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INTRODUCTION  

When   someone   else   pens   your   history,   how   do   you   defend   yourself   against   its   erasure?   In  

Black   Power ,   Kwame   Ture   argues:   “Those   who   have   the   right   to   define   are   the   masters   of   the  

situation”   (36).   This   claim   is   later   adapted   by   the   late   Toni   Morrison   in   her   Pulitzer-Prize   winning  

novel,    Beloved ,   in   a   famous   quote:   "Schoolteacher   beat   [Sixo]   anyway   to   show   him   that   definitions  

belonged   to   the   definers-not   the   defined”   (190).   Therefore,   it   is   fair   to   claim   that   having   a   history   is  

not   sufficient--writing   your   history   is.   Nevertheless,   the   question   of   erasure   is   still   prominent   even  

if   one   procures   the   pen.   

Consider   the   Civil   Rights   Movement,   and   more   specifically,   the   laws   this   movement   battled  

to   achieve.   Martin   Luther   King   Jr.   comments   on   erasure   in   his   book,    Where   do   we   go   From   Here  

Community   or   Chaos ,   for   example,   when   referring   to   the   events   following   the   August   6,   1965  

signing   of   the   Voting   Rights   Act,   he   states:   “A   year   later,   some   of   the   Negro   leaders   who   had   been  

present   in   Selma   and   at   the   Capital   ceremonies   no   longer   held   office   in   their   organiztions.   They  

had   been   discarded   to   symbolize   a   radical   change   in   tactics”   (2).   Allow   me   to   emphasize   his   use   of  

the   word   “discarded,”   which   means   more   than   to   throw   something   away   in   this   context.   Indeed,  

“discarded”   contains   a   more   heinous   and   sinister   definition   because   these   leaders   are   not   only  

removed   from   their   current   position--hindering   future   impacts--but   they   are   removed   from   the   past.  

Erased   out   of   history.   Referencing   Ture   again,   he   underscores   the   importance   of   knowing   history:  

“It   is   absolutely   essential   that   black   people   know   their   history,   that   they   know   their   roots,   that   they  

develop   an   awareness   of   their   cultural   heritage.   Too   long   have   they   been   kept   in   submission   by  

being   told   that   they   had   no   culture,   no   manifest   heritage,   before   they   landed   on   the   slave   auction   
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blocks   in   this   country.   If   black   people   are   to   know   themselves   as   a   vibrant,   valiant   people,   they  

must   know   their   roots”   (39).   Despite   Ture’s   eloquent   explanation   of   the   issue,   how   do   African  

Americans   know   roots   that   are   torn   from   underneath   them?   Furthermore,   when   African   Americans  

plant   new   roots,   like   the   legislation   passed   as   a   result   of   the   Civil   Rights   Movement,   what   happens  

when   those   roots   are   neglected   and   left   without   watering?   MLK   confronts   the   same   issue:   “Laws  

are   passed   in   a   crisis   mood   after   a   Birmingham   or   Selma,   but   no   substantial   fervor   survives   the  

formal   signing   of   legislation.   The   recording   of   the   law   in   itself   is   treated   as   the   reality   of   reform”  

(5).   On   the   other   hand,   what   happens   when   those   roots   are   ignited   and   burned   in   the   sweltering  

flames   of   backlash   politics?  

African   American   authors   in   the   1980s   wrote   with   an   awareness   of   backlash   politics,  

which   I   define   as   laws,   attitudes,   and   practices   that   retaliate   against   progress   towards   racial   equality  

and   equity.   This   paper   borrows   the   term   from   Carol   Anderson’s   book,    White   Rage ,   and   applies   her  

approach   to   the   literature   of   the   1980s.   Authors   like   Toni   Cade   Bambara,   David   Bradely,   Gloria  

Naylor,   Toni   Morrison,   Brent   Wade   and   many   others   experienced   an   anxiety   that   emerged   in   their  

writing   through   shared   symbols   across   their   texts   including   graveyards,   faceless   people,   and   fire.  

Moreover,   this   anxiety   was   caused   by   a   sense   of   disillusionment   that   backlash   politics   created.   The  

relationship   between   African   American   authors   and   the   written   word   was   tenuous.   If   laws   like   the  

Civil   Rights   Act   of   1964   or   the   Fair   Housing   Act   of   1968   could   easily   be   undermined,   then   what  

hope   was   there   for   fiction?  

Luckily,   these   authors   overcame   their   anxiety   and   transformed   disillusionment   into  

illumination.   Through   a   close   attention   to   the   textual   objects   present   in   these   post-civil   rights   era   
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novels,   particularly   those   published   in   and   around   the   1980s,   I   argue   that   these   authors   have  

imbued   these   objects   with   the   power   to   assist   African   Americans   in   the   OverWriting,  

OverRighting,   and   OverRiding   of   the   law.   First,   OverWrite   means   to   change   the   law.   Second,  

OverRight   means   to   resist   against   the   law   (work   against).   Lastly,   OverRide   means   to   thrive   while  

restricted   and   subjugated   by   the   law   (work   within).   OverRide   may   seem   to   have   a   definition   that  

differs   from   its   denotative   understanding,   but   the   OverRiding   is   a   subversive   interruption   that  

allows   African   Americans   to   take   control   of   their   circumstances.   Thus,   the   literature’s  

representation   of   literary   objects   demonstrates   the   continued   importance   of   the   written   word   despite  

the   deleterious   effects   of   backlash   politics.   Even   more,   these   novels   democratize   the   written   word  

by   destabilizing   the   hierarchy   that   places   the   “law”   above   other   forms   of   writing.   Because   of   these  

authors,   writing   in   the   form   of   letters,   journals,   fliers   prove   to   be   just   as   impactful   in   the   lives   of  

African   Americans   and   just   as   influential   in   the   challenging   and   changing   of   the   law.   In   this   paper,  

the   textual   object   refers   to   the   material   and   physical   object   that   holds   the   writing.   Characters   in  

these   novels   write   in   cookbooks,   letters,   and   folios.   The   content   is   the   written   word,   but   the   object  

is   what   houses   these   words.   The   connection   between   the   written   word   and   the   textual   object   is  

what   binds   the   object,   socio-economic   condition,   and   close   readings   of   these   novels.   These   objects  

also   have   a   cultural   significance.   Throughout   history,   African   Americans   have   relied   on   numerous  

textual   objects   to   prove   their   humanity   and   protest   for   their   civil   rights.   Thus,   these   textual   objects  

speak   to   the   larger   black   freedom   struggle   and   cultural   tradition.  

In   response   to   backlash,   the   authors   I   will   examine   here   craft   novels   that   illustrate   how  

African   Americans   can   OverWrite,   OverRight,   and   OverRide   the   law.   Chapter   1   focuses   on   
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Company   Man    (1992)   where   Brent   Wade   demonstrates   how   folios   and   journals   help   African  

Americans   OverWrite   the   law   through   their   reintegration   of   racial   pariahs.   Chapter   2   discusses  

Linden   Hills    (1985)   where   Gloria   Naylor   uses   textual   objects   like   bibles,   cookbooks,   and   photo  

albums   to   build   intergenerational   communities   and   unveil   the   unsaid,   which   operate   as   resistance  

strategies   for   OverRighting   the   law.   Chapter   3   exmaines    The   Chaneysville   Incident    (1981)   where  

David   Bradley   reveals   how   folios   and   documents   enable   African   Americans   to   imagine   and   build  

interracial   coalitions,   which   help   them   OverRide   the   law.   I   want   to   emphasize   that   the   close  

readings   provide   examples   of   OverWriting,   OverRighting,   and   OverRiding   the   law,   which   provide  

the   framework   for   engaging   with   the   specific   examples   of   backlash   this   paper   details.   That   is   the  

connection   between   the   close   readings   and   the   backlash   caused   by   the   court   cases.   The   close  

readings   outline   how   the   literature   chooses   to   combat   backlash.   Whether   through   an  

intergenerational   community,   interracial   coalitions,   or   the   comprehension   of   cultural   codes,   these  

close   readings   provide   strategies   against   the   backlash   engendered   by   these   court   cases.   That   is   the  

intersection   where   literature   meets   law   meets   life.  

Each   of   these   novels   enters   a   discourse   with   the   law.    Company   Man    challenges   the   Bakke  

v.   California   case   to   demonstrate   the   losses   African   Americans   incur   when   the   law   shifts   its   lens  

from   equity   to   equality.    Linden   Hills    tackles   unwritten   laws   like   Redlining   and   Blockbusting   to  

argue   how   the   undermining   of   the   Fair   Housing   Act   creates   hyper-segregated   communities   that  

demoralize   African   American   communities   due   to   carceral   power.    The   Chaneysville   Incident  

critiques   early   forms   of   backlash   politics   like   the   Fugitive   Slave   Act   (1850)   and   Black   Codes   to  

illuminate   possible   defences   against   the   contemporary   era   of   backlash   politics.   Finally,   the   epilogue   
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argues   that   literature   is   still   significant   to   the   black   freedom   struggle   today.   A   reading   of   the   Shelby  

v.   Holder   case   illuminates   literature’s   continued   contribution.   Furthermore,   this   triad   of   novels  

experiences   a   lack   of   publications   that   add   to   their   appeal   in   this   project.   This   paper’s   engagement  

with   these   novels   is   an   attempt   to   combat   the   erasure   that   this   paper   highlights   as   inimical   to  

African   Americans.   This   paper   engages   with   a   number   of   critical   theories   ranging   from   thing  

theory   to   critical   race   theory.   Furthermore,   the   paper   contests   and   builds   on   the   scholarship   of  

scholars   from   a   number   of   disciplines.   I   hope   this   paper   illuminates   the   nascent   steps   African  

American   authors   take   away   from   the   lock   the   juridical   arena   has   on   black   liberation.   I   hope   this  

paper   encourages   African   Americans   to   seek   permanence   in   their   lives,   their   texts,   and   their  

histories   in   this   era   of   tenuous   textuality.  
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CHAPTER   1:   There’s   Nothing   to   Fear   When   Journals   and   Fliers   are   Here!  

The   most   apparent   strategy   African   American   authors   implement   to   combat   the   backlash  

towards   Civil   Rights   legislation   is   writing.   More   specifically,   these   authors   engage   in   the  

meta-work   of   writing   stories   where   the   written   word   rescues   their   characters.   Consider   the  

characters   William   (“Bill”)   Covington   and   his   best   friend   Paul,   in   Brent   Wade’s   novel,    Company  

Man .   Both   characters   begin   their   lives   as   unquestioned   members   of   the   black   community,   but   their  

transition   from   adolescence   to   adulthood   also   transitions   them   away   from   their   blackness,   which  

this   paper   defines   as   a   knowledge   of   the   codes,   goals,   and   intimacies   of   the   black   community.  

Thankfully,   both   characters   regain   this   esoteric   knowledge   of   the   black   community   through   their  

writing   and   the   textual   objects   that   liberate   them.   Wade’s   novel   details   the   life   of   Bill,   a   marketing  

executive   at   Varitech   Corporation,   who   rests   on   a   hospital   bed,   partially   paralyzed   from   a   gunshot  

wound,   and   explains   how   he   lost   his   career,   marriage,   and   identity.   Even   more,   his   novel   gives  

African   Americans   insights   regarding   how   they   might   OverWrite   the   law.   I   define   OverWrite   as   the  

ability   to   negotiate   new   terms   and   agreements   to   both   social   and   literal   contracts   to   overcome   both  

exploitation   and   erasure.   Understand   that   OverWrite   has   an   elastic   definition.   Changing   the   law  

specifically   is   not   a   compulsory   criteria   to   satisfy   this   definition.   Instead,   I   challenge   readers   to  

consider   the   nature   of   legislation   to   produce   behaviors   and   beliefs,   and   then   think   critically   about  

how   the   undoing   of   these   behaviors   and   beliefs   OverWrite   the   law.   Erica   Edward’s   argument   in   her  

book,    Charisma   and   the   Fictions   of   Black   Leadership ,   helps   articulate   the   stakes   of   my   claim.   

