white bildung journey cannot be directly applied to or
represent black subject formation. She discovers that her reworking of bildung to capture the
development of Helga—and by extension African American women—is not possible because it
cannot trace the complex and historical relationships that contributed to the formation of the
protagonist. Helga moves from one experience to the next without “maturing.” She essentially
repeats the same protocols: serenity, romance, material consumption, hysteria, a supposed
epiphany, and finally a fleeing. This formulaic approach to the novel of female development is
anything but progress; Helga repeats the same drama just in different outfits and cities. The novel
reads as a picaresque rather than as a Bildungsroman. As mentioned earlier, Larsen struggles to
craft the black Bildungsroman only to discover that black identities have already been preloaded
according to the dictates of socio-political powers. The novel of education turns out to be the
novel of teaching Helga her prefabricated identity. In Quicksand, Larsen tries to give Helga a
true bildung journey, but the historical reality of a limited scope of identities, of preset “scenes of
subjection” derail this ambitious project. Most critics cite the predictable ending of the novel as
an example of Larsen’s aesthetic limitations. Larsen captures Helga’s literal fading away from a
radiant life by ending the novel with: “so she dozed and dreamed in snatches of sleeping and
waking, letting time run on. Away.”*® Helga disappears from the life of the novel and the radiant
life she struggled to achieve. Critics want to impose an artificial distinction between the main
narrative and this so-called “failed” ending, but | want to emphasize that the novel as a series of
scenes of subjection reflects not the picaresque because Helga learns her position in society but
conveys Larsen’s brilliant critique of the fantasy of black bildung. She must repeatedly fail
because the genre does not allow for the successful representation of black-defined development.

Larsen represents each episode, each scene of subjection, as an attempt to construct or
“fit” Helga into her socially-determined subject position. This hidden social realism works in
conjunction with Larsen’s transformation of black bildung into a commodity fetish. This
conversion helps to obscure the work of the former. The reader expects each episode to represent
a stage of bildung instead of a scene of subjection. The novel is divided into discreet episodes
that include Helga in Naxos, in Chicago, in Harlem, in Copenhagen, in Harlem again, and finally
in the South. Larsen deconstructs the Bildungsroman by turning its episodic form, where Helga
appears to undergo a maturing transformation in each episode, into discreet commodity fetishes.
Just as Helga reifies the world, Larsen crafts the novel as a series of pleasurable and expected
commodities to be consumed by the reader who wants Helga to overcome her mulatta and
orphan background and to find love and fortune in a beautiful, radiant world. This melodramatic
sentence, | hope, captures the emotional work performed by each scene of subjection in
Quicksand. From the opening scene, Larsen gives the reader pleasure but also performs a critical
turn with this false pleasure by having Helga relate to the world as if everything were an object
in circulation. Larsen introduces reification from the beginning and repeats this mode of social
realism as an avenue to expose black bildung as an impossibility, as a fantasy in circulation. She
critigues how black bildung has become a commodity fetish that can only narrate the
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prefabricated African American subject. Quicksand, for example, reflects Larsen’s desire to
borrow a form from white culture and infuse it with a “black” aesthetic. This approach frames
white bildung as a commaodity fetish because it erases bildung’s rich history as a white literary
device and social practice. Larsen effectively purchases bildung without acknowledging that it
might not be suited to narrating black experience (regardless of class similarities). Larsen follows
the parameters of the Bildungsroman yet the novel reads like Helga is simply shopping for the
right journey to capture her (reified) self-formation.

The novel presents black bildung as a commodity fetish in many incarnations. Education
serves as the first commodity fetish. Helga believes in the power of education to transform
African Americans until one day she changes her mind. She decides that formal education should
be exchanged for an education of “authentic” black identity in the North. Then, she defines the
black home as a source of abstract “radiance.” She exchanges this for a tangible object. When
surrounded by Northern blacks, “she had come home” to a “moving multicolored crowd.”®®
Larsen converts black identity, which should structure the main questions of the novel, from an
abstract concept to a commodity fetish. The black bodies substitute for the spiritual dimensions
of the African American experience. This maneuver essentially abandons the question of black
history in the novel. Race, for Helga, is not explored in-depth and she never questions the social
construction of race. The project of self-formation abandons a critical interrogation of the
process of racialization in exchange for accepting blackness as a concrete and social reality that
does not have a history. Similarly, Helga approaches her family relations as a series of emotions
in circulation. Her relationship with the mother has already been discussed, but the novel does
not interrogate Helga’s status as an orphan; instead, the Bildungsroman expects her to be an
orphan. Larsen approaches being an orphan as a commodity fetish. She inserts this trope into the
novel at the expense of interrogating Helga’s relationship to the black father. The novel could
explore how anti-black racism and miscegenation prevent her parents from marrying or staying
together, but delivers an absent black father who is essentially a bad person for abandoning his
daughter. Later in the novel, Helga convinces herself that her father needed to return to his
“authentic” black roots and that is why he abandoned the family. The history of bildung (as an
aesthetic and social practice) refuses to explore the question of racial parenthood and black
masculinity; those questions are outside its purview. Larsen’s importation of the orphan trope
negates the possibility of a critical exploration of anti-black racism within father-daughter
relations. Moreover, the form of the novel, even if Larsen had not treated it as constituted by
serial commodity fetishes, is designed to convey the self-formation of white characters. The
genre cannot narrate or define black self-formation. Larsen, though, as | have argued, creatively
works around these obstacles.

The novel mitigates the limitations of the Bildungsroman within each episode. The
narrative, for instance, discuses crucial aspects of Helga’s psycho-emotional history. The reader
learns, through short stories, the basics of Helga’s tragic life. These brief histories attempt to
restore the relationships that define Helga as a subject. In the process of re-assembling Helga’s
past, they partially undo the work of reification. But at the same time, Larsen reveals that
Helga’s journey of self-formation traces how she aligns with the telos demanded of all African
American women of her class: heterosexual marriage, children, and middle class social practices.
The scenes of subjection reveal Helga’s emotional reactions to being disciplined into prescribed
social identities. A comprehensive history of Helga’s self-formation would reveal how an
African American woman came to be what was expected and demanded of her by anti-black
racism; it would not trace the contingent choices of a “free” character but the necessary paths
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Helga will eventually have to pursue. As the novel demonstrates, she takes a circuitous route to
her teleological end point, but in this quest for individuality Larsen stresses the impossibility of a
distinct bildung for Helga. This failure does not, however, occur because African American
woman cannot or do not pursue self-formation and the construction of individual identities.

The ultimate failure of Quicksand is not from Larsen’s inability to convert the white
Bildungsroman into a black narrative or due to the commodification of bildung and African
American women; rather, Larsen failed to understand that commodification—despite her
eloquently crafted moments of criticality and resistance—are still phallic maneuvers that do not
encompass any narrative of black female development in their purview. Larsen can only
represent Helga’s desires mediated through commaodities and, in a more vulgar fashion, in sexual
lust; black female subjectivity in Quicksand, then, is a reproduction—and a residual—of a
masculine system of language and aesthetic forms. The turn to reification and the circulation of
Helga as a commodity fetish—while aesthetically rich and innovative; offers a compelling
critique of the limits of subject formation for African American women; and poses a solution to
Helga’s relationship with her mother—is ultimately an unsatisfactory aesthetic for Larsen. She
borrows forms of representation that convert Helga into an empty subject and in the end this
white form, though transformed and modified, cannot directly express her desires or craft an
identity that is not predestined. As critic Deborah McDowell argues, “these heroines [Helga,
Irene, and Clare]” are subjected “to the most conventional fates of narrative history: marriage
and death”®. Helga must, according to the Western Bildungsroman, follow this path, but Larsen
attempts to recover a traumatic history that constitutes Helga in an attempt (as Lukacs might
argue) to reverse or combat the reification of African American women. This gesture at historical
analysis as a means to reveal the constellation of forces that constitute Helga fails to account for
the domination of her sexuality and her female body. Her psychic and “black” history might have
been recovered by a subversion of the commodity fetish, but Helga as an African American
woman, mother, and daughter have not been addressed. The phallic discursive apparti do not
give voice to the black woman; they dominate her. Larsen recognizes that she must also recover
how African American women have been dominated before hoping that black female
subjectivity can be inaugurated into language. The white structure of bildung is inherently anti-
black; it privileges the narration of white subjects and as numerous critics, including Toni
Morrison in her critique via Playing in the Dark, have observed, this whiteness depends on the
subjugation of blackness. These white forms—regardless of Larsen’s clever reformulations—can
only express a black subjectivity that is the predetermined commodity fetish of an anti-black
culture and anti-black aesthetic. Larsen finally realizes these failures in writing Quicksand and
responds by developing a theory of femininity sexuality that can represent the long exiled
African American woman, mother, and daughter. Through the relationship between Clare and
Irene in Passing, Larsen discovers how women can be expressed outside the domination of
phallic language and society. Only at the end of Passing can Clare attempt to express the full
subject position of woman, even if her death is required. Passing serves as a pedagogy for ending
the domination of African American women.

Larsen critically engaged the notion of a black “radiance,” as a space and philosophy to
emancipate black women from anti-black racism and to extricate them from the normative
policies of the black middle class. In an attempt to historicize this folk culture, Larsen played
into one of the defining tropes of modernism: the black primitive. Helga both is viewed as a
primitive and she eventually performs the primitive. She conflates black radiance—Dblack history
and culture—with the fantasies in circulation that equated African Americans as the relatives of
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African primitives. To this end, the notion of black history fails to empower Helga because
Larsen, in Quicksand, fails to grasp the complex history of the idea of primitive and its
application to African American culture. Larsen could not, as critic Amritjit Singh argues about
the Harlem Renaissance, escape “the Negro as ‘primitive’—that so strongly dominated the
public mind.”® This parallels Fabre and Feith’s analysis that “if the Negro was in vogue in the
1920s...[it was because of] the rather exploitative passion for the primitive and exotic seen in
cabarets and revues.”® This fantasy of African Americans as primitive and exotic sprang from
white European consumption of African art earlier in the century. Ranging a complex history, |
can only give a crude history of this trope. The nineteenth century viewed primitive people, i.e.
black Africans, as dangerous, irrational, adventurous, scary, or idealized noble savages.®* In
Gone Primitive, Marianna Torgovnick asserts that in the twentieth century “to study the
primitive is thus to enter an exotic world which is also a familiar world.”®®

The idea of the primitive was both a source of fear but also a space for the Western world
to deposit its own anxieties, fears, and concerns regarding the unknown. Anthropologists such as
Franz Boas and Claude Levi-Strauss worked against the notion that primitive Africans (and
Asians) lived in simple, developing, and early stage cultures. The idea of the primitive also
carried an altered sense of time: “the belief that primitive societies reveal origins or natural
order.”®® This cultural fantasy shifted again with Roger Fry’s seminal essays in Vision and
Design (1920). His analysis effectively transformed African art—the art of the primitive—into
high art in Britain. France, on the other hand, experienced a negrophile moment much earlier in
the century. Starting with the vogue of African art in Paris museums and the work of Picasso, for
example his Les Demoiselles d’Avignon (1907), the French began an obsession with the
primitive. Josephine Baker, for instance, dominated the cultural scene of France of the
twenties.®” She was “the living embodiment of modern primitivism” with her “J’ai deux amours”
and “slave-chic attire.”®® From this point, notions of the primitive as a site for “violence and
horror and sexuality”® At the same time though, notions of the primitive as dark, black,
dangerous, etc. continued from the previous century. The Nazis, for example, represented Jews
as primitives in their massive anti-Jewish campaigns.” In literature, though, “the primitive
becomes a convenient locale for the exploration of Western dullness or degeneracy, and of ways
to transcend.”’* Conrad, Lawrence, Eliot, and others critique Western values through the
primitive and this is important because Nella Larsen loved Lawrence. While | have no causal
evidence that Lawrence influenced Larsen, literary artists in general inherited this modernist
tradition. Adapted for the American context, Larsen, as | have already suggested, embeds her
critiqgue of black middle class values and norms by having Helga embrace and perform the
“primitive.” Again, this is an odd maneuver since as Torgovnick argues “the West’s fascination
with the primitive has to do with its own crises in identity.”’? This identity crisis for whiteness
filters into the cultural imaginations of artists working during the Harlem Renaissance. | would
like to suggest that in performing the primitive Helga both completely escapes the need to
assimilate and at the same time authoritatively co-opts white identity (or assimilates to it) to such
an extent that she takes on its identity crisis.

Josephine Baker is one bridge between European notions of the black primitive and
Africa America. Another is the aesthetic conversation that took place between African
Americans and Europeans. Alain Locke, for instance, encourages black writers “to imitate
European primitivist modernism and to get in touch with their ‘African’ legacy.””® He guided the
anthology The New Negro, which in many respects initiated the Harlem Renaissance, with this
philosophy. As historian Nathan Huggins has argued, however, the trope of the primitive adopted
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and utilized by African American artists “was very romantic and rested on very superficial
knowledge of African life.”’* African American intellectuals “had to learn to appreciate the
value of African art and culture”—most often from white Americans and Europeans.” Aaron
Douglas, for example, learned the techniques of African art from Winold Reis, a German. The
consequence of African Americans adopting and interpreting the modernist trope of the black—
now African American—subject as primitive can be seen in countless works. The sculptor
Richmond Barthé’s “treatment of Negro subjects was not merely ethnic but...emphasized the
primitive.””® A litany of African Americans living in France during the zenith of French
negrophilia could be cited. This included Jack Johnson, Sidney Bechet, Claude McKay,
Langston Hughes, and James Weldon Johnson. In 1926 Carl Van Vechten, a white patron of
many African American and white American writers, published the scandalous Nigger Heaven.
The novel played with the idea of the primitive within a quiet librarian and many other versions
of the primitive-exotic. Black novelists responded to Van Vechten’s novel, which had become a
best-seller, with their own versions of black life in or bordering Harlem. Rudolph Fisher’s The
Walls of Jericho (1928) and Claude McKay’s Home to Harlem (1928) both explored the cultural
other—for McKay, using the working class as contrast to the intellectual—as a mode of finding
an African American identity.

In essence, “black writers had ‘climbed aboard the bandwagon’ of exoticism and enjoyed
the era when the Negro was in vogue.”’’ Besides the literary and visual arts, African Americans
in Harlem were exposed to primitive-exotic minstrel shows in Harlem cabarets, or what literary
critic Shane Vogel terms the “’cult of primitivism.””’® These shows interpreted, reinforced, and
challenged stereotypes of African Americans as being savage, unrestrained, simple minded, etc.
While the audiences were in large part whites from Manhattan, my focus is not on how African
Americans served “white psychological needs.” Huggins argues that the Harlem cabarets
presented “civilized primitives” who could ameliorate whites who felt castrated by bourgeois
norms of a cultivated life.”” As Vogel argues, though, these spaces also provided African
American performers a means to redefine themselves through the trope of the primitive—in
addition to serving as economic engines for Harlem.

African American authors do not simply inherit these white residues or interpretations.
McKay, for example, moves past the primitive as spontaneous, vital, “exotic, naughty, and
quaint” to create men that “are no longer simply primitive-exotics, but [who] foreshadow the
radical alienation of the mid-twentieth century;” Jake and Ray leave civilization instead of
agreeing to embody the negative identity that supports white civilization.** Duke Ellington, in a
complex relationship between economic success, artistic creation, and exploitation of African
American identity, composed a “jungle-style” of jazz for his white patrons at the Cotton Club.®
White patrons wanted to experience the primitive that they imagined was contained within
African American culture. Ellington “had to come up with musical sounds that could be
classified [by whites] as ‘jungle sounds.””®? At the same time that Ellington and the cabarets
“sold” the primitive to whites, blues singers appropriated the sexual myth of the primitive to
establish agency for African Americans—“Gertrude “Ma” Rainey and Bessie Smith, for
example, who sang openly of sexual relationships, of sugar bowls and deep sea divers—whose
double entendres were hard to miss.”®Literary critic Deborah McDowell points out that Smith
and Rainey would have enjoyed singing about sex and the eroticism of their black bodies in the
context of the “Freudian 1920s, the Jazz Age of sexual abandon and “free love’.®* In a popular
lyric, Smith sings of jelly rolls, which is a barely veiled code for the vagina:
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Jelly roll, jelly roll ain’t so hard to find,

There’s a baker shop in town bakes it brown like mine,
| got a sweet jelly, a lovin’ sweet jelly roll,

If you taste my jelly it’ll satisfy your worried soul.®®

Gertrude “Ma” Rainey sang: “’It’s Tight Like That’: “See that spider crawling up the wall . . .
going to get his ashes hauled. / Oh it’s tight like that.”” Bessie Smith also sang “’I’m wild about
that thing,” and “You’ve got to get it, bring it, and put it right here.””®® While McDowell argues
that Larsen could not embrace such a lewd approach to sexuality because of her representation of
the black middle class and their repression of the pleasures of the body, | would like to suggest—
in a vein similar to McDowell’s claim of leshian desire—that Larsen explores sexuality as an
emancipatory agent. Larsen was not unable to directly represent the pleasure of the black female
body. Helga, for instance, struggles with her sexual lust for Anderson and seemingly makes rash
decisions to flee the situation before her sexuality erupts. When she does explore her sexual
needs, she ends up pregnant and defeated. In a very superficial sense, sexuality dominates black
middle class women.

Larsen offered a genealogical recovery in Quicksand as a way to undo the transcendental
homelessness inflicted upon African Americans. The turn towards folklore, “black radiance,”
and the primitive attempt to assist Helga resist commodity fetish in vain. Aligning herself with
Lukécs’ solution to reification failed to produce or let emerge a new definition and model of
“woman.” Instead, Helga with her embrace of history and male-defined feminine sexuality,
specifically Freud’s controlling id, withered away in her socially mediated role: mother in the
heart of black America. She could not reclaim a female subject position by returning to the
South, which she mistook as the reservoir of “black radiance.” Larsen’s reliance on folklore and
an inherited understanding of the primitive create a failed bildung while also exposing the
falseness of both mythologies. Black women could not develop under any of these fantasies
except into their predestined roles. Larsen “corrects” her assumptions about the journey of
female development and the tools that seemed key to helping her achieve those goals. In
Passing, she adopts a new perspective on the primitive, history, and gender. In Quicksand Larsen
thought she was trying to write a traditional Bildungsroman that incorporated modernism itself
as thematic material but that in truth she wrote a novel with picaresque and bildungsroman
elements; both of these genres underwent extensive revisioning by modernist authors. Her art
moves beyond this, in Passing, by making a synthetic fusion that resulting in a truly new genre:
the minority Bildungsroman. Larsen revises her relationship to the female body as commodity
fetish, the primitive, and sexuality to craft an innovative bildung philosophy.

Section 3: Traces of Freedom, or the Black Primitive Revised

Helga discovered that her attempted recovery of black history did not dissolve the
reification of black women. Throughout the course of the novel Helga sought to don black
radiance through an adoption of the black primitive roles that were circulating in New York and
Copenhagen—and in Larsen’s own social context. Her attempt to appropriate and reify black
radiance produced a failed aesthetics and politics. Larsen revives the trope of the primitive in
Passing but as a mere residue of its former self. Larsen sought a different route than Josephine
Baker and blues singers like Bessie Smith who were more able to critique and transform the
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primitive myth as exotic, mysterious, dark, and dangerous by appropriating and redefining those
fantasies. Larsen instead asks what might actually be “primitive” in African American women?
Can the “primitive” like Smith and Baker have shown help release black women from social
domination? Larsen responds by returning to its first definition of the primitive during the
sixteenth century: “’original or ancestor’ of animals, perhaps of men . . .. ‘the first, earliest age,
period, or stage.””®” She wants to return to the origins of the black woman. This idea of primitive
as origins is combined with the definitions of the primitive as applied to the women of Asia
Pacific. The Asiatic primitive also expressed the idea of “a return to origins and to find an
originary plentitude and wholeness.”®® Best represented in the works of Paul Gauguin, Henry
Matisse, and Henry Rousseau the island primitive conveys the desire to experience simpler social
structures and cultural norms. This definition of the primitive suggests a romantic “recuperability
of a primal Edenic idyll and the possibility of regeneration and revivification through
unthreatening sensual experience.”®® Larsen imports the Asian but discards the idea of a more
simple cultural system. She wants to explore the history of the domination of black women; she
returns to the “origins”—even if a fantasy—of when black women were not dominated. The
modernist artists still assumed primitive Asian women were dominated but just in “simple”
societies. And the return to vitalization will empower black women in their journeys toward a
radical freedom.

In Dialectic of Enlightenment, Theodor Adorno and Max Horkheimer argue that “the
domination of nature ensued once man’s primal embeddedness in nature was transcended and
then forgotten. A radical humanism carries with it the latent threat of species imperialism, which
ultimately returns to haunt human relations.”®® Adorno, himself a modernist and susceptible to
the trope of the primitive, in a sense falls prey to the idea of the black subject as exotic-primitive
but he, like Larsen, attempts to excavate the processes that contribute to a damaged life. Before
the domination of nature by man, which includes man’s own self-domination, he engaged in
relationships with nature and other men through mimesis; a mimesis of the wolf, for instance,
sought to honor a certain wolf god or to mirror—not appropriate—the hunting skills of the wollf.
This form of mimesis does not dominate the wolf for his skills or terrain but acknowledges
man’s hunting abilities as different from the wolf. This preserves difference through mimesis.
Over time, man manipulated the external world to reach his own subjective—not collective—
purposes. This instrumental rationality, in consequence, required the repression of certain desires
that could be hindrances to the self—namely pleasure without restrictions. The unintended cost
of this dialectic of enlightenment was the domination of nature.®* In turn, man and woman too,
as parts of nature, become dominated. For Adorno, humankind loses its uniqueness because it no
longer honors difference, in no longer believing in mimesis: “the countless agencies of mass
production and its culture impress standardized behavior on the individual as the only natural,
decent, and rational one. Individuals define themselves now only as things, statistical elements,
successes or failures.”® The dominated world rejects difference in favor of the identical.*®
Larsen exhibits her agreement with this philosophy in her critiques of the disciplining powers of
the black middle class. Helga struggles, for instance, to conform to the standards of propriety,
reserve, and “lady-like” behavior. She strives for difference but ultimately falls to the
interpellative hails to marry and become a submissive wife and fertile mother. Through a series
of scenes of subjection, Helga finally fits into the “standardized” mold as a dominated black
woman.

Adorno diverges from theorists like Lukacs who view the role of history as a means to
terminate reification for the meta-subject. History should, according to Lukécs, eventually allow
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“a collective meta-subject who could totalize the social world and thereby shatter the illusion of
society as second nature [reified].”** This unveiling should then illuminate a critical moment—or
phase—during which the meta-subject could tear down reification and emerge based upon a new
system of labor power. While Lukéacs and Adorno describe reification in relation to the
metasubject and would disagree with my application of their ideas to individual characters, their
theories provide productive avenues to think through the question of racial formation. For Helga,
this journey of historical recovery reveals that she followed a historically white bildung; yet
history fails to shift her present existence. History constituted the reification of race and African
Americans as a group and black history could be turned against itself to illuminate Helga’s
seemingly fixed or predetermined social position. For Adorno reification is not simply the
alienated objectification of subjectivity as it is for Lukéacs. Adorno argues that reification is the
suppression of heterogeneity in the name of sameness; this reflects the notion that when man
dominated himself and nature he repressed difference for standardization. The end of
reification—if even a possibility because of the meta-subject’s dialectical engagement with
history, culture, and the body and Adorno is not clear whether reification can achieve
termination—must consider the domination of the body and the restoration not only of
relationships of difference but also the restoration of the bodily drives that have been repressed
and appropriated both by the Enlightenment and the culture industry. Adorno cryptically
addresses this when he claims that “all reification is a forgetting.”*® Helga and Irene cannot
simply recover a memory or the original meaning or wholeness to undo reification. Clare, in
many regards, seems to be the perfect recovery of the prehistoric and thus the solution to the
domination of woman. She is aggressive, beautiful, vivacious, and a bit mysterious but she is
also tormented, traumatized, responsible, and caring. Yet Clare does constitute the stock figure
for wholeness and undominated woman; anti-black racism dominates Clare, who must pass to
survive. Nevertheless, Larsen represents in Clare a possible solution to forgetting and the
recovery of woman.

In a cryptic statement in Negative Dialectics Adorno elaborates on the methods to combat
domination and reification. He argues that: “art is semblance even at its highest peaks; but its
semblance, the irresistible part of it, is given to it by what is not semblance . . . . semblance is a
promise of nonsemblance.”®® Adorno is emphasizing how art—or masterly crafted subjects—
represents not a replica of an object, emotion, etc. but a representation that is mimetic. The art-
work fosters a relationship with the referent not of sameness or duplication but of mimesis. Art
that is self-consciously aware that it is not self-sufficient but that exists in a mimetic relationship
becomes powerful because it reveals a world where domination has not conquered both
representation and referent. Furthermore, this mimetic relationship ensures that the art does not
represent itself as whole or complete—it can only survive or impact the world through non-
identical relationships, through difference. Thus realist art might appear to be unique and whole
but its criticality derives from the fact that it is merely paying homage to its referent via mimesis.
Larsen’s unwitting manifestation of this philosophy in her work is uncanny. Helga fails in her
pursuit of bildung in part because she operates without friends. Her closest friend, Anne Grey,
turns out to be her rival. Larsen learns from her failure and in her next novel, develops a double
Bildungsroman through the paired characters of Clare and Irene. Irene embraces standardization;
she loves the security of the black middle class. Clare, on the other hand, is excluded from
standardization from an early age as a mixed-race child. She can never be identical to others in a
community that refuses to accept mixed-raced marriages and their progeny. Instead, Clare
performs mimesis. She (must) pass for white and therefore must learn upper class femininity and
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its cultural performance. Unlike Irene, who, in the opening scene of the novel, forgets that she’s
engaged in an act of passing, Clare remains incessantly self-conscious of her unstable racial
identity and of her inability to represent wholeness/whiteness. She is the “semblance [that] is a
promise of nonsemblance.” Clare flawlessly passes and provides the semblance of a white
phenotype and culture, but she never embraces her own mimesis as the truth. Clare does not
identify herself as white but neither is she one of the many other dominated black women who
populate the novel. In marking Clare as occupying a limbo space—or possibly a space of
abjection—Larsen crafts a mimetic relationship to the figure of the prehistoric black woman
before her domination. It is this mimetic relationship with the past that everyone reads as the
“primitive” or vital within Clare.

Clare’s vital beauty and charm link her to the primitive. Larsen steers the reader to an
interpretation of Clare as a more refined version of Helga, who failed to suppress her primal
urges. Clare, by contrast, is full of culture and grace. She has poise and elegance but at the same
time her risk-taking, as viewed from Irene’s perspective, comes off as animalistic, as in some
sense lacking human emotion. Clare’s flirtations and too-generous smiles to men frustrate Irene
but also align Clare with overly sexualized primitiveness. Irene perceives Clare as an object of
enjoyment—of sexual desire and pleasure.

In this respect, most critics tend to agree with Deborah McDowell and Judith Butler’s
readings of Irene’s queer desires for Clare, but | want to put pressure on what it means for Larsen
to represent this queerness and ask what it prevents us from reading. Irene’s obsession with Clare
obscures the return to origins, to the primitive prehistorical. Larsen develops a character—
however filtered through the perspective of Irene—that indexes the critical momentum of a state
before domination. Larsen crafts our view of Clare’s character by unfolding a series of mimetic
relationships—first with Irene and then later with both male and female African Americans. This
accomplishes two tasks. First, the imitations display the social reality of the Harlem Renaissance
and the conditions of middle class black America. Second, Clare manifest the catalogue of
characteristics of the imagined prehistoric black woman free from domination. She demonstrates
how natural reality—the body, woman, and race—are transformed by the culture industry while
continuing to retain threads of the prehistoric. Forging a character who recovers these fibers and
develops mimetic relationships based on the prehistoric can produce a critical moment. For
Adorno, this “mimetic moment is intrinsically utopian because it preserved a memory of
[wo]man’s prehistoric oneness with nature...and was thus a prefiguration of a possible
restoration of that condition in the future.”®” Clare is out of sync with the time of the novel—she
reflects a past moment when women were not dominated by social identities such as mother,
wife, and even the category woman. By establishing relationships of mimesis, Clare offers a
radical model of black female development.

Larsen, though, must work against the cultural fantasy of the primitive to communicate her
theory of female development in the context of domination. Like Helga’s own unfortunate
embrace of the trope of the primitive, Larsen must balance the representation of Clare as the
primitive defined by modernism and the primitive from the prehistoric. Either situation can allow
Clare to be read as a commodity. In a misreading, she has value only because her attributes—nher
sensual body and charm—can be exchanged and not because whatever might be her “essential”
subjectivity has value. Thus, her use value—her primitive yet refined beauty—becomes a
commodity fetish. Her social value, then, is her body as unmarked blackness masquerading as
white. And this tendency to fetishize Clare means an erasure and reification of the prehistoric.
Larsen recovers the prehistoric by demonstrating the necessity of mimetic relationships among
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African American women. To reveal and nurture these relationships, Larsen destroys Clare’s use
value. She accomplishes this task by liquidating Clare’s social identities and biological features:
wealthy woman, a mother, a white woman, a black woman, and a lover. Characters want to
exchange Clare’s use values for jouissance—for the pleasure that she elicits in them. Larsen
disrupts this cycle of exchange by having Clare disintegrate not to the prehistoric and a state
where black women are not dominated but to a life with less domination. Clare retains her
history and memories of a dominated life and could never be truly free of domination. Unlike a
social identity, these memories remain permanently bound to Clare. Moreover, the solution is not
a false utopia of pure freedom from domination but that the utopia serves as a critical foundation
for initiating social and psychic change. This is Larsen’s theory of minority bildung.

The goal of the novel is not for Clare and Irene to merge nor for Irene to become Clare. A
combination of the two or a privileging of either follows the fantasy of the western
Bildungsroman. Rather, Larsen parallels Adorno’s argument: “both are torn halves of an integral
freedom, to which however they do not add up.”®® The integral freedom refers to the traces of
woman before her domination that is part of the history of all black women. Each character has a
different relationship to this freedom. Irene references a socially defined woman—as a mother,
as middle class, as docile, as civil, as proper, as a hostess, as the proper black woman who
supports uplift (in name at least). Clare indexes a womanhood such as existed before the
domination of nature—a primal state of woman before she (and man) dominated herself. In this
way, the novel cannot provide a totality of woman—nor does it advocate one definition over the
other. Woman, as gender theorists such as Luce lrigaray might say, is multiple, fluid, is
difference. In Quicksand, Larsen flirted with the idea that the freedom of woman might be
achieved by the reconciliation of differences; she discovered that this formulation would be a lie
produced by the culture industry. Passing demands that there be a constellation of unreconciled
desires—of a mimesis of desires that honor the residuals of prehistoric woman.

Clare and Irene are by-products of a racialized mirror stage. As society and its control of
psychic formation craft African American women, they leave behind a trace of woman before
domination. The journey of self-formation in the minority Bildungsroman pursues the recovery
of this black woman before her domination as a path to reinvent the self with less domination.
Larsen formulated this genre after writing Helga via the paradigm of the western Bildungsroman;
Clare and Irene do not build up their identities but rather they liquidate them. In a form of
écriture feminine, Larsen launches Clare and Irene on a journey of mutual self-disintegration.
Clare, for instance, liquates the ever-same, the standardization of blackness and whiteness
imposed on her female body. She does this through engaging in a mimetic relationship with
Irene; this act of semblance forces Clare to encounter her own racial anxiety, which is the desire
to attain the freedom black women possessed prior to domination. Because this residue is
prehistoric, Larsen substitutes the contemporary form of domination: a racialized mirror stage.
The subject created in this hostile and oppressive process desires not whiteness nor white middle
class values, such as Irene might convince readers are her true desires, but the fantasized
freedom that whites possess, the freedom from domination. Thus, the activator of this desire is
the reality of the black body and its reminder that African Americans are a socially, politically,
and psychically dominated group. This fact of blackness, to evoke a phrase from Fanon, registers
in the novel as racial anxiety. For Lacan, anxiety occurs when the object cause of desire re-
encounters itself in another guise. The dominated black body “ruins” the fantasy of freedom.

Helga was not permitted to constitute herself as a socio-political subject. Such a creative
function was made impossible by a racialized mirror stage and a hostile politics that populated

42



the category of black woman as mother and “her” other historically submissive roles. In
Quicksand, Helga lets this racial anxiety—this lack of white racial freedom—consume her. This
anxiety causes her to flee Naxos, for example, because working at the school to create the black
middle class forces her to encounter her own production as a dominated black woman. She
teaches them and disciplines them into desiring (white) middle class norms via the philosophy of
uplift. This effectively numbs them to the project of recovering genuine black freedom—false
happiness substitutes for a true freedom. Larsen could only have Helga flee from places in
response to her racial anxiety; she had to move locations to continue her self-education, she had
to develop. In Passing, though, Larsen discovers that racial anxiety can be turned back upon the
body to help shatter ideology and unhinge socially inscribed identities. This rechanneling occurs
in mimetic relationships. Through relationships of mimesis Larsen represents the disintegration
of black female subjects.

In Quicksand, Larsen interpreted the commodity fetish of women and Helga’s subversion of
the fetish as a mode of disruption. Larsen oriented Helga’s transformation into a sexual,
primitive commodity as a means to work through her relationship with her parents. In Passing,
the female body, too, becomes a site of tension. To manage Irene’s desires, Clare becomes
represented in bits and pieces like a commodity. Clare’s physical traits, her delightfulness at
parties, and Irene’s desires become equivalences without qualitative difference. Clare becomes
fungible as her “parts” transform into abstract quantities. Any reader will notice that Larsen
litters the novel with Irene’s observations, primarily, of Clare’s body. From their initial meeting
Irene hones in on Clare’s smile and laugh: “the woman laughed, a lovely laugh, a small sequence
of notes that was like a trill and also like the ringing of a delicate bell fashioned of a precious
metal, a tinkling.” This tinkling laugh triggers Irene’s memory and is the key to her remembering
Clare: “I’d never in this world have known you if you hadn’t laughed.”®® This laugh also
contains more than one meaning: “that trill of notes...small and clear and the very essence of
mockery.”*® Besides mockery, Clare’s voice appears to be very powerful. Irene attributes her
decision making to this voice: “what was it about Clare’s voice that was so appealing, so very
seductive?”'% Clare’s eyes also “speak;” when Irene and Gertrude visit Clare for tea: “in Clare’s
eyes, as she presented her husband, was a queer gleam, a jeer, it might be. Irene couldn’t define
it.”1% As Cheryl Wall remarks, the material of Clare’s eyes “symbolize those aspects of the
psyche Irene denies within herself.”'% Helena Michie argues that while Irene might identify with
Clare’s libido, Clare “will not internalize; she draws people in [via the gaze] without allowing
them to change her.”*** On the one hand, Clare’s body seems to “speak” to Irene—conveying
messages about minority bildung, disintegration, and desire. But what else could Larsen be
communicating by describing Clare’s every feature in such erotic undertones:

sweetly scented,

the ivory of her skin,

She’s really almost too good-looking,

Clare Kendry’s eyes were bright with tears that didn’t fall,

her lips, painted a brilliant geranium red, were sweet and sensitive and a little obstinate. A
tempting mouth,

arresting eyes, slow and mesmeric,

the caress of Clare’s smile, and

She’s so easy on the eyes.
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Michie critiqgues McDowell’s argument that these abbreviated gazes register a repressed lesbian
sexuality. She disagrees that Larsen uses race as a ‘“cover” for sexuality. | find it almost
impossible to read these descriptions of Clare as not erotic, as not a marker of sexual desire and
also not about race. The novel leaves no question, in my mind, of the inextricable relationship of
race and sexual desire. When Brian creeps up on Irene in her room, she reacts with anger: “in
spite, of the years of their life together, [his entering the room unannounced] still had the power
to disconcert her.” ® Compare Brian’s “noiseless” steps to when Clare “had come softly into the
room” and kisses lIrene’s hair: “Irene Redfield had a sudden inexplicable onrush of affectionate
feeling.”*® Irene enjoys the company of Clare and more to the point, she welcomes Clare into
her private space. But, | want to emphasize another possible reason for their appearance as the
return-of-the-repressed. To expand on McDowell’s reading, | argue that Irene can only read
Clare in bits and pieces because Clare’s white beauty traumatizes Irene. Irene falls for the non-
passing white Clare on the roof top restaurant. It is only after Irene’s lust stirs that this unknown
woman reveals her racial history. This subterranean blackness is only discovered with the erotic
tinkling in Clare’s laugh. Upon recognizing a desire for blackness qua whiteness, Irene
disembodies Clare—starting with her laugh. This dissonance of desire is placated by the
consumption of Clare’s beauty in nuggets like her laughter. Irene experiences racial anxiety
because she desires a white woman. The racialized mirror stage forces whiteness as a standard to
be emulated. Irene has negotiated this impulse via her inclusion in the “Talented Tenth” qua
Brian. She participates in American culture while also changing it to be more inclusive and less
anti-black. In desiring Clare, Irene must process both a desire for a white woman and a desire for
a black woman. To calm her racial anxiety, Irene turns to surplus jouissance and enjoys only
parts of Clare, one sensual and lustful glance at a time. Within this surplus jouissance, though, is
the failure of the pleasure and a critical moment. At Clare’s tea party, for instance, Irene chats
with the black Clare and black Gertrude, but when Bellew enters the context, Clare becomes
white—without changing her performance of identity. This shift without shifting raises Irene’s
consciousness about who she desires. “She turned an oblique look on Clare and encountered her
peculiar eyes fixed on her with an expression so dark and deep and unfathomable that she had for
a short moment the sensation of gazing into the eyes of some creature utterly strange and
apart.”*%" Irene witnesses the conversion of Clare into a (passing) white woman. She remains
perplexed about her feelings for a white woman on her way home: “Irene Redfield was trying to
understand the look on Clare’s face as she had said good-bye. Partly mocking, it had seemed,
and partly menacing. And something else for which she could find no name....a slight shiver ran
over her...[she] was close to tears.”*® Irene cannot unravel her desires for a blond, white woman
she knew as the black Clare. Lusting after a white woman is beyond taboo.

The illegibility of Clare—both in her letters and racial identity—cascades into the
narrative as a major disruption to the process of character formation—it queers bildung. Irene
can never read Clare all at once nor can Larsen present Clare as a legible subject. This reflects
Clare’s position as a subject in disintegration and who follows minority bildung. On the one hand
this violent reading practice forces Clare’s body into a sort of containment. Irene traps and
preserves Clare as an assemblage of eroticized body parts. Each one can be controlled or
contained whereas Clare as a whole cannot. Examining the critical moment within this
controlling maneuver illuminates another project. Each part of Clare—from her tear filled eyes to
her luscious lips—underscores the need for domination which implies that Clare is partially free
from domination; Clare performs the freedom that African Americans desire. Through a
confusing visual structure Clare possess the freedom denied to African Americans because of her
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veneer and historical racial formation as white. But as a black women she should be conquered
and mastered; her freedom threatens the mold of African Americans as a dominated people. This
logic is expressed from the perspective of Irene who views Clare as not simply passing but as a
black woman who is not dominated by anti-black racism. Even Clare, as a black woman, appears
haunted only by her own doing and not by anti-black racism—in part because the world has
interpellated the adult Clare as white. This confusing state of seeming un-domination draws Irene
into admiring Clare all the more and precipitates Irene’s mimetic interpretation of Clare’s state of
freedom as a black woman. From this experience, Irene learns to disintegrate her social and
moral obligations. The most prominent example of this non-dominating mimesis leading to
disintegration is when Irene follows Clare’s ability to “throw anything away.” After convincing
herself of Clare and Brian’s affair, the narrator reports “Yes, life went on precisely as before. It
was only she [Irene] that had changed.”*®® On the next page Larsen provides an example of this
change. Irene discards her identity as a mother: “the boys! For once she’d forgotten them.”*'°She
continues her disintegration by imagining her life without Brian and no longer functioning as a
wife: “time with Brian. Time without him. It was gone, leaving in its place an almost
uncontrollable impulse to laugh, to scream, to hurl things about.” She accepts that her function
for Brian is not even wife but reduced to only an asexual mother, which she has already
abandoned: “she didn’t count. She was, to him, only the mother of his sons. That was all. Alone
she was nothing.”*** At this critical juncture late in the novel, Irene has stealthily shed her
identity as wife and mother. She accomplishes the disintegration by disabling her surplus
jouissance. The pleasure of security is crushed by the thought of an affair. This conflict slowly
erodes the powers of pleasure and launch Irene into a fit of panic, of unmediated racial anxiety.
Literally shaking and shivering, Larsen demonstrates how this psychic disturbance helps Irene
disinvest from her core identities

Section 4: Mimesis and Disintegration

When Clare re-enters Irene’s life, she frames their friendship as an imitation of their close
bonds during childhood. By calling Irene “*Rene,” Clare creates a relationship out of sync with
the present. Irene, too, mirrors Clare’s locution; she and the narrator refer to Clare not as Clare
Bellew but Clare Kendry. These appellations pull the past into the present. They rekindle the
shards of their primitive, or ‘original’ (in the sense of relating to origins), past. The reminders of
their shared childhoods allow them to re-experience the feeling of freedom prior to domination.
Even though as children they underwent a racialized mirror stage, the resumption of the
“innocence” of childhood temporarily reverses the conscious onset of anti-black social forces.
Reclaiming the past in the present implies that the future can be made into a state of difference;
the future must take into account the past and present. Midway through the novel, before the
phrase makes complete sense, Larsen instructs the reader that the rekindled relationship between
Clare and ‘Rene/lIrene is “something that left its trace on all the future years of her existence.”**?

In addition to forging a mimetic relationship to the past and demonstrating the impact of
mimesis on the present and future, Clare engages in a mimetic relationship towards Irene at the
level of the unconscious. On numerous occasions Irene remarks that Clare predicts or is “aware
of her desire and her hesitation.”**® The narrator agrees with Irene that Clare appears to be a
mind reader: “as if she had been in the secret of the other’s thoughts.”*** Clare models aspects of
her personality on a study of, and homage to, Irene. She rejects, for example, Irene’s invitation to
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accompany her to a popular black summer resort in Michigan because of a deep empathy. As
Clare declines the invite, she tells Irene, who is thinking the same thing, “don’t think I’ve
entirely forgotten just what it would mean for you if | went.”** Larsen distinguishes between
identification and mimesis (the nonidentical that preserves difference) in this example. Were
Clare truly selfish, she would agree to go on the weekend outing. Clare does not “identify” with
Irene; her language also reveals that her declining the invitation stems from a knowledge of the
past—not of the present: “don’t think 1’ve entirely forgotten.” Clare is not identifying with Irene
in the present but, rather, her mimesis functions in alignment with a myth or memory of Irene
from the past; Clare modulates her behaviors according to an idea of Irene—though not the Irene
of the present. Irene as a child could be black and this past continues to haunt Clare as a reminder
of her own racial anxiety.

Irene enjoys the radical freedom of being an openly black woman. In addition to the rare
initial act of passing that she casually (and successfully) performs in the novel’s opening, Irene
can express her blackness (especially in Harlem and Southside Chicago) at any moment without
too much fear. This freedom from domination, for Clare, elicits her racial anxiety. Larsen
describes an episode of this racial anxiety during Clare’s childhood: “’Rene, how, when | used to
go over to the South Side, | used almost to hate all of you. You had all the things | wanted and
never had had.””**° Irene interprets this “having” attitude as the need for money and a middle
class nuclear family. She misses the intimation that Clare desires precisely what Irene takes for
granted as an innate condition of socio-political life: her ability to be an African American
woman. The children play and openly socialize with each other as black children (a halcyon
scenario Clare attempts to recreate in her subsequent tea party!); in their neighborhoods and
homes, their race isn’t prohibited. This rejection from community and extended kinship networks
causes Clare to experience racial anxiety. Clare recreates her childhood dream by inviting Irene
and Gertrude over for a real tea party. This desire shatters when John Bellew enters the
conversation; Clare begins to fracture even though it is Irene who appears the most disturbed.
After the party Clare writes to Irene conveying how “excitingly happy” it was to play. The letter
concludes with the postscript: “It may be, ‘Rene dear, it may just be, that, after all, your way may
be the wiser and infinitely happier one.”**” Through a mimetic relationship with Irene, Clare
begins to unhinge her decision to pass and to create a white family. By reaching into the past for
inspiration, Clare’s tea party and Bellew’s intrusions helps her transform her bildung to a
minority bildung. She begins to discard the present in hopes of a better future where she, too, can
flourish in a radical freedom of racial expression.

Irene initially rejects building a friendship that would assist Clare (and herself) in her
journey of minority bildung. Two years pass before the arrival of Clare’s second letter and Irene
refuses to answer it. In the time that has passed, Clare has been churning over their encounter
and stewing over the possibility of black freedom. She writes to Irene

... For I am lonely, so lonely . . . cannot help longing to be with you again, as | have never
longed for anything before; and | have wanted many things in my life . . .. You can’t know
how in this pale life of mine | am all the time seeing the bright pictures of that other that |
once thought | was glad to be free of . . .. It’s like an ache, a pain that never ceases . . ..

and
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and it’s your fault, ‘Rene dear. At least partly. For I wouldn’t now, perhaps, have this
terrible, this wild desire if I hadn’t seen you that time in Chicago . .. .}*8

Clare has been in anxious ruins without Irene. Until their encounter in Chicago, Clare had
successfully repressed the desire and knowledge of racial freedom. Isolated in a white world, she
could not socialize with middle and upper class African American women; she refused a black
maid for fears of being discovered and of being forced to experience the other woman’s freedom.
Now, Clare feels the ceaseless ache of racial anxiety after forging a mimetic relationship with
Irene. Critics have noticed how Larsen presents the second reunion in highly sexualized terms,
which reinforces the deep, mimetic relationship Clare established with Irene. Larsen portrays
Clare’s angst over not hearing back from Irene as the jilted lover. Clare describes her waiting as
if “an illicit love affair and that the man had thrown me over.” Like a heart-broken lover, she
stayed up “half the nights...awake looking out at the watery starts—hopeless things, the stars
worrying and wondering.” When Irene dodges an explanation, Clare continues the lover’s
discourse: “’you mean you don’t want me, ‘Rene?””*'° While Clare speaks, Irene even lights the
symbolic phallus, a cigarette, that she refuses to give Clare. Still smoking the cigarette, Clare
reiterates her letter: “if it hadn’t been for that [Irene’s visit and the re-established relationship],
I’d have gone on to the end, never seeing any of you. But that did something to me, and I’ve
been so lonely since! You can’t know. Not close to a single soul. Never anyone to really talk
to.”*? Clare shifts the framework from that of a lover to that of kinship. In her white upper class
world, she cannot complete an utterance as a black woman. Her speech as a black woman is all
unidirectional because she lacks anyone who can hear and respond to her language and her
performance of blackness. As language philosopher Mikhail Bakhtin argues, a complete
utterance needs a respondent who can understand, interpret, and respond to your speech—
including its political and racial dimensions. Clare exists in a state of empty speech save the
moments when she has become a white women, | would argue. After twelve years of passing
which is almost all of Clare’s formative years as an adult, her performed racial and political
identity over time has become essentially white. | assume that she speaks with her white friends
and husband and gets recognized as a white woman. But, since Irene’s visit, Clare can no longer
imagine herself as solely a white woman—she is passing. This stress aggravates Clare, but it is
her conscious understand of her domination as a black woman and her lack of freedom to express
her black identity that drive her to literal tears. She confirms this, weeping: “’how could you
know [of her recent racial anxiety]? How could you? You’re free. You’re happy. And,” with faint
derision, ‘safe.””*?! The last element is spoken with irony because Irene is so free that she can
fabricate a condition of unfreedom to occupy her boredom. In this moment and in the second
letter, Larsen shows Clare disintegrating her white identity. She can only enter full speech with
Irene if she is a black woman; this requires the abandonment of her whiteness; the irony, of
course, is that Clare is mixed raced. Thus, through a mimetic relationship with Irene/’Rene, Clare
begins to disintegrate her social and racial identities.

Larsen endows the character of Clare with a scandalous choice. As Clare disintegrates her
whiteness, she must also sever her ties associated with that identity. Irene anticipates a divorce,
but she does not expect Clare to destroy the white mother-daughter relationship. Unlike Helga
who allowed motherhood to limit her existence, Clare believes that the mother-daughter
relationship is also subject to the risks of life. She states: “’that being a mother is the cruelest
thing in the world.””** Irene challenges what she views as Clare’s immoral risk-taking; Clare
cannot un-pass otherwise Margery would be motherless and rejected by her father. Larsen
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concludes Irene’s scolding about seeking a divorce with “’it’s a selfish whim, an unnecessary
and—.””*# Irene is interrupted and the conversation changes topic. Not until near the tragic end
of the novel does the topic of motherhood return. Margery is enrolled in a European boarding
school and when Irene inquires about her, Clare must repeat Margery’s name as if she has
forgotten her own daughter. | argue that this moment signals Clare’s disinvestment from her
“white” daughter. At this point in the novel, Clare is ready to give up her entire life so she can
achieve freedom. Even though Clare attributes her not moving to Harlem as loyalty to Margery,
Clare has already sacrificed her daughter—in her “having” way: “’I haven’t any proper morals or
sense of duty . . .why, to get things | want badly enough, I’d do anything, hurt anybody, throw
anything away. Really, ‘Rene, I’m not safe.””*? Clare understands the difficult choices that must
be made to achieve minority bildung. The journey is unconventional and challenges the limits of
moral behavior and ethics. Only as a reborn black mother does Clare have a chance to build an
authentic relationship with her daughter. Larsen suggests, | believe, that Clare acknowledges her
severed ties with her white daughter when Irene suddenly breaks-off with “and as for your giving
up things—.”*?* Clare then proceeds to burst into tears at the realization that she has given up her
white identity, including her daughter. Clare must be focused and committed if she intends to
follow minority bildung.

Irene begins her journey of disintegration upon her second friendship with Clare. She
disintegrates through a mimetic relationship with Clare including her risk-taking, blackness, and
whiteness. Larsen presents Irene’s racial anxiety as a reaction to Clare’s performances. Her taboo
body and social identity as a white mother yet simultaneously a colored sister recall the traumas
of a racialized mirror stage. Irene cannot tolerate Clare’s commitment to her own desires; she
describes the younger black and present white Clare as having “no allegiance beyond her own
immediate desire. She was selfish, and cold, and hard.”*?® This dedication to desire stokes
Irene’s repression of her desires and manifests as an obsession with security and control. Unlike
Helga who struggled to master and accept middle class norms, Irene jumps over the requirements
to become middle class. She adopts the norms so much that she becomes a panopticon for the
rules and in turn exercises the power of these social norms upon everyone in her circle. This
embrace of standardization effectively quells Irene’s desires in what Jacques Lacan calls “surplus
jouissance.” Inspired by Marx and his idea of surplus and exchange value, Lacan defined surplus
jouissance as the object of anxiety. He argues that anxiety is placated in a number of ways—
acting out such as throwing a tantrum (e.g. Helga’s outbursts), performing an action such as
suicide (e.g. Helga’s acceptance of marriage and motherhood), etc. The most common way of
placating anxiety, though, is the pursuit of surplus jouissance—or pleasure that is just too much.
This “too much” is a component of pleasure that exposes the inequalities papered over by
exchange value. The pursuit of pleasure for Lacan, in the context of anxiety, is like a form of
repression; the pleasure distracts the subject with bodily enjoyment but it also contains a critical
moment that demonstrates how the pleasure is really a false pleasure. Larsen presents Irene’s
pleasure in security as a form of surplus jouissance. She describes the calming effect of this
security: “she was aware that, to her, security was the most important and desired thing in
life...she wanted only to be tranquil. Only, unmolested.”**’ Irene enjoys controlling the lives of
her guests, her husband, and her sons. But, Larsen allows the reader to surmise that this is all a
show to keep Irene from exploding, from following her desires to disintegrate like Clare. Adorno
offers a similar explanation. He states that: “the culture industry replaces pain, which is present
in ecstasy no less than in asceticism, with jovial denial. Its supreme law is that its consumers
shall at no price be given what they desire: and in that very deprivation they must take their
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laughing satisfaction.”*?® Surplus jouissance exposes the constructedness of socially mediated
relationships. It helps articulate or un-repress the real inequalities hidden behind apparent
equivalences, behind the use of pleasure. Larsen capitalizes on (anticipates) these formulations
by demonstrating how Irene crafts a mimetic relationship with Clare after learning that her
pleasure is false—that it is not security she desires but aspects embodied by Clare.

When Clare insists upon attending the Negro Welfare League ball as a single lady, Irene
objects—both verbally and with racial anxiety. Besides voicing her need for security, “all I’'m
concerned with is the unpleasantness and possible danger which your [Clare] going might incur,”
Irene must get up from her seat, rearrange flowers, and “her hands shook slightly, for she was in
a near rage of impatience and exasperation.”** Larsen shows the corporeality of racial anxiety.
Even though the danger is targeted at Clare, Irene frames everything around herself: “I shouldn’t
like to be mixed up in any row.”**® Irene eventually capitulates to Clare’s request and thus
welcomes the dangerous Clare back into her life. She knows the dangers of letting Clare return
and goes against her own surplus jouissance situated around security. By placing herself in
Clare’s position—of being the possible prostitute and more importantly of being exposed by
Bellew or one of his associates—Irene begins to empathize with Clare. This mimetic relationship
helps Irene embrace her own abject status as a black and (lesbian) desiring woman. She
interprets Clare’s “futile searching and the firm resolution” as a positionality of abjection. Irene
then aligns herself with what she considers the abject and begins to erode her identity. At the
same time, this new position still generates surplus jouissance because Irene creates another
threat to her security. She takes cynical pleasure in “the disagreeable possibilities in connection
with Clare Kendry’s coming among them loomed before her in endless irritating array.”**
Clare’s inclusion guarantees “endless” pleasure, repression, and also disintegration for Irene.
Being associated with scandal will help erode Irene’s connection to middle class norms. Literary
critic Helena Michie offers a similar analysis. She argues that Clare “forces Irene to look at
herself and the constructedness of her marriage, her sexuality, and her racial position.”*** While |
agree that Irene changes because of a relationship with Clare, it is through a complex mimicry
and not simply from an “exchange of gazes” that involve only identification.