Edwards   contends   that   African   American   cultural   products   since   WWI   have   disputed   the   fiction   
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that   a   single   charismatic   leader   is   essential   to   African   American’s   attainment   of   freedom.   Even  1

more   she   argues:   

...   as   a   structuring   fiction   for   liberatory   politics,   charisma   is   founded   in   three   forms   of  
violence:   the   historical   or   historiographical   violence   of   reducing   a   heterogeneous   black  
freedom   struggle   to   a   top-down   narrative   of   Great   Man   leadership;   the   social   violence   of  
performing   social   change   in   the   form   of   a   fundamentally   antidemocratic   form   of   authority;  
and   the   epistemological   violence   of   structuring   knowledge   of   black   political   subjectivity  
and   movement   within   a   gendered   hierarchy   of   political   value   that   grants   uninterrogated  
power   to   normative   masculinity.   (xv)  

Here,   Edwards   lists   and   describes   the   three   forms   of   violence   that   found   charisma.   While   her  

claims   are   well   supported,   her   focus   on   politics   limits   the   scope   of   her   analysis.   Therefore,   I   use  

Wade’s   novel   to   illustrate   how   this   “Great   Man   leadership”   permeates   beyond   the   political   arena  

and   percolates   the   realm   of   corporate   America.   Through   this   intervention,   I   illustrate   how   the  

construction   of   an   archetypal   black   (male)   leader   not   only   excludes   other   identities,   but   paralyzes  

the   pen   that   is   crucial   to   OverWriting   the   law.   In   other   words,   I   reject   the   dependence   of   a   “Great  

Man”   for   the   liberation   of   African   Americans   because   multiple   people   can--and   should--wield   the  

pen.   Thus,    Company   Man    is   more   than   a   story   of   isolation.   It   is   a   story   of   reintegration.   Hence,   I  

argue   that   both   the   flier   and   the   journal   help   Bill   and   Paul   OverWrite   the   exclusive   and   exploitive  

conditions   of   their   existence   and   restore   their   relationship   with   the   black   community,   which  

articulates   how   African   Americans   can   OverWrite   the   law   through   either   new   legislation   or   the  

legitimizing   of   others.  

Previous   scholars   like   Trudíer   Harrís-Lopez   and   Jeffrey   Leak   rely   on   an   intertextual  

analysis   between   Wade’s   novel   and   Ralph   Ellison’s   novel,    Invisible   Man ,   to   investigate   the   myths  

of   manhood,   success,   and   the   American   Dream.   In   the   essay,   “New   Invisible   Man   Revisiting    a  

1  See   page   XV  
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Nightmare   in   the   1990s   (Brent   Wade’s    Company   Man    and   Ralph   Ellison’s    Invisible   Man ),”   Lopez  

claims:   “In   essence,   Wade   provides   one   scenario   of   what   might   have   been   possible   if   an   Invisible  

Man–   type   character   had   indeed   entered   the   corporate   world   into   which   Ellison’s   narrator   so  

desperately   sought   admission”   (38).   While   the   sinews   tied   between   Wade   and   Ellison’s   bodies   of  

text   are   generative,   I   engage   in   a   nuanced   reading   of   the   textual   objects   present   in   the   story   and  

their   impact   on   African   Americans.   Admittedly,   Lopez   flirts   with   my   approach   in   his   analysis:   

If   memory   is   indeed   culture   and   race   a   set   of   social   affinities,   then   Billy   has   lost   the   portions  
that   would   enable   him   to   reestablish   bonds   with   the   black   men   at   the   company.   For  
example,   the   men   notify   each   other   of   their   clandestine   meetings   by   using   two   African  
American   folk   forms:   nicknames   and   folk   sayings.   A   flyer   simply   reads:   “   cpt   see   quarter  
till   .”   Billy   does   not   have   an   iota   of   a   clue   about   what   this   means.   (44)  

Here,   Lopez   mentions   Bill’s   loss   of   cultural   codes,   which   illustrates   his   abandoned   blackness.   But,  

Lopez   fails   to   diligently   tend   to   the   role   the   flyer   plays   in   this   transmission   of   secret   codes.   This  

paper,   however,   focuses   on   Wade’s   novel   to   study   the   recuperative   qualities   of   textual   objects   that  

help   racial   pariahs   return   to   their   communities.   I   see   this   as   a   worthwhile   goal   because   a   focus   on  

textual   objects   begins   to   answer   the   questions   Bill   Brown   poses   in   his   book,    A   Sense   of   Things :  

“What   desires   did   objects   organize?   What   fantasies   did   they   provoke?   Through   what   economies  

were   they   assigned   new   value?   Through   what   epistemologies   were   they   assigned   meaning?   Today,  

how   do   we   ask   material   objects   to   represent   us,   to   comfort   and   help   us,   to   change   us?”   (12).  

Approaching   the   text   as   to   answer   these   questions   enriches   Wade’s   novel.   For   instance,   Lopez  

states:   “Billy   Covington   pens   his   journal   entries   to   Paul   Walker,   his   teenage   friend.   As   it   does   for  

the   Invisible   Man,   the   power   of   the   narrative   restores   some   of   Billy’s   sense   of   self   and   gives   back  

to   him   an   original   dream”   (45).   Lopez’s   interpretation   is   solid,   but   consider   how   a   reading   of   
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Billy’s   journal   as   a   diary   demonstrates   how   Wade   challenges   “masculine”   forms   of   writing   to  

advance   his   protagonists’   goal   of   reintegrating   his   gay   friend   into   the   black   community.   Again,   a  

consideration   of   the   textual   object   bolsters   our   analysis   of   the   text   and   acknowledges   the   amplitude  

of   readings   available.  

This   chapter   not   only   contributes   to   the   literary   scholarship   on   Wade’s   novel,   but   it   also  

contributes   to   leadership   oriented   African   American   literary   scholarship.   Robert   Patterson’s   book,  

Exodus   Politics:   Civil   Rights   and   Leadership   in   African   American   Literature   and   Culture ,   critiques  

Exodus   Politics   because   they:   “justify   heterosexism   and   heteronormativity   but   also   excuse   the  

gender   and   sexual   oppressions   of   black   women   and   LGBTQ   communities”   (3).   Even   more,   he  

articulates   the   “paradoxes   of   exodus   politics”   to:   “theorize   how   African   American   literature  

intervenes   in   contemporary   discourses   about   civil   rights   and   black   leadership   by   defamiliarizing  

definitions   of   ‘civil   rights’,   expectations   of   civil   rights   leadership,   and   goals   of   the   modern   civil  

rights   movement”   (2).     Patterson’s   object   of   inquiry   is   particularly   germane   to   this   paper’s   claims.  

The   post-civil   rights   era   introduces   a   shift   in   thought   regarding   the   viability   of   the   law   as   the  2

predominant   machine   for   black   liberation   according   to   my   reading   of   the   literature   this   era  

produces.   Additionally,   Patterson’s   work   to   “defamiliarize”   exodus   politics   aligns   with   Edwards  

work   to   “defamiliarize”   charisma   and   “gesture”   towards   its   alternatives.   Bridging   Patterson   and  

Edward’s   work   and   applying   their   methods   to   this   paper   helps   me   formulate   a   similar   strategy.   In  

this   paper,   I   plan   to   defamiliarize   the   role   of   textual   objects   in   African   American   literature,   and   I  

plan   to   gesture   towards   the   alternatives   available   to   African   Americans   for   combating   the   backlash  

2   Patterson   disputes   the   productivity   of   this   term   (9).   Yet,   my   use   of   the   term   refrains   from  
separating   the   post-civil   rights   era   from   the   civil   rights   movement,   which   Patterson   admonishes  
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they   encounter.   This   approach   dispels   the   “Great   Man   Leadership''   idea   by   highlighting   how   black  

workers   at   the   lower   rung   of   the   corporate   ladder   and   gay   black   men   act   as   leaders   who   ironically  

liberate   the   quintessential   heteronormative   “Great   Man.”   Ultimately,   this   paper   uses   Patterson’s  

framework   to   analyze   how   marginalized   groups   suffer   from   and   survive   exodus   politics   when   it  

applies   to   the   companies   they   work   for   and   the   communities   they   live   in.  

This   paper   understands   the   Regents   of   the   Univ.   of   Cal.   v.   Bakke   (1978)   court   case   as   a  3

backlash   against   Affirmative   Action.   President   Kennedy   initially   coined   the   term   while   issuing  

executive   orders   during   the   1960s.   Even   so,   some   trace   Affirmative   Action   programs   to   the  4 5

Reconstruction   era   and   read   the   Freedmen’s   Bureau   Act   of   1866   as   a   form   of   Affirmative   Action.  

Nevertheless,   the   case   resulted   in   the   removal   of   designated   spaces   for   African   Americans   in  

college   admissions   as   Susan   Welch   and   John   Gruhl   recapitulate   in    Affirmative   Action   and   Minority  

Enrollments   in   Medical   and   Law   Schools :   “After   the   infighting,   the   brief   asserted   that   "rigid  

quotas"   are   exclusionary   and   therefore   unconstitutional,   whereas   "flexible   affirmative   action  

programs   using   goals"   are   acceptable”   (21).   This   ruling   moved   the   United   States   from   racial   equity  

to   racial   equality   because   the   focus   moved   to   providing   opportunities   rather   than   ensuring   results.  

President   Lyndon   B.   John   restates   my   point   eloquently:   “You   do   not   take   a   person   who,   for   years,  

has   been   hobbled   by   chains   and   liberate   him,   bring   him   up   to   the   starting   line   of   a   race   and   then  

say,   'You   are   free   to   compete   with   all   the   others,'   and   still   justly   believe   that   you   have   been   fair”  

(13).   The   ensuing   decade   illustrates   the   damage   of   this   transition   on   African   Americans.  

3   Referred   to   as   “Bakke   v.   California”   for   the   rest   of   the   chapter  
4   See    Affirmative   Action   and   Minority   Enrollments   in   Medical   and   Law   Schools    (12)  
5   See   “The   Rise   and   Fall   of   Affirmative   Action”   James   John   (349-369)  
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Scholar   Ibram   Kendi   uses   Bakke   v.   California   to   highlight   how   standardized   testing  

“reinforces   the   racial   disparities   in   admissions   in   the   first   place”   (28)   in   his   essay,   “Postracial  

Ideology.”   Furthering   Kendi’s   critique   of   the   case,   this   paper   argues   that   Bakke   v.   California   served  

as   a   red   herring   that   distracted   people   from   the   dismantling   of   civil   rights   legislation:  

A   series   of   Reagan   appointees   to   key   civil   rights   positions   in   the   government,   including   the  
head   of   the   Civil   Rights   Division   in   the   Justice   Department,   head   of   the   Civil   Rights  
Commission,   and   chair   of   the   Equal   Employment   Opportunity   Commission,   publicly  
criticized   affirmative   action.   The   administration,   in   fact,   urged   local   governments   to   revoke  
or   weaken   their   programs,   encouraged   individuals   to   file   lawsuits   against   the   programs,   and  
sent   its   lawyers   to   court   to   argue   against   the   programs.   (Welch   and   Gruhl   30).  
 

While   news   media   occupied   the   public   with   semantics,   the   Reagan   and   Bush   administrations  6

stripped   power   from   civil   rights   legislation   and   moved   African   Americans   further   from  

“meaningful   equality.”   The   impact   of   the   1978   decision   stretched   into   the   2000s:   “Four   years   after  7

Regents   v.   Bakke,   white   students   were   two   and   a   half   times   more   likely   than   black   students   to  

enroll   in   highly   selective   colleges   and   universities.   By   2004,   that   racial   disparity   had   doubled”  

(Kendi   29).   Despite   these   awful   occurrences,   African   American   authors   continued   to   write.   This  

paper   posits   that    Company   Man    illustrates   ways   African   Americans   might   OverWrite   decisions   like  

Bakke   v.   California.   Even   though   Wade’s   novel   centers   the   corporate   world   rather   than   college  

admissions,   his   work   remains   relevant.   Consider   how   Affirmative   Action   court   cases   moved   from  

graduate   and   undergraduate   admissions   to   employment   in   the   decade   after   Bakke.   Accordingly,  8

Wade’s   novel   illuminates   the   dangers   of   what   Critical   Race   Scholar   and   Legal   Theorist   Derrick  

6   Welch   and   Gruhl   explain   how   word   choice   like   “quota”   vs.   “goal”   drastically   alters   public  
opinion   on   Affirmative   Action   (32)  
7   See   “Postracial   Ideology”   (29)  
8   Welch   and   Gruhl   discuss   this   during   their   summary   of   the   United   Steelworkers   v.   Weber   court  
case   (32)  
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Bell   would   call   “litigation   without   representation.”   Moreover,   Wade   engages   with   the   supreme  

court   ruling   that   a   history   of   discrimination   serves   as   a   criteria   for   permissible   Affirmative   Action  

programs.   Through   the   experiences   of   Bill,   Wade   shows   that   direct   participation   in   injustice   is   not  9

the   only   evidence   of   contribution   towards   injustice.   Consider   the   following   exchange   between  

Haviland   and   Bill   in    Company   Man :   “‘Do   you   really   believe   Len   Townes   is   a   racist?   Come   on.   He  

can   be   a   little   full   of   himself   at   times   but   I   don’t   think   that   makes   him   a   grand   dragon   either.’   ‘He  

wouldn’t   have   to   be   a   grand   dragon   to   be   a   racist’”   (212).   This   scene   reveals   the   subtlety   of   Wade’s  

novel   to   OverWrite   both   the   Bakke   v.   California   court   case   and   the   behaviors   and   beliefs   that   the  

case   produces.   The   situation   in   the   novel   connects   to   the   court   case   because   the   case   claims   that   a  

history   of   racism   is   needed   for   the   program,   which   implies   that   the   most   virulent   forms   of   racism  

are   the   only   verified   forms   of   racism.   But,   Wade’s   novel   counters   this   view   through   the  

aforementioned   quotation.   It   implies   that   covert   forms   of   racism   are   just   as   pernicious.   Rather   than  

speaking   directly   to   the   court   case,   Wade   speaks   more   to   the   attitude   that   the   court   case   perpetuates  

about   hard   and   soft   racism.   He   successfully   uses   literature   to   correct   the   misconception   propagated  

by   a   legal   case.   Wade   crafts   his   novel   with   the   intention   of   undermining   backlash   politics   and  

underscoring   how   African   Americans   can   OverWrite   their   circumstances.   This   section   reads   the  

black   corporate   struggle   as   an   analogue   for   the   struggle   to   uphold   the   racial   quotas   of   Affirmative  

Action,   which   links   the   socio-economic   to   the   close   readings.  