Larsen illustrates Irene’s mimesis of Clare. A good example is illustrated when Clare
provides a P.O. Box address. Irene is frustrated that Clare does not find her wise enough to avoid
being indiscreet. Irene, in a fury, thinks: “having always had complete confidence in her own
good judgment and tact, Irene couldn’t bear to have anyone seem to question them.”*** This
insight partially explains Irene’s mis-step—her lack of good judgment and tact—when
attempting to manipulate Brian into taking their son abroad for school. She deals with her “fear
which crouched, always, deep down within her, stealing away the sense of security,” not in a
wonderfully elegant manner as she had done before Clare’s return, but by antagonizing Brian
about the sexual and racial education of their children. She loses her tact, | argue, because she
has begun a mimetic relationship with Clare; she abandons patience and like her accusation of
Clare has “no allegiance beyond her own immediate desire.”*** The manner in which Irene
approached the conversation was “unsafe” with “certain unpleasantness and possible danger.”**
This is the same language she uses to describe Clare; Larsen portrays Irene mirroring Clare but
without the same results—Margery is in boarding school in Europe and Irene fails to send her
children abroad. This episode highlights Irene’s subtle differences and interpretations of Clare.
She does not identify or exactly copy Clare’s behaviors but incorporates interpretations of
specific attributes. By emphasizing mimesis, Larsen retains a difference that is lost in pure
mimicry. Irene learns not to make Clare the standard but to practice versions of Clare’s behaviors

49



and desires. In the process Irene reads the prehistoric, non-dominated aspects of Clare. Her
mimesis becomes more distinct and important as the novel progresses. At the ball, Irene gains an
immense excitement—surplus jouissance—from gazing upon Clare and having the scandal
associated with herself. Clare’s attendance excites both positive and negative attention. This
gesture requires that Irene absorb the risks. In this manner, Irene abandons her security and
models herself after Clare. Irene takes on the risk-taking qualities of Clare—but with slight
modifications. Irene, like Clare, begins to “shut away reason as well as caution” as she develops
their friendship.**® This includes the dismantling of her need for security—at least temporally.
Near the end of the novel, Irene’s mimesis becomes more transparent. In another fight with
Brian, she loses her patience again: “she must not work herself up. She must not! Where were all
the self-control, the common sense, that she was so proud of?”**" Because of her mimesis with
Clare, Irene has learned to disinvest from her attachment to self-control and common sense.
Larsen shows her in a state of agitation and disintegration.

Ethnic solidarity, although at times a source of frustration, seems important for Irene. She is
“proud” to support uplift and proud of the skin color of her husband and children. She weakly
claims an extended kinship with Clare because of their past and because of their racial
sisterhood. Supposedly Clare doesn’t care about the African American race but merely belongs
to it. This frustrates Irene, who remains silent about Clare’s secret out of a supposed commitment
to their shared race. She thinks: “she couldn’t betray Clare . . . .she had toward Clare Kendry a
duty. She was bound to her by those very ties of race which, for all her repudiation of them,
Clare had been unable to completely sever.”**® While critics such as McDowell or Cheryl Wall
might attribute Irene’s rationally-articulated sense of duty as a smoke-screen for her erotic
desires, Ann DuCille offers another perspective: Clare is Irene’s “alter libido.”**® Using this
logic, | could argue that the vicarious thrill of Clare’s passing is what keeps Irene attached to
Clare.

I will argue that this scene does indeed provide an erotic thrill for Irene, but I want to add
another—not necessarily divergent—facet of interpretation. Irene’s obsession with assisting
Clare falls under the rubric of the Bildungsroman: helping a friend maintain her secret so that she
can advance or develop. Returning to the previous example, Brian wants to educate his children
on sex, lynching, racial slurs, and “the race problem.”**? Irene rejects this approach in favor of a
philosophy of bildung: “I want their childhood to be happy and as free from the knowledge of
such things as it possibly can be.”**! Larsen emphasizes the alignment of Irene with a “raceless”
middle class childhood; she subscribes to the journey of development and as a parent she wants
that journey to be “smooth,” i.e. without the horrors of race. At this point in the novel, Irene has
already begun to fracture and disintegrate, but she also partially mends those wounds. Larsen
introduces this confrontation as a way to expose the unreality and impossibility of Irene’s notion
of bildung for African Americans. Brian wants to fracture the children’s sense of reality with a
“proper preparation of [black] life”: lynching, violence, and anti-black racism.*** This demand
for minority bildung causes racial anxiety in Irene. She must leave the room and is “seized by a
convulsion of shivering.”*** To quell this anxiety, Irene begins to suspect that Brian is having an
affair with Clare. The fantasy of the affair becomes the surplus jouissance for the latter anxiety.
What is most telling in the situation is that when Brian speaks of minority bildung—of just the
kind Clare performs—Irene immediately links the two, albeit in the context of a suspected affair
instead of with respect to minority bildung. Rather than acknowledging the process of self-
deformation advocated by Brian, Irene uses the thrill of jealousy as a smoke-screen.
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Section 5: Toward a Second Mirror Stage

The novel ends with a confusing twist: does Irene push Clare to her death or does Clare
jump out of the window? Critics have been divided over this issue for decades. By considering
the role of disintegration, |1 want to argue that death is a viable option for the “end” of minority
bildung—though not necessarily its trajectory. By examining Irene’s “ethical” dilemma—
whether to tell of her encounter with John Bellew—I want to examine the termination of the
minority Bildungsroman. After Bellew discovers that Irene and thus Clare are black women
passing as white woman, Irene enters a state of ecstasy. Larsen structures Clare’s outing as
pleasure; Irene had hoped to remove Clare from her life and “as if in answer to her wish, the very
next day Irene came face to face with Bellew.”*** This turning point in the novel acts as the
intersection of multiple plots. First, this moment works to undo the racial anxiety Irene felt about
the (pre-)historical freedom she traced in Clare’s body. This surplus jouissance at Clare’s being
caught and the end of her “passing” allows Irene to return to her “normal” state of security.
Previously, Irene had partially severed her connections to her secure life by mimicking Clare’s
state of freedom. The trace she located in Clare, of a time when black women were not
dominated, propelled her to abandon her black middle class norms and, more radically, her
identities as a wife and mother.

Through this dialectic of identity, Larsen demonstrates that Clare and Irene must
completely disintegrate their identities. Irene engages in a relationship of mimesis with Clare but
she does not fully disinvest her identities like Clare. If Bellew were to divorce Clare, she would
remain in Harlem and thus threaten Irene’s security. While a surface reading suggests that Irene
would be most anxious at the prospect of being abandoned by Brian, Larsen reveals that Irene’s
racial anxiety arises from that fact that Irene would inevitably be led to a state of formlessness;
her mimesis of Clare entails her emotional, moral, and psychic disintegration. Larsen clues the
reader in to this logic: “if Clare was freed, anything might happen.”** It is Clare’s imagined
freedom as a passing woman that is the source of Irene’s racial anxiety, and if Bellew destroys
that freedom, Irene might be “happy.” As many critics have argued, Larsen seems to attribute
Clare’s death to Irene; the murder would restore her security and prevent her from experiencing
racial anxiety.

A second interpretation emphasizes how the act of withholding information more fully
articulates Larsen’s theory of minority bildung. In wanting to discard Clare—to destroy the
possibility of freedom for African American women—Irene “wished, for the first time in her life
that she had not been born a Negro.”**® The desire to discard Clare qua race translates into
Irene’s desire to do the same via being born—not just passing for white. She claims to be torn
between an allegiance to “the race” via Clare and to her own happiness. This seems like a
counterintuitive exchange because Irene’s desire for whiteness provides her the freedom that she
wants to extinguish in Clare. She wants to achieve Clare’s state of non-domination by
dominating Clare, by becoming Clare instead of preserving a difference through mimesis. This
switch to domination suspends Irene’s disintegration. Her revenge on Clare is not that Bellew
discovers her biological secret but that he discovers Clare enjoying Harlem in vogue.**’ Larsen
reveals that Irene has not given up a mimetic relationship to Clare but merely had a temporary
lapse.

Irene returns to a non-dominating mimesis—and thus supports Clare’s quest for
disintegration—after Clare acknowledges Irene’s outing of herself. When Clare arrives for the
final party, Larsen plants numerous clues for the reader to decipher. First, when Clare arrives,
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she “kissed [lrene’s] a bare shoulder, seeming not to notice a slight shrinking.” Then, Irene cues
Clare that “’Philadelphia. That’s not very far, is it? Clare, 1—?""**® Next she observes that,
“Clare didn’t notice the unfinished sentence.” Irene refuses to speak but she does make a
statement; Larsen ends the confession with a question mark. This unfinished question demands a
response from Clare; she must locate the question within Irene’s cryptic behaviors. The
“shrinking” shoulder, for example, should alert Clare to Irene’s repugnance and dismay; this
greeting compared to the other times Clare enters is extremely different. And, if Clare really
“knows” what Irene is always thinking—as so often proven in the novel—Larsen wants the
reader to also know that Clare understands Irene’s unspoken messages, which plague their
awkward interaction. Like Clare’s scribbled writings, Irene has mastered Clare’s “feminine,”
wordless communication; her discursive intention indeed reaches Clare. | believe that Larsen
exhibits Clare’s reception of the message in her answer to Irene’s unfinished question regarding
what she would do if Bellew discovered her secret. Even Irene seems to register the answer,
although she represses her awareness of it: “that smile and the quiet resolution of that one word,
‘Yes,” filled Irene with a primitive paralyzing dread. Her hands were numb, her feet like ice, her
heart like a stone weight. Even her tongue was like a heavy dying thing. There were long spaces
between the words as she asked: ‘And what should you do?’”** The resounding and primitive
“yes” answers Irene’s earlier yet unspoken confession-cum-question. Clare speaks from a state
of formlessness; as she learns of her impending fate, she gathers the strength to disinvest from
both her white and black lives. In a space without identity—she is all history, all body—Clare
speaks with the authority of the primitive, of a time and space when African American women
were not dominated. Larsen even indicates Irene’s acknowledgment of Clare’s insights. The
“long spaces between the words” are what Lacan would call eruptions of the real and the “voice”
of the unconscious. As Irene pauses she communicates—through the unconscious—her warning
and feelings for Clare. Larsen has previously established a queer form of communication
between Clare and Irene early in the novel, and when it appears to fail at this juncture the reader
understands that this is not simply a gap in the narrative but a critical maneuver. Irene, however,
represses her knowledge: “Clare Kendry had always seemed to know what other people were
thinking..., well, she wouldn’t know this time.”**° Irene’s bad reading scans over Clare’s roaring
“yes.”

After re-establishing her mimetic relationship, Irene no longer relies on the surplus
jouissance of Clare’s removal to calm her racial anxiety. She exchanges this pain for her old
form of surplus jouissance, namely, the security of her middle class nuclear family. In this
exchange, Irene feels “this absence of acute, unbearable pain” which is “unjust.”*** She tastes the
failed moment in surplus jouissance which reveals that her fears about Clare and security are
both equally artificial. In this moment of not feeling the trauma of her self-induced pain, Irene
disintegrates her identity as a loving wife: “she couldn’t now be sure that she had ever truly
known love. Not even for Brian. He was her husband and the father of her sons. But was he
anything more?”*>? She realizes that her marriage is a sham and that heterosexual love has only
led to her domination. Irene views Brian as merely a social position and function; she discards
her identification with wife, lover, mother, and middle class lady. She will pass as a mother and
wife just as Clare passes as a white woman. This ultimate self-deformation is the key element of
the minority Bildungsroman.

Through Clare’s death Larsen represents another process of minority bildung: a second
mirror stage. As Clare disintegrates more and more of her identities, she approaches a state of
formlessness—or recreates herself as in an original state—as “primitive” according to Larsen.
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Clare relinquishes her social and political identities over the course of her un-passing. The
remaining attachments are psychic and emotional. Irene is the last connection Clare maintains in
the world and she seems to betray Clare. Larsen strongly implies that Irene desired Clare’s death
and pushed her out of the window. An earlier moment, when Irene drops the teacup at one of her
parties in rage, mirrors the ending: a fragile white thing smashes to the ground and lIrene
obscures the cause.> At the party, “Irene finished her cigarette and threw it out [the window she
opened], watching the tiny spark drop slowly down to the white ground below.”*** The red flame
drops to the ground just as Clare in her red dress will fall to the earth. Larsen relies on less subtle
imagery when Irene has reached a point of openly wanting Clare out of her life and imagining
her dead."®® It seems that Irene terminates her friendship with Clare, but as critics have noted, in
killing Clare, she acts out of (sexual) passion. | want to closely examine the scene of Clare’s
death in order to pinpoint Irene’s role in it and elaborate on the process of Clare’s second mirror
stage.

The spatial configuration of the characters in this scene provides insight into Larsen’s
theory of rebirth. When Bellew enters the apartment, he rushes through the line of men and
towards the seated Clare. As he shouts at her, three events simultaneously occur: the men
approach him, Felice warns him, and Clare moves from a chair to the window. As Clare stands at
the window with *“a faint smile on her full red lips and in her shining eyes,” this smile
“maddened” Irene. She runs across the room, bypassing her husband, Felice, the line of men, and
Bellew, to place herself between Bellew and Clare. Irene seems to be the only person protecting
Clare, acting as a shield from Bellew, yet Larsen offers a different vocabulary: “before them
stood John Bellew . . . beyond them the little huddle of other people, and Brian steeping out from
among them . . .”**® The paragraph describes the configuration of the room, but as | have shown
above, Larsen provides a detailed map of everyone’s location before this two-sentence paragraph
repeats the information. What is added by this paragraph is that Larsen describes Clare and Irene
as a singular unit: “them.” How does Irene move from a point of mimesis to a coupling with
Clare?

This dyad forms as a consequence of Irene’s recognition that Clare stands before the
party as if “the whole structure of her life were not lying in fragments before her. She seemed
unaware of any danger or uncaring.”*’ The fact that Clare does not become hysterical but
remains calm and poised befuddles Irene. She makes the reader conscious of Clare’s
disintegration by articulating the fragments that Clare has shed. Then, Irene recognizes Clare’s
freedom shining through in the smile that appears on her mouth and in her eyes. Irene reads on
Clare’s body the signs that announce her achievement of formlessness—with all but one identity
evaporating. Irene rushes to Clare’s aid and thinks: “she couldn’t have Clare Kendry cast aside
by Bellew. She couldn’t have her free.”**® While the freedom Irene references presumably
recalls a divorced Clare living openly as a black woman in Harlem and seducing Brian, Larsen
indexes a radically different set of meanings. First, Clare is in a state of formlessness. Through
the process of minority bildung, she has disintegrated her social, political, and psychic identities.
In this process, Clare has moved closer to a state free from domination. If, at this point, Clare is
“cast aside,” Bellew transforms her back into an object by reconstituting her identity as a
divorcee and a dominated black woman and effectively turns her entire journey of self-
deformation to rubbish. He would reify a formless Clare and in effect reinstigate the first
racialized mirror stage. Bellew could re-dominate Clare, only this time as an African American
woman. Irene refuses to have Clare available—*“free”—for re-colonization. The radical freedom
achieved by Clare must be the launching point for a second mirror stage.
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At this point in the sequence of events, Bellew might discard Clare or Irene might help
her achieve a second mirror stage. Larsen indicates that the latter occurs by creating the dyad
structure. Irene and Clare become united. As a loving friend Irene assists Clare in crafting a new
identity. Remember that Irene did not fully betray Clare by being seen by Bellew with her black
friend and that she unconsciously informs Clare of her impending outing by Bellew. Clare’s sole
remaining psychic bond is with Irene. The stage is set for the second mirror relationship. The
window and jump serve as wonderful images of the womb, but the question remains: whose
womb? Earlier Irene opened the window and launched a red flame out of the window. Now,
Clare occupies the same space and enters the womb of Irene. When Irene rejoins the space, the
two women—as Larsen alludes to with the unified pronoun—forge a new womb and animate the
start of a new mirror and new mimetic relationship. In this second mirror stage, Clare can mirror
herself off of Irene’s love and care. Unlike a child who does not have access to language or does
not possess a personal history, Clare understands that her mirror parent is a healthy and vital
black woman, albeit one in decay.

At the same time, Clare can disinvest from Irene as a friend and trust that the recreated
womb will facilitate the forging of her new identity. Clare, in complete formlessness, can
establish a primary identification with blackness without interference from anti-black racism.
Irene has proven a caretaker and defender of “the race” and has assisted Clare in reentering the
black world of Harlem. In structuring secondary identification, Clare must accept that Irene
wants her to be free—to enjoy a life without domination (or as little as possible). Occupying the
position of the mother, Irene demonstrates an embrace of blackness rather than a desire for white
freedom. She desire that Clare pursue her own freedom as a woman and African American. In
this mirror relationship, Clare forges an ego free from the damaging effects of anti-black racism,
but she must still face the domination of being a woman. Clare’s deep connection with the
mythic past where women were not dominated by man (although there was a dialectic of
domination with nature) cannot be represented in the world. Woman still retains the idea of wife,
mother, sister, daughter, etc. so a full expression of woman is not possible. Irene misses not the
racial dimensions of Clare but her “mocking daring, the gallantry of her pose, the ringing of her
laughter.”**® Irene knows that the second mirror stage allows Clare to express her racial identity
but she mourns the traces of Clare’s freedom from the domination of anti-black racism. Larsen
can only express this state of non-domination through her body parts—each one revealing the
historical, primitive woman.

Irene and Clare both realize that the second mirror stage cannot craft a space of free
womanhood within the social. It can help Clare not be traumatized by anti-woman oppression,
but Clare and Irene both want more than psychic freedom. In a secondary identification with
Irene’s desire for absolute racial, gendered, and sexual freedom for Clare and herself, Clare
accepts that the socio-political world has not developed a means to represent woman. Instead of
being repressed, Clare and Irene accept death as an alternative to a failed representation. Clare
cannot pass as a woman free from domination—that state does not yet exist. In a brave move,
Clare and Irene decide that death is a radical solution to the failure of the representation of
woman. Irene pushes as Clare jumps from the window. In her death, Clare completes the second
mirror stage and fashions a new ego that enables her to make her first and final choice. This
trajectory of disintegration, formlessness, and second mirror stage almost completes the action of
the minority Bildungsroman.

The last few pages of the novel seem anti-climatic after Clare’s dramatic death. Irene
appears to be in a state of hysteria from her murderous acts. | want to suggest that Larsen
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continues Irene’s journey of disintegration in the aftermath of Clare’s rebirth and death. Clare,
the love object, has been destroyed. While death does not equate to a psychic disinvestment,
Larsen suggests that Irene will negotiate the category of woman through living. When Irene
finally decides to come downstairs, she acts like a guilty woman. She did push Clare, so that
feeling should be present. In a surprising maneuver, Larsen also resumes Irene’s disinvestment
from her identities. When Irene wants to comfort Brian, she is “helpless, having so completely
lost control of his mind and heart.”*®® Unlike her earlier vacillations, she remains true here to the
abandonment of security and of her identities as a mother and wife. The marriage bonds seem
broken. Larsen confirms this when Brian provides Irene a “soothing gesture” and gives her his
coat. Instead of feeling warm, she reacts with anger and sadness, as when Brian enters her room
unannounced: “she began to cry rackingly, her entire body heaving with convulsive sobs.”*** She
cries for Clare and rejects Brian’s attempts at comfort.

In the psychic register, Irene disinvests from her love attachment to Clare after asking
*“’is she—is she—?"" and convulsing, i.e. using grief to de-cathect her love from a dead object.
Irene achieves a state of near-formlessness. Lastly, Irene cannot complete her last utterance of
the novel. As she informs the police that Bellew did not push Clare, she says, “I’m quite certain
that he didn’t. | was there, too. As close as he was. She just fell, before anybody could stop her.
|—"%2 |rene lets Bellew off the hook, but she cannot articulate her own actions. | would like to
suggest that when Irene does utter the penultimate sentence, her illocution recreates the second
mirror stage—but this time for Irene. Then, the lone “I” performs the perlocutionary act of
offering Irene’s end, her last moment of existence. The single “I” impresses upon the reader
Irene’s slippage into her own second mirror stage because she no longer exists as a coherent
subject; she is formless and thus her “I” refers to an impossible subject. She is, after all, still the
“them” from before; this “I” is false. The next two paragraphs, | believe, confirm this
advancement. Irene’s “knees gave way...she moaned and sank down, moaned again. Through
the great heaviness that submerged and drowned her she was dimly conscious...then everything
was dark. "%

These experiences repeat Clare’s falling and the movement into a dark space of the
womb. Irene, too, falls, and is covered with the same darkness involved in Clare’s death. When
Irene awakes from her rebirth “centuries after,” Larsen leaves the reader with an odd last word to
the novel: *“’Death by misadventure, I’m inclined to believe. Let’s go up and have another look at
that window.””***The window, as womb, recalls Clare’s rebirth and now Irene’s. Larsen wants
the reader to remember the womb/window as a reminder not of Clare’s defenestration but of
Irene’s recent emergence from a second mirror stage. In addition, “centuries later” recalls Clare
and Irene’s quest to recreate a time-space where black women were not dominated. This radical
and primitive freedom existed eons ago, centuries ago, and it is apropos that Irene emerges from
her second mirror stage dazed from inhabiting a psychic space that helped her craft a new ego
free from racial oppression. She just returned from that ancient past and out of the
window/womb. Unlike Clare, Irene commits to exploring life as a black woman free from the
psychic constraints of anti-black racism. She must continue to negotiate anti-black racism in the
social and political spheres but she is no longer dominated by a socially imposed psyche or
identity. While Clare dies from following minority bildung, Larsen encourages her readers to
look into the window that they opened together and to follow Irene’s journey to a state of black
freedom.
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CHAPTER 2

TOWARD A SECOND MIRROR STAGE:
A GENERAL THEORY OF DISABILITY IN RALPH ELLISON’S INVISIBLE MAN

Section 1: The Collision of Race and Disability

The American film, Home of the Brave, depicts Peter Moss’s journey in a five-member
military unit during the Second World War.* Stationed on an island in Japan, Moss, an African
American soldier, uses his expertise in surveying to help map an attack on the Japanese army.
The film recounts Moss’s experiences with racism in his desegregated unit, which is
anachronistic for WWII, and how he works through the emotional traumas of racism. During
their reconnaissance mission, Moss’s best friend dies, Mingo, another unit member, receives an
injury that causes him to lose an arm, and Moss develops hysterical paralysis. In the final scene
of the film, the recovered Moss contemplates how he can resolve his relationship to his
blackness. In Peau Noire, Masques Blancs, Fanon reacts to Mingo’s declaration to Moss: “resign
yourself to your color the way | got used to my stump; we’re both victims.”? The disabled body
of Mingo and the black body of Moss become equivalent modes of personhood. Fanon objects to
how the film inculcates a social logic of race as disability: “with all my strength | refuse to
accept that amputation. | feel in myself a soul as immense as the world . . . . | am a master and |
am advised to adopt the humility of the cripple.”® Fanon refuses the conflation between being
black and being disabled while simultaneously accepting that ideology by reacting as-if he could
feel his blackness as an amputation; he may “refuse to accept that amputation” of blackness, but
this formulation nonetheless performs blackness as a form of disability. Moss represents, for
Fanon, not just African American men, but also West Indian and African soldiers who might
have served in the Second World War. Moss’s dilemma is not just a creative imagining or
attempt at empathy for Fanon but a near reality. Fanon served in Charles de Gaulle’s Free French
Army during World War 11 and intimately identifies with Moss’s plight through the first-person.*
Literary critic Bryan Wagner elaborates on this point: “Fanon objects to the potential analogy to
blackness on grounds that blackness locks its victims into their bodies in a way that bars the
potential for self-conscious existence, whether the condition is accepted or not.”® If Fanon
accepts the “false consolation offered by the amputee” then the revolutionary project to extricate
blacks, specifically the colonized body and mind, from colonial ideology will fail.° Fanon must
work against the mapping of disability onto race that permeates the public imagination,
especially a body of films that render blackness as a form of disability. ’

Following Fanon’s rejection of this demeaning fact of blackness, African American
critics and artists also attack this conflation of blackness and disability. Beginning in the
nineteenth century African American artists such as Charles Chesnutt, Frances E.W. Harper,
Jessie Redmon Fauset, and later James Weldon Johnson attack the relationship of blackness and
disability. But, not until Ralph Ellison does this relation become fully explored. Published the
same year as Fanon’s reaction, Ralph Ellison’s Invisible Man appears to critique the idea of
blackness as a form of blindness. The title of the novel already suggests a reaction to the
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equation that blindness as “invisibility” can be substituted for black. In the opening paragraph,
Ellison seems to acknowledge the perspective that African Americans can be viewed as disabled.
Invisible Man describes himself “like the bodiless heads you see sometimes in circus
sideshows.”® Ellison explicitly represents the narrator as a disfigured and disabled character. On
the next page, Invisible Man identifies himself as a “phantom” who almost kills a passerby. This
phantom presence reverberates back to the second line of the novel: “no, | am not a spook like
those who haunted Edgar Allan Poe.”® The “spook” Ellison refers to is not a ghost or an
apparition but rather the racial epithet. At the same time, Ellison’s word play connects the
“bodiless heads” with the idea of a phantom limb that has been amputated. The novel initiates
with a complex discussion of race and disability that the scholarship on Ralph Ellison has largely
ignored,; invisible can also mean disabled.

Ellison offers a compelling critique of the conflation of race with disability. The Battle
Royal, for instance, reveals the horrors of Invisible Man’s first adult encounter with anti-black
racism. The white men of the town create a context which forces Invisible Man to act as a
pseudo-disabled beggar. Unlike the unhoused persons that work on the urban streets of the
contemporary world, beggars in the 1930s and 1940s were more often either physically disabled
(blind, deaf, missing limbs, or deformed), poor, either black or white, and often paupers. During
the Battle Royal, the boys become blind via blindfolding and intellectually disabled via receiving
electric shock therapy on the electrified rug; the pauper boys are now blind, too. Invisible Man
and the boys are forced to perform: they fight in the boxing ring, they “dance” on the electric
rug; and Invisible Man *“sings” his graduation speech for the wealthy white men. Ellison stages
the Battle Royal as a street performance by disabled, black beggars to illuminate and protest the
ways in which white culture attempts to view and force African Americans into the role of the
disabled.

Invisible Man protests how African Americans are perceived as disabled during his
emotionally powerful speech to a Harlem crowd. He informs the crowd that they become
disabled the moment of their birth: “’they [whites] think we’re blind—un-commonly blind . . .
they’ve dispossessed us each of one eye from the day we’re born . . . we’re a nation of one-eyed
mice.””*° Not only are African American physically blind, but they are also cognitively deficient.
He qualifies this form of blindness by telling the audience that the other eye can be popped out,
too, if African Americans are not attentive to the operations of anti-black racism. Invisible Man
reacts against the socio-political and psychic formation of African Americans as physically,
socially, and cognitively disabled. He addresses his audience as “my dumb one-eyed brothers” as
a way to signify the multiple disabilities that converge to create and express African American
identity.** Invisible Man’s speech seems to be awakening a political unconscious of African
Americans. Ellison, then, suggests that African Americans should revolt: “’let’s make a
miracle...let’s take back our pillaged eyes!”*? Extricating blindness from race seems to be
Ellison and Fanon’s projects. But, is Invisible Man a meditation on how African Americans
should be un-disabled and how, like Fanon, race shouldn’t be viewed as a form of disability?

The project Ellison purposes, | argue, is much less expected and even controversial.
Instead of protesting against the conflation of race and disability, he accepts—and demands
Invisible Man to accept—this equivalencing. The novel represents both characters with
disabilities and characters transforming into disabled bodies and minds. In the arena speech,
Invisible Man does not advocate that African Americans become able-bodied via restoring their
pillaged eyes, but rather he wants them to comprehend anti-black racism’s networks of power.
He urges African Americans to remain disabled yet become more politically engaged. Ellison
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does not purport to convert the African American body or race into something more
“assimilated” or more recognized. He embraces the disabled-status of African Americans
because it is only when disfigured blacks—not the able-bodied Bledsoes of the world—unite can
they create sociopolitical transformations. Invisible Man asks the audience: “’did you ever notice
.. . how two totally blind men can get together and help one another along? . . . Let’s get
together, uncommon people. With both our eyes we may see what makes us so uncommon, we’ll
see who make us so uncommon!”*® Invisible Man effectively accepts African Americans as a
one-eyed and disabled race that must come together. Ellison reinforces this African American
bildung by converting the narrator into a blind man throughout this scene.

Upon entering the arena, Invisible Man enters a locker room that is reminiscent of his
basement: strange smells, subterranean living, and a world of darkness illuminated by light
bulbs. He is drawn to a photograph of “a popular fighter who had lost his sight in the ring. It
must have been right here in this arena.”** Invisible Man remembers his father’s story about how
a fixed fight caused the boxer to go blind and end up in a home for the disabled. Recalling
images of the Battle Royal, Ellison begins to foreshadow the narrator’s own conversation into a
disabled man. He will fight with words in the arena, but Invisible Man, too, must become blind.
While waiting to speak, he strolls outside and is approached by a syphilitic man living in a
shanty town. This disfigured man, Invisible imagines, comes “up to the street only to beg money
for food...in my mind | saw him stretching out a hand from which the fingers had been eaten
away [by the syphilis sores].”*® The imagery of the disabled beggar recalls and subtly rewrites
Invisible Man’s own resurfacing at the beginning of the novel; Ellison hints at how Invisible
Man is disabled in the Prologue. Ellison resumes Invisible Man’s conversion as he reaches the
stage filled with spotlights: “I was blinded.”*® In two separate moments during his speech, “the
light was so strong that 1 could no longer see the audience” and “I couldn’t see them [the
audience].”*” These increments of blindness culminate in Invisible Man’s main argument:
“*we’re blind—un-commonly blind.” As Ellison constructs Invisible Man into a blind man,
Invisible Man constructs African Americans into a blind race.

Ellison’s project to turn Invisible Man into a blind person becomes more transparent
during the Battle Royal. Entering the boxing ring blindfolded accomplishes three tasks. First,
Ellison performs how Invisible Man’s coming to consciousness of race is also a coming to
consciousness of how African American (men) are disabled because of their race. As previously
mentioned, Ellison shows how a context crafted by whites situates African Americans as
disabled via the trope of the disabled beggar. The Battle Royal places the narrator into the
position of the syphilitic beggar and thus equates race, disability, and mendicancy. The boys
must beg for money: one boy earns ten dollars and the narrator receives a scholarship. Lastly,
Ellison introduces another form of disability: homosexuality. Daniel Kim has elegantly argued
that white male desire in the novel is essentially a form of homosexual desire for the black male
body.® The Battle Royal initiates the reader into a world not only of physically disabled African
Americans but also a world of homoerotics: the collective erections of the young black boys and
the older white men, the bloody, sweaty, and shirtless bodies of the youth, the erotics of the
fighting and tortured bodies, and the eroticized power of the white men. A formative moment for
Invisible Man turns out to be his indoctrination into the brotherhood of race and disability. Why
would Ellison attempt to convert Invisible Man into a person with disabilities rather than critique
that maneuver? What does this have to do with Invisible Man’s thought at the end of the arena
chapter that “to become less—in order to become more?”*® How does Ellison use the social
stigma of disability to create a more robust and emancipated black subject? While Fanon simply
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rejects race as disability, Ellison instead accepts and modifies this equation in order to work
within the social reality of its power.

Ellison singles out blindness via his key term “invisible,” in order to discuss the problem
of race. In the novel it is the exception to talk about blindness as racially-oriented when Ellison
has already conflated race with disability to best mirror the public imagination. Invisible Man
constructs a general theory of disability, representing race as just one species or type of it. By
embracing this conflation, in a subtle maneuver, Ellison gives himself freedom to work through
sensitive racial problems by negotiating them vicariously through the framework of disability.
Encoding Invisible Man’s process of self-formation in disability, the narrative does not
ostensibly read as bildung, or self-formation, since disability already entails a disintegrating and
mangled body. The black body, for example, figures as disabled and needing something in order
to function. The social identity of Invisible Man figures as a prosthetic device. His social
position then mars and masks his disability—his deformed and raced body. The novel is filled
with characters with disabilities: the Founder has deformed genitals, the blind Reverend Homer
Barbee, the insane veterans, the syphilitic beggar, the crazy Tod Clifton, the sexually deviant
Supercargo, Jim Trueblood, Mr. Norton, and Young Emerson, the partially blind Jack who wears
a prosthetic eye, Lucius Brockway and his prosthetic teeth, African-Americans as a “one-eyed”
people, Mary as maimed so as unable to bear children, Brother Tarp’s deformed foot, and the
narrator as a homosexual.?® With race and disability conflated, the blindness discussed in the
Prologue becomes a synonym for disability: Ellison smuggles out a general theory of disability
from this master term. In effect, blindness is an exceptional in the novel’s discussion of race
because Ellison treats all disabilities as markers of race whereas blackness is seen as falling on a
spectrum, from the country folk of Jim Trueblood to the working class blacks in the North to the
educated African Americans at college. The novel turns disability into race and race into
disability and refuses to follow the disavowal of this transformation because Ellison evokes the
social reality of how race is imagined. As a consequence blackness becomes another species of
disability with many cousins. For example, by drawing upon the historical context of the 1930s
(the setting of the novel), along with biographical and other literary writings by Ellison, this
chapter demonstrates that homosexuality is another form of “disability” suffered by Invisible
Man. His love for Tod Clifton, his colleague in the Brotherhood, pushes him to lead a city-wide
funeral for Tod, which precipitates his disinvestment from the Brotherhood. His disabled love for
Tod becomes not just a site for contestation but a means for Ellison to resolve the tensions of
race, sexuality, and the concept of bildung. Invisible Man accepts his disability via loving Tod
while at the same time he comes to better understand his racial position by discarding
heterosexuality and the black rapist fantasy in the episode where he refuses to act out this fantasy
for an eager white woman. In Ellison’s general theory of disability, race and sexuality can be
critiqued in the same moment.

Ellison presents disability from the perspective of the insane, homosexual, and raced. In
this way, race qua disability can be read as a fruitful and positive avenue for legitimately
articulating oneself in an anti-black world that recognizes race as an expression of disability.
Ellison does not simply critique this tension but puts pressure on the dialectical relationship to
help advance Invisible Man towards a condition of formlessness, that is, towards the state in
which he can discard his social identities, i.e. his “prosthetic’ devices. From this position, Ellison
introduces a new occasion for subject formation.

The goal of black bildung in my analysis is to first undo the pre-given identity fabricated
that creates what Ellison calls a one-eyed race. This entails the disintegration of various identities
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until the subject reaches a point of formlessness where he no longer dons social identities. In
Ellison’s case, he transforms race into disability as the means to exfoliate Invisible Man’s
prosthetic identities. The final step of formlessness is the removal of psychic attachments, such
as love bonds that trigger mourning. Once the subject achieves both social and psychic
formlessness, the novel presents the opportunity to undergo what | term “the second mirror
stage.” This reconstitution of the subject involves not only the complete destruction of the ego
and all of its attachments to loved ones and to dreams, but it also requires a reconfiguration of
the psychic and thus social identity of the African American subject. Then, when the subject has
reached a state in which, firstly, anti-black racism has no influence upon his mirror stage; and
secondly, he has himself selected his own replacement mother, a new ego and identity are able to
be crafted. These maneuvers and conditions allow the subject to be reborn with both eyes
present. This, in my analysis, is Ellison’s general theory of disability.

Section 2: Historical Context of the Novel

While blindness is the most striking instance of the novel’s formulation of race, it may
well surprise the reader to find that disability is everywhere in The Invisible Man. Fanon and
Ellison register larger cultural trends in America that align African Americans with the disabled.
In the 1940s and 50s, America experienced one facet of the effects of massive war efforts in their
production of a horrific quantity of disabled bodies. During the Second World War, over half of
the soldiers injured suffered non-fatal wounds, leaving approximately 671,846 disabled
veterans.?* In addition, the war efforts at home produced nearly 8.5 million disabled workers.??
After the war, America not only underwent transformations of its physical geography and
politics, but also of the biopolitical landscape which now included millions of these disabled
bodies. In 1946, for example, the Goodwill Industries of America’s marketing materials included
a poster that told potential contributors exactly what percentage of their donations went to
providing jobs for specific types of “handicaps”: “10% blind, Deaf or Defective Speech; 14%
Mental, Emotional or Social Handicaps; 17% Non-Handicapped; 20% Handicapped by Age or
Infirmity; and 39% Orthopedic or General Health Handicaps.”* While the Goodwill (and other
agencies) helped provide some people with disabilities with work, more often than not people
with disabilities were viewed as vagrants because they were so often unemployed.

This stigmatization of the disabled, however, began much earlier in the nineteenth
century with what are called the “Ugly Laws.” Cultural critic Susan Schweik uncovers how these
Ugly Laws operated in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries,?* writing that in addition to
removing disabled bodies from the streets, the law immediately extended beggars into the
category of the “disabled” or “handicapped.” Schweik demonstrates that the Ugly Laws were
used to police three other areas of society: prostitution and indecency, immigration, and racial
segregation.?® In each of these areas, social forces used the Ugly Laws and the idea of disability
to articulate each group as “ugly” and thereby mark each as a manifestation of disability.? In
theory any African American could be seen as disabled not just for their race but because of the
Ugly Laws, mendicancy, and high unemployment rates. Schweik presents an elegant historical
argument about how the category “African American” was slowly transformed into a category of
disability. It is this turn that is captured in Home of the Brave and that Ellison ingeniously
transforms into a route for overcoming racial anxiety.
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In 1948, Ralph Ellison visited the Lafargue Psychiatric Clinic in Harlem. In an essay
pursuant to this visit, Ellison aimed to demonstrate that the intellectual disabilities of African
Americans required immediate attention and that the clinic had “become in two years one of
Harlem’s most important institutions.”?’ In a letter to Richard Wright, Ellison explained his work
on the clinic as “’a piece...describing the social conditions of Harlem which make the clinic a
necessity.””?While in the clinic and in Harlem, he observed that the Great Migration—the
massive influx of approximately 400,000 Southern African Americans to the urban North—
created a great strain on members of his race. Ellison attributes African Americans’ vulnerability
to emotional stress and to psychic breakdown to anti-black racism. He argues that, “in the North
he [the African American] surrenders and does not replace certain important supports to his
personality.”?® This occurs because “segregation and discrimination” produce “Negroes that
have no stable recognized place in society.”*® In addition, these intellectual disabilities arise
because “the major energy of the imagination goes not into creating works of art, but to
overcoming the frustrations of social discrimination.”® His biographer Arnold Rampersad
claims that “no single task honed more sharply Ralph’s ability to depict Invisible’s experience in
Harlem and New York City” than his own experiences with the Lafargue Clinic.* Ellison’s
resulting familiarity with disabilities would subsequently help him develop the general theory of
disability that appears in the novel.

Homosexuality was officially regarded as an intellectual disability (or “handicap,” to use
the terminology appropriate for the novel) until 1973 in the United States. The American
Psychiatric Association’s Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders removed
homosexuality from its list of all mental diseases in that year. But the concept of homosexuality
has a long history in America. Historian George Chauncey has shown that the term
“homosexual” did not exist in American English until around the 1930s to 40s—the time when
Ellison began writing Invisible Man and lived in New York. Chauncey shows that during this
time gay men were classified into numerous categories instead of just under the umbrella
category of “homosexual.” Gay men who behaved in an effeminate manner were known as
“fairies” or “inverts,” and were imagined as an intermediate sex (a “third sex”) between male and
female. They were often associated with transvestism but it did not define them. Fairies usually
performed a conventionally feminine role, yet they were sexually aggressive in soliciting men for
sex. Fairies were attracted only to men and usually performed the passive sexual role. Men who
behaved in a conventionally masculine manner but who had sex with fairies were grouped into
two main categories: “trade” and “wolves.” The former were men who had sex with both women
and fairies. Fairies were a legitimate and sometimes preferred substitute for female prostitutes.
Often military men or immigrants would sleep with fairies because they viewed fairies as another
sex—not men—and they were sexually passive like women (were imagined to be). Wolves (also
known as “husbands” or “normal”), on the other hand, acted in a masculine manner and slept
exclusively with fairies or “punks.” A punk, on the other hand, was “often neither homosexually
interested nor effeminate, but was sometimes equated with women because of his youth and his
subordination to the older man,” the wolf.** The wolf assumed the active position and seduced
both fairies and punks. With the latter, wolves often provided “money, protection, or other forms
of support.”® These gay sexualities, | believe, enter into the fabric of the novel and continue the
articulation of disability as a means of evoking racial anxiety, as inherently taboo.>®
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Section 3: Black Bildung, the Journey of Self-Deformation

The novel begins as a typical Bildungsroman with a naive character learning the lessons
of life, although in its own particular—traumatic and racialized—context.*” Critic Kenneth
Burke compares the plot of Invisible Man to Johann Wolfgang von Goethe’s Wilhelm Meister’s
Apprenticeship, the first Bildungsroman, and its unfolding does indeed bear a similarity to that
prototypical example of the genre.®® The narrator leaves for college, gets expelled from school,
migrates to the North, and undergoes a variety of “learning” experiences in New York. In the
city, he literally blows himself up, starts a riot, becomes a national political figure, and
eventually hibernates in the sewers of Manhattan. Critic Valerie Smith claims the narrator seeks
“an appropriate identity,” while John Wright interprets the quest for bildung as a picaresque.*
Working against these notions, however, is the concept of minority bildung which my analysis
shall develop.

The trope of disability helps Ellison unfold his minority Bildungsroman. Instead of the
typical Freudian narrative of development and integration into society, Ellison shows how the
process of minority bildung is really a quest for self-deformation. His reformulation of bildung
as an adventure of disintegration reverberates with many other diasporic thinkers. For example,
Ellison revamps W.E.B. Du Bois’ idea of what is meant—and is required—nby development. Du
Bois demonstrates the ongoing bifurcation of African American identity:

In a world which yields him no true self-consciousness, but only lets him see himself
through the revelation of the other world. It is a peculiar sensation, this double-
consciousness, this sense of always looking at one's self through the eyes of others, of
measuring one's soul by the tape of a world that looks on in amused contempt and pity.
One ever feels his two-ness,—an American, a Negro; two warring souls, two thoughts,
two unreconciled strivings; two warring ideals in one dark body, whose dogged strength
alone keeps it from being torn asunder."*°

Du Bois introduces the idea that the African American subject is divided, contaminated by anti-
black racism, and forced to occupy a subject position partially created from without. Frantz
Fanon adds a radical spin to the idea of double consciousness, claiming that “the black soul is a
white man’s artifact.”** Double consciousness itself is a byproduct of the social and psychic
construction of the African American subject. Fanon argues that blacks have been colonized both
in terms of their body and mind to be products of white colonial practices.

More contemporary critics, however, emphasize alternative theories to the problem of
racial formation. For example, Homi Bhabha’s poststructuralist argument extends Fanon’s
observations with his term ‘colonial mimicry,” which he details as the process by which
subjectivity is imposed by the colonizer upon the colonized via language.** Houston Baker
further demonstrates the importance of language to the construction of the African American
subject by analyzing Frederick Douglass’s experience with language, showing that Douglass—
and all slaves—must appropriate the language of the master as his own.** It is not just the
master’s speech that he must adopt but the whole matrix of the master-culture. Claudia Tate
augments these language-oriented discussions of psychic formation by considering the affective
consequences involved, arguing that African Americans can “internalize the disgust, loathing,
and revulsion that the racist Other projects.**

66



Cultural critic Hortense Spillers, however, offers a slightly different approach to
understanding Ellison’s particular intellectual perspective on racial formation. In her famous
essay “Mama’s Baby, Papa’s Maybe,” Spillers argues that the African slave trade rendered the
category of gender defunct for African Americans. She traces a movement of constructing the
diasporic body as “flesh.” Because African American subjectivity is always constructed in
relationship to whiteness and treated as a source of labor, reproduction, blood, or pleasure,
Spillers argues that African Americans are figured as genderless flesh rather than subjects, male
or female. She writes that the “diasporic plight marked a theft of the body—a willful and violent
(and unimaginable from this distance) severing of the captive body from its motive will, its
active desire...the female body and the male body become a territory of cultural and political
maneuver.”* In addition, the offspring of the enslaved female is not an orphan because the anti-
black racism withdrew typical kinship structures for slaves. Instead, slave children were those
“whose human and familial status...had yet to be defined.”*® In this view, slaves existed without
family kinship networks because they were “flesh” and not humans. Like Fanon and others,
Spillers situates the identity of African Americans as imposed from without, outside the
boundaries of blackness. The bildung journey for American Americans seems to be one of self-
deformation—that of destroying their identities that have been imposed from without.

Ellison tackles the problem of representing minority bildung and its process of
disintegration within the novel by creating two distinct yet intertwined narratives while
maintaining the guise of there being just one narrative. The core narrative of minority bildung
thereby interrupts the *main’ narrative but does so without calling attention to itself. By treating
the second narrative as a story of disability qua race, Ellison can pursue a much larger project
that includes the rebirth of the disabled subject. Almost every significant character in the novel
has a form of disability, yet no critic has read the novel as being populated by characters with
disabilities or classified the novel as within the purview of disability studies. When Ellison
subsumes race into disability, each encounter with race is immediately translated into the
question of disability and the reader is blind to the fact of disability and its narrative. They
dialectically read race and disability. This minority bildung narrative only appears in truncated,
“disabled” form in the novel; it, too, performs disability. Like the disabled body that is hidden in
plain sight by prosthesis or by refusing to recognize it, this covert narrative is really not invisible,
just not recognized.

Ellison hits the reader with this hidden narrative right at the beginning of the novel. In the
Prologue Invisible Man, who narrates the novel, sits among 1,369 light bulbs as he listens to
Louis Armstrong’s “What Did | Do to Be So Black and Blue” on a phonograph and smokes
marijuana.*” Then what appears to be the surreal—or the hallucinogenic—erupts into the novel:
“the unheard sounds came through...l found myself hearing not only in time, but in space as
well. 1 not only entered the music but descended, like Dante, into its depths [italics original].”*®
After entering into the music, as emphasized by the italics, the narrator descends three levels:
first to a place where there is “an old woman singing a spiritual;” then, “beneath that lay a still
lower level on which | saw a beautiful girl the color of ivory pleading in a voice like my mother’s
as she stood before a group of slaveowners who bid for her naked body.” Below the mother
figure the narrator “found a lower level and a more rapid tempo” of a preacher and his
congregation engaged in a call-and-response song about blackness.* Still inside the music—
within what is the alternate narrative—a “speeding machine struck me, scraping the skin from my
leg as it roared past. Then somehow | came out of it, ascending hastily from this underworld of
sound to hear Louis Armstrong.”*° Ellison marks the emergence from minority bildung by a shift
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back to normal typeface. The narrator explains that being invisible, i.e. raced and disabled,
allows him to inhabit the internal space of music and that it gives him *“a slightly different sense
of time, you’re never quite on the beat... And you slip into the breaks and look around. That’s
what you hear vaguely in Louis’ music.””®* The narrator thus describes slipping not only into
music but into, but into the intervals within musical time (between breaks), which themselves
become a space—that of the other narrative. Ironically, the narrator only directly mentions this
space in the last line of the novel: “who knows but that, on the lower frequencies, | speak for
you?”>? Ellison waits until the end of the novel to inform the reader of the range of his
wanderings—which dug not just into the sewers and the narrator’s youth, but through its own
dimensions into the ‘lower frequencies’ of this subalternate narrative.

This narrative of minority bildung seems to perform not only the disintegration of what
Fanon calls a colonized identity but also the history of African Americans. In his descent, for
example, Invisible Man encounters jazz and the blues, the history of slavery, Reconstruction, and
Jim Crow, disrupted kinship structures that hark back to Spillers’s arguments, and black cultural
institutions like the church.>® Berndt Ostendorf and Alan Nadel remind us that African American
history is a relatively new field. Before the publication of Invisible Man, black history and
cultural practices were “denied, rejected, and suppressed—invisible” in American culture.®
Thus, it makes sense that Ellison relegates them to this invisible narrative and to the condition of
formlessness®® Thus, | use the term ‘formless’ not only as the end-product of disintegration but
as the condition and embodiment of African American history and social practices. To be
formless is to be whatever Fanon, Du Bois, and Ellison imagine as the “authentic” form of
blackness—being formless is to be in unison with blackness. This narrative space, however,
contains not just history but the evolving present. Black movements for independence make an
appearance with Ras’s speed machine. And the blues, as Houston Baker defines them, are
“always becoming, shaping, transforming, displacing the peculiar experiences of Africans in the
New World.”*® Invisible Man’s violent ejection from the minority bildung, though, begs the
question: who can enter this space and under what conditions? How does Ellison’s general
theory of disability relate to this subalternate narrative?

Section 4. Theoretical Interventions

The minority Bildungsroman works to disintegrate the African American protagonist
rather than track his self-formation. As Fanon articulates, the black body and mind are authored
from without. The black man “is rooted at the core of a universe from which he must be
extricated...l propose nothing short of the liberation of the man of color from himself.”” Ellison,
writing at nearly the same time, approaches the dialectal relationship between blackness and
whiteness as one in which “whites impose interpretations upon Negro experience that are not
only false but, in effect, a denial of Negro humanity.”® The subject positions represented in
African American literature are thus fully formed products—bildung cannot occur for a
commodity that is already fully assembled. Instead Ellison works to erode and disintegrate this
false representation of black subjectivity and to “extricate” the African American from his own
fiction. The project then is to emancipate or give birth to the “authentic” black subject. Hortense
Spillers defines this project as “the heritage of the mother that the African-American male must
regain as an aspect of his own personhood—the power to say ‘yes’ to the ‘female’ within.”>
This project of rebirth originates with the initial formation of the colonized black body and mind.
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The narrator’s struggles with a father figure, first with President Bledsoe and later with
Brother Jack, and then with his peers in the form of Tod Clifton and Ras the Exhorter, seem to
align with Hortense Spillers’s argument about the removal of the African American male from
the equation of castration. She argues that the mother is the only remaining power:

...the African American woman, the mother, the daughter, becomes historically the
powerful and shadowy evocation of a cultural synthesis long evaporated—the law of the
Mother—only and precisely because legal enslavement removed the African-American
male not so much from sight as from mimetic view as a partner in the prevailing social
fiction of the Father’s name, the Father’s law.®

Ellison, I believe, goes even further than Spillers imagines, to a length that Fanon can only hint
at.®* The African American mother does exert a “law of the Mother,” but it is not “shadowy.”
Drawing upon the work of Jacques Lacan, | argue that anti-black racism converts the mother into
a psychically dead creature that derails the mirror stage. In a reformulation of the mirror stage, |
argue that the vital black mother, in the context of Jim Crow and the horrors of anti-black racism,
is converted into a source of terror and death. The child responds to this situation by abruptly
altering the course of his mirror stage. He must find a replacement mother. This replacement is
the Law of the (white) Father. The child identifies with this abstract whiteness and creates a
subject position around this alternative identification. The object of desire is whiteness or more
precisely normality and the object of horror is blackness. Even though Fanon never articulated
the step-by-step psychoanalytic processes involved in colonization, he would agree that “for the
black man there is only one destiny. And it is white.”®® This psychic imperative to be aligned
with normative culture forces the minority subject to craft a colonized subjectivity that
emphasizes normality at the expense of racial connections. Because anti-black racism intervenes
to destroy the African American mother, the outcome of the mirror stage is predetermined. While
there will be a variety of manifestations of the quest for normality, the entire apparatus of black
subjectivity is a fiction authored in large part by anti-black racism.

The outcome of this mirror stage fundamentally altered by the dead mother is racial
anxiety. It is the re-encountering of his object of horror—blackness—that triggers an emotional
attack.®® Whenever the African American protagonist realizes his own racialized social position,
he experiences racial anxiety, with even his own “ginger-colored” body becoming a source of
it.°* In addition, the narrator becomes a pseudo-orphan, as if to signal a disruption of the mirror
stage and to indicate that black parents do not figure in the creation of black subjectivity. Instead
of being born without or losing a family, as in the Western Bildungsroman, the narrator is
compelled to discard his biological family. With only one episode (the “Battle Royal””) and a few
details from his childhood present in the novel, the narrator commences the story and Prologue
as two variations of the orphan—he is at once orphan child and adult. As Spillers argues, the
African American child is not technically orphaned but rather a “subject” “whose human and
familial status...had yet to be defined” and whose identity could be disrupted at any moment by
anti-black racism.®® In the context of racial anxiety, the quasi-orphaned Invisible Man performs
Spillers’s logic: his identity is hijacked as he pursues the course of the traditional, white
Bildungsroman.