 

 

9   See    Affirmative   Action   and   Minority   Enrollments   in   Medical   and   Law   Schools    (33)  
 

12  



 

SECTION   I:   FLIER  

Bill’s   abandoned   blackness   engenders   and   elongates   his   impotence.   Initially,   Bill   discusses  

his   meteoric   rise   at   Varitech   from   a   lowly   speech-writer   to   the   Director   of   Marketing  

Communications.   The   catalyst   of   this   rise   stems   from   Bill   sharing   his   slogan,   “Building   the  

Future’s   Foundation,   Today,”   with   the   company   president,   John   Haviland.   Bill’s   suggestion  

becomes   the   corporate   slogan   and   in   exchange,   Bill   acquires   Haviland’s   patronage   (13).   The   literal  

action   of   Bill   “giving   his   words'”   to   Haviland   doubles   as   Bill   also   figuratively   “giving   his   word”   to  

Haviland,   which   is   an   idiom   people   use   to   assure   others   of   their   trustworthiness.   Moreover,  

Haviland   receives   more   than   Bill’s   idea   and   his   trust,   he   also   receives   Bill’s   loyalty:   “He   also   knew  

that   my   loyalty   was   perhaps   more   assured   than   most,   since   his   offer   was   the   only   one   I   was   likely  

to   receive.   He   knew   I   had   no   real   options….   When   he   offered   me   a   position   in   his   organization   as  

his   executive   assistant   I   accepted   instantly.   He   told   me   that   he   had   bigger   things   in   mind   for   me…  

Even   if   I   hadn’t   believed   him,   what   was   there   to   lose?”   (15).   In   other   words,   Haviland   takes  

advantage   of   Bill’s   loss   of   identity.   His   promotion   grants   him   access   to   “a   great   salary,   the  

patronage   of   the   company   president…   a   handsome   old   house,   and   a   cardinal   red   XJ6”   (17),   which  

serve   as   the   mythicized   components   of   a   great   life.   Unfortunately,   Bill’s   desire   to   not   miss   out  

comes   at   the   expense   of   his   community:   “Of   course,   the   more   power   the   patron   grants,   the   greater  

the   loyalty   demanded.   It’s   the   foundation   of   the   old   boy   system.   To   understand   this   is   to   understand  

why   the   top   jobs   at   Varitech   (and   probably   a   lot   of   American   companies)   seem   historically   peopled  

by   men   strikingly   similar   to   one   another.   Executives   are   most   likely   to   trust   what   they’re   familiar  

with”   (14).   Bill   is   the   first   African   American   to   serve   on   Haviland’s   staff.   His   race   makes   him   
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unfamiliar,   which   is   why   Bill   chooses   to   assimilate   despite   the   fact   that   his   decision   reflexively  

alienates   him   from   the   black   community.   Bill’s   seemingly   innocuous   rhetorical   question,   “what   was  

there   to   lose?”   foreshadows   his   rapid   fall   that   the   next   two   hundred   pages   detail.   Thus,   the   first  

thing   he   loses   is   his   grip.  

The   second   thing   he   loses   is   his   ability   to   perform   in   the   bedroom   (36),   which   frustrates   his  

wife,   Paula,   and   places   a   strain   on   his   marriage.   It   is   not   a   coincidence   that   the   mentioning   of   his  

impotence   occurs   on   the   same   page   that   he   mentions   the   flier.   Bill   states:   “I   was   sitting   downstairs  

in   the   TV   room,   dividing   my   attention   between   a   rebroadcast   of   Spartacus   and   a   fuzzy  

photocopied   flier   that   had   inexplicably   appeared   in   my   desk   earlier   that   day.   It   read   only   CPT   SEE  

QUARTER   TILL,   hand-scrawled   in   runny   unsymmetrical   letters.   I   remember   thinking,   Umph,  

there’s   something   familiar   here”   (37).   Both   CPT   and   QUARTER   TILL   are   esoteric   terms   used   and  

understood   by   the   black   factory   workers   at   Varitech,   which   I   unpack   later   in   this   chapter.  

Therefore,   Bill’s   struggle   to   interpret   the   message   indicates   his   distance   from   that   community.  

Unlike   Bill’s   original   lack   of   direction,   which   entices   him   to   accept   his   promotion.   His   new  

position   causes   him   to   experience   a   loss   of   identity   that   stems   from   a   feeling   of   isolation   from   his  

wife   and   the   black   community   at   work.   His   meeting   with   a   urologist   corroborates   this   new   loss   of  

identity   because   Dr.   Change   raises   the   possibility   that   Bill’s   impotence   has   a   psychological   or  

emotional   origin   (67).   Bill’s   acceptance   of   Haviland’s   job   offer   comes   at   the   expense   of   his   loyalty  

to   the   black   community.   Both   his   impotence   and   incomprehension   illustrate   a   physical   and   mental  

rejection   from   participating   in   the   community.  

Interestingly,   the   flier   cures   Bill   of   his   loss   of   identity   because   it   challenges   him   to   unearth   
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the   ties   to   the   black   community   that   he   buries.   The   ubiquity   of   the   fliers   accomplishes   this.   Bill  

encounters   the   fliers   incessantly.   They   emerge   in   his   home   (36),   on   his   desk   at   work   (51),   the  

breast   pocket   of   his   coat   (79),   and   even   the   executive   conference   room   (118).   Clearly,   the   flier   is  

inescapable,   but   that’s   a   product   of   its   production.   Fliers   are   ephemeral   publications   mass   produced  

and   disseminated   to   inform   people   of   either   upcoming   events   or   recent   events.   Fliers   take   on   a  

slightly   different   role   in   Company   Man.   Eventually,   Bill   confronts   Carl   Rice,   another   African  

American   working   at   Varietch   who   is   tolerated   rather   than   liked   (103),   and   Carl   explains   the  

function   of   the   flier.   Carl   states:   “The   fliers…   are   a   good   way   to   let   everyone   know   when   we’re  

meeting.   See,   we   can’t   be   too   open   about   announcing   meeting   times   and   places,   because   that   will  

tip   the   hat.   So   what   we   do   is   post   the   fliers   when   we’re   going   to   meet.   That   way   everyone   knows  

we’re   going   to   meet,   but   not   when   or   where”   (107).   Carl’s   use   of   the   flier   subverts   its   intended  

function.   The   goal   of   a   flier   is   to   disseminate   information   as   widely   and   expeditiously   as   possible.  

Therefore,   the   most   essential   information   should   embolden   the   flier.   But   Carl   rejects   this   logic.   He  

not   only   uses   a   hyper-visible   publication   to   share   a   secret   through   cultural   codes,   but   he   purposely  

avoids   announcing   the   logistics   of   his   meeting.   The   ubiquity   of   the   flier   as   a   publication   renders   it   a  

textual   object   that   hides   in   plain   sight.   Carl   relies   on   and   takes   advantage   of   the   obliviousness   and  

cultural   ignorance   of   his   white   co-workers   to   privately   galvanize   the   black   workers   at   Varitech   in  

public.   

This,   of   course,   highlights   just   how   distant   Bill   has   become   from   the   black   community  

because   he   also   struggles   to   decipher   the   coded   flier.   His   discussion   with   Carl   does   jolt   his  

memory,   however,   which   allows   Bill   to   finally   comprehend   the   flier.   Bill   recalls   a   Sunday   with   his   
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grandmother   at   church   and   his   mother   waking   him   up   for   school,   which   reminds   him   that   CPT  

stands   for   “colored   people   time.”   Bill   states:   “When   the   voices   toggled   off,   I   was   aware   of   just  

what   I   had   forgotten.   How   many   years   had   I   not   known?   I   couldn’t   decide.   It   was   such   a   requisite  

thing,   a   little   cultural   joke   among   ourselves.   I   stood   there   wondering   when   it   was   that   I   had   stopped  

remembering”   (105).   Here,   “requisite”   serves   as   the   optimal   word.   Merriam-Webster   dictionary  

defines   requisite   as   “needed   for   a   particular   purpose.”   CPT   serves   as   light-hearted   humor   about   the  

black   experience,   an   experience   Bill   abandons   and   is   no   longer   privy   to   when   he   assimilates.  

While   CPT   pertains   to   a   larger   macro-cultural   community,   QUARTER   TILL   refers   to   the  

micro-community   of   black   workers   at   Varitech.   Carl   explains   that   he   needed   someone   people   could  

go   to   for   specific   times   and   places.   This   “someone”   became   a   machinist   named   Earl   Gaines:   “I  

wanted   to   use   a   code   name   or   something   for   Earl,   so   no   one   reading   the   fliers   will   know   who   he   is.  

At   one   of   the   early   meetings,   Everett   says   why   don’t   we   use   Earl’s   nickname,   Quarter   Till.   They  

all   thought   it   was   funny.   There   was   nothing   I   could   do”   (107).   When   Bill   asks   for   the   meaning  

behind   that   nickname,   Carl   replies:   “They   call   him   that   because   they   say   he’s   blacker   than   quarter  

to   midnight--get   it?”   (107).   Once   again,   a   frivolous   inside-joke   plays   an   integral   role   in   the  

assembling   of   a   code   meant   to   unify   and   politicize   black   workers   to   strike.   Haviland   plans   to  

outsource   jobs   at   Varitech   to   Mexico,   and   he   also   reaches   an   agreement   with   the   union.   As   Carl  

explains,   the   agreement   was   a   seniority   scam   that   left   black   workers   “high   and   dry.”   Bill’s  

newfound   knowledge   of   the   impending   strike   and   literacy   of   the   flier   begins   to   counter   his   loss   of  

identity.   The   flier   serves   as   an   extension   of   the   black   community   broadly   and   at   Varitech.   It   forces  

Bill   to   confront   his   blackness,   vivifies   memories   of   his   cultural   past,   and   connects   him   to   the   crisis   
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of   the   black   machinist.   The   lessons   Bill   ascertains   as   a   result   of   his   interaction   with   the   textual  

objects   is   an   example   of   OverWriting   the   law,   which   helps   African   Americans   combat   laws,   like  

Bakke   v.   California,   that   stymie   the   magnitude   of   affirmative   action.   An   acquaintance   with   cultural  

codes   allows   beneficiaries   of   Affirmative   Action   to   reconnect   with   the   larger   racial   community   and  

contest   beliefs   like   the   “Great   Man”   theory   that   enable   tokenism   and   satisfaction   with   only   one  

African   American   in   an   organization.  

In   his   essay,   “Encoding   and   Decoding   in   the   Television   Discourse,”   cultural   theorist   Stuart  

Hall   argues:   “in   societies   like   ours,   communication   between   the   production   elites   in   broadcasting  

and   their   audiences   is   necessarily   a   form   of   ‘systematically   distorted   communication’”   (2).   In   other  

words,   Hall   believes   messages   transmitted   through   television   are   not   transparent,   but   obfuscated  

Therefore,   television   is   a   discourse,   not   simply   a   behavioral   event   (5).   Many   of   Hall’s   insights  

about   the   encoding   and   decoding   of   television   messages   are   germane   to   an   understanding   of   fliers  

in   Company   Man.   Hall’s   essay   introduces   the   term   “hegemonic   viewpoint,”   which   he   defines:  

“The   definition   of   a   “hegemonic”   viewpoint   is   (a)   that   it   defines   within   its   terms   the   mental  

horizon,   the   universe   of   possible   meanings   of   a   whole   society   or   culture;   and   (b)   that   it   carries  

-with   it   the   stamp   of   legitimacy   -   it   appears   coterminous   with   what   is   “natural,”   “inevitable,”   “taken  

for   granted”about   the   social   order”   (17).   Bill’s   hegemonic   viewpoint   is   what   obscures   his   ability   to  

understand   the   flier,   however,   the   deciphering   of   the   cultural   codes   not   only   gives   Bill   insight,   but   a  

new   sight.   Hall   states   that   an   alternative   to   the   hegemonic   view   is   the   negotiated   position   that:  

“operate   through   what   we   might   call   particular   or   situated   logics   and   these   logics   arise   from   the  

differential   position   of   those   who   occupy   this   position   in   the   spectrum,   and   from   their   differential   
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and   unequal   relation   to   power”   (18).   An   understanding   of   the   flier’s   cultural   codes   causes   Bill   to  

recognize   his   differential   and   unequal   relation   to   power   as   a   black   man   at   Varitech   for   the   first   time  

since   joining   Haviland’s   staff.   The   scene   where   Haviland   pulls   out   one   of   Carl’s   fliers   during   a  

meeting   and   then   pulls   Bill   aside   to   speak   privately   about   it   encapsulates   Bill’s   re-awakened  

recognition   perfectly.   Haviland   claims   that   he   caught   a   young   black   guy   taping   a   flier   to   the   wall,  

who   then   fled   after   noticing   him.   After   detailing   the   story,   Haviland   says:   “Let   me   be   blunt,   Bill;  

the   guy   I   saw   was   black.   So   I   have   to   believe   what’s   going   on   involves   blacks.   I’d   like   you   to   ask  

around,   see   what   you   can   find   out….   There   are   some   potential   loose   cannons   on   deck   and   the   last  

thing   I   want   is   a   rumor   spreading   that   I’m   snooping   around   on   the   black   workers   in   this   company”  

(123).   The   irony   of   this   scene   being   that   snooping   is   exactly   what   Haviland   is   doing   through   Bill  

by   proxy.   Haviland’s   request   places   Bill   in   a   precarious   position.   The   expectation   is   that   he   is  

abreast   of   what   black   workers   are   doing   because   he   is   black.   But,   the   expectation   is   also   that   he  

will   infiltrate   and   quell   any   dissonance   by   black   workers   because   of   his   allegiance   to   Haviland.  