The novel presents two defenses to ameliorate racial anxiety. The first is what Lacan
terms “surplus jouissance,” which means that the defense produces pleasure but also a surplus of
it that fails to give pleasure.®® This surplus jouissance enables Invisible Man to temporarily
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mitigate racial anxiety at the same time that in its failure it registers, however subtly, both racial
anxiety and a threat to the cohesiveness of colonized subjectivity. In the novel, the narrator
attempts to replicate Frederick Douglass’s joy from delivering speeches: “I felt myself a slave,
and the idea of speaking to white people weighed me down. | spoke but a few moments, when |
felt a degree of freedom...from that time until now, | have been engaged in pleading the cause of
my brethren.”®’ The narrator loves giving speeches—and even tells his own story—but always to
his detriment. Nothing good comes from his speech-making, or as he calls it “rabble-rousing.”
These failures are surplus jouissance that register racial anxiety; the narrator misses the
opportunity to critically examine surplus jouissance because the enjoyment from the speeches
deflects an acknowledgement of the kernel of non-pleasure that persists within it. In his analysis
of the increased mental health problems of Harlem, Ellison provides a real world example of the
operation of surplus jouissance, writing that, “Harlem’s popular speech, [is] doubtless a word-
magic against the states they name—calm in the face of the unreality of Negro life has become
increasingly difficult [sic]. And while some seek relief in strange hysterical forms of religion, in
alcohol and drugs, and [sic] others learn to analyze the causes for their predicament and join with
others to correct them.”®® Surplus jouissance takes the form of substance abuse and religion
while others seem to take the second route in relationship to racial anxiety.

The second and more radical defense mechanism involves confronting and eradicating
racial anxiety. The protagonist must embrace racial anxiety rather than try to avoid it, or, as
Hortense Spillers argues, upon “actually claiming the monstrosity (of a female with the potential
to “name™),” a new phase of life can begin.®® A direct encounter with racial anxiety—instead of
eliciting surplus jouissance as a defense—helps to expose and destroy colonized subjectivities.
This helps Invisible Man disintegrate his psychically and socially constructed identity. By
“claiming the monstrosity” of disability and turning it on himself, Invisible Man can shatter his
identity by using a socially stigmatized and contaminated trope; from an able-bodied position, it
is logical to distance oneself from disability, to discard and flee from it. In this way, the narrative
of minority bildung follows Fanon’s advice that “it is imperative to eliminate a whole set of
defects left over from childhood.””® But the aesthetic intervention crafted by Ellison is an even
more radical approach to throwing off a colonized subjectivity. By appropriating various forms
of disability, Invisible Man can disinvest from his prosthetic subject position and embrace
formlessness—the end point of disintegration. | argue that Ellison represents the narrator’s
colonized subjectivity as an imposed prosthetic device that must be removed in order to reach a
state of formlessness. The inclusion of material prosthetic devices—such as Brother Jack’s glass
eye or Lucius Brockway’s dentures—indicates the presence of “actual” disabled bodies that will
help Invisible Man challenge racial anxiety. By fighting these personifications of racial anxiety,
Invisible Man loses some aspect of his identity and further disintegrates.

At a formal level, the novel represents nearly all of the characters as disabled. Each
instance of prosthesis and disability in the novel aims to register both the narrator suffocated by
racial anxiety and his colonized identity, and the presence of the second narrative of minority
bildung that demands he disintegrate. In a radical move, Ellison slowly converts the narrator
from being an able-bodied subject into a person with disabilities, i.e., he slowly “outs” the
narrator as gay. This movement from able-bodied to disabled achieves two insights. First, during
the course of the novel, Ellison gets the reader to empathize with the able-bodied narrator and his
journey. After Ellison solidifies this bond, he can reveal Invisible Man’s covert disability. This
not only allows the reader to experience disability from a first-person perspective, but the reader
discovers that there is nothing wrong with the unsightly and disabled body. This revised

70



perspective helps the reader and Invisible Man accept disability as a positive situation rather than
requiring that it be abhorred as in Fanon’s perspective. Second, with this embrace of disability,
Invisible Man can reappropriate the negative aspects socially ascribed to disability by exposing
their contradictions—namely that the disabled (and African Americans) are unproductive. This
appropriation of disability (and race) helps Invisible Man advance in his minority bildung. He
realizes that prosthetics can hide or help to disavow disabilities.”* This suppression of the
disabled and raced body, this shame of self, must be stopped. Invisible Man responds by
discarding any and all prosthetics, which in this context happen to be his colonized identities.
Thus, by making race a species of disability, Ellison equips Invisible Man with the means to
reach a state of formlessness.

When discussing patients at the Lafargue Psychiatric Clinic, Ellison reveals his hopes for
their treatment: “an insight into the relation between his problems and his environment, and out
of this understanding to reforge the will to endure in a hostile world.””? This reforging of the
“will” is similar to what | believe Ellison implicitly advocates for in Invisible Man. He wants
Invisible Man to create a new “will” or ego. But, this dream of rebirth is not something new to
Ellison, but rather an idea he inherits from W.E.B. Du Bois. He argues that the African American
has long had “this longing to attain self-conscious manhood, to merge his double self into a
better and truer self. In this merging he wishes neither of the older selves to be lost... He simply
wishes to make it possible for a man to be both a Negro and an American.””® How then, does
Ellison enact this process of rebirth?

After reaching a state of social formlessness, Invisible Man has the opportunity to begin
what | term a “second mirror stage.” Although Lacan never suggested such a feat, both Du Bois
and Ellison saw the need for a reconfiguration of the self into one that was not plagued by double
consciousness and racial anxiety. This involves the complete destruction of the colonized ego
and a new castration. Since Invisible Man struggles with and eliminates father figures
continually and the novel excludes the typical mother, a replacement castrator is needed. Ellison
suggests that a homosexual lover, who provides queer care, assists in the second mirror stage. In
a not too surprising move, Invisible Man rejects the actualization of a homosexual relationship—
killing off the gay lover, Tod Clifton, deleting an entire homosexual dimension to novel, and
leaving only queer care. Tod also plays another role in the second mirror stage, in that Invisible
Man undergoes a process of mourning the death of Tod, and the second mirror stage completes
this work of mourning while also bringing to fruition the positive aspects of a gay disability.
Invisible Man can work through his loss of Tod by repopulating Tod’s life with a new purpose:
as castrator. Invisible Man can then move on from mourning Tod’s death, because in the second
mirror stage he will acknowledge their love bonds and crafts his new ego around this kernel of
love. In this way, mourning comes to a completion and Invisible Man can craft a new identity
founded on this love rather than in racial anxiety.”* This rebirth is the conclusion of the minority
Bildungsroman and might be what Ellison refers to in the Prologue when he writes that, “The
end is in the beginning and lies far ahead.”” Where the initial mirror stage creates a colonized
subjectivity, the second, racialized mirror stage brings an end to racial anxiety—but only after
the narrator has run the course of a traditional Western bildung.

Ellison, though, does not conclude the novel in such a tidy fashion. The Prologue occurs
after the narrative actions associated with the traditional Bildungsroman. We enter the novel after
Invisible Man has lived in the sewers of New York City for an unspecified number of years.
From the Epilogue, which occurs after the Prologue, we know that Invisible Man is tempted to
rejoin society. From this we know that he has not undergone his second mirror stage. But Ellison
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does clue the reader in to what prevents Invisible Man from disintegrating just one last element
of his identity: his attachment to the powers of democracy. Invisible Man refuses to disinvest
from the hope of democracy and we must remember that Civil Rights was still far on the horizon
at the time of the novel’s publication. Although Ellison lived his adult years in New York, he
was still living in a Jim Crow world. Whatever the reason for Invisible Man’s hope, Ellison
refuses him a second mirror stage because of it. But as a consequence, Ellison is able to
introduce the narrative of minority bildung that resurfaces throughout the novel. It is only those
who are formless or have undergone a rebirth who can access—without being expelled—this
other narrative space. Invisible Man can only enter this narrative for short bursts because he is
close to being formless but not quite there. Thus, as he retells his story in the main narrative, the
minority bildung narrative makes occasional appearances. And, interestingly, each re-appearance
occurs at the nexus of disability and race.

Section 5: The Disabling of Invisible Man

To construct his general theory of disability, Ellison converts the narrator into a person
with a disability in myriad ways: he becomes a man who is blind like Jack and Barbee, slightly
insane like the Vets, and mentally deficient due to his gay desire. As a result of his first
Brotherhood speech, the narrator first becomes a disabled black man. Upon entering the site of
this speech, he notices a photograph of a boxer who lost his sight during a fight at the same
arena.” The fighter was “beaten blind in a crooked fight...[he] had died in a home for the
blind.””” The narrator repeats this performance; over the course of the evening he will become
blind, and the novel concludes with the narrator in the basement claiming that he is invisible—
i.e. in a home for the blind. As the narrator waits for his turn to speak, he becomes aware of his
formlessness: “I watched them [the Brothers], feeling very young and inexperienced and yet
strangely old, with an oldness that watched and waited quietly within me.”’® Next he enters the
stage and introduces his disability: “I could see rows of blurred faces—then suddenly I was
blinded and felt myself crash into the man ahead of me.””® As he stands up to deliver his speech,
the lights blind him.%° Still blinded, the narrator continues his speech and acknowledges the
colonized subjectivities of African Americans and the role they play in forging those false
identities: “they think we’re blind—un-commonly blind...they’ve dispossessed us each of one
eye from the day we’re born. So now we can only see in straight lines. We’re a nation of one-
eyed mice.”®! He tells the audience that it is not just anti-black racism that has blinded African
Americans but also that “’We let them do it!"”® He claims that because African Americas are
born as one-eyed monsters, anti-black racists can “slip up on our blind sides and—plop! out goes
our last good eye and we’re blind as bats!”®

The narrator proceeds to elaborate on how African Americans become “blind” to their
own self-constitutions and how as a group they must perform a rebirth to escape the torments of
racial anxiety, yet at the same time the narrator avoids racial anxiety by gaining surplus
jouissance from giving his speech.®* He screams with joy “let’s take back our pillaged eyes!
Let’s reclaim our sight” instead of resolving this problem.®® His philosophy is a sort of queer
Oedipal complex, in which he wants the community to unite and rebirth themselves without the
aid of the mother and with the help of him and their new white fathers, the Brotherhood.®
Brother Jack figures as the replacement father, usurping the position of substitute father from the
Founder and Bledsoe. Jack becomes the nurturing father who gave birth to the “new” narrator via
his assisted-death, renaming, rebirth, and now “fathering,” to revise Nancy Chodorow’s
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description of mothering.?” The narrator communicates a revision of Jack’s philosophy of rebirth
for African Americans in his speech: “the new is being born and the vital old revived.”® In both
Jack and the narrator’s idea of rebirth, the mother fails to appear. Whiteness assists blind African
Americans in their rebirth as automatons. As a race, African Americans figure as a disabled
people not just because of the Ugly Laws and due to being a “‘one-eyed’ or blind people, but also
because they must rely upon colonized subjectivities. Thus, in a moment of critique and humor,
the narrator leaves the arena a black and blind Oedipus. His conversion to a disabled man has
begun.

The novel imbues insanity and the insane with the intellectual energy to reach a state of
formlessness. Ellison transposes the supposition that the insane are disinvested from reality into a
playful critique that they are disinvested from their subjectivities. Like Cassandra, they speak the
truth but no one listens and in their case this is because they occupy a disabled social position.
For example, the narrator and the university community live next to the vets’ insane asylum, yet
the vets exist in a separate social sphere and are not upstanding members of the community.®*
They block the road when the narrator and Mr. Norton drive to the Golden Day and only move
when the narrator offers the proper response to their insane call: “Who the hell you think you are,
running down the army? Give the countersign. Who’s in command of this outfit?”®® Not
flustered in the least, the narrator delivers the correct response to indicate that he has dealt with
the vets before.?* The insane engage the narrator in a call-and-response throughout the novel. In
this case, the narrator produced a correct response and is given passage. But throughout the rest
of the text, the narrator only gradually learns the appropriate response, namely: to disinvest
himself of colonized subjectivities and to perform his own rebirth. Until he can do this, the
narrator confuses the insane for their social functions instead of learning from their teachings.

The former physician, Burnside, performs the “call” but the narrator refuses to recognize
the crazy vet beyond his socially inscribed position. At the Golden Day, Burnside diagnoses Mr.
Norton’s neurological or psychological condition. The space of disability supports the
articulation of “truth.” Besides reading the failures of the white body, Ellison imbues this
disabled space as the repository for the diagnosis and the remedy to black “sickness.” Burnside
describes how the social world has suffocated the narrator’s “humanity” and “his emotions” to
create a black man who is nothing but a “mechanical man.”%* From the voice of insanity, the
novel reveals how colonized subjectivities and anti-black racism work to create a controlled,
disposable, and reproducible black machine that parades as a subject. Burnside continues
describing how colonized subjectivities smother formlessness: “the boy, this automaton, he was
made of the very mud of the region and he sees far less than you [Norton]...[he is] a thing and
not a man; a child, or even less—a black amorphous thing.”%® Burnside, though addressing
Norton, reveals the narrative of minority bildung here; he informs the narrator of his status as a
“black amorphous thing,” not as a critique of Norton, but as a way to expose what is underneath
the “automaton”: his formlessness. The narrator must reclaim and return to the “ma[king] of the
very mud of the region.” He must create something out of the mud. In the position of disability—
and remember that the narrator of the Prologue and Epilogue borders on the insane—the novel
can represent the narrative of minority bildung. Mr. Norton and the young narrator cannot
tolerate this disabled space: “’Let us go, young man,” he said angrily...’Hurry, the man
[Burnside] is as insane as the rest.”®* Both Norton and the narrator cannot “digest” nor be in the
space of this “insane” and unsightly discourse. They must escape from the narrative of minority
bildung back into the main narrative—a place comfortable for whites and black “automatons.”
At the same time, Burnside offers in his “call” a curative for colonization.
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The narrator begins to register the response required by Burnside’s call but represses his
reaction.*® Indeed, as Burnside exposes the project of minority bildung, he inverts the location of
the narratives: the main narrative disappears while the latter comes forth to confront the narrator.
Burnside exits the novel with his last and most direct transmission of this alternative narrative to
Invisible Man. On the bus ride to New York, the narrator encounters Burnside, who is being
transferred from the insane asylum for upsetting Norton. Burnside informs Invisible Man of a
secret to locate the narrative of minority bildung: “’But for God’s sake, learn to look beneath the
surface,” he said. ‘Come out of the fog, young man...learn how it [colonized subjectivity]
operates, learn how you [formlessness] operate.””*® He continues his diagnosis: “’you’re hidden
right out in the open—that is, you would be if you only realized it. They wouldn’t see you
because they don’t expect you to know anything, since they believe they’ve taken care of that. .
9 Burnside locates the narrative of minority bildung as “beneath the surface” of the main
narrative and exposes how the colonized subjectivities render Invisible Man ignorant of his
formlessness—the italicized “you.” The narrator fails to comprehend how the construction of his
“1” suffocates his formlessness. Finally, Burnside prescribes a seemingly impossible antidote:
“be your own father.”%® The narrator must castrate himself; he must assume the position of the
father who threatens and then actually performs the castration. He must give birth to himself.
Unfortunately, the narrator digests only part of the call; he does manage to “look beneath the
[narrative] surface” to locate his formlessness, but he fails to respond to the “be your own father”
and to rebirth himself. Instead, he uses the privilege of his social position as a sane, educated
man to dismiss Burnside’s advice. Rather than confront racial anxiety the narrator simply enjoys
his ignorance—at a cost.

It is Tod Clifton who performs the proper “response” to the advice of Burnside and
Barbee. The narrator interprets Tod’s famous line of “stepping outside of history” as not only
disinvesting oneself of colonized subjectivities but also achieving a social and biological death
instead of a rebirth. His insanity, marked by his leaving the Brotherhood and selling Sambo dolls
on the street, culminates in his death at the hands of the police. Sexuality, as articulated in the
coming paragraphs, and insanity converge to eventually destroy the colonized subjectivity
known as Tod Clifton. The novel facilitates a reading of homosexuality as needing elimination,
and of insanity as rendering a person worthless to society. Both of these socially-situated
readings produce friction with the narrative of minority bildung’s formulation of disability. At
the intersection of these disabilities, the narrator learns how to “respond” to the mourning for
Tod Clifton by taking a lesson from the Harlem community.

During the funeral march, the narrator encounters the narrative of minority bildung in
three instances. First, while the old man sings, the narrator feels it as: “it was not the words...it
was as though he’d changed the emotion beneath the words.”*® Then, the mourners can hear the
narrative of minority bildung as it appears in the narrator’s eulogy: “they were listening intently,
and as though looking not at me, but at the pattern of my voice upon the air.”'® Next, the
narrator highlights that Tod mistook himself for a subject who constitutes himself: “his name
was Tod Clifton and he was full of illusions. He thought he was a man when he was only Tod
Clifton...he forgot his history, he forgot the time and the place. He lost hold on reality.”*** The
narrator denounces the Brotherhood for instilling in Tod the idea that he was a “man.” Because
the Brotherhood—and anti-black racism before and during the Brotherhood—constituted his
identity as if he were an agential subject, Tod did not understand that his fictional identity as a
man was not compatible with the social milieu. The Brotherhood crafted something that could
not possibly exist within reality, yet they enforced this identity as a truth. Tod’s colonized self
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could not combat the realities of Harlem and the anti-black world. In the end, Tod not only went
insane, but the narrator announces to the funeral crowd that Tod died because of his colonized
subjectivity: “cause of death (be specific): resisting reality.”*% By “responding” to the crowd, to
Tod, and the narrative of minority bildung as evoked throughout the funeral, the narrator
discovers the existence and potential of the minority bildung. His next steps will be to fully
disinvest himself of his colonized subjectivities and begin the rebirth process. But how does
homosexuality as a disability and historically relevant topic enter the novel? | trace the
discourses of sexuality into disability. In this way, sexuality, like race, is another species of
disability.

Even though the novel limits the explicit appearance of homosexuality to the character of
Young Emerson, Ellison’s life was immersed in gay culture—two of his mentors, Langston
Hughes and the sculptor Richmond Barthé, were gay—Ellison lived with latter for a short
period; he lived and worked in the gay centers of the city, namely the West Village and Harlem
(whose Faggot’s Balls were immensely famous) and the Harlem YMCA. Gays were ubiquitous
in the speakeasies he frequented.'®® And Ellison was sexually harassed by a gay dean while at
Tuskegee.'®* In “Out of the Hospital and Under the Bar,” published in 1963, Ellison provides the
original and radically different hospital episode that reveals his complex relationship to
homosexuality.'® In this version, the narrator overindulges in Southern food and his severe
indigestion brings him to the hospital, where the doctors subject him to a new medical
machine.'® He tells Mary, an orderly in the hospital, that he, as a punk, refuses to accept money
in exchange for sex from a white man; this first version of the hospital scene helps shed light on
the narrator’s sexuality in the final, published novel.*’

During another key scene of homosexuality—the bar brawl at the Golden Day—the
insane veterans topple Supercargo, their supervisor for the outing. Invisible Man describes
Supercargo among the crazy vets: “l saw a huge black giant of a man, dressed only in white
shorts, swaying on the stairs. It was Supercargo, the attendant. I hardly recognized him without
his hard-starched white uniform.”*®® Like Tatlock’s unhidden erection from the Battle Royal, the
description of Supercargo’s large physical size and his “hard-starched” clothing substitute for the
sight of his erection; after all, he has just run out from a prostitute’s room in confusion and only
wearing underwear. After his appearance, five vets charge Supercargo on the balcony and the
narrator records: “l saw the giant bend and clutch the posts at the top of the stairs with both
hands, bracing himself, his body gleaming bare in his white shorts.”*% Then, the men storm
Supercargo: “l saw Supercargo snap suddenly erect and grab his forehead, his face bathed in
whiskey...l saw him wave, rigid from his ankles upward.”*'° The barely veiled sexual images
hark back to the narrator’s recent visit to Jim Trueblood. The descriptions of Supercargo present
the erotic: his “giant” manliness, his “gleaming” bare skin, the question of what is underneath the
white shorts, and his erect body parts.

There appear to be two styles in this scene: a sharp, crisp narrative of the veterans’ attack
and a naturalistic aesthetic with an erotic undertone. The latter produces a feeling of passive
calmness as the narrator articulates minor details of the story such as “Supercargo got set to
swing his leg again. It was a narrow stair and only one man could get up at a time. As fast as they
rushed up, the giant kicked them back. He swung this leg, kicking them down...Watching him, |
forgot Mr. Norton. The Golden Day was in an uproar.”**! The level of detail almost bores the
readers and subtracts from the emotional vitality of the fight. Every movement by Supercargo
must be recorded, and without exaggerated or embellished vocabulary or framing. The reader
does not need to know about Supercargo’s leg movements as he tries to kick the men. These
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details actually deflate the action. Even though the narrator should be in complete hysteria
because Mr. Norton, the white Trustee of the college, sits at the center of this black bar fight; the
report reads as if the narrator has no concern about Mr. Norton.

While trying to neutralize the sexual excitement of the scene, Ellison crafts prose that
attempts but fails to suppress the narrator’s desire for Supercargo’s body—the description is a
moment of surplus jouissance that quells the racial anxiety that arises because Invisible Man
desires blackness, specifically Supercargo, who name draws attention to the size of his penis.
Instead, the meticulous attention to detail focuses the reader’s attention onto Supercargo’s body
and dissolves the context. The narrator points out each movement of Supercargo’s stiff or erect
leg, posture, hands, head, face, ankles, feet, eyes, and ribs—everything but what is concealed by
his white shorts. The narrative fades away as the black body—the origin of racial anxiety—
comes to the forefront; the narrative of minority bildung makes an appearance. Through a
reading of gay sexual desire via Supercargo’s black and erect body moving with a “sexual”
rhythm, the narrator can slip into this other narrative space.

Gay desire and the narrative of minority bildung cannot remain visible, however. The
Western bildung narrative must eradicate this desire for a disability. The heterosexual and insane
men destroy the gay icon after throwing bottles at him and dragging him down the stairs. A vet
proceeds to mutilate Supercargo’s body: “aiming a shoe at the attendant’s head. The flesh above
his right eye jumped out as though it had been inflated...Men were jumping upon Supercargo
with both feet now and I [Invisible Man] felt such an excitement that | wanted to join them.”**?
The narrator joins the heterosexual men in disfiguring the sexual beauty of Supercargo. Their
brutal attacks ensure Supercargo’s body will no longer excite gay desire by deforming the object
of desire. In effect, they—and the main narrative—must transform Supercargo from a sexual
object into physically disabled flesh, to evoke Spillers concept.

When the narrator does meet a gay male character, he receives enlightenment and care—
this is the first character who will nurture him, albeit with some lascivious intentions.™* Like
Supercargo, the narrator recalls the physical aspects of the Young Emerson: “I saw the figure out
of a collar ad: ruddy face with blond hair faultlessly in place, a tropical weave suit draped
handsomely from his broad shoulders, his eyes gray and nervous behind clear-framed
glasses.”*** He provides Bledsoe’s introductory letter to Emerson, who invites him into his
father’s office and insists that the narrator enter the room first to observe the ‘goods’ (the
narrator’s physique): ““Come in, please,” he said. “Thank you.” | said, waiting to follow him.
‘Please,” he said with a slight smile. | moved ahead of him, sounding the tone of his words for a
sign.”™™ The “sign” would be gay desire. After seated, Emerson quickly asks the narrator if he
was a student athlete: “You have the build,” he said, looking me up and down. “You’d probably
make an excellent runner, a sprinter.””**® Emerson asks this question about his slim legs because
he was able to gaze at the narrator from behind. Emerson then mentions “Club Calamus” to find
out if the narrator is “in the life,” a code phrase or sign that gay African Americans would use to
identify each other. Calamus is the name of Walt Whitman’s Leaves of Grass section on male-
male love. The narrator misses this, the open book of Totem and Taboo, the numerous references
to gay identity (“but fellows like you,” “I’m afraid my father considers me one of the
unspeakable,” the narrator’s angry question “What kind of man are you, anyway?”), and the
most obvious request or sign to become Emerson’s lover.'*’

In an earlier design of the novel, Ellison imagined the scene with a female secretary who
gives Invisible Man Bledsoe’s letter out of pity.'*® Instead of simply pity, Ellison adds a layer of
sexual desire to the motives of Young Emerson. It is as if the devastating news must be delivered
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by the abject—“because to help you I [Emerson] must disillusion you . . .”**® The gay man—in
this case a wolf who offers money and protection to the young, athletic, and sexy punk
narrator—must “disillusion” the narrator, must help the narrator to disinvest himself of his
colonized identity as a Tuskegee college boy who will change the world. Young Emerson offers
to help the narrator confront racial anxiety and taboos on gay love. Instead of reading disability
as a defect or liability, young Emerson extends help and care. The articulation of gayness as a
disability turns out to benefit the narrator by moving him to the next stage of his life and by
helping him to disinvest one layer of his colonized subjectivity. In addition, Emerson sends him
to Liberty Paints where he enters the narrative of minority bildung and is able to disinvest more
of his colonized subjectivities. The text articulates queerness as a disability, as a reservoir of
care, and a means to reach formlessness.

Ellison verifies this usage of homosexuality as a means of care. He writes that “Emerson
iIs a messenger who brings news which destroys ‘IM’ changing him from believer into
questioner” (emphasis added).*? It is the intervention of disability that shatters Invisible Man’s
foundations. The homosexual and disability helps Invisible Man “destroy” his identities and
bring him closer to a state of formlessness. Ellison needed a homosexual “who would move
outside of at least some of the textures and patterns of normative behavior to help Invisible
Man.”*# Ellison biographer Lawrence Jackson reconstructs Ellison’s reasoning behind the
inclusion of homosexuality based upon Walt Whitman’s rational for including African
Americans into his “Calamus” poems. In the latter, African Americans for Ellison indicated
Whitman’s “struggle to render homosexuality.”*?? But, young Emerson’s homosexuality isn’t the
only thread that helps to destroy the narrator. In Ellison’s notes, he wanted Invisible Man to be
aligned in this scene with Oedipus. Specifically, he wanted the narrator’s pride—his confidence
that he would succeed with the help of the white Trustees—*“to temper the tragic revelation.”*?*
Ellison wanted the reader to witness how the narrator’s pride was an act of self-blinding just like
Oedipus. In this moment, Ellison demonstrates how a homosexual, a person with a disability,
triggers the self-disabling, the self-crippling of an African American. Ellison continues to
articulate how homosexuality helps Invisible Man reach formlessness.

Enter Tod Clifton, and Invisible Man, instead of receiving care—as in the case of his
relationship with Mary, Tarp, and Young Emerson—must provide care. He describes Tod as a
living embodiment of a Greek statue. Invisible Man gazes upon Tod at a Brotherhood meeting
after hearing “the quick intake of a woman’s pleasurable sigh.”*** With sexual tensions revved,
the Bacchanalian description of Tod can be read as being like the Shakespearean blazons which
were always used to describe women (except in the case of Juliet, who uses it to portray Romeo):

| saw that he was very black and very handsome, and as he advanced mid-distance into
the room, that he possessed the chiseled, black-marble features sometimes found on
statues in northern museums and alive in southern towns in which the white offspring of
house children and the black offspring of yard children bear names, feature and character
traits as identical as the rifling of bullets fired from a common barrel. And now close up,
leaning tall and relaxed, his arms outstretched stiffly upon the table, I saw the broad, taut
span of his knuckles upon the dark grain of the wood, the muscular, sweatered arms, the
curving line of the chest rising to the easy pulsing of his throat, to the square, smooth
chin, and saw a small X-shaped patch of adhesive upon the subtly blended, velvet-over-
stone, granite-over-bone, Afro-Anglo-Saxon contour of his cheek.'?
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The scene seems to waver between a feminine and masculine binary beginning with a woman’s
gasp and then Tod’s ultra masculine “easy Negro stride.”*?® The descriptions appear to be filled
with masculine objects: a statue, bullets, wood, stone, and granite that grossly conjure an erect
penis or muscular, sexualized body. At the same time, the description wavers between hard and
rigid images to soft and lush ones: shadow/light, black/handsome, chiseled and marble/flesh of
real Southern bodies, bullets/barrel, arms outstretched stiffly/broad knuckles, muscular/curving,
and chin/velvet/granite.