This   conflict   of   interest   between   community   and   company   pulls   Bill   in   two   different   directions  

precisely   because   he   ceases   to   decode   through   the   hegemonic   viewpoint.   Thus,   Company   Man  

builds   on   Hall’s   scholarship   by   illustrating   how   cultural   codes   disrupt   the   hegemonic   viewpoint   and  

enable   the   negotiated   position.   Whereas   Hall   identifies   an   issue--the   systematically   distorted  

communication--Wade   proposes   a   viable   solution   through   the   coded   flier   in   his   novel.  
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Ultimately,   the   flier   remedies   Bill’s   alienation   and   re-integrates   him   into   a   community   that  

desperately   needs   his   assistance.   After   Bill   informs   Haviland   of   the   impending   strike   (178),   he  

opens   the   next   chapter   with   the   following   self-aware   remarks:  

You   must   understand   that   I   had   spent   my   entire   career   avoiding   situations   where   my   race  
would   put   me   at   odds   with   my   race,   or   my   employer.   And   to   a   degree   I   had   achieved   that.  
The   result   was,   however,   that   I   had   no   real   credibility   as   a   black   person   at   Varitech.   I   was  
not   known   by   them,   I   had   not   associated   with   them,   I   had   never   gone   out   of   my   way   to  
cultivate   an   awareness   of   myself   as   a   black   person.   (180)  

 
But,   I   would   argue   that   Bill’s   final   actions   in   the   novel   do   cultivate   this   awareness.   First,   he   signs  

Carl’s   petition   (207),   which   places   his   name   beside   the   many   other   black   machinists   at   Varitech.  

Second,   Bill   gets   Carl   a   seat   at   the   table:   “You   wanted   to   see   Haviland,   so   we’re   going   to   see  

Haviland.   I   can   get   you   that,   but   you’re   on   your   own   afterwards”   (208).   This   serves   as   one   of   the  

most   powerful   moments   in   the   novel   because   it   indicates   a   change   in   Bill   where   he   no   longer  

accepts   being   the   only   black   man   in   the   room,   but   uses   his   position   of   power   to   help   others   access  

privileged   spaces   and   amplify   their   voices.   It   is   worth   noting   that   the   petition   enters   the   room   with  

Carl   and   Bill,   which   symbolically   places   all   of   the   black   workers   at   Varitech   into   Haviland’s   office.  

After   these   events,   Bill   no   longer   has   a   loss   of   identity   because   he   is   an   accepted   and   respected  

member   of   the   black   community.   Additionally,   Bill   returns   home   to   his   wife   after   the   meeting   and  

realizes   that   his   impotence   is   no   more   (215).   
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SECTION   II:   DIARY  

Wade’s   novel   takes   a   journalistic   form   where   Bill   tells   the   events   of   the   story   to   his   friend  

Paul,   who   has   separated   from   the   black   community   because   of   his   homosexuality.   Interestingly,  

Bill   composes   the   journal   to   respond   to   all   of   Paul’s   letters:   “I   actually   got   around   to   your   letters  

this   past   week….   But   I’ve   read   every   last   one   of   them   now   and   I   hope   that   in   creating   this   journal   I  

answer   all   your   questions”   (1).   For   this   reason,   Bill’s   journal   operates   as   a   collection   of   different  

letters,   which   is   why   this   paper   reads   his   journal   as   a   diary.   Wade   also   comments   on   the   form   of   his  

novel   in   an   interview   with   Leak:   “Yeah,   always   did.   I   like   the   form.   It's   not   used   much-by   men   at  

least.   I   wanted   the   novel   to   seem   intimate   and   personal.   There   are   certain   limitations   in   telling   a  

story   in   the   first   person.   But   for   this   story,   which   is,   I   think,   intensely   personal-not   that   they   all  

aren't-I   think   it   was   important   to   understand   how   the   character   was   thinking   himself   and   to   shut   out  

how   some   of   the   other   people   were   feeling”   (432).   Here,   Wade   acknowledges   the   infrequent   use   of  

this   particular   form   among   men.   Building   on   this,   the   diary   form   challenges   masculines   forms   of  

writing,   which   helps   Bill   organize   a   more   inclusive   black   community.   Recall   that   his   friend   Paul  

uses   letters--another   intimate   form--to   both   communicate   with   Bill   in   the   hospital   and   to   announce  

his   sexuality:  

Something   else   I’ve   wanted   to   ask   you   for   some   time   now:   why   did   you   write   those   letters  
to   everyone,   announcing   it,   for   God’s   sake,   as   if   it   were   a   wedding?   Was   it   some   grand  
way   to   get   back   at   me   for   rejecting   you   after   you   had   confided   in   me,   or   were   you   just  
making   sure   there   wouldn’t   be   a   way   back   home?   You   had   the   collective   pride   of   five  
hundred   or   so   countrified   descendants   of   slaves   looking   to   you   as   if   you   were   a   promise  
from   God.   Those   letters   you   sent   were   read   deeper   than   you   imagine.   (11)  
 

The   series   of   questions   that   Bill   asks   illustrates   the   potency   of   this   form.   It   demands   personal  

interaction.   Letters   are   written   to   be   responded   to.   They   facilitate   conversation.   Understood   from   
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this   perspective,   Bill   incorrectly   portrays   Paul’s   letters   as   an   announcement.   In   actuality,   Paul  

initiates   a   conversation   and   Bill’s   diary   demonstrates   his   contribution   to   this   discourse.   At   one  

point,   Donna   asks   Bill   why   he   writes   the   diary,   and   Bill   responds   with   a   shrug   (60).   But   rather   than  

displaying   Bill’s   indifference,   this   scene   illustrates   the   pull   of   Paul’s   literary   form.   The   diary   form  

gives   Bill   an   alternative   mode   of   expression.   While   a   journal   focuses   heavily   on   a   dispassionate  

recording   of   events,   diaries   have   pages   painted   with   passion   and   pathos.  

The   diary   form   also   provides   alternatives   to   African   American   leadership   that   do   not   favor  

charisma.   Edwards   claims:   “Charisma   and   the   Fictions   of   Black   Leadership   is   meant   to   reorient   the  

study   of   twentieth-century   black   politics   and   black   literature   by   reading   African   American   narrative  

since   World   War   I   as   a   stage   where   artists,   authors,   cultural   critics,   and   at   times   leaders   themselves  

call   into   question   the   myth—   or   fiction   —that   charismatic   leadership   is   a   necessary   precondition   for  

social   change,   political   access,   and   historical   progress”   (xviii).   Social   change   in    Company   Man  

requires   the   reintegration   of   Paul   into   the   black   community;   however,   oration   is   not   an   option   for  

Bill.   The   gunshot   wound   damages   his   speech,   which   is   why   he   turns   to   writing:   “I   wrote   a  

question   down   for   her   (Paula).   I   thought   communicating   through   notes   would   be   easier   on   her  

trying   to   interpret   my   speech”   (132).   Charisma   is   no   longer   an   option   for   Bill.   Even   more,   Bill  

shoots   himself,   which   symbolizes   the   self-destructive   results   of   heteronormative   black   male  

leadership.   Ironically,   black   male   leadership   serves   as   the   major   impetus   behind   Bill’s   turn   to  

writing.   Bill   turns   to   writing   because   it   works   as   the   optimal   way   for   him   to   communicate   his  

thoughts.   Edwards   rightfully   asserts   that   these   post-WWI   novels   question   the   myth   of   charismatic  

leadership.   Indubitably,   charisma   leans   on   the   ability   to   perform   a   grand   speech.   Jeremiah   Wilson   
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lists   the   various   forms   of   black   messianism   in   his   book,    Black   Messiahs   and   Uncle   Toms:   Social  

and   Literary   Manipulations   of   a   Religious   Myth .   Wilson   defines   black   messianism   as   a   myth   that  

“reconciles   the   sense   of   separateness   that   black   people   feel   and   their   fundamental   belief   that   they  

are   truly   American.   It   is   the   point   at   which   their   black   nationalism   and   their   American   nationalism  

overlap”   (xii).   Not   coincidentally,   the   black   messiahs   and   forms   of   black   messianism   he   details   like  

Booker   T.   Washington   (68),   Jazz   lyrics   (119),   and   spiritual   leaders   (163)   all   rely   on   oratory   talents  

to   galvanize   the   masses   and   promulgate   their   messages.   Yet,   Wade’s   novel   demonstrates   how   a  

non-masculine   form   of   writing   enacts   the   same   social   change   that   charisma   attempts   to   monopolize.  

As   Patterson   writes,   the   literature   “disrupts   this   tendency   to   deify   black   male   leadership”   (4).  

Moreover,   the   literature   implements   unorthodox   literary   forms   to   expand   what   we   consider   “black  

male   leadership”   and   to   question   what   we   claim   is   unique   to   “black   male   leadership.”  

The   diary   form   also   rectifies   the   divide   that   black   characters   suffer   from   in   Wade’s   novel.  

After   Bill’s   encounter   with   the   garbage   men,   he   states:   “It’s   where   you   end   up   when   you   divide  

yourself,   and   it’s   haunted   by   the   ghost   of   that   other,   the   invisible   man   I   kept   interred   in   the   ivory  

shell”   (205).   Obviously,   Wade’s   direct   allusion   to   Ellison’s    Invisible   Man    gives   these   lines  

significance,   but   Wade’s   use   of   the   word   “division”   deserves   attention   as   well.   The   divide   Bill  

faces   from   his   connection   to   the   black   community   and   his   desire   to   work   in   Varitech   as   a   raceless  

man   mirrors   the   tension   that   Paul   faces   between   his   connection   to   the   black   community   and   living  

as   a   gay   man.   In   other   words,   both   Paul   and   Bill   are   fractured   characters   that   heal   through   their  

intimate   writing.   An   analysis   of   characters   who   do   not   utilize   these   intimate   forms   help   clarify   this  

argument.   Consider   ex-Civil   Rights   leader,   Nathaniel   Bond,   also   known   as   Paula’s   father.   Bill   
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provides   an   intriguing   description   of   his   experience   in   Nathaniel’s   library:   “The   house,   the   stories  

of   hardship   and   success,   the   need   for   a   particular   level   of   respect,   the   political   clout,   his   library   of  

orphaned   history--it   was   all   a   testament   to   cultural   estrangement”   (27).   Bill’s   claim   that   Nathaniel  

was   culturally   estranged   indicates   that   he   too   suffers   from   this   division.   But,   unlike   Bill   and   Paul  

who   find   wholeness,   Nathaniel   remains   fractured   because   he   confides   in   his   black   half   and  

alienates   his   other   half.   The   esoteric   African   knowledge   ranging   from   the   walls   of   Great  

Zimbabwe   to   the   dark-skinned   Cushite   Pharaohs   of   Nubia   (25)   demonstrate   this.   Even   Bill’s  

rejection   of   writing   reveals   the   importance   of   his   diary.   Two   examples   from   this   novel   are   key.  

First,   Bill   recalls   telling   Paula   that   he   abandoned   his   notion   to   become   a   novelist   (33).   Second,   Carl  

castigates   Billy   for   not   participating   in   a   letter   the   black   professionals   were   writing   to   Haviland  

about   the   company’s   lack   of   promotion   for   black   workers,   which   Billy   retorts:   “That’s   because  

there   was   no   strength   in   writing   that   letter.   How   can   you   work   in   a   corporation   as   long   as   you   have  

and   not   understand   that?”   (109).   Here,   the   act   of   writing   this   letter   serves   to   unite   Billy   with   the  

black   community   at   Varitech.   Unfortunately,   Billy’s   refusal   to   write   only   exacerbates   his   division.  