But the male/female binary neglects that “fairies” were considered a third sex and that
punks embodied all three genders. From this revised perspective, the narrator can view Tod as
another punk who possesses both masculine and feminine attributes without tension. Only from a
heterosexual/homosexual binary would we need to read this desire as one or the other. Rather,
the narrator can desire another punk; reading this passage after the 1950s would evoke a
heteronormative America where heterosexuality and homosexuality were strong ideological
categories. But, in pre-1940s New York, the time when Ellison is writing the novel, this
oscillation reflects not items in tension but rather a unity—the punk. We must read with the
historical context in mind to grasp the meanings intended here—unconscious or not. Invisible
Man desires Tod as a punk who possesses all of these qualities in harmony. This flow of
descriptions, then, is not a cyclical wavering from hard to soft, from masculine to fairy/feminine
but rather a complete and whole picture of Tod and the narrator’s sexual desires. From the gay
perspective, this punk-punk desire expresses a legitimate form of love and care. The social
dynamics of the 1950s would not condone this reading, of course, but neither has any subsequent
scholarly literature on the novel yet grasped the true non-binarism of sexuality at work here.

The scene concludes with the narrator focused on the beauty of Tod’s cheek and the “x,”
which serves as the stain of sexual desire. The x created by the bandages—the literal x that
marks the spot—converges punk desire and race onto Tod Clifton’s body. The x mark draws our
attention to the taboo and that which must be x-ed out. Gay desire is embedded within Tod—just
as desire marked Supercargo’s body. These sexualized descriptions of Tod construct him as
disabled—in addition, Tod goes insane by the end of the novel—because his body participates in
gay desire. Again, the novel articulates queerness as a form of disability. This is important
because each encounter with Tod forces the narrator to deal with racial anxiety—desire for male
blackness—as surplus jouissance to guide him toward disintegration; his “disabled” queer care
for Tod places him in the narrative of minority bildung. This queer care appears in two important
moments: the inclusion of Tod in the “After the Struggle: The Rainbow of American’s Future”
poster that hangs right next to the narrator’s desk; and at Tod’s funeral. By loving Tod, the
narrator can disinvest himself of colonized subjectivities that deem gay love intolerable. Through
gay desire, the narrator faces racial anxiety and disinvests from an identity constructed around
normative sexuality. This love brings him closer to complete formlessness, but he has not
achieved to begin his rebirth.

Section 6: A Failed Second Mirror Stage
After the narrator’s conversion into a character with disabilities, he begins to shed his
colonized layers. Once this process begins, the novel demands that he complete his

disinvestments. Each significant character has left the residue of a colonized layer upon him:
Bledsoe, Tod, Mary, the men from the Battle Royal, Jack, and his grandfather. The penultimate
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task of the novel is to reach a state of complete formlessness so that the narrator can be formless,
and not just partially formless as we find him in the Prologue and Epilogue. The narrator
attempts to become his own father by literally crafting himself anew by telling his own story, but
as the Epilogue reveals, he retains an attachment to democracy and thus fails to achieve complete
formlessness or rebirth.**” Before examining Invisible Man’s failure, | want to present a
successful second mirror stage in the form of Jim Trueblood. As with many missed moments
during the Jim Trueblood episode, Ellison demonstrates how Trueblood completes a second
mirror stage via expressions of disability.*?In the Jim Trueblood episode, the novel presents a
character that has disinvested himself of his colonized subjectivities and undergone a rebirth via
his sexual and moral disability. Cloaked within the horrors of incest, the text details how
Trueblood, via conduits in jazz and the blues, manages to rebirth himself and thrive. From one
perspective, the entire Trueblood episode can be viewed as the narrative of minority bildung in
the sense that it produces anxiety from its beginning—as seen in Norton, the fetishist, and in
African American neighbors in the country and at the college. Local whites, on the other hand,
seem highly amused with his story rather than appalled; they send out reporters, enjoy the
retelling of the story, and provide Trueblood with work to ensure that he remains in the black
community; they know that his family partially undoes the work of uplift. In Trueblood’s story,
the over-determined dream assigns numerous images of him penetrating his daughter and
ejaculating as if he recycled those particular images in his multiple retellings.*?® He must be
crafting this version of the story for his pedophile audience otherwise the story does not logically
follow. Even his recounting of his wife’s responses seems fictionalized; his style, including its
musicality and suspense, overcomes the question of whether he accurately remembers the dream
and aftermath. His story emphasizes multiplicity over truthful reproduction.*® Trueblood’s tale
provides graphic details and wonderful prose while also being a horrible series of events; they
imperfectly replicate the original scene.

Trueblood, the Br’er Rabbit salesman, crafts an original copy of the master story for each
listener; as such, he tweaks the imagery and its frequency to satisfy the customer.*** The listener
wants to consume the horrific story, not assure its accuracy. Thus his reproductions can serve as
a form of art if, he, as artist, attempts to embed a critical message of how to combat racial
anxiety within the reproduction. I would like to argue that Trueblood’s stories only appear as
reproductions when instead each story is an original and contains a unique message to eradicate
racial anxiety. As such, | believe his story reveals his formlessness and rebirth in four
movements.

First, the stories do not exactly reproduce the master ‘original.” They are “sold” as copies
but in fact Trueblood weaves anew the images, frequency, and order of events, including his
asides, to meet the consumer. He passes off an original as a copy. The story can help combat
racial anxiety by exposing the surplus jouissance of normalcy, albeit in an extremely morally
trangressive fashion. Second, Trueblood can openly reveal the narrative of minority bildung
because the text forecloses the possibility of a close reading of his heinous moral crimes. Third,
Trueblood achieves formlessness and completes a second mirror stage. After being isolated by
the community, the women surround and protect Matty Lou, his now pregnant daughter, and
Kate, his pregnant wife. Trueblood decides to return to his family after rebirthing himself. The
text does not record the rebirth process in detail but the text offers some insights into his rebirth.
By singing and descending into the blues—Iocated in the narrative of minority bildung—
Trueblood abandons his entire identity as a father, a man, a singer, a farmer, etc.** After
committing incest, Trueblood must confront racial anxiety—there is no surplus jouissance he can
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turn to. He can no longer function in the social world that he knows, and he disinvests from his
identities to become formless. Through the blues, he sloughs off his identities until he becomes
formless. Then, in a hidden moment of castration, he constitutes himself anew; he becomes a
double father—to both his wife’s child and his daughter’s child.*** Somehow, Trueblood
envisioned himself as the father of himself. In his castration (as story-performance), he retains
the past, but it does not haunt him—the incest can only haunt his former identities. He re-
establishes his relationships to his community and family and builds relations with whites. This
rebirth, while an example of my main argument, is often neglected and ignored due to moral
absurdities involved—that Trueblood would return to his family and prevent the abortion of his
grandchild/child. In his reconfigured relations, Trueblood seems content with his family not
speaking to him and being able to work and speak with the white community; he is not afraid of
anti-black racism and he does not let others author his life. Trueblood now constitutes his
subjectivity and in the process creates art. He also continues to live and work in the social world
but with a new subject position. In this sense, he has been reborn and re-established his
relationship to anti-black racism—just not in the context expected, and by not letting racial
anxiety structure his identity.

If Invisible Man cannot register the narrative of minority bildung in Trueblood’s blues,
his famous riddle of “moving without moving,” and his captivating story, then his raw wound,
like Tod’s wounded face, Supercargo’s blood body, and Ras’s punctured face, offers another
avenue to confront racial anxiety: “the man had a scar on his right cheek, as though he had been
hit in the face with a sledge. The wound was raw and moist and from time to time he lifted his
handkerchief to fan away the gnats.”*** This literal insight into his body creates a physical
entrance into the disabled body and mind. His wounded and disabled body represents the
condition of Oedipus, who comes to blind himself. When Trueblood replies in the affirmative
that he is okay after the incest, Norton eagerly responds: “You do? You feel no inner turmoil, no
need to cast out the offending eye?”*** Norton views the need to blind “the offending eye” like
Oedipus for committing incest. Yet this eye is the social eye and not the physiological one.
Norton, | believe, wants access to whatever enabled Trueblood to “cast out the offending eye”
without becoming Oedipus; he wants the secrets of rebirth.

Trueblood provides the secrets of minority bildung (disinvestment, formlessness, and
rebirth) but Invisible Man and Mr. Norton must extract the negative moments by first viewing
the story as art, as unique and then by completely listening to Trueblood’s story without allowing
moral and emotional registers to mediate their listening. Trueblood survives his castration by
performing it upon himself. Instead of gouging out his eyes, he re-orients himself to the world.
Trueblood faced the anxiety of incest and managed to perform his own rebirth. In this manner, a
queer rather than gay rebirth occurs as it is the subject without the mother or father that must
give birth to himself. By encoding the poetic of racial anxiety in the Trueblood episode, Ellison
ensured that the abject—including the disabled black body—would hold the key to rebirth. It is
precisely Trueblood’s failure to become Oedipus—to not become like Invisible Man and to resist
Jim Crow and morality—that reveals his rebirth as something beyond another colonized identity.
Trueblood, the artist, has been reborn.

My argument differs from Houston Baker’s tour-de-force reading of the Trueblood
episode. While | agree that Trueblood makes black expression, folklore, and the blues into
commodities and that the blues represents a complex language of the black experience, | view
this process of commodification and Trueblood’s radical deployment of the blues as only
possible by a more sophisticated, revised Trueblood. Baker argues that no rebirth occurred but

80



instead that “Trueblood realizes that he is not so changed by catastrophe that he must condemn,
mortify, or redefine his essential self” because he has “incorporated his personal disaster into a
code of blues meanings.”**® | think Baker would agree that Trueblood must undergo a rebirth if
we revisit his penultimate line, which Baker also cites: “I make up my mind that | ain’t nobody
but myself and ain’t nothin’ I can do but let whatever is gonna happen, happen.”**” Trueblood
becomes his own father at this moment and castrates himself. Invisible Man, on the other hand,
fails to achieve a second mirror stage even though he accomplishes nearly everything required to
free himself.

After the narrator falls into the sewer, he burns his precious documents, which symbolize
his traditional bildung that has failed and most of his colonized subjectivities, for light—playing
with the notion that the light produced from the disintegration of these objects will lead the
narrator to knowledge instead of simply illuminating the sewer. Each item represents the last
thread connecting his colonized layers to his formlessness. He confronts racial anxiety head on
by burning and turning the objects into trash, fully disinvesting from the colonized layer
connected to each object. The layers remain a part of his history, but not as active constituents of
his being. Robert Stepto agrees that at this point the narrator is “ready to birth his form.”**® But
even before this final severance, the narrator began to dislodge the colonized layers. With
Bledsoe, the narrator attacks a Reverend whom he mistakes for the headmaster by drenching the
man in water.™*® With Tod, the narrator provides him a funeral and desires him with punk love.
But not all the paths to disinvestment are so simple. The narrator must also turn what Melanie
Klein would call “good” objects into trash. The journey continues with his disinvestment of
Brother Jack’s colonized layers and a reconciliation of his Southern past.

The text returns to the trope of disability to aid in the disinvestment process. The narrator
fails to recognize that Brother Jack’s left eye is a prosthetic device. He recalls looking at Brother
Jack’s “sparkling” eyes, which would be impossible with an inanimate prosthetic.'*° Again, at a
Harlem bar with Jack, he notices that “he laughed, one of his eyes glowing brighter than the
other.”**! The narrator does not understand the significance of his observations until he confronts
Jack over Tod’s funeral. Right after renaming—and destroying—Jack as the “Great White
Father” and “Marse Jack,” Jack reaches a level of frustration that causes his prosthetic eye to pop
out onto the table. The narrator enters a state of racial anxiety as he realizes that Jack has been
masquerading as an able-bodied person. Jack, too, has a disability and this causes the narrator to
redefine his psychic relationship with him: “his left eye had collapsed, a line of raw redness
showing where the lid refused to close, and his gaze had lost its command”—the scene also
recalls the eyelid gash of beaten-up Supercargo.'*?

Disinvesting himself from Brother Jack’s power of identity production no long provides
the surplus jouissance of a well-intentioned father-substitute. For the rest of their conversation,
Invisible Man remains in shock over the prosthetic eye. Jack’s powerful gaze dissolves. The
narrator believes that Jack “disemboweled himself just in order to confound me . . . and the
others had know it all along.”***The gaze of Brother/Marse Jack signifies a significant shift in
the narrator’s development. If we understand the gaze through psychoanalysis, we discover that
the object cause of desire structures and produces the gaze. The gaze serves as the recognition of
the anxiety embedded in whatever object you happen to be looking (gazing) at. The viewer
projects their own anxiety into another object (or person) and finds himself usually attracted to
the object either from pleasure or disgust. So, if Jack figures as the father-turned-disabled-
“Marse,” the narrator must deal with how the object, which has been enclosed in Jack’s body,
can now be released through the open wound. Thus, when the narrator states that Jack
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“disembowels” himself, the object cause of desire exits the body. The narrator literally
encounters his anxiety as it seeps out of Jack—Ilike with Supercargo’s flesh popping out of his
eyelid, Tod’s “x,” and Trueblood’s open wound, racial anxiety could escape from the body.

To quell this racial anxiety, the narrator attempts to make a joke, a form of surplus
jouissance that helps relieve the tensions of anxiety; he describes Jack as “he stopped, squinting
at me with Cyclopean irritation.”*** A page later, he can no longer calm himself with jokes and
enters into an ecstatic dialogue with himself. Invisible Man realizes that Jack could not “see” his
formlessness, his authentic self but rather that Jack and the Brotherhood were always at work
fabricating the narrator’s colonized subjectivities. In the role of the blind and disabled “Marse,”
Jack’s auto-disembowelment helps the narrator begin his own disembowelment. Jack’s self-
castration is what the narrator must perform on himself. He alone must get rid of the colonized
layers to reach a state of formlessness. The narrator begins to reconcile his past as both formative
and oppressive. These acts of reconciliation, of viewing the past as a dimension to himself rather
than as an active subjectivity, helps the narrator to disinvest—but to preserve in memory—these
controlling colonized layers. He thinks: “and now all past humiliations became precious parts of
my experience...l began to accept my past and, as | accepted it, | felt memories welling up
within me. It was as though I’d learned suddenly to look around corners.”** This moment is
important not just because the narrator learns to disinvest his colonized layers but because he
learns how to interact with minority bildung—to look around corners—and become more
comfortable with his formlessness. These insights help him manage his relationship with Mary.

One cold day the narrator returns to his boarding room to find that Mary had placed a
piggy-bank in the form of a Sambo figure underneath his bed. In Mary’s unending love, she
gives the narrator the filled bank so that he could feel better—even though her bills are running
behind. The narrator smashes the bank in a moment of rage and shoves the broken pieces and
coins into the Battle Royal briefcase and flees Mary’s boarding house. While he tries to
transform Mary and her gift into rubbish, the novel prevents him. An old woman calls after the
narrator to reclaim the briefcase he has thrown in her trash can.**® A few minutes later, a man on
the street foils the narrator’s second disposal of the bag by forcing him to reclaim it; he vows to
dispose of the bag once he arrives at his new Brotherhood apartment.*’

The narrator must repress the racial anxiety produced by his encounters with Mary and
her messages of uplift by remembering her gifts of money and love. This surplus jouissance for
Mary keeps the narrator sane for a long period. But the briefcase and its contents reappear two
hundred pages later at the end of the narrator’s journeys with the Brotherhood—and Mary
returns with it. Though he could leave the briefcase at home, the narrator grabs the case before
rushing out to the Harlem riots.*® At the riot, he deposits all of his “good” objects into the
briefcase: “remembering Mary’s broken bank...I found myself opening the briefcase and
dropping all my papers—my Brotherhood identification, the anonymous letter, along with
Clifton’s doll—into it.”*** With all of the chaos of the riots, the narrator almost loses the
briefcase three times and retrieves his good objects at any cost—even risking his life. After being
nicked by a stray bullet, the narrator falls to the ground and loses the bag. Scofield, his new
friend, hands it back to the narrator who exclaims: “I seized it with sudden panic, as though
something infinitely precious had almost been lost to me.”**® In the next scene, the narrator
rushes back into a burning building to retrieve his briefcase.’** And finally, as two young white
men attempt to confiscate his briefcase, the narrator flees from them and falls into the sewer.*>

The briefcase and its contents continue to serve as good objects for the narrator as he
battles Ras. During the fight, the narrator retrieves from the briefcase Brother “Tarp’s leg chain,
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and | slipped it over my knuckles.”**® After piercing Ras’s cheek with the spear, the narrator “hit
the first [of Ras’s men] with Tarp’s leg chain and the other in the middle with my briefcase” and
then runs to Mary’s home.™* Later he hits another man with Tarp’s chain.'*® These two objects
defend the narrator from harm and Mary remains a figure and space of protection—even though
Jack demanded that he abandon her and his past, which are all now symbolically enclosed in his
briefcase.

In the underground, the narrator torches all of the good objects and completes his
disinvestment of most of his colonized identities. Before falling into the sewer, the narrator
confronts his colonization as Ras’s lynch mob approaches him: “I had no longer to run for or
from the Jacks and the Emerson and the Bledsoes and Nortons.”**® He severs the connection to
these men; they cannot control his colonized subjectivities any longer because he disinvests
himself of them. He symbolically burns the remaining connections to complete his
disinvestments; first his high school diploma (tied to ideas of uplift); then Tod’s doll (his love for
Tod and the Brotherhood); the slip of paper with his new name; Jack’s warning letter; and his
Brotherhood identification card (the Brotherhood); and finally all of his other formative papers.
Ellison confirms this reading in an interview: “before he could have some vice in his own destiny
he had to discard these old identities and illusion; his enlightenment couldn’t come until then.
Once he recognizes the hole of darkness into which these papers put him, he has to burn
them.”*>” While this burn of the past metaphor is not an original argument, | argue that it is the
culmination of the failed Bildungsroman and the plot of the minority Bildungsroman. All the
papers destroy his connections to male institutions, but Ellison fails to mention what happens to
Mary as she is not in the pile of papers.**®

The narrator transforms fluids into a representation of Mary as a means to confront and
discard her. As a mother figure, he cannot directly confront Mary and her interpellations of him
as a leader of uplift. For some reason, the narrator cannot survive a confrontation with a mother
whether because she is the dead mother or whether she is the function of female that Spillers
formulates.’® As such, Mary’s influence must be purged via aesthetics. The novel hints that
Mary should be read as fluids. As he runs to Mary’s house, he recalls her when he sees spilled
milk: “as I ran | was trying to get to Mary’s. It was not a decision of thought but something |
realized suddenly while running over puddles of milk in the black street, stopping to swing the
heavy briefcase and the leg chain.”*®

First, Mary is aligned with the other good objects and fluids. In this instance, the
mother’s spilled milk seems almost like a Freudian slip—or another attempt at surplus
jouissance that helps calm Invisible Man’s anxieties. Besides the crude combination of the black
street, milk, and fluid as representations of the maternal body, dark fluids evoke the protection of
Mary. For example, the narrator thinks: “To Mary, | thought, to Mary” after being struck by the
police’s water spray and then a little later in his flight: “I would go now to Mary’s ...I moved off
over the black water, floating, sighing...sleeping invisibly.”*®* The latter occurs right before the
narrator falls asleep for the first time in the sewer. Because he did not reach Mary’s home, he
dreams of visiting her. After he awakes and burns all of his good objects, he again dreams of
Mary, but this time she appears only as the dark fluids: “I lay a prisoner of a group consisting of
Jack and Old Emerson and Bledsoe and Norton and Ras...and a number of others whom | failed
to recognize, but all of whom has run me, who now pressed around me as | lay beside a river of
black water.” (my underlining, italics original)*®2

If Mary is the black water in the dream, does it mean that she, too, is a part of the
colonizers, of the oppressors? How does she participate in castration? The mob literally cuts off
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the narrator’s testicles—castrates him—and throws them onto the bridge: “they took the two
bloody blobs and cast them over the bridge” (italics original).®® In this feminine space now
turned into a space of masculine, fatherly castration, the narrator declares that “I’ll free myself”
right before the cut.'®* At the end of the dream, the narrator tells Jack that “’1’m not afraid now,’
| said. “But if you’ll look, you’ll see . . . It’s not invisible . . .”” (ellipse in original).*® Invisible
Man awakes from the dream and ends the narrative section of the novel with “and now | realized
that | couldn’t return to Mary’s.”*®® Mary must have appeared in the dream—either as the black
water or one of the unrecognizable figures—because the narrator declares that “I had been as
invisible to Mary as | had been to the Brotherhood.”*®” The dream space represents a castration
by both “bad” fathers and mothers. Thus, the final castration must come from the narrator as he
claims: “I’ll free myself”; he finally listens to the words of the insane vet.

In the dream, the narrator successfully disinvests himself from all of his colonized
identities save his grandfather’s words, which he interprets as something to do with democracy.
Without this last disinvestment, the narrator remains colonized and this last layer suffocates his
formlessness and prevents him from performing a rebirth. The novel introduces the grandfather’s
torment in the Prologue. On his death bed, the grandfather informs the family that he has been a
traitor all of his life and leaves them with an enigmatic message that they, especially the young
people, should “’overcome ‘em [whites] with yeses, undermine ‘em with grins, agree ‘em to
death and destruction, let ‘em swoller you till they vomit or bust wide open.””*%®

These words traumatize the narrator; he is forever thrown into racial anxiety whenever he
remembers these perplexing words.*®® He imagines “the old man’s words were like a curse.”*"
These astute and bewildering observations about life as a black man remain irreconcilable for the
narrator. As the narrator wins acclaim and becomes an upstanding black man who is “praised for
my conduct,” he feels an intense “guilt” for being accomplished. This ambivalence for “proper”
racial identity cascades into racial anxiety as the narrator advances in his bildung. He imagines
himself as “a traitor and a spy” and “against the wishes of the white folks” for being black.*™* In
addition, the younger Invisible Man views blacks as belonging either to the category of the Jim
Truebloods—the country folk—or to that of his “tough” classmates, with both types being
undesirable forms of blackness. On the one hand these judgments seem based upon class
distinctions, and on the other upon internalized white perspectives: “I felt that only these [white]
men could judge truly my ability.”*"® His colonized layers demand white approval and can
protect him from the grandfather’s haunting riddle; they are the ultimate form of surplus
jouissance.

When the narrator returns from the Battle Royal, he confronts the dead grandfather via a
photograph with the briefcase as a protective “good” object: “I even felt safe from grandfather,
whose deathbed curse usually spoiled my triumphs. | stood beneath his photograph with my brief
case in hand and smiled triumphantly into his stolid black peasant’s face.”!”® The “white” gift
protects the narrator from the grandfather. It marks the severing of the old and the transition to
“uplift.”

But at night the good objects disappear. The grandfather’s words activate racial anxiety in
the narrator. In one nightmare of many, the grandfather contaminates this briefcase by retrieving
a letter from within it. He tells the narrator to open the envelope and read it, but the envelope
simply contains another envelope. The narrator tirelessly opens more and more envelopes until
the final envelope contains a message from his grandfather via the whites who provided the
briefcase: “’read it,” my grandfather said. ‘Out loud!” “To Whom It May Concern,” | intoned.
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‘Keep This Nigger-Boy Running.” | awoke with the old man’s laughter ringing in my ears. It was
a dream | was to remember and dream again for many years after.”*"

The dream’s letters foreshadow how the narrator’s identity will shift and morph over time
from the influence of anti-black racism. Even as the novel ends and the narrator claims to be
invisible, the grandfather’s words torment and continue to interpolate the narrator: “I’m still
plagued by his deathbed advice . . . perhaps he hid this meaning deeper than I thought, perhaps
his anger threw me off—I can’t decide. Could he have meant—.”*"*The narrator fails to become
his own father, his own decision-maker because he continues to solve the grandfather’s riddle:
Invisible Man thinks the answer is democracy. Ellison confirms that Invisible Man needs to
make his own decisions in a critical reflection of the novel: “in the epilogue the hero discovers
what he had not discovered throughout the book: you have to make your own decisions; you
have to think for yourself.”*"®

By following the poetics of racial anxiety, Invisible Man discovers his colonized
subjectivities and proceeds to disinvest from them. He even attempts a rebirth via his story, but
this, too, cannot come to fruition because he retains one last identity. The narrator fails to reach a
state of complete formlessness. Although Robert Stepto believes that the narrator exits his hole at
the end of the novel in part because Stepto fails to recognize that the narrator has not been able to
disinvest himself from the grandfather. In the Epilogue, the narrator seems to move back towards
colonized subjectivities: “but now that I’ve tried to put it all down the old fascination with
playing a role returns, and I’m drawn upward again.”*"’

Feeling the pull of this remaining colonized layer, the narrator concludes the novel as he
begins it: with half-truths, a riddle, and stuck in the underground. In the Prologue he demanded
that the reader recognize his formlessness, yet he himself seems to have failed to achieve that
unadulterated state. He teases the reader: “you won’t believe in my invisibility...you’ll fail to see
it even though death waits for both of us if you don’t...but don’t let me trick you, there is a death
in the smell of spring, and in the smell of thee as in the smell of me.”*’® He mocks the reader
who believes that the only solution to the race problem is recognition. Invisible Man wants us to
see that death, not rebirth, awaits him; he alludes to his failure, but also to a hope that we, his
readers, will find and fulfill the poetics of racial anxiety he’s contended with. Finally, the
narrator leaves the reader with an enigma just as tormenting as the advice his grandfather left
him: “who knows but that, on the lower frequencies, | speak for you?”*"® The question stands as
an exhortation—to plunge into the narrative of minority bildung to create our own formlessness,
and once there, perhaps speak alongside the narrator and help him go from being almost an
invisible man to Invisible Man. Alternatively, in telling his story, like Jim Trueblood, Invisible
Man might just have undergone a second mirror stage. In the Epilogue he could easily be jazzing
up the story for his reader. As a man of word play, he could be telling us that he achieved his
rebirth because, if he can speak for us on the lower frequencies, he might just now be occupying
the narrative of minority bildung.

! Robson, Mark. Home of the Brave. United Artists Films, 1949.
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Chapter 3

BLAMING THE DEAD MOTHER:
FINDING THE MOTHER IN JOHN OKADA’S NO-No Boy

Section 1: Politics and Aesthetics in No-No Boy

Literary scholars have frequently read John Okada’s novel No-No Boy, which ostensibly
traces the development of protagonist Ichiro Yamada during and after the internment of Japanese
Americans during WWII, as a type of Bildungsroman. Yet surprisingly, the activities of the
novel span just under two weeks of Ichiro’s life. How could two weeks afford a journey, an
epiphany, and a ‘happily-ever-after’ marriage?* How is this novel a journey of self-formation
without these latter genre elements? Critics have consistently failed to raise such questions due to
the fact that most orient their investigations of the text around socio-political concerns. But what
does it mean to read Asian American novels politically? Does it imply that aesthetics are
irrelevant? And what happens when a novel—or group of novels—is read almost solely as
political treatise?

During and after WWII, an explosion of semi-autobiographical novels by Japanese
American and Japanese Canadian authors appeared, detailing their experiences in concentration
camps.? Until recently, these texts—and much of the Asian American literary canon—have been
treated as commentaries on personal experiences, historical events, and political chaos, i.e., as
reflections on social facts rather than manifestations of the narrative arts. Daniel Kim?, for
example, takes Kenji’s gangrene-stricken leg, already amputated numerous times, as the political
marker for the castration of Asian American masculinity, while Viet Nguyen argues that “Kenji’s
missing leg and visible stump become symbols for the phallus: the missing leg is the physically
disempowering price Kenji pays for the symbolic power that remains visible in the stump.”* In
both instances, the decaying leg serves not as an aesthetic representation of pain or angst, a
morality tale, or a commentary on narrative form, but rather a direct translation of the political
status of Asian Americans.

The first major challenge to these one-dimensional reading practices came in 1998 when
critic Jingi Ling began to interrogate the aesthetic dimensions of Asian American literature.’
More recently, three anthologies of essays have continued Ling’s line of inquiry: Keith Lawrence
and Floyd Cheung’s Recovered Legacies: Authority and Identity in Early Asian American
Literature (2005), Zhou Xiaojing and Samina Najmi’s Form and Transformation in Asian
American Literature (2005), and Rocio Davis and Sue-Im Lee’s Literary Gestures: The Aesthetic
in Asian American Writing (2006).° These collected essays have begun to address Asian
American literature’s relation to established literary genres, methods, and forms from the
perspective of how artists have appropriated, modified, and invented aesthetic forms. But as
literary critic Colleen Lye has pointed out, “the continuing polarization of the “‘ethnic’ and the
‘aesthetic’...has overlooked the critical potential of literary interpretation to discover for the
ethnic text more transformative kinds of agency.”” Just as purely political readings of Asian
American literature—or any minority literature—fail to account for the aesthetic, Lye points out
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how a reading of aesthetics neglects the political dimensions of art. This chapter follows Lye’s
methodology of reading both “the historical force of aesthetic form and the formal mediation of
social relations...to generate new insights into the specificity, significance, and possible
existence of Asian American racial formation.”®

Reading No-No Boy for its political commentary, critics have produced powerful
conversations on race, masculinity, assimilation, and Cold War ideology. Scholars such as Rocio
Davis and Lisa Lowe emphasize that the history of internment constitutes a trauma that continues
to haunt texts as an unforgettable experience in the cultural imagination.® Considering questions
of repression, Kehler, Chen, and Daniel Kim have begun to explore the more psychological
dimensions of the text.'® Chen, for example, argues that the novel should be read as the Lacanian
“thing”—that is, as the object cause of desire that operates on the dimension of the Real.** This
interpretation approaches the novel from a more aesthetic perspective. William Yeh insists that
“Ichiro died in prison; he is still essentially dead upon his arrival in Seattle.”*? Instead of
applying a purely literal political reading of Ichiro as a “dead” socio-political actor, | bifurcate
these politically-focused readings into a conversation between aesthetics and political critique.
This chapter complicates the established readings of Okada’s representation of Ichiro by asking
how this “essentially dead” position on a political plane is complemented by a condition of decay
on the aesthetic plane, and posits that we can better read the socio-political by approaching the
issues of assimilation and the maternal through the lens of such decay.

Both Daniel Kim and Xu focus on the power that Ichiro’s mother has over him and they
seem to attribute his decision of saying “no-no” to American military service to the mother’s
potent influence.™® Joseph Entin draws on recent research in affect theory to contradict Okada’s
apparent stance on assimilation; he writes that, “noir represents a discourse of negative feelings
that continually, if incompletely, undercuts the affirmative, patriotic sentiments that the text
labors to endorse.”™* While Entin’s attention to the aesthetic dimensions of the novel is laudable,
he uses these aesthetic observations to buttress more political readings that do not complement
his interventions but rather seem to work against them. He writes, for example, that “Ichiro is a
personification of debilitated, maladjusted postwar manhood whose deeply antisocial anger and
resentment are potentially subversive of national ideals.”* Entin’s continuation of the line of
limited political readings of the novel thus ultimately fails to address Lye’s call for a dialectal
reading between form and politics.

Reading No-No Boy as simply political prevents us from appreciating the genuine artistry
inherent to Okada’s construction of new literary forms and devices, as well as the larger stakes of
the relationship between his revision of the Bildungsroman genre and racial formation and
history. This chapter attempts to recover the aesthetic in No-No Boy while simultaneously
reading the aesthetic for its critiques of the political and of the genre. I will not comprehensively
rehash established political readings since scholars beside myself have already produced a
significant body of work regarding them, but I will draw upon those readings to push against the
inadequacies of some formalist interventions. A prime example is Kenji’s gangrene-stricken leg.
By moving beyond political readings of the amputated leg as a “phallic” stump or as the “price”
Ichiro would pay to be masculine or American, we can begin to notice how the kind of decay
vividly instanced in Ichiro’s stricken limb propagates throughout and literally works to
disintegrate the corpus of the Bildungsroman.® Okada introduces decay as the driving aesthetic
device to index not only Ichiro’s deformation of subjectivity as a Japanese/Japanese American,
but also the deformation of gender and sexuality, the decay of Mrs. Yamada’s sanity, the decay
of the Japanese American community, and many other “political” manifestations of decay. Thus,
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forms of decay alert the reader to aesthetic, narrative, and political ruptures. At the same time,
the politics of assimilation seems to have created the decay that Okada transforms into a question
of aesthetics.

There has been an extended debate on how the novel ends—on whether it constitutes
assimilation, an epiphany concerning how to overcome assimilation, or even the utopian
possibility that Ichiro actually defeats Cold War ideology’s mandate to assimilate. All of these
readings address subject formation purely on the plane of the political. They neglect how
narrative closure might offer its own representation or solution to the problem of racial
formation. If we read the novel’s utopian closure on the level of aesthetics, what do we learn
about racial formation in the context of Cold War ideology and the cultural compulsion to
assimilate? If the novel ends pointing towards utopia, then what is the narrative function of
trauma and death? Is it simply a fairy-tale reading to consider that Ichiro overcomes the obstacles
of anti-Asian racism, incarceration, and death? This chapter examines how trauma, particularly
manifested as death, relates to the trope of decay. Why must death be subordinated to decay in
the novel? What historical context supports an aesthetic of decay in the Asian American
Bildungsroman while the African-American Bildungsroman prefers to emphasize death? By
asking the same question in multiple domains—such as why is decay important for aesthetics?
for politics? for social relations? for sexuality? for gender?—the chapter aims to map the
variegation of potential responses in order to offer a theory of racial formation and to highlight
the rich aesthetic and political history of No-No Boy."’

The trope of decay reverberates within and structures the latent content and form of the
novel. What does the decay of literary form mean in the text? Why would Okada represent a
return to home and family as decay? How does this dialectic operate in the text and what does it
reveal about Okada’s aesthetic project? There are two realms of decay: that of the novel’s form
and that of the Asian American characters depicted within it. Exploiting the more obvious
political theme of Ichiro’s loss of American and Japanese identities, Okada redefines the Asian
American subject and aesthetic by upturning form. The novel cannot represent Asian America—
Japanese America in particular—as a static or even locatable entity, especially, as | argue later in
this chapter, at the end of the novel. The discourses of assimilation and American Cold War
Nationalism strive to create and present a unified Asian/American subject, but the text insists on
disrupting the concept of Asian American-ness by presenting form and subjects in the process of
decay. Within his distortion of form, Okada introduces the reader to his distinct vantage on
minority Bildung. His decay of narrative trajectory, time, vision, hearing, gender, race, discourse,
and disability all converge on the notion of racial formlessness and the need for the Japanese
American subject’s rebirth via a second mirror stage.

This journey includes exposing the ideological dimensions of subject formation—how
political discourses craft and re-craft minority subjects; it also traces the process of de-
subjugation and its residuals, asking what is required to become a self-authorized subject. | hope
to situate the text within the literary history of the novel and of 20" century Asian American
literature. My working definition of minority Bildung goes against literary critic Patricia Chu’s
interpretation of the Asian American Bildungsroman. She argues that Asian American authors
reformulate the genre to reveal “their vexed and unstable positions in America...[and] to
demonstrate...mastery of American culture.”*® For Chu, the goal of the Bildungsroman is still a
quest of self-formation, albeit one filled with anti-Asian racism.

As argued in the previous chapters, twentieth-century African American writers have
tended to be preoccupied with an aesthetics of death. Within slavery and Jim Crow, a concern
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over life and death became integral to everyday life. Orlando Patterson and Abdul JanMohamed
have both theorized the importance of death in the lives of African Americans and African
American writers.”® But Asian Americans—as a large and diverse group—possess a much
different history in America. Japanese Americans suffered a long battle against anti-Japanese
racism dating from their first arrival in America and Hawaii. Each time Japanese Americans
seemed to gain hope, anti-Japanese racism forced them to relinquish—to decay—that hope.

Japanese laborers arrived in Hawaii and the mainland in the 1890s as farmers for the
booming sugar industry. White owners preferred Japanese laborers over Chinese because “the
Japs just drift—we don’t have to look out for them.”®® In the 1880s, the Meiji government in
Japan levied a high tax on farmers. Unable to pay their taxes, many lost their farms and
livelihoods and decided to immigrate to Hawaii or American for just a few years in order to then
return home in better standing. They believed that in one year they could save the same amount
of money that a high-ranking Japanese official would earn and would thus be able to repurchase
their lands.?* Unlike Chinese immigrants who came to America without families, Japanese
immigration included women from its initial design. In Hawaii, single and married women were
encouraged to immigrate in the first waves. Japanese women could and did enter the work force
in addition to pursuing domestic responsibilities. One negative aspect of female immigration,
however, was that it spurred the abduction and sale of women into prostitution.

Upon their arrival in American urban centers, the Japanese faced intense racial
discrimination at all levels of society. In reaction to their own rejection from society, the
Japanese formed Japantowns to isolate themselves from the full effects of anti-Japanese racism.
In the countryside, whites burned or attacked Japanese labor camps, farms, and homes. Japanese
railroad workers, for example, were excluded from the general services provided by their
employers. This translated into their not being provided shelter and being forced to sleep
wherever they could each night. Each day they had to pack up their “homes” while they worked
to construct the transcontinental railroads.?

The abuse of the Japanese escalated rather than declined as time went on. By 1920, the
agricultural production of Japanese farms was 10% of the total value of all of California’s farms
and employed about 46% of the Japanese in the state.?® Just seven years earlier, racist white
Americans attempted to derail the progress of Japanese farmers. A 1913 state law barred all
immigrants from owning property. While the Japanese found ways to circumvent the law—
mostly by transferring the property to their children—anti-Japanese racism fueled a revision of
the law to close this loophole. In effect, many Japanese farmers were forced to abandon their
fields.

In cities, the Japanese faced no better odds. The unions controlled the factory jobs and
refused Japanese membership. When Japanese were able to secure factory positions, they worked
at severely reduced rates compared to their “white” peers. Anti-Japanese political activists
managed not only to exclude Japanese children from public schools, but also advocated for the
Japanese to be added to the Chinese Exclusion Act. These,second-generation Japanese in
America, known as Nisei, would experience Du Bois’ double consciousness. They, too, faced
widespread anti-Japanese racism. For example, they were unable to find careers after graduating
from college. In the novel, the offer made by Mr. Carrick to Ichiro is indeed an exception to the
rule and should be highlighted as not just Mr. Carrick helping out a sad boy but as a politically
dangerous move of crossing the color-line. A white man offering Ichiro a professional position
would be sure to bring much attention and violent reactions.
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Probably the most horrific act committed against Japanese Americans was their
internment during the Second World War. Even before the bombing of Pearl Harbor, the
government pondered whether people with Japanese ancestry living in the United States should
be considered a threat to national security. The War Department, the Federal Communications
Commission, the Attorney General, and Hoover’s Federal Bureau of Investigation all concluded
that the Japanese in America and Japanese Americans were not, in fact, security threats. Even
given these findings, anti-Japanese racism flared up in the public sphere, and President Roosevelt
signed Executive Order 9066 to rip people from their communities and place them in
concentration camps. Many people had just a few days to sell all of their property, including their
homes, before heading off to unknown prisons. Once in the concentration camps, Roosevelt
allowed “loyal” Americans to enlist in an all-Nisei unit. Ichiro answered “no” to the two
following questions put forth to every man of military age in these prisons:

Question 27: Are you willing to serve in the armed forces of the United States on combat
duty, wherever ordered?

Question 28: Will you swear unqualified allegiance to the United States of American and
faithfully defend the United States from any or all attack by foreign or domestic forces,
and forswear any form of allegiance or obedience to the Japanese emperor, or any other
foreign government, power or organization??*

Over a fifth of all Nisei men said no to both questions. Those who did answer yes and who
enrolled in the army had much more miserable fates, though Ichiro would disagree: two-thirds of
the 442" regiment would be injured in the war; and those who survived returned with mangled
bodies, missing limbs, and dead friends.

From a historical point of view, this chapter explores why Asian American authors
adopted the trope of decay as lying at the core of the experience of being Asian American in
post-war America. What is the importance of decay in the novel and for Japanese Americans?
Instead of signifying death and the threat of death, John Okada references the historical decay
and attacks on the Japanese in America and their hegemonic assimilation—the diachronic,
generational process of supplanting a home culture and identity with the more dominant culture
and its notion of personhood. The concept of decay captures the synchronic aspects of
assimilation—such as how food preferences or idioms of the dominant overwrite the “Asian”—
while also revealing the condition of the home culture as a source of contamination that is in the
process of rotting, yet retains power over the Asian American psyche.

Elaine Kim describes the state of decay as “the fragmentation and disintegrating
influence of American racism on the Japanese American community and its members...depicted
through the incompleteness of each individual character.”?®> The Asian mother in the novel, for
example, is clearly a “strong” character, yet she comes to be viewed as decaying or withering
from an “American” perspective. The Japanese body must be eradicated and replaced by a new
form: the assimilated Japanese American body. Okada vacillates in his perspective on these
bodies, but ultimately he indicates that both the old and the hegemonic new forms must decay.
First-generation Japanese bodies are seen as poisoned—as even impossible—in the context of a
jingoist America. The Japanese/Japanese American body cannot pass into America without
significant modification, and the Japanese body processed through American ideology—now the
assimilated or assimilating body—cannot survive in a state of suffocation.
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Pushing against Du Bois’s notion of a double consciousness that allows “one ever feels
his two-ness,--an American, a Negro; two warring souls, two thoughts, two unreconciled
strivings; two warring ideals in one dark body, whose dogged strength alone keeps it from being
torn asunder,” Japanese Americans were unable to retain a cohesive “Japanese” culture, instead
opting to be assimilated.?® They could not support a true notion of double consciousness. Unlike
the African American community, however, Japanese Americans were relatively more successful
in interacting with white American culture post-assimilation. After their release from the
concentration camps, Japanese Americans for the most part elected to assimilate into white
America. On the one hand the novel seems to embrace the ideological imperative for Ichiro and
Japanese Americans to assimilate, while, in its aesthetics, the novel critiques the abandonment of
a home culture and advocates a radical solution to assimilation and the hegemonic identities
donned by Asian Americans. Okada threads his argument about the condition of Japanese
Americans through the text via the concept of decay. At the same time, the novel is self-
conscious about how its representation of Asian immigrants and Asian Americans contributes to
the making or unmaking of those categories. This culminates at the end of the novel with a
second mirror stage. Okada cannot give full representation to Ichiro after he has undergone the
second mirror stage. At this juncture, he refuses to participate in the aesthetic and political
construction of the reborn Asian American subject. In this way, Okada acknowledges how
literature participates in the construction of Asian Americans.

Okada facilitates the reader’s uptake of the trope of decay through the figure of Kenji’s
gangrenous and amputated leg. The discourse of the decaying body and leg trains the reader to
search for additional manifestations of decay. The novel plays, for example, with the idea that
Kenji is a decaying entity rather than a subject: “a leg that was eating itself away until it would
consume the man himself...for hobbling toward death on a cane and one good leg seemed far
more disastrous than having both legs and an emptiness that might conceivably still be filled.”?’
The plot-line traced by Kenji involves a journey of physical decay—his multiple amputations—
culminating in his being eaten by his own flesh. Kenji’s putrefying leg mirrors Ichiro’s journey
of slow decay: “one already dead but still alive and contemplating fifty or sixty years more of
dead aliveness, and the other, living and dying slowly.”?® Okada concretizes the idea of the
“dead aliveness” by contrasting Ichiro and Kenji’s forms of decay.

Okada presents race through this frame of decay. Assimilation requires the decay of the
Japanese part of Ichiro for the sake of the creation of a hegemonic Japanese American subject.
But at the same time, resisting—or in Ichiro’s case, whining about—assimilation also leads to
psychic and social decay. Returning to the idea of having one good leg and one decaying leg,
Okada frames Ichiro’s anxieties over his racial subject position in terms of the good (the
American) and the bad or decaying (the Japanese). In a monologue, after holding his tongue in
the face of his mother’s crazy ideas, Ichiro describes himself as being divided in half—Japanese
and American. In a wildly confusing tirade, he claims that he did not:

...love enough, for you were still half my mother and | was thereby still half Japanese
and when the war came and they told me to fight for America, | was not strong enough to
fight you and | was not strong enough to fight the bitterness which made the half of me
which was you bigger than the half of me which was American and really the whole of
me that | could not see or feel...but it is not enough to be American only in the eyes of
the law and it is not enough to be only half an American and know that it is an empty
half. I am not your son and | am not Japanese and | am not American.?
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At the beginning of this monologue, Ichiro views himself as wholly Japanese and then describes
his transformation into being American due to being raised in America. Adopting the same decay
rhetoric and imagery as that used with respect to Kenji’s legs, Ichiro views himself as whole and
then fractured by race. The Japanese half helps to kill the American half: “I do not understand
what it was about the half that made me destroy the half of me which was American.”* He
becomes a living Japanese half and a decaying American half. In prison while his American half
is “empty,” Ichiro realizes that his Japanese half qua his mother is also in a state of decay and
that both halves, or all of him, is in decay: *...now that | know the truth when it is too late and
the half of me which was you [the mother] is no longer there.”®* Thus, Ichiro is neither Japanese
nor American. He is a decaying Japanese and a decaying American with no development. His
bildung is one of decay and not of self-formation.

When Ichiro returns to Seattle he is socially and politically formless. To white Americans
and even African Americans, he remains hyper-visible as the non-citizen, the enemy. The world
views him as homeless—a “Jap” in America who is always Japanese and not Japanese
American. In terms of his political position, Ichiro makes himself formless by disavowing his
allegiance to America (with his “no-no”) and rejecting assimilation. He acknowledges his
quagmire: “...it is not an easy thing to discover suddenly that being American is a terribly
incomplete thing if one’s face is not white and one’s parents are Japanese of the country Japan
which attacked America.”*? His body cannot inhabit the forms he strove to be. Instead, he must
remain formless and in search of an identity. His two years in prison and two years in the
concentration camp stripped him of all his social and political identities. Okada uses the genre of
minority Bildungsroman to facilitate Ichiro’s journey toward becoming psychically formless.

Ichiro demonstrates a contrast between social and political forms of decay with the ideal
of the home. He imagines that “home is there waiting for him forever.”*® The permanence of
home, figured as citizenship and the nuclear family, calms Ichiro’s anxieties and fears. Okada
suggests that if Ichiro cannot belong politically and socially to America, then at least the home is
a refuge. Yet, what type of home does Ichiro return to at the conclusion of the war? He returns to
a dysfunctional domestic situation. His mother believes that the Japanese are winning the war
and will be sending ships to America to retrieve the family; Mr. Yamada remains in a drunken
stupor to avoid his wife’s insanity; Taro, the younger son, resents his no-no boy brother Ichiro
and both of his parents. None of the characters are moving forward, in part because they do not
assimilate. Only when Taro ambushes Ichiro in a bar fight and abandons the family for the
military, i.e. when he assimilates, does he seem to advance.

Okada creates “home” as a place of chaos in order to crush the false utopia of an
assimilation founded in the familial. For Ichiro, home is a “prison...carved out of his stupidity
[which] granted no paroles or pardons. It was a prison of forever.”**And this prison of the home
is ruled by the mother. Ichiro, Taro, their father, and possibly even the narrator blame the mother
for the pain inflicted upon the family. They imagine that if she weren’t overbearing and insane,
then they would be welcomed into America. They want to forget about anti-Japanese racism. It is
this hope that destroys Taro and the father. By examining the mother, | want to demonstrate the
decay of the maternal function in Japanese American culture and its consequences for the
community, particularly for Mrs. Yamada’s children. How does her social and psychic condition
affect her family? But first, we must consider the way in which she becomes a figure who serves
to wreak havoc on her family. Why is she the centerpiece of disintegration and why does Ichiro
blame her for his social, political, and psychic decay?
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Section 2: The Dead Mother

Okada seduces the reader into sympathizing with Ichiro and assimilated Japanese
Americans by crafting Mrs. Yamada as a crazy, overbearing mother. Throughout the novel,
Ichiro contemplates the extent to which his mother forced him to say “no” to allegiance to the
U.S. and “no” to serving in the armed forces.®** When his friend who catches the mother in a
crazy spell, Ichiro tells him: I guess you could say she’s been crazy a long time...maybe ever
since the day she was born.”*® Jingi Ling argues that the mother is “a caricature of the stubborn,
unassimilable ‘Japanese’ of racial stereotyping.”®’ In a more overtly political reading of the
mother, Stephen Sumida calls her “a complex allegory of reaction against and yet imitation of
her oppressors: her own logic tells her that if she has no choice but to be considered a “Jap,” then
she will be a “Jap.””*® In my reading, the mother is one of the central characters of the novel—
not simply a stereotype or an allegory for the political sphere. Her insanity marks a much deeper
trauma than would be indicated by a straightforward representation of a fanatical Japanese
nationalist or, as Gribben would like to view her, a reflection of the crises of “masculine identity
formation.”*°

The novel refutes a purely political reading of the mother when Ichiro reveals that the
mother was “never alive to us [Taro and himself].”*® Ichiro makes the claim that the mother has
been emotionally dead at least since he can remember. Okada continues to emphasize the
psychic death of the mother, revealing the question of racial formation in light of the problem of
representing an emotionally dead maternal figure. The father informs Ichiro that: “’Your mama
is sick, Ichiro, and she has made you sick and | am sick because | cannot do anything for her.””*!
The text explicitly renders the mother as mentally incapacitated—uwithout explicit reference to a
source of illness—and as contagious, as able to infect her sons. She is literally not a mother but
“a rock of hate and fanatic stubbornness”—*“neither woman nor mother.”** Okada emphasizes
not only the abjection of the mother but also how her representation points to something beyond
the biological or socio-political. She cannot be a woman or mother in the socio-political realm;
there, she must be a psychically destroyed creature.

Okada explains the formation of the dead Asian mother through the character of Mrs.
Yamada. The most poignant differentiation between a psychically dead mother and a physically
dead mother occurs when Ichiro discovers his mother’s suicide. He busts open the bathroom
door and finds his drowned mother while “feeling only disgust and irritation.”* Gazing at his
dead mother, he thinks “dead...all dead. For me, you have been dead a long time, as long as |
can remember.” Okada distinguishes between two forms of death: physical and psycho-
emotional. Mrs. Yamada was “never alive” because Ichiro can only remember and relate to the
mother as psychically dead. Okada reinforces the mother’s characterization as dead during the
reader’s first encounter with her. When she returns from errands, Okada omits her actual speech
and instead offers an analysis of the missing words: “the sharp, lifeless tone of his mother’s
words flipped through the silence and he [Ichiro] knew that she hadn’t changed.”** Her voice
possesses a “lifeless tone” and literally decays into incomprehensible sounds that reflect her
moribund status.

Language fails because Ichiro does not know how to communicate with a dead mother.
He thinks: “how is one to talk to a woman, a mother who is also a stranger because the son does
not know who or what she is? Tell me, Mother, who are you? What is it to be a Japanese? There
must have been a time when you were a little girl.”** Ichiro can only pose questions to an

98



imaginary entity because the dead mother cannot speak; he wants the history of the mother so
that he can confirm that she was once psychically alive. Without a history, Ichiro can only relate
to her as dead.”® In line with Wenying Xu’s idea that “when the maternal sphere of a given
community becomes embittered and violated, there is little hope for the community as a
whole,”*" | want to attend to how the political question of an entire “dead” community
challenges the aesthetic representation of one character in order to elaborate a larger cultural
question.

In his seminal essay on depressed mothers, entitled “The Dead Mother,” French
psychoanalyst Andre Green argues that the “imago [of the mother] which has been constituted in
the child’s mind, following maternal depression” terrorizes the child and disrupts his psychic
formation.”® While the idea of the disembodied father and his linguistic transformations—
namely, the Superego and the Name-of-the-Father—dominate the discussion of psychoanalysis,
Green focuses on what happens when a mother, still living and often assumed to be the first
object of affection for the child, becomes depressed or emotionally immobilized. The child
responds to this psychically dead mother, who, as a consequence of her depression, has
withdrawn her love from the child, by disinvesting from the (alive) mother.* But before the
child can re-establish a relationship with the mother via the dead mother, he must disinvest from
her. He cannot identify with her morbidity in the long term. In a state of decathexis from a love
object, the child seeks out a replacement figure.*

As Ichiro disinvests from the dead mother, Okada shows the reader what the child uses as
substitute for the maternal object. As with the other minority protagonists in this dissertation,
Ichiro identifies with the Superego of the (white) social world rather than with the Superego of
the Japanese American family. In terms of re-writing the mirror stage and the dead mother
complex for the minority context, Okada shows that the mirror stage is jointly occupied by the
mother, the dead mother, and social norms of white America. Green argues that after the child
turns away from the now dead mother, he attaches himself to the fiction of normality. This in
turn requires the child to rewrite his primary identification and narcissism in order to align with a
new “mother.” Clearly, for a colored child, a primary identification with whiteness will wreak
havoc in his future. In this modified mirror stage, Ichiro comes to view his own body as a cause
of horror that threatens his desire for normality.