The   diary   as   a   textual   object   helps   Billy   heal   as   a   divided   subject   and   racial   pariah.   In   this   case,   the  

diary   helps   him   OverWrite   the   social   codes   backlash   politics   perpetuate.  

In   conjunction   with   the   diary   as   a   literary   form,   the   style   of   writing   within   the   diary  

contributes   to   reintegrating   Paul   into   the   community   and   effecting   social   change.   The   bulk   of  

Company   Man    is   written   in   second   person.   Moreover,   this   narrative   choice   is   significant   because   it  

promotes   inclusion.   The   second   person   voice   incorporates   any   reader   into   the   narrative   without  

discrimination.   Consider   an   early   moment   in   the   novel   when   Bill   begins   to   remember   Paul:   “You   
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were   so   short   no   one   thought   you   would   grow,   But   you   got   in   all   of   your   growing   at   once   and   by  

high   school   you   were   the   tallest   among   us.   Then   we   called   you   Zip,   because   you   made   it   to   the  

state   track   meet   every   year   in   the   220”   (8).   This   moment   illustrates   the   inclusiveness   of   the   second  

person.   Although   Bill   serves   as   the   narrative   voice,   his   subject   matter   revolves   around   Paul.   Even  

more,   Bill’s   language   places   Paul   amongst   a   group   of   others.   Consider   inclusive   pronouns   like  

“we”   and   “us”   that   indicate   Bill   and   Paul   as   members   of   a   larger   group.   Aside   from   structure,   the  

substance   of   the   quotation   suggests   inclusiveness.   Bill   reminisces   about   Paul’s   nickname.  

Understand   that   a   unique   feature   of   nicknames   is   the   need   for   them   to   be   appointed.   People   do   not  

give   themselves   nicknames.   Instead,   nicknames   come   from   others,   which   means   that   to   receive   a  

nickname,   one   must   be   a   member   of   some   group   or   community.   Thus,   the   combination   of   the  

second   person   and   this   memory   of   Paul’s   nickname   combine   to   pull   Paul   into   the   narrative   and   the  

black   community   through   Bill’s   memory   of   his   cultural   past.  

Furthermore,   Bill   ends   several   of   his   chapters   with   direct   addresses   to   Paul:   “Don’t   worry,  

though,   I   haven’t   forgotten   your   questions.   I’ll   try   to   write   a   little   more   tomorrow   evening”   (5)   and  

“It   looks   like   I   won’t   have   an   opportunity   to   write   more   until   tomorrow.   Of   course   for   you,   that’s  

only   the   turn   of   a   page”   (89).   These   quotations   end   chapters   1   and   8,   respectively.   Both   of   them  

work   to   quell   any   concern   that   Paul   may   have.   The   first   quotation   informs   Paul   that   Bill   will  

address   his   questions.   The   second   quotation   informs   Paul   that   he   will   not   abandon   him   in   the  

middle   of   the   narrative--all   will   be   revealed.   Again,   these   direct   addresses   include   Paul   in   the  

narrative   as   an   active   participant   whose   attention   the   narrator   cherishes.  
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The   use   of   inclusive   pronouns   also   demonstrates   the   inclusiveness   of   Bill’s   writing   style.   

Particularly,   Wade   italicizes   the   word   “us”   numerous   times   throughout   his   novel.   In   each   of   these  

cases,   the   word   “us”   refers   to   black   people   as   a   collective:   “He   [Reporter]   said   he   was   a   freelance  

writer   working   on   a   story   about   corporate   life   and   how   it   affects    us ”   (2),   “It’s   my   belief   that   he  

[Len]   wasn’t   too   fond   of   me   either,   or   Carl   Rice,   or   Curt   Reed,   or   Selma   King,   or   any   of    us    in  

management   for   that   matter”   (55),   “None   of    us    would   ever   get   that   kind   of   break.   They’ll  

scrutinize   your   every   credential   and   still   pass   you   over!”   (110).   Each   of   these   moments   underscores  

a   shared   fate   that   African   Americans   have   in   the   corporate   world.   Furthermore,   the   “us”   relates   to  

African   Americans   outside   of   the   corporate   world   too.   The   italics   indicate   that   African   Americans  

are   a   monolith   in   the   corporate   world;   therefore,   the   actions   that   current   black   workers   take   directly  

impact   the   treatment   of   future   black   workers.   Thus,   Wade   emphasizes   these   inclusive   pronouns   to  

argue   that   all   black   people   must   work   together.   This   includes   racial   pariahs   like   Bill   and   Paul.   I  

read   the   italicized   inclusive   pronouns   as   a   syntactical   call   to   action   that   encourages   the   black  

community   to   become   more   inclusive.   Furthermore,   Wade   ends   his   novel   with   a   rhetorical  

question,   which   epitomizes   the   inclusiveness   of   the   second   person.   For   example:   “Does   that   sound  

like   something   you   would   be   interested   in?”   (219).   Here,   Bill   asks   if   Paul   would   have   any   interest  

in   a   trip   to   several   exotic   locations   and   ancient   ruins.   As   readers,   we   have   no   idea   if   Paul   will  

accept   the   offer,   but   that   is   because   the   power   of   this   moment   is   in   the   extension   of   the   offer.   I   read  

this   moment   as   an   open   hand   from   Bill   welcoming   Paul   back   into   the   black   community.   At   this  

point   in   the   narrative,   Bill   returns   as   a   member   of   the   black   community,   so   his   offer   comes   from   a  

place   of   authority.   The   willingness   of   Bill   to   reach   out   for   Paul   demonstrates   his   willingness   to   
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build   a   more   inclusive   black   community.   Moreover,   his   question   gives   Paul   agency.   Paul   ultimately  

gets   to   decide   if   he   will   accept   the   offer   or   not,   which   empowers   him.   There   is   an   equivalent  

exchange   of   power   in   this   final   moment.   A   friendship   is   an   affirmation   away   from   restoration   and  

the   OverWriting   of   the   social   attitudes   that   fracture   the   black   community   is   an   arms   length   away.  

The   close   readings   show   how   inclusivity   and   a   more   feminine   form   of   writing   help   African  

Americans   OverWrite   the   law,   which   allows   them   to   contest   these   social   attitudes   that   court   cases  

like   Bakke   v.   California   engender.  
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CHAPTER   2:   Open   Sesame!   Textual   Object   or   Key   to   Our   Freedom?  

The   quintessential   conception   of   the   law   as   a   signed   document   fails   to   consider   those   laws  

that   demand   adherence,   but   reject   inscription   in   indelible   ink.   These   unwritten   laws,   defined   legally  

as:    “the   law   based   upon   custom,   usage,   and   judicial   decisions….   distinguished   from   the  

enactments   of   a   legislature,   orders   or   decrees   in   writing”   (USLegal   Dictionary,   1997),   deserve   as  

much   attention   as   written   laws   because   their   effects   setup   hurdles   requiring   African   American   to  

leap   just   as   high   in   hopes   of   clearing   them.   Gloria   Naylor   understood   the   malignant   capacity   of  

unwritten   laws   as   an   African   American   author   writing   during   the   post-civil   rights   era.   One   of   her  

novels   in   particular,    Linden   Hills ,   attempts   the   two-pronged   task   of   both   illustrating   the   unrelenting  

tyranny   of   unwritten   laws   and   offering   methods   of   resistance   against   said   unwritten   laws.   Thus,   in  

Gloria   Naylor’s   novel,    Linden   Hills ,   containment   operates   as   a   motif   that   reflects   unwritten  

laws--specifically   blockbusting   and   redlining--that   help   backlash   against   the   Fair   Housing   Act  

section   of   the   1968   Civil   Rights   Act.   Even   more,   Naylor   uses   Willa’s   presence   in   a   basement   to  

demonstrate   how   textual   objects   work   to   OverRight   or   resist   the   law.  

Six   days   after   the   assissination   of   Dr.   Martin   Luther   King   Jr.,   Congress   passed   the   Fair  

Housing   Act   (FHA),   which   was   a   section   of   the   Civil   Rights   Act   of   1968   that   outlawed   the   sale   or  

rent   of   housing   on   the   grounds   of   race,   color,   religion,   or   national   origin   (Schill   and   Friedman   57).  

Ideally,   the   passing   of   the   FHA   should   have   ushered   in   a   new   era   of   “moving   on   up”   for   African  

Americans,   now   that   discriminatory   housing   practices   that   restricted   African   American   mobility  

faced   legal   sanctions   from   the   federal   government.   Unfortunately,   unjust   practices   prove   more  

onerous   to   overturn   than   unjust   policies;   perhaps   because   discriminatory   practices   survive   
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legislative   opposition   when   they   transform   into   unwritten   laws.   The   persistence   of   two  

discriminatory   practices,   blockbusting,   “the   practice   of   real   estate   agents   aggressively   soliciting   the  

listing   of   owned   units   by   emphasizing   impending   racial   change   in   an   area   and   its   likely   negative  

impact   on   housing   values   (Rohe   and   Stewart   49)   and   redlining,   “banks   refuse   to   underwrite  

mortgage   loans,   or   they   rate   them   as   a   higher   risk,”   substantiate   this   claim.  

The   persistence   of   redlining   and   blockbusting   after   the   passing   of   the   (FHA)   establish   both  

practices   as   backlash   politics;   moreover,   various   scholarship   and   research   document   the   insidious  

insistence   of   this   backlash   and   its   injuriousness.   Katie   Walker   Grimes’   book,    Christ   Divided:  

Antiblackness   as   Corporate   Vice ,   cogently   delineates   the   backlash   politics   that   sapped   power   from  

the   FHA:   

Although   the   Fair   Housing   Act   of   1968   outlawed   discriminatory   practices   like   racial  
steering   and   blockbusting,   segregationist   legislators   had   stripped   it   of   adequate   enforcement  
provisions.   President   Nixon   shut   down   Housing   and   Urban   Development   secretary   George  
Romney’s   plan   to   comply   with   the   law   by   “ordering   HUD   officials   to   reject   applications  
for   water,   sewer,   and   highway   projects   from   cities   and   states   where   local   policies   fostered  
segregated   housing.”   Subsequent   presidents   shared   Nixon’s   affinity   for   funding  
segregation:   over   the   course   of   the   next   forty   years,   the   federal   government   would   withhold  
money   from   communities   who   defied   the   Fair   Housing   Act   on   only   two   occasions.   (76-77)  
 

Here,   Grimes   comments   on   the   ineptitude   of   the   Nixon   administration   (1969-1974)   that   refused   to  

enforce   the   FHA,   which   severely   minimized   the   effectiveness   of   the   legislation.   The   magnitude   of  

this   backlash   unabashedly   reveals   itself   in   the   1980s   because   of   the   work   of   the   Pulitzer   Prize  

winning   report,   “The   Color   of   Money,”   published    by   the   Atlanta   Journal   Constitution.   The   report  

documented   the   persistence   of   these   discriminatory   unwritten   laws   in   the   1980s,   through   a   series   of  

articles   that   focused   on   the   difficulty   of   African   Americans   to   secure   loans   for   housing   despite  

similar   income:   “ Whites   receive   five   times   as   many   home   loans   from   Atlanta's   banks   and   savings   
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and   loans   as   blacks   of   the   same   income   --   and   that   gap   has   been   widening   each   year,   an   Atlanta  

Journal-Constitution   study   of   $6.2   billion   in   lending   shows”   (Dedman   A1).   Accordingly,   the  

discriminatory   practices   that   the   FHA   sought   to   arrest,   audaciously   persisted   and   undermined   the  

legacy   of   the   Civil   Rights   Act   of   1968.  

Even   worse,   these   unwritten   laws   contribute   to   the   confinement   of   African   Americans   in  

underserved   communities,   which   quickly   succumb   to   hyper-segregation:  

Hyper-segregation,   uniquely   inflicted   upon   black   people,   designates   a   condition   in   which  
African   Americans   experience   at   least   four   of   the   following   five   types   of   residential  
segregation:   uneven   distribution   throughout   a   city;   “rarely   sharing   a   neighborhood   with  
whites”;   living   in   an   enclave   of   contiguously   clustered   black   neighborhoods;   enduring  
“concentration   within   a   very   small   area”;   or   experiencing   “spatial   centralization   around   an  
urban   core.”   (Grimes,   80)  
 

Here,   Grimes   describes   the   conditions   that   necessitate   hypersegregation,   but   the   inevitable   heinous  

effects   that   further   deteriorate   these   communities   deserve   additional   attention.   Understand   that  

hypersegregation   births   joblessness,   ghettos,   mass   incarceration,   and   other   social   ills   that   plague  

African   Americans.   Ostensibly,   one   should   comprehend   the   evident   oppressive   consequences   of  

this   containment   catalyzed   by   unwritten   laws.   Transitioning   into   the   connection   between   these  

historical   events   and    Linden   Hills ,   Naylor   takes   this   containment   and   implements   it   as   a   motif   in  

her   novel   with   the   goal   of   illuminating   strategies   of   resistance   that   OverRight   these   unwritten   laws  

and   deliver   justice   to   African   Americans.  

When   imprisoned,   perhaps   the   key   to   freedom   is   not   a   key   at   all.   Textual   objects,   which  

range   from   Bibles   to   cookbooks,   store   the   stories   that   free   the   fettered.   This   “thing-power”   or   “the  

curious   ability   of   inanimate   things   to   animate,   to   act,   to   produce   effects   dramatic   and   subtle”   (6),   as   
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Jane   Bennett   defines   the   term   in   her   book,    Vibrant   Matters ,   yields   liberatory   effects   for   African  

Americans   in   the   world   of   fiction.   Gloria   Naylor’s   novel,    Linden   Hills ,   illustrates   these   effects.    The  

novel   follows   the   journey   of   two   characters,   Willie   and   Lester,   as   they   descend   deeper   into   the  

Linden   Hills   community—reminiscent   of   the   expedition   Dante   and   Virgil   undergo   in    Dante’s  

Inferno— and   encounter   denizens   of   Tupelo   Drive,   whose   experiences   inform   them   that   material  

and   career   success   guarantees   neither   happiness   nor   freedom.    The   topic   of   liberation   plays   a   critical  

role   in   African   American   literary   scholarship.   For   example,   Saidiya   Hartman’s   book,    Scenes   of  

Subjection:   Terror,   Slavery,   and   Self-Making   in   Nineteenth-Century   America,    interrogates   “the  

forms   of   violence   and   domination   enabled   by   the   recognition   of   humanity,   licensed   by   the  

invocation   of   rights,   and   justified   on   the   grounds   of   liberty   and   freedom”   (6).   Ironically,   her  

methodology   involves   archival   work   that   relies   on   textual   objects   like   newspaper   accounts,   literate  

black   autobiographies,   and   plantation   journals   to   accomplish   her   goals:   “I   hope   to   illuminate   the  

practice   of   everyday   life—specifically,   tactics   of   resistance,   modes   of   self-fashioning,   and  

figurations   of   freedom—and   to   investigate   the   construction   of   the   subject   and   social   relations  

contained   within   these   documents”   (11).   Hartman’s   work   is   monumental.   This   paper   simply  

explores   the   liberatory   possibilities   ignored   and   rendered   invisible   when   we   solely   acknowledge  

the   content   of   a   textual   object   and   not   the   relationship   between   the   writing   and   the   object.   What  

role   do   objects   play   in   the   liberatory   project   of   African   Americans?   This   paper   argues   that    Linden  

Hills    illustrates   the   power   of   textual   objects   to   build   intergenerational   communities   and   unveil   the  

unsaid.   Together,   these   outcomes   instill   African   Americans   with   the   liberatory   fervor   to   free  

themselves   from   containment.  
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Linden   Hills    functions   as   a   novel   about   containment.   Throughout   the   novel,   various  

restrictions   confine   and   confound   characters,   who   simply   seek   freedom.   Numerous   characters  

surrender   to   this   paradigm,   but   Willa   Nedeed’s   containment   positions   her   as   the   nexus   of   this   paper.  

Within   the   events   of   the   plot,   the   basement/mortuary   contains   Willa.   Structurally,   however,   the   text  

of   the   novel   itself   contains   her.   The   text   that   details   her   narrative   appears   in   a   noticeably   different  

font   than   the   sections   that   follow   Willie   and   Lester’s   story.   This   difference   structurally   renders  

Willa’s   story   as   not   part   of   the   main   narrative,   but   subsidiary   to   it.   Nevertheless,   Willa’s   interactions  

with   textual   objects--the   Bible,   the   cookbook,   and   the   photo   album--while   confined,   separate   her  

from   the   other   contained   characters   because   these   objects   help   sever   her   chains.   Even   more,   textual  

objects   integrate   her   story   with   the   main   narrative   and   elevate   her   role   from   subsidiary   to   climactic  

while   offering   her   a   path   to   liberation.  

Scholar   Maxine   Montgomery   uses    Linden   Hills    to   analyze   the   domestic   arena   as   a   space   of  

subversion   for   upper-middle-class   mothers   in   her   book,    Fiction   of   Gloria   Naylor:   Houses   and  

Spaces   of   Resistance .   Montgomery’s   analysis   hinges   on   her   argument   that   “the   preeminent   site  

serving   as   a   locus   for   the   historic   quest   for   freedom,   autonomy,   and   selfhood   is   home,   a   nuanced,  

artificial   construct   bound   with   issues   of   nationhood   and   identity”   (xii).   But,   this   paper   contests   that  

idea.   Before   an   assiduous   analysis   of   the   home   transpires,   one   must   grapple   with   the   house.  

Hegemonic   powers   notoriously   infuse   innocuous   structures   with   carceral   power   that   “prisonize”  

these   structures   as   Rashad   Shabazz   brilliantly   claims   in   his   book,    Spatializing   Blackness :   “By  

‘prisonzie’   I   mean   that   techniques   and   technologies   of   prison   punishment—policing,   containment,   
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surveillance,   and   the   establishment   of   territory,   the   creation   of   frontiers—functioned   in   the  

quotidian   space   of   Black   Chicago”   (2).   While   Chicago   serves   as   Shabazz’s   subject   of   analysis,   this  

paper   applies   his   lens   to   read   the   Nedeed   house   in    Linden   Hills    as   a   site   of   imprisonment.   Luther  

Nedeed,   Willa’s   husband/patriarch,   accuses   Willa   of   infidelity   because   of   their   child’s   light  

complexion   and   effectively   transforms   their   house   into   Willa’s   prison.   He   confines   her   to   the  

basement,   speaks   to   her   through   an   intercom,   and   regulates   the   amount   of   food,   water,   and   light  

she   receives   each   day   (69-71).   These   tactics   echo   the   forms   of   carceral   power   Shabazz   lists.   

An   assessment   of   houses   as   structures   of   containment   in    Linden   Hills    offers   the   promise   of  

uncovering   resistance   strategies   that   negate   the   nefarious   effects   of   hegemonic   powers   that   use  

material   structures   to   obstruct   artificial   constructions   of   home.   Luther's   restriction   of   Willa's  

mobility   and   warden-like   control   over   her   basic   necessities   of   life   not   only   result   in   the   death   of  

their   child,   but   stifle   her   imagination:   "A   day   or   an   eternity--it   didn't   matter.   Any   possibility   of  

salvation   lay   withered   in   her   arms"   (71).   Willa's   confinement   in   a   house-turned-prison   limits   her  

thoughts   as   much   as   her   travel.   The   carceral   power   that   operates   in   her   house   flips   faith   in   salvation  

into   an   arduous   task.   The   imagination   needed   to   artificially   construct   a   home   becomes   immobilized  

and   as   dead   as   the   child   in   her   arms.   Although   Montgomery   understands   home   as   an   artificial  

construct,   houses   and   other   material   structures,   when   appropriated   by   oppressive   forces,   threaten,  

thwart,   and   deconstruct   these   artificial   constructions   of   home.   
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Shabazz’s   articulation   of   carceral   power   assists   this   paper’s   understanding   of   the  

containment   that   cloisters   Willa.   This   idea   of   carceral   power   can   be   traced   back   to   the   scholarship  

of   Michel   Foucault’s    Discipline   and   Punishment ;   however,   as   Shabazz   and   other   Critical   Race  

scholars   have   noted,   the   absence   of   a   thorough   engagement   with   race   renders   some   of   his   terms  

raw.   Shabazz’s   reworking   of   carceral   power   is   well   done   because   he   accounts   for   the   anti-black  

racism   that   influences   the   term.   With   that   said,   this   paper   diverges   from   Shabazz’s   work   because   it  

engages   with   black   women   rather   than   black   men.   Shabazz   identifies   his   research   goals:   “I   use   it  

[layered   approach   of   feminist   geography   and   masculinity   studies]   to   demonstrate   that   carceral  

power   and   its   spatial   forms   produced   a   gendered   set   of   consequences   for   black   men   in   Chicago”  

(8).   This   paper   applies   space   and   carceral   power   to   understand   the   containment   that   subjugates   a  

fictional   black   woman.   This   paper   also   reads   Luther   Nedeed   as   a   motif   for   containment,   which  

links   the   socio-economic   aspects   of   this   argument   to   the   close   readings.   Nevertheless,   Shabazz’s  

attentiveness   to   the   pernicious   consequences   of   containment,   specifically   the   impact   on   African  

Americans,   further   emphasizes   the   urgency   of   this   paper’s   central   claim   that   textual   objects  

produce   effects   in   African   Americans   that   help   them   escape   containment.  
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SECTION   I:   BIBLE  

Birth   and   burial   occur   simultaneously   in   the   basement.   Before   Willa   encounters   the   first  

textual   object,   Luwana   Packerville’s   Bible,   she   prepares   to   bury   her   dead   son:   “She   started   to   wrap  

the   body   in   the   blanket   it   lay   under   but   it   was   coarse   and   cheap,   smelling   of   weeks   of   sickness   and  

fever”   (92).   In   an   attempt   to   cloak   her   son   properly,   she   opens   a   trunk   full   of   old   clothes   that  

contains   Luwana’s   Bible   from   1837   (93).   This   moment   signifies   the   birth   of   a   timeline.   Willa  

recalls   her   son’s   resemblance   to   his   grandmother:   “Yes,   you   looked   like   your   grandmother.   And   the  

mother   before   that.   And   the   mother   before   that”   (93).   Willa   becomes   cognizant   of   a   matrilineal  

descent,   evident   through   the   facial   features   of   her   son,   that   begins   her   mourning   for   the   dead   child.  

The   textual   object   makes   visible   suppressed   kinship.   The   discovery   of   Luwana’s   Bible   connects  

Willa   to   Luwana   despite   the   generational     gap   between   them.   The   textual   object   operates   as   a  

bridge   that   brings   together   two   similar   experiences   from   different   eras.   The   letters   Luwana   writes  

to   herself   in   the   Bible   demonstrate   this   ability   for   objects   to   transgress   temporal   boundaries.  

Normally,   people   write   letters   to   contact   those   who   live   far   away   from   them.   But,   Luwana’s  

containment   in   the   basement   inhibits   her   letters   from   reaching   anyone   but   herself.   Hence,   Luwana  

writes   the   letters   to   communicate   with   her   future   self.   Instead   of   using   letters   to   overcome   spatial  

distance,   Luwana   uses   letters   to   overcome   temporal   distance:   “I   am   writing   to   you,   my   sister,  

because   I   must   have   someone   to   bear   these   trials”   (120).   Here,   Luwana   expresses   the   desire   for  

company—the   desire   for   community.   Although   Luwana   never   experiences   this   community   during  

her   lifetime,   the   textual   object   establishes   this   community   for   her   in   death.   The   Bible   preserves   
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Luwana’s   letters   long   enough   for   Willa   to   read   them   and   occupy   the   role   of   recipient.   Apostrophe  

transforms   into   advice.   The   letters   catalyze   Willa   to   search   for   other   records   of   Luwana   Packerville  

(139),   which   results   in   Willa’s   discovery   of   Evelyn   Creton   Nedeed’s   cookbook   and   Priscilla  

McGuire’s   photo   album.   Textual   objects   function   as   powerful   forces   of   preservation   because     they  

survive   beyond   the   life   of   those   who   write   on   them.   An   intergenerational   community   forms  

between   Willa   and   Luwana   because   the   bound   textual   object   binds   the   women   together   through  

their   shared   fate.   The   forming   of   an   intergenerational   community   allows   African   Americans   to  

OverRight   unwritten   laws   like   blockbusting   and   redlining   that   impede   their   mobility.   Willa’s  

connection   to   Luwana   reminds   her   that   she   is   not   alone.   Likewise,   an   understanding   of   others   who  

suffer   from   unwritten   laws   give   African   Americans   a   genealogy   of   strategies   to   resist.  

This   paper’s   argument   that   textual   objects   create   intergenerational   communities   for   African  

Americans   complicates   previous   arguments   from   Thing   Theorist.   In    A   Sense   of   Things ,   Bill  

Brown’s   analysis   of   Henry   James’    The   American   Scene    leads   him   to   make   the   following   claim:  

“Objects   cannot   be   depended   on   as   a   source   of   continuity   in   the   midst   of   human   flux   because  

objects,   too,   are   mutable.   They   too   have   lives   (and   deaths)   of   their   own”   (183).   Brown’s  

assessment   confirms   his   position   that   objects   fail   to   externalize   the   inner   sense   because   of   their  

mutability.   But,   Willa’s   interaction   with   Luwana’s   Bible   conflicts   with   his   view.   The   ability   of  

textual   objects   to   preserve—not   make   permanent—demonstrates   their   use   to   African   Americans.  