This bipolar effect has been best formulated by W.E.B. Du Bois. He argues that the raced
subject is always torn by competing identities and desires: “one ever feels his twoness-an
American, a Negro; two souls, two thoughts, two unreconciled strivings; two warring ideals in
one dark body, whose dogged strength alone keeps it from being torn asunder.” Okada pushes
the boundaries of double consciousness, intimating that the “twoness—an American, a Negro [an
Asian]” is really the consequence of the dead mother complex and the artificially imposed desire
for normality. Both the American and minority subject positions are social-psychic constructions
inaugurated and perpetuated by anti-Japanese racism. For Okada, the racialized dead mother
complex arises because the minority mother has been converted into the socially abject. This
historical and cultural practice of maternal abjection re-writes even the most vibrant minority
mother into a dead mother. In the figure of Mrs. Yamada, Okada demonstrates how a once-vital
woman slowly decays during her life in America, showing the consequences of anti-Asian
racism on Asian American motherhood. Thus, we must read against the political grain of
viewing Mrs. Yamada as simply a woman tormented and delusional due to her continuing
allegiance to Japan, but rather as being such due to the fact that anti-Japanese racism has
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dismantled the entire category of motherhood and replaced it with moribund figures. Only if she
assimilates can she become an “alive” Japanese American mother.

Okada offers a harsh critique of anti-Japanese racism in showing how it instills this dead
mother complex in the Japanese American community. The novel skims over the concentration
camps and life before WWII. Okada makes it clear that anti-Japanese racism, propelled in this
case by mass hysteria and fear over the bombing of Pearl Harbor, motivated the imprisonment of
Japanese Americans. But he deflects the focus of his critique from these types of anti-Japanese
and anti-Asian racism because, it would seem, for him they are such integral and vital
dimensions of American culture. Even his disgust for the internment lacks the expected (and
appropriate) vitriol of response.® His language barely registers his disdain—a reaction that is in
extreme disproportion to the horrendous nature of the crimes committed against Japanese
Americans. This reserved style enables the novel to be less a direct political commentary on the
war, the internment, and the more overt forms of anti-Japanese racism that manifested before the
war, and instead to focus on the more subtle, unconscious forms of anti-Japanese racism: i.e., the
formation of the dead mother and its consequences.

As Ichiro reflects upon his relationship with his mother, he concludes: “right or wrong,
she, in her way, had tried harder than most mothers to be a good mother to him...[America]
turned the once very possible dreams into a madness which was madness only in view of the
changed status of the Japanese in America.”*? Ichiro attributes the production of the dead mother
to America, but only when America enters the war. He disavows that anti-Japanese racism
worked to transform the mother upon her arrival in America. Instead, Ichiro partially blames the
Japanese who bombed Pearl Harbor for the change in America’s attitude towards Japanese
Americans. But he does comprehend the structure of oppression, regardless of the question of its
point of origin, as anti-Japanese racism. Like the concentration camps and the long history of
anti-Asian racism in America, Okada specifically formulates the origins of the dead mother
complex in the overarching context of anti-Japanese hatred, even if Ichiro cannot exhume this
buried history.

Ichiro struggles to understand why his mother was “never alive.” In jail he tells a fellow
inmate: “how tough it was for kids of immigrants because parents and kids were so different and
they never really got to know each other.” These excuses about language and cultural barriers
seem to be answered by Kenji’s father. Mr. Kanno recounts his conversion into a “good”
assimilated parent while in the concentration camps. A sociologist proselytized the merits of
“American” parenting: “’change, now, if you can, even if it may be too late, and become
companions to your children. This is America...l will tell you what it is like to be an American
boy or girl. I will tell you what the relationship between parents and children is in an American
family.””>* The advice smacks of Cold War ideology. Mr. Kanno assimilates and thus he should
have a good life, yet his son is decaying, his wife is deceased, and he works in a menial job.

Okada demonstrates that assimilation does not automatically grant the fantasy of the good
American life. By contrasting Mr. Kanno’s assimilation with Mrs. Yamada’s insanity and refusal
to assimilate, Okada seems to flatten the issue into an either/or choice. Refusing to assimilate
leads to the psychic death of the mother, while actually assimilating appears to imbibe death of a
home culture. Okada complicates the binary choice by revealing the failure of both routes. The
constellation of these ideologies and their consequences produce a plot that implores the reader
to reconsider the value of assimilation, to reconsider blaming the mother, and to investigate the
origins of the mother’s insanity. Okada focuses the novel on an exploration of the dead mother
complex to help us find a solution to this no-win game.
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While Mr. Kanno appears to be happy, it is in part because his assimilation grants him a
pleasure that also contains a trace of its failure to produce authentic pleasure. This concept of
surplus jouissance will be discussed later in the essay. He experiences pleasure, but he also
experiences a slight sensation that he is not happy, which registers as the knowledge that he
gains pleasure only because he practices the life of assimilation. Within the pleasure resides the
pain from constantly practicing assimilation, from constantly rejecting a “home” culture. To
quell this pain, which | term racial anxiety, he is authorized to feel pleasure in assimilating
because the hegemonic social world grants him this privilege. It recognizes his accomplishments
as he becomes more and more (white) middle class—he receives joy from these daily routines. If
he allowed himself to fully experience the critical message in his surplus jouissance, he might be
able to recognize the reality of his situation over time, but the attraction of assimilation provides
too many social and political rewards for him to interrogate his pleasures and choices. He knows
that before assimilating, he, too, was once a dead father.

Okada provides a range of other characters that also undergo the “dead mother” complex:
“it was like finding out that an incurable strain of insanity pervaded the family, an intangible
horror that swayed and taunted beyond the grasp of [one’s] reaching fingers.”> Ichiro realizes
that the “sickness” which he recognizes as the dead mother complex extends to his entire family
and community. The “dead father” is presented as a “drunken father who could not get drunk
enough to forget” about the mother’s insanity, about pleas from impoverished relatives in Japan
whom he can’t help without going against his wife, and about his own complicity in the
production of himself as a dead father.*® The father continues to drink so that he can continually
deny that his former self was vibrant and optimistic, and the prospect of sobriety frightens him
greatly.

Ichiro’s brother is likewise depicted as a dead subject. Taro decides to join the military to
end his suffering. He imagines that joining the military will validate his body and his subjectivity
as being authentically “American.” Thus, like Mr. Kanno, he, too, chooses to assimilate rather
than remain a dead subject. Even Emi, Ichiro’s potential love object, is psychically dead. He
realizes this when he gazes at her: “what he saw made him intensely sad. It wasn’t sorrow or
despair or anxiety, but the lack of these or any other readable emotions. Her lovely face was
empty, even immobile.”®’ In line with Green’s description of the dead mother, Emi has become
moribund. She does not transmit emotions and her love is gone, “immobile,” withdrawn from
Ichiro. She has become a dead subject and will become a dead mother, too, if they marry. The
dead mother complex torments both assimilating and unassimilated Japanese Americans.

How does the dead mother complex affect Ichiro? How does the dead mother complex
move from being a socio-political form to a psycho-social form? The consequence of the dead
mother complex according to Green is that the adult who suffered from a dead mother attempts
to “take[s] the place of an ideal dead object”®® while at the same time he “spends his life
nourishing his dead [mother], as though he alone has charge of it.”® The central conflict of the
novel revolves around Ichiro’s having become in part the dead mother and nurturer of his failed
and decaying self. A major frustration for readers is that Ichiro fails to act, instead choosing to
continually whine about and even destroy his future; in this way he ensures that, as dead son, he
cannot have a dynamic future—otherwise, he wouldn’t be a dead son.
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Section 3: The Torment of the Dead Mother: Racial Anxiety

The dead mother complex instills racial anxiety into Ichiro. When he withdraws from the
mother, he also withdraws his identification with her—decathecting his sense of being a
Japanese American. The drive for assimilation—or social normality—becomes Ichiro’s new
target for identification. The consequences of this new attraction reverberate throughout and
structure the novel. Every instant that Ichiro encounters an Asian, and in particular Japanese,
body, he experiences the trauma of the dead mother. Because his and other Asian bodies do not
align with his identification with social normality, the affective response is racial anxiety.
Ironically, his own race, body, family, and community cause him this trauma.

Other characters in the novel advocate a simple solution to racial anxiety. The practice of
assimilation delivers surplus jouissance that temporarily quells racial anxiety. Okada, though,
offers an alternative to surplus jouissance in his refusal to allow Ichiro’s participation in
language. The failure to speak or the tendency to constantly whine about the same topic stagnates
Ichiro’s development. Moreover, these arrested developments force Ichiro to fully experience
racial anxiety and its consequences. Okada transforms Ichiro’s failure to be a political actor into
an aesthetic of decay and a psycho-social response to racial anxiety. Instead of assimilation,
Okada demonstrates Ichiro’s path to formlessness and how he uses experiences of racial anxiety
to disintegrate himself. Before turning to Ichiro’s failure of language, | want to emphasize the
importance of language in the novel.

When Ichiro returns to Seattle as a no-no boy, he encounters his peer Eto, a veteran from
the war. Eto, who has attempted to verify his status as an American and who has relegated his
pre-war self to the rubbish pile, wields a vitriolic and anti-Japanese discourse that constructs
Ichiro as the reviled “Japanese.” At first, Eto behaves and speaks as if Ichiro is also returning
from serving in the army. But Ichiro “made an effort to be free of Eto and his questions.”®® He
knows that Eto’s language, his “questions,” will be able to torment him, to construct him into
whatever type of subject Eto enacts with speech. In a few more minutes, Ichiro’s racial anxiety
comes to fruition: “he remembered. He knew. The friendliness was gone as he said: ‘No-no boy,
huh?””® Ichiro is re-made into a no-no boy as Eto spews his venom. Eto’s language reinforces
how the dominant culture can relegate one to abjection.

The political deployment of language in the novel both interpellates and constructs
subjects. After the Japanese bombing of Pearl Harbor, for example, the media shifted to a
negative discourse regarding Japanese Americans. This strategic unfolding of language enacts its
power to structure the political and the personal domains: “the moment the impact of the words
solemnly being transmitted over the several million radios of the nation struck home, everything
Japanese and everyone Japanese became despicable.”®® While anti-Asian racism had amassed a
long history by 1941, Okada wants to emphasize the sudden and intense deployment of hate via
political language that mobilized the feelings of an entire country. This hate also works its way
into the subjects that it aims to create.

The narrator elaborates on the power of language to transform minority subjects: “the
Japanese who were born Americans and remained Japanese because biology does not know the
meaning of patriotism no longer worried about whether they were Japanese-Americans or
American-Japanese. They were Japanese...the radio had said as much.”®® Exemplifying
Foucault’s argument of how specialized language disciplines individuals into new categories of
being, Okada demonstrates how political language flattens and re-writes the Japanese American
subject. Regardless of their birth place, political allegiance, or commitment to the U.S., Japanese
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Americans became national threats needing to be placed in concentration camps. During the war,
this power to interpellate extended to Japanese Americans who explicitly assimilated and
supported the U.S. armed forces.

As a no-no boy who refused to join the war efforts and as a Japanese American, Ichiro is
doubly marked for exclusion. Language and its power to shape reality and to shape subject
positions are not available to Ichiro. Furthermore, he cannot correct or even participate in the
construction of himself—or as Wittgenstein might formulate it, Ichiro cannot participate in the
language games that govern subjectivity. Ichiro can only precipitate his decay by failing to
participate in the political realm. Okada presents this political situation as a complex aesthetic
argument.

Okada fills each failure to speak—and thus another failure to author oneself—not with
silence but with racial anxiety. As Ichiro anticipates Eto’s discovery of his no-no boy status, the
text alerts the reader to Ichiro’s unrest. Okada displays this racial anxiety as Ichiro awaits Eto’s
response after discovering Ichiro’s shameful secret: “he wanted to return the look of despising
hatred and say simply yes, but it was too much to say.”® The reader can register Ichiro’s shaking
body and emotional frustrations. The despair is affective and political. Okada situates Ichiro’s
failure to speak not just with hostile enemies but also with friends to demonstrate that racial
anxiety is caused by the Asian body and not just purely context-dependent.

In another example, when Ichiro attempts to say good-bye to Kenji, who will soon die,
words fail Ichiro in this loving environment: “the things he wanted to say would not be said. He
said “Bye” and no sound came out because the word got caught far down inside his throat and he
felt his mouth open and shut against the empty silence.”® Even in a moment that should be
sentimental, Ichiro instead appears to experience racial anxiety. He cannot acknowledge his love
for a Japanese body. This would not only force a confrontation with racial anxiety, but it would
also acknowledge the fruitful capacities of homosexuality. He must repress his mourning for
Kenji. In another emotionally straining episode, Ichiro debates the reasons for his refusal to enlist
in the army. He blames his allegiance for his mother: “it [saying no-no] was to please her, he said
to himself with teeth clamped together to imprison the wild, meaningless, despairing cry which
was forever straining inside of him.”®®

What appears during these failures of speech is not silence but a “cry” of the object left in
him as a remembrance of the dead mother. This “wild, meaningless” utterance registers the effect
of racial anxiety. Ichiro encounters himself—as constructed by the other—as the object that both
disrupts the white social order and reminds him of the object that terrorized the dead mother. As
previously mentioned, racial anxiety is the re-experiencing of the Japanese American body.
When the child flees the mirror stage with a dead mother, he turns to the socio-political world for
guidance. With the social order as ‘mother,” the logical pursuit of the social is the typical, the
average. This normality includes not just striving to assimilate into the hegemonic culture and
race but something more radical. Because the social represents the values of white culture in the
early 20™ century, the child must adopt the demands of the replacement mother. To meet these
requirements, the Japanese American subject must become “white”—culturally, physically, and
psychically.

This horrific logic and its imperatives fracture and terrorize the Japanese American
subject. The raced body, including its cultural performance and history, becomes an actual object
of terror! Whenever the minority subject comes into contact with his own indelibly marked
racialized body, he experiences racial anxiety. He stresses, he flusters, and he is visibly
distraught at the level of the corporeal. Assimilation partially satisfies the demand to achieve the
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normative. But with irony in full play, the satisfaction from fulfilling a desire never produces
complete satisfaction. First, the subject who attempts to satisfy his desires misses the point. The
apparent desire is simply a cause of desire that cannot be satisfied. Second, for the Japanese
American subject, the desire to be normal can never be achieved. His yellow skin, slanty eyes,
thick black hair, cultural background, and personal history as an Asian prevent him from
achieving a state of ‘normality.” Moreover, assimilation provides temporary relief from racial
anxiety because it in part reconfigures the subject as more normal on the cultural plane by
distancing him from his own cultural practices. It also replaces anything that distinguishes him as
“ethnic.”

In critical moments of the novel, Okada calls into question the role of race in Ichiro’s
subject formation. On the first page of chapter one, Okada introduces Ichiro to the reader as a
strong character who decided to abstain from the war: “of his own free will, he had stood before
the judge and said that he would not go in the army.”® Just moments later, Okada attributes
Ichiro’s racial formation and agency not to himself but to the mother. In one of the many
occasions that he blames the mother for his choice to abstain from the war, he imagines: “it was
she who opened my mouth and made my lips move to sound the words which got me two years
in prison and an emptiness that is more empty and frightening than the caverns of hell. She’s
killed me with her meanness and hatred and | hope she’s happy because I’ll never know the
meaning of it again.”® Ichiro acknowledges his psychic position as a “killed”-dead son. The
mother operates from within Ichiro by embedding her object, her “meanness and hatred,” within
him. She elaborates this transference process:

‘l am proud to call you my son.” It was her way of saying that she had made him what he
was and that the thing in him which made him say no to the judge and go to prison for
two years was the growth of a seed planted by the mother tree and that she was the
mother who had put this thing in her son and that everything that had been done and said
was exactly as it should have been and that that was what made him her son because no
other would have made her feel the pride that was in her breast.®® (emphasis added)

The metaphor of the seed that grows in her children seems to have bloomed in Ichiro. She takes
credit for his subject formation and he seems to agree with her interpretation. He appropriates her
claim and even says that, “it was she who opened my mouth and made my lips move.” The
mother seems to wield absolute power over Ichiro.

At times Ichiro characterizes the mother’s object-thing as controlling and killing him and
at other times he minimizes her influence. This dialectic between a benevolent and malicious
seed, or what Melanie Klein would refer to as good and bad object, vacillates for Ichiro
throughout the novel. In a moment of seeming clarity and with the absence of racial anxiety,
Ichiro assumes the blame for his no-no response: “I did not go because | was weak and could not
do what I should have done. It was not my mother, whom I have never really known. It was me,
myself. It was done and there can be no excuse.”’® This instance belies the fact that racial anxiety
is still present. The seeming calmness is not calmness but just another appearance of the
mother’s object-thing as he forecloses the possibility of interpretation and the multiplicity of
influences. He lets the object-thing “speak” in such a way that “there can be no excuse” for his
actions. As a dead son, he reproduces and nurtures the dead mother by sustaining his objet a that
she “gave” him. By owning the blame through imagining the object as the quiescence of the
mother, Ichiro reproduces or grows the dead mother.
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At the end of the novel, Okada again reverses this position. At the Christian
Rehabilitation Center, Ichiro blames his mother for his not taking a job in Portland: “I should
have taken it, he thought; if Ma had been dead then, | would have.””* Ichiro’s shifts back to
blaming the mother—this time, blaming her physical presence. Even after Ichiro seems to
resolve his position on who influenced his decisions, he cannot help blaming the mother. This
time, he ineffectively argues, the mother’s physical presence causes him to say “no” to a
wonderful job opportunity and new life. She was not in Portland with him and she did not
prepare him for the interview unlike the court sessions. From a political perspective, it appears
that Ichiro fails to accept responsibility for his actions. But, at this point the reader knows that
the mother’s object-thing inside of Ichiro causes him to create drama even though he appears to
have made the decision. Although Patricia Chu argues that Ichiro “must question and discard
[the mother] in order to construct himself as an Asian American subject,” the process of minority
Bildung requires that Ichiro disinvest from the by-product, the dead mother, of anti-Japanese
racism. > The mother is not “discarded” but remains a strong and important memory for Ichiro.

The dead mother complex extends to Taro. On the second day of Ichiro’s return to
Seattle, Taro decides to enter the army before turning 18. Okada attributes Taro’s unwise
decision to mark himself as an American because “Taro hated that thing in his elder brother
which had prevented him from thinking for himself.””® Okada illustrates how the dead Ichiro, in
conjunction with the dead mother, traumatizes and installs an object in Taro. Okada writes: “he
[Taro] had to go in the army because of his brother whose weakness made it impossible for him
to do otherwise and because he did not understand what it was about his mother that haunted him
day and night and pulled his insides into meaningless bits and was slowly destroying him...he
had to cut himself free.”’* Taro psychically registers the dead aspect of Ichiro. He attacks Ichiro
for being weak and unable to resist the mother’s object-thing. In a state of racial anxiety, Taro
abandons the non-American family to become an American via the military-industrial complex.
As Taro begins his radical flight from his Japanese American past and family, Ichiro cannot
speak to Taro and he can only think: “you [Taro] are fortunate because the weakness which was
mine made the same weakness in you the strength to turn your back on Ma and Pa and makes it
so frighteningly urgent for you to get into uniform to prove that you are not a part of me.””

Taro relinquishes not only his Japanese American heritage but also his entire family in
the process of assimilation. Okada stresses how kinship must also be in a state of decay so that
assimilation and the reconstitution of Taro as an American can materialize. In a direct
reformulation of the Bildungsroman, Okada converts Taro into an orphan so that his journey of
self-formation can begin. Okada presents another side to this dialectic of the orphan figure.
While Taro enacts his own orphanhood, metaphorically killing his brother and parents, Ichiro
realizes the futility of becoming this type of orphan. At first he imagines reproducing Taro’s
flight but concludes: “I’ll be getting away from them and here, but |1 won’t really be running
away because the thing that’s inside of me is going along and always will be where it is.”"® The
object-thing won’t go away with movement or an idealistic new beginning, nor will this form of
the orphan produce a positive transformation. Taro’s hope that joining the army will rid him of
the effects of anti-Japanese racism, history, and the family is one of the threads of surplus
jouissance that structure the novel.

Okada does not limit racial anxiety to the novel’s characters. The minority
Bildungsroman as a form itself performs racial anxiety. Okada compacts the narrative’s temporal
dimension to show the reader the effects of racial anxiety on genre. For example, when Ichiro
fills out application forms, he cannot produce a narrative of the last two years of his life; his
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imprisonment, his memories, and his experiences cannot be told. Only his immediate
circumstances can be recounted.”” We only see the racial anxiety that “speaks” for the past.
Critic Jingi Ling argues that Okada had to write a war-time novel in order to secure a publisher,
which may or may not be correct.”® But what is fascinating about No-No Boy as a war novel is
that Okada refuses to directly represent the war. The concentration camps receive similar
treatment. We see little of the daily life of the camps and nothing about the war. The text severs
the trauma of war to focus on the trauma of racial anxiety. The most striking demonstration of
the latter is that the novel spans approximately eleven days. In that time period, Ichiro gains a
best friend by day two, witnesses his mother progress from unstable to full decay to death,
watches his new best friend die within hours of his own mother, secures a new lover willing to
abandon her entire life for him in a matter of an evening, receives a brutal attack by his brother
who also runs away, and experiences the shift of his father from drunk to community socialite
after the mother dies.

While this compressed timeline might not pose a problem for a literary work ascribing to
just any old genre, | believe it demonstrates how Okada insists that the genre of Bildungsroman,
too, experiences the effects of decay. The novel is usually understood as a Bildungsroman, and
as such it should track the development of the protagonist over a long duration. Ichiro goes on
journeys, discovers new things about himself, finds himself a virtual orphan, and even finds love.
Yet, as mentioned previously, this so-called Bildungsroman spans only eleven days. How is this
possible? Okada not only shows how characters decay but also how the Bildungsroman decays
into the minority Bildungsroman. The reformulation of time also serves to underscore the
constructedness of the text and that its use of a style that might be thought of as social realism is
part of its aesthetic system—not a document of social fact.

Section 4: The Scapegoat: Surplus Jouissance

This section describes the methods most prevalent in the novel for placating racial
anxiety. Okada reveals that his characters enact defense mechanisms in order to psychically
distance themselves from racial anxiety. These include socio-political assimilation, nervousness,
and love. The defense maneuvers provide the characters with surplus jouissance, which bestows
them with enough pleasure to temporarily alleviate racial anxiety. At the same time, the surplus
portion of this pleasure constitutes a critical moment that reveals to the subject its own false
origins—not solely from pleasure but as a defense mechanism that helps distance the subject
from the “thing” of racial anxiety. Moreover, the pleasure enjoyed by the subject helps him avoid
his own racialized body and the precipitation of racial anxiety. Thus, surplus jouissance marks
the false aspects of the pleasure experienced when one is confronted with racial anxiety. In this
section, | will analyze the various forms of surplus jouissance after providing two concrete
examples. Then, | conclude with an analysis of how Okada threads multiple political discourses
advocating surplus jouissance through the character of Emi, Ichiro’s potential lover. This section
aims to explain the aesthetic aspects of the seemingly overwhelmingly political discourse of the
novel. | argue that Okada uses the socio-political—the expected discourse of his historical
moment—in an aesthetic rather than purely political manner in order to convey a much more
complex critique of social relations and racial formation than the former discourse allows for.

In the previous section, we saw how Taro feels surplus jouissance when he runs away
from his family to join the army. He obtains pleasure from fleeing and from the removal of
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familial oppressions, i.e. the dead family—but, at the same time, his raced body, which cannot be
overcome by merely changing his environs, will always by definition cause him racial anxiety.
Okada contrasts Taro’s fleeing with the father’s choice to remain with the family. He consumes
copious amounts of alcohol to keep himself “numb” to the dead mother and to his own dead
position. The alcohol delivers a euphoria while simultaneously crippling the father and
unmasking the reasons for his drinking: the mother’s object-thing and his own racial anxiety.”
The largest concentration of surplus jouissance, though, permeates Ichiro’s journey of minority
bildung.

The powerful trope of the American Dream requires the destruction of an old self in place
of a new identity—albeit a contingent one. Immigration requires that one “destroy(ed) the
longing for a past that really must not have been as precious as (he) imagined.”®® Mr. Yamada
believes that America is such a wonderful place that it is okay to forget the home country. He
cannot simultaneously be homesick for Japan and love America. The American Dream makes it
an imperative to relinquish the past. The poverty of the Yamadas becomes written as a narrative
of empowerment and the ability to overcome obstacles in the context of the American Dream.
This colonizing ideology can be seen in Kenji’s logic and others who joined the “American”
army: “it was because he was Japanese and, at the same time, had to prove to the world that he
was not Japanese that the turmoil was in his soul and urged him to enlist.”® Kenji’s improper
desires and acts call into question what the American mythos plasters over. His Japanese identity
and his relationship to his parents must be suffocated. The condition of his self—both in terms of
racial anxiety and of the historical past—must be relegated to the repressed. The only trace of
their existence seems to arise through affect—racial anxiety that permeates Kenji’s everyday life
as an odd and annoying force for both him and the reader. While Cold War ideology implants the
notion of assimilation and the mother enhances this with a performance of a Japanese identity,
Okada develops a third option: productive surplus jouissance as a reaction to racial anxiety. The
text, though, struggles with the manifestations of any critical affect; Okada destablizes feelings
to dismantle any potential binary of good and bad emotions. An example of this occurs when
Ichiro writes a postcard to Mr. Carrick turning down a wonderful job offer: “what words would
transmit the bigness of his feelings to match the bigness of the heart of this American who...was
continually nursing and worrying the infant America into the greatness of its inheritance?”®
Feelings rapidly become sentimental and are deployed to validate a neonatal Cold War ideology
and a new form of Nationalism that counteracts the dead mothers that populate the novel;
America figures as a vital and thriving mother. The sentimental aspects of care also give rise to
surplus jouissance.

Ichiro’s whining, worrying, and wayward thinking dominates the novel. Numerous critics
have discussed the political dimensions of these complaints, but | want to read them as both
political and aesthetic—as instances of surplus jouissance. As Ichiro mopes around feeling sorry
for himself, Freddie, another no-no boy, sarcastically shouts: “’You been stewin’ about it for two
years. How much time you need?’”® Freddie notices that Ichiro’s “stewin” has gone on for too
long and that it no longer serves the purpose of contemplating his no-no decision. Freddie’s
sarcasm performs the critical moment of surplus jouissance: Ichiro’s worrying (along with his
failure to breath during his numerous run-on sentences) brings him pleasure while also covering
up his racial anxiety. If he can worry about his decision then he does not have to experience the
bigger issue of his racialized subjectivity. Ichiro’s worries keep his mind occupied because there
is no solution: he “served time, two years all told, and | have been granted a full pardon. Why is
it then that | am unable to convince myself that | am no different from any other American? Why
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is it that, in my freedom, | feel more imprisoned in the wrongness of myself?”’®* By trying to
place the blame on himself, Ichiro will never reach a more obvious solution: anti-Japanese
racism. He compares himself to “other American(s),” yet he fails to account for his abject racial
difference. He enjoys forgetting about race and the body because they will enact a more
conscious racial anxiety.

Ichiro’s obsessive whining about his so-called horrible life effectively frustrates the
reader. For instance, he compares his conditions to Kenji’s rotting leg and concludes that Kenji,
who is doubtless going to die yet is a certified “American,” is in a better position than himself