Even   if   the   Bible   makes   Luwana’s   words   permanent,   they   have   no   impact   unless   Willa   comes   into   
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contact   with   the   Bible.   Preservation   involves   saving   something   for   a   different   time   or   for   a   different  

person.   The   textual   object   possesses   a   collective   purpose   not   an   individual   purpose.   The   Bible  

transports   the   writings   of   a   woman   in   the   1800s   to   a   woman   living   in   the   1900s.   Oddly,   Luwana’s  

messages   to   herself   assuage   Willa’s   loneliness.   For   this   reason,   objects   still   function   as   dependable  

sources   of   continuity.   The   content   of   Luwana’s   letters   passes   on   to   Willa,   which   amplifies  

Luwana’s   voice.   A   mutual   empowering   occurs.   Willa   receives   wisdom   and   Luwana   receives   an  

audience.   The   mutability   of   a   Bible   does   not   deter   this   result.   Thus,    Linden   Hills    defends   the  

source   of   continuity   textual   objects   possess   because   it   suggests   that   the   externalizing   of   the   inner  

sense   serves   more   than   the   self.   Commonalities   exist   between   experiences   and   objects’  

externalizing   of   these   experiences   makes   them   transparent   to   those   who   might   learn   from   them.  

Aside   from   forming   intergenerational   communities,   textual   objects   also   unveil   the   unsaid.  

Consider   Willa's   response   to   the   marginalia   in   Luwana's   Bible:   “She   now   had   the   key   to   Luwana  

Packerville’s   buried   memories.   Using   these   ancient   records   as   signposts,   the   woman   had   found   at  

least   one   place   that   could   offer   an   anchor   of   validity   to   the   inner   flow   of   her   life”   (118).   Luwana  

writes   letters   to   herself   to   articulate   her   experiences,   but   Willa   has   Luwana’s   marginalia.   In   other  

words,   Willa   has   a   dictionary   that   defines   the   devastation   she   deals   with.   Luwana   meticulously  

inserts   her   diary-like   entries   between   renowned   books   of   the   Bible.   Her   entries   appear   between  

Genesis   and   Exodus   and   between   First   Kings   and   Second   Kings   (118-119).   Entries   also   appear  

before   the   Book   of   Ruth   that   describe   Luwana’s   unfamiliarity   with   her   mother,   and   entries   appear  

before   the   Song   of   Solomon   that   speak   to   her   trepidation   at   becoming   a   new   bride   (118-119).   
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The   Bible   as   a   text   fails   to   voice   Luwana’s   unique   condition,   but   the   Bible   as   a   textual   object  

succeeds.   In   other   words,   the   bible   as   a   textual   object   allows   Willa   to   pen   a   narrative   unique   to   her  

life   as   opposed   to   loosely   relatable   parables.   In    Critical   Race   Theory:   An   Introduction,    Delgado  

and   Staefancic   highlight   how   storytelling   cures   silence:   “Powerfully   written   stories   and   narratives  

may   begin   a   process   of   correction   in   our   system   of   beliefs   and   categories   by   calling   attention   to  

neglected   evidence   and   reminding   readers   of   our   common   humanity”   (51).    Linden   Hills    advances  

their   analysis,   however,   because   it   underscores   the   magnitude   of   what   a   writer   is   writing  

on—literally.   Luwana’s   words   carry   a   spiritual   weight   because   of   their   placement   in   a   Bible.   This  

act   of   subversion   shares   traits   with   a   long   history   of   trickery   in   the   African   American   literary   and  

cultural   tradition.   From   scholar   Stuart   Hall’s   concept   of   “rearticulation”   to   Henry   Louis   Gates’  

concept   of   “signifying”   or   the   “double   voice”   of   African   American   literature   in    The   Signifying  

Monkey ,   African   Americans   have   continuously   invented   ways   of   repurposing   tools   of   racial  

oppression   and   silencing   into   modes   of   resistance.   This   re-signification   of   a   biblical   text   to   store  

and   preserve   the   narrative   of   a   marginalized   African   American   woman   aligns   with   this   tradition.  

Matthew   Vernon   continues   this   thread   in   his   book,    The   Black   Middle   Ages:   Race   and   the  

Construction   of   the   Middle   Ages,    for   example:    

Although   the   responses   of   the   two   women   seem   to   derive   from   the   central   authority   of   the  
Bible,   each   has   its   own   degree   of   autonomy   that   renders   it   distinct   from   its   source.  
Luwana’s   writing,   a   figure   for   a   vernacular   response   to   an   authoritative   text,   becomes  
prophetic;   it   reveals   the   fullness   of   its   meanings   in   the   proper   circumstances   to   the   right  
person.   And   while   Willa   can   find   no   solace   in   the   Bible,   she   does   find   a   congenial   soul   in  
Luwana.   (223)  
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Vernon   correctly   identifies   a   distinction   between   the   Bible’s   central   authority   and   the   women’s  

responses,   but   his   description   of   Luwana’s   writing   as   prophetic   neglects   a   crucial   moment   in   the  

text:   the   abrupt   end   of   Luwana’s   narrative.   For   instance:   

There   was   no   answer   to   that   letter.   And   the   remaining   of   the   gold-edged   dividers   were  
blank.   Even   though   she   leafed   all   the   way   through   the   Book   of   Revelations,   there   was   no  
record   of   what   happened   to   Luwana   Packerville   on   the   morning   she   made   her   six   hundred  
and   sixty-sixth   utterances.   The   gentle   ebbongs   of   grief   were   building   into   a   flood   as   she  
turned   the   blank   pages   over   again   and   again,   searching   for   that   lost   day.   (125)  

The   sadness   that   bubbles   in   Willa   as   she   realizes   the   futility   of   her   search   for   more   of   Luwana’s  

words   underscores   the   reality   that   Luwana’s   marginalia   does   not   function   as   an   omnipotent   guide  

that   solves   all   of   Willa’s   problems.   Luwana’s   writing   is   not   prophetic,   but   it   is   propulsive.   In   search  

of   more   writing   from   Luwana,   Willa   uncovers   Evelyn’s   cookbooks.   A   liberatory   fervor   sparks   in  

Willa   because   of   her   thirst   for   more   records   of   Luwana   (139).   At   this   juncture   in    Linden   Hills ,  

Willa   has   a   glimpse   of   freedom,   but   she   needs   the   support   of   two   other   textual   objects   to   move  

freedom   within   her   grasp.   Unwritten   laws   are   not   said,   which   makes   resistance   a   struggle   because  

African   Americans   may   not   know   what   to   resist   against.   Therefore,   the   textual   object--which  

allows   the   unveiling   of   the   unsaid--assists   African   Americans   in   their   freedom   struggle.   Laws   are  

not   always   intelligible   to   those   without   the   education   to   interpret   that   legal   jargon.   But   experiences  

with   the   law   speak   just   as   loudly   as   the   laws   themselves.   Thus,   textual   objects   help   mediate   this  

tension   in   a   way   that   permits   African   Americans   to   challenge   the   practices   that   perpetuate   their  

plight.   Again,   the   close   readings   demonstrate   examples   of   OverRighting   the   law,   which   are  

pertinent   and   translatable   to   African   Americans   in   the   world   beyond   the   text.  
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SECTION   II:   COOKBOOK  

Willa’s   discovery   of   Evelyn   Creton’s   cookbooks   reveals   a   second   way   textual   objects   form  

intergenerational   communities.   While   the   Bible’s   status   as   a   sacred   text   allows   it   to   transport  

Luwana’s   words   from   1837   to   the   present,   the   accumulation   of   cookbooks   permits   the   persistence  

of   Evelyn.   In   search   of   records   that   detail   the   fate   of   Luwana,   Willa   digs   through   cardboard   boxes  

filled   with   stacks   of   wire-bound   recipes   (139).   The   language   of   this   scene   reinforces   the  

accumulative   aspect   of   Evelyn’s   cookbooks:   “Her   heart   quickened   when   she   saw   a   wad   of   papers  

but   she   unfolded   them   only   to   find   columns   and   columns   of   canning   dates:   Thirty   quarts   of   snap  

beans,   May   1892.   Twelve   quarts   of   pickled   tomatoes,   September   1893.   Twenty   pints   of   blackberry  

jam,   August   1896.   The   papers   were   thrown   down   in   disgust”   (140).   The   repetition   of   “columns”  

and   the   use   of   “wad”   as   a   descriptor   for   the   papers   indicate   the   sheer   volume   of   material   Willa   flips  

through.   Her   exasperation   at   this   accumulation   functions   as   a   pivot   point   in   this   scene   because   it  

leads   to   an   awareness   of   the   temporal   distance   between   Evelyn   and   Luwana:   “Forty   years   were  

gone.   These   recipes   were   from   another   lifetime.   Evelyn   Creton   probably   never   knew   Luwana  

Packerville”   (140).   Here,   Willa   highlights   a   temporal   distance,   but   she   immediately   follows   this  

with   an   acknowledgement   of   a   textual   closeness:   

Even   at   this   moment,   on   her   knees,   she   could   visualize   the   shelves   she   had   kept   them   on.  
The   same   cherrywood   cabinet   that   now   held   her   own   paperback   guides   for   countless   diets  
and   nutrition   plans,   her   encyclopedia   of   international   cuisine,   three   hundred   ways   to   a  
better   quiche,   and   a   hardcover   edition   of   the   modern   woman’s   Bible,    The   Joy   of   Cooking .  
Evelyn   Creton   had   obviously   found   joy   in   that   kitchen   as   she   filled   her   shelves   with   these  
recipes.   (140)  
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Time   separates   these   women,   but   textual   objects   unite   them.   Willa’s   act   of   visualization   centralizes  

her   own   cookbooks,   which   engenders   empathy.   Her   bubbling   irritation   simmers   into   understanding  

because   she   conflates   her   experiences   with   cookbooks   to   Evelyn’s   experiences   with   cookbooks.  

The   act   of   recording,   reading,   and   storing   remain   the   same   for   these   women   regardless   of   their   era.  

Willa   not   only   conflates   experiences,   but   textual   objects   too,   because   she   describes   her   cookbook  

as   the   “modern   woman’s   Bible.”   In   this   context,   “Bible”   refers   to   a   set   of   principles   people   should  

follow,   but   the   term   also   signifies   the   interrelatedness   of   these   women   because   it   alludes   to   Willa’s  

previous   encounter   with   Luwana’s   Bible.   Even   though   Willa   claims   that   time   renders   these   women  

alien   to   each   other,   they   still   communicate   in   Willa’s   imagination   because   of   their   relationship   to   the  

textual   objects   they   write   in,   which   Willa   discovers.   Metaphorically,   Willa’s   knowledge   of   both  

women   turns   her   into   a   knot   that   ties   Evelyn   and   Luwana   together.   The   accumulation   of  

cookbooks   preserves   Evelyn’s   experiences.   The   storage   of   her   cookbooks   and   Luwana’s   Bible   in  

the   mortuary   transforms   this   site   of   containment   into   a   space   of   imaginative   reunion.   Willa’s  

engagement   with   both   textual   objects   synchronizes   the   temporally   distant   experiences   of   Evelyn  

and   Luwana   because   the   experiences   move   from   the   objects   into   Willa’s   mind   and   form   an  

intergenerational   community.   Once   again,   unwritten   laws   present   themselves   in   codes,   so   Willa’s  

experience   presents   how   textual   objects   assist   in   the   deciphering   of   these   codes.   Thus,   African  

Americans   can   successfully   OverRight   the   law.  
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In   the   essay,   “Reconstructing   History   in   Linden   Hills,”   Teresa   Goddu   argues   that   Naylor  

uses   Willa   to   “outline   a   recuperative   vision   of   history”   that   contests   the   “mythic,”   “objective,”   and  

“poetic”   versions   of   history-making   the   male   characters   of   the   novel   construct   (215).   Goddu  

questions   Naylor’s   ending   to   the   novel   because   the   burning   of   the   house   also   functions   as   the  

destruction   of   female   history   since   all   of   the   records   in   the   basement   burn   too   (226).   More  

explicitly,   she   claims:   “In   the   end,   Naylor’s   seemingly   radical   revisioning   of   history   proves   to   be  

limited.   Willa’s   autobiographical   history   recuperates   her   past   and   her   self-identity,   but   it   posits   no  

alternative   system,   no   movement   beyond”   (226).   An   understanding   of   textual   objects,   however,  

mollifies   some   of   Goddu’s   concerns.   Recall   that   Luwana’s   letters   have   no   conclusive   ending.   Also,  

this   same   inconclusiveness   reoccurs   with   Evelyn   and   the   delivery   dates   listed   in   her   cookbook:  

“She   [Willa]   sat   staring   at   that   date,   her   mind   as   blank   as   the   pages   she   knew   would   follow   it.   She  

refused   to   turn   them   over,   subjecting   herself   to   the   images   they   would   bring   of   Evelyn   Creton   on  

Christmas   Day.   So   she   kept   the   book   open   to   exactly   where   it   was…”   (191).   Textual   objects  

provide   Willa   the   liberatory   fervor   needed   to   free   herself   from   containment,   but   they   do   not   provide  

her   solutions.   The   ending   of   Linden   Hills   mimics   the   inconclusive   ending   of   Luwana’s   letters   and  

Evelyn’s   cookbook.   Naylor   does   this   purposely.   Her   1985   interview   with   Toni   Morrison,   “A  

Conversation:   Gloria   Naylor   and   Toni   Morrison,”   hints   at   her   reasoning   for   this:   “You   see,   I   used  

to   believe   that   self-affirmation   meant   you   had   to   be   totally   aconventional.   But   to   keep   a   house…   is  

really   a   creative   statement.   So   a   woman’s   affirmation   doesn’t   have   to   be   an   executive   chair   at   IBM  

or   something   like   that”   (195).   Here,   Naylor   explains   that   self-affirmation   and   convention   overlap.   
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In   other   words,   Goddu’s   desire   for   Willa   to   construct   a   new   order   (226)   overlooks   the   significance  

of   Willa   reclaiming   her   past   and   self-identity.   The   novel’s   inconclusive   mimicry   suggests   that  

Naylor   values   Willa’s   restored   agency   realized   from   the   help   of   textual   objects.   Far   from   bombs  

and   cannons,   Bibles   and   cookbooks   serve   as   objects   that   even   the   most   marginalized   of   individuals  

can   obtain.   Nevertheless,   these   objects   demonstrate   resistive   and   radical   possibilities   as   well.   A  

consideration   of   textual   objects   changes   what   Goddu   reads   as   a   book   ending   in   “self-destruction  

and   disappearance”   (225)   into   a   book   that   ends   in   reunion   and   intergenerational   community.  

The   cookbook   also   illustrates   a   second   way   textual   objects   unveil   the   unsaid.   Unlike   the  

marginalia   and   letters   inside   of   the   Bible,   the   writing   inside   of   Evelyn’s   cookbook   takes   the   form   of  

code   and   not   narrative.   The   pages   of   Evelyn’s   cookbook   contain   a   sundry   of   recipes,   receipts,   and  

canning   dates   (140).   Nevertheless,   Evelyn   tells   her   story   through   the   records   inside   of   her  

cookbook.   The   onus   falls   on   Willa,   however,   to   decipher   Evelyn’s   code   and   unlock   her   story.   The  

sense   of   mystery   Naylor   builds   around   the   cookbook   indicates   this   shift   between   reading   narrative  

and   deciphering   code.   Consider   the   description   of   Willa’s   reaction   to   reading   the   two   cookbooks  

covered   in   slim   black   silk:   “She   needed   to   sit   down   and   rest   for   a   while   and   then   take   her   time   to  

read   through   these   two   books   very   carefully.   Because   there   was   no   way   that   Evelyn   Creton   could  

have   kept   this   set   of   recipes   up   on   those   cherrywood   shelves”   (141).   The   cookbook   demands   more  

of   Willa   as   a   reader   than   the   Bible.   Instead   of   passively   reading   the   contents,   Willa   has   to   “make  

sense   out   of   the   pages.”   
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And   through   this   active   reading,   Willa   learns   more   about   Evelyn.   Naylor   riddles   the   following  

passages   with   rhetorical   questions   that   reinforce   the   code   Willa   needs   to   crack   (188).   Eventually,  

Willa   discovers   that   this   “proper”   and   “perfect”   woman   engaged   in   a   peculiar   act:   “She   had   to   be  

ashamed,   a   proud   and   beautiful   woman   like   that,   to   feel   driven   to   such   measures.   She   had   to   cringe  

at   each   meal,   wondering   if   he   could   taste   the   traces   of   those   things   in   his   food.   If   each   new   moon  

he   might   catch   a   strand   of   her   genital   hair   in   his   teeth”   (188).   Evelyn   also   suffers   from   a   negligent  

husband   and   the   cookbook   records   her   attempts   to   increase   his   amorousness.   Evelyn   alters   recipes  

through   the   inclusion   of   ingredients   like   the   snakeroot,   dove’s   heart,   and   shame-weed   (147).  

Willa’s   awareness   of   Evelyn’s   mission   demonstrates   the   unveiling   of   the   unsaid.   Alone   in   her  

kitchen   with   a   husband   that   disappears   into   his   mortuary,   Evelyn   lacks   an   outlet   to   express   her  

concerns   vocally   (151).   So,   the   cookbook   allows   her   to   communicate   through   code.   The   textual  

object   serves   as   an   appropriate   tool   for   Evelyn   because   it   does   not   stir   suspicion.   She   successfully  

subverts   her   husband’s   expectations   and   the   conventional   use   of   the   cookbook.   Her   recipes   detail  

her   attempts   to   resist   against   the   conditions   she   lives   under   rather   than   confirming   acquiescence   to  

her   patriarchal   household.   Ultimately,   Willa’s   deciphering   of   Evelyn’s   code   uncovers   the  

experience   of   a   woman   forced   to   conceal   her   troubles   in   a   cookbook.  

The   ability   of   a   textual   object   to   create   intergenerational   communities   and   unveil   the   unsaid  

contributes   to   conversations   about   the   relationship   between   space,   place,   and   identity   formation.   In  

Shabazz’s   analysis   of   Richard   Wright’s   novel,    Native   Son,    he   demonstrates   how   “kitchenettes   were  

the   spatial   context   that   helped   to   inform   Bigger’s   identity”   (47).   Shabazz   also   mentions   the   
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influence   of   space   and   identity   more   generally:   “Who   we   are   as   subjects—the   kind   of   people   we  

are—is   greatly   influenced   by   our   geographies.   Language,   personal   habits,   the   kinds   of   foods   we  

eat,   the   diseases   we   may   become   susceptible   to,   our   sexual   practices,   our   understanding   of   family,  

and   our   cultural   conventions   are   products   of   the   spaces   we   live   in”   (46).   Textual   objects   add  

significant   insights   to   our   understanding   of   this   relationship   between   space,   place,   and   identity.  

This   paper   contends   that   textual   objects   not   only   play   a   role   in   identity   formation,   but   they   give  

subjects   the   power   to   transform   the   spaces   and   places   they   live   in.   Textual   objects   function   as   a   pen  

that   allows   African   Americans   to   edit   and   rewrite   their   geographies.  

This   transformation   occurs   in   the   basement/mortuary   that   contains   Willa.   What   begins   as   a  

space   permeated   with   carceral   power,   slowly   transitions   into   a   space   permeated   with   personhood.  

The   narrative   inside   of   the   Bible   and   the   code   written   into   the   cookbook   enlighten   Willa   about   the  

lives   of   Luwana   and   Evelyn.   As   Willa   engrosses   herself   in   the   contents   of   these   textual   objects,   she  

develops   an   interest   in   her   own   story   because   she   recognizes   the   mutability   of   her   situation:   “Now  

that   she   [Willa]   had   actually   seen   and   accepted   reality,   and   reality   brought   such   a   healing   calm.   For  

whatever   it   was   worth,   she   could   rebuild”   (268).   “Rebuild”   operates   as   the   optimal   word.   Her  

interaction   with   objects   alters   her   status   from   object   to   subject   with   an   influence   over   her  

environment.   Ironically,   a   mortuary   serves   as   a   site   of   rebirth   rather   than   a   site   of   preparation   for   the  

grave.  
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Willa’s   ability   to   rebuild/rewrite   addresses   the   issue   of   displacement   that   Brown   argues  

causes   things   to   bond   people   to   places:   “rather,   it   is   because   people   and   things   have   been  

displaced—because   there   is   a   circulation   of   people   and   a   traffic   in   artifacts   that   fully   reconfigures  

what   we   can   mean   by   the   scene-agent   ratio”   (133).   Devising   his   own   solution   to   displacement,  

Brown   suggests   that   avoiding   artifactual   materialization   to   place   allows   the   possibility   of   liberation  

from   this   bonding.   The   power   to   rewrite   geographies   evident   in    Linden   Hills,    through   Willa,  

suggests   a   second   method   of   liberation.   Instead   of   avoiding   artifactual   materialization,   Willa  

demonstrates   how   textual   objects   permit   the   recasting   of   place.   This   recasting   allows   two  

possibilities:   unfamiliar   places   acquire   a   sense   of   familiarity   and   the   dislocated   acquire   the   agency  

to   escape.   Willa’s   condition   illustrates   these   two   paths.   The   first   possibility   occurs   when   Willa  

cleans   the   basement   because   it   shows   an   unfamiliar   dungeon   sharing   the   traits   of   a   disorderly  

domestic   space.   The   second   possibility   occurs   when   she   ascends   the   stairs   and   exits   the   basement.  

Thus,    Linden   Hills    shows   how   a   consideration   of   textual   objects   enriches   our   understanding   of   the  

relationship   between   place,   space,   objects,   and   identity   formation.  
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SECTION   III:   PHOTO   ALBUM  

The   photo   album   serves   as   the   final   object   Willa   encounters.   Instead   of   preserving   words  

like   the   Bible,   the   photo   album   protects   the   intergenerational   community   because   it   resists   against  

the   violation   of   Priscilla   McGuire’s   photos.   The   fate   of   Evelyn   leaves   Willa   perturbed.   As   a   result,  

she   tosses   the   cookbook   against   a   clock   and   begins   to   destroy   the   objects   within   the   basement:  

“She   grabbed   up   the   other   book   and   began   ripping   out   the   pages.   Goddamned   insane—all   of   them.  

She   balled   up   handfuls   of   the   delicate   pages   as   she   relentlessly   tore   away”   (204).   Her   assault   on  

these   objects   ends,   however,   when   she   locates   the   photo   album:   

She   pulled   at   the   pages   between   the   covers   of   a   heavily   padded   album,   but   the   cellophane  
cut   into   her   palms,   resisting   destruction.   She   threw   it   on   the   floor   and   tried   to   mangle   the  
pictures   with   her   heels.   Her   foot   skidded   across   the   slippery   surface   and   she   lost   her  
balance,   falling   to   her   knees.   Kneeling,   she   slammed   the   album   against   the   wall;   it   bounced  
back,   fell   open,   and   she   found   her   frustration   met   by   a   pair   of   soft,   compassionate   eyes.  
(205)  

The   note   that   the   album   resists   destruction   illustrates   how   objects   protect   the   intergenerational  

community   against   erasure.   The   photo   album   contains   images   of   Priscilla   McGuire,   another  

woman   suffering   from   the   subjugation   of   her   husband.   The   flimsy   photos   have   no   protection  

against   Willa,   but   the   photo   album,   with   its   cellophane,   does   provide   protection.   The   resistance  

against   destruction   allows   the   photos   within   the   album   to   present   themselves   to   Willa   and   connect  

her   experience   to   Priscilla’s.   The   album   also   brings   Willa   to   her   knees,   which   signifies   submission.  

The   language   of   this   scene   suggests   that   the   object   itself   speaks   to   Willa.   
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Consider   the   lines   that   follow   Willa’s   viewing   of   Priscilla’s   image:   “Her   upturned   pug   nose   and  

narrow   chin   were   tosses   over   the   left   shoulder,   and   the   slender   arms   seemed   poised   to   spring   her  

body   off   the   cushioned   seat   as   if   her   full   lips   were   caught   in   the   act   of   saying    I   knew   you   would  

come,   and   I’m   so   pleased   to   meet   you”    (205).   Here,   verbal   communication   between   Willa   and   the  

object   demonstrates   what   Bennett   considers   “non-human   vitality”   (14).   And,   this   phenomenon  

continues:   “Almost   against   her   will,   she   turned   the   page”   (206).   The   photo   album   resists   against  

destruction   and   its   non-human   vitality   draws   Willa   into   the   images   inside   of   it.   Both   of   these   events  

cement   the   intergenerational   community   that   forms   between   Willa   and   Priscilla.  

While   this   paper   emphasizes   the   critical   role   objects   play   in   the   liberation   of   Willa   from   her  

containment,   Karla   Holloway   offers   a   reading   of   Willa’s   liberation   that   minimizes   the   role   of  

objects.   For   example   in   her   book,    Legal   Fictions:   Constituting   Race,   Composing   Literature ,   she  

states:   “At   the   story’s   end,   although   the   texts   she   discovers   are   evidence   of   the   malevolent  

Nedeeds’   selectivity   and   breeding   of   their   wives   to   produce   children   that   looked   like   the   father,   it   is  

the   child’s   body   she   carries   up   from   the   basement,   leaving   the   documentary   evidence   of   the   texts   to  

burn   in   the   fire   that   will   consume   the   house”   (75).   Holloway’s   reading   implies   that   the   sum   of   an  

object’s   value   rests   in   its   legal   usage   in   a   courtroom.   This   perspective   limits   our   understanding   of  

the   full   range   of   effects   objects   possess.   As   this   paper’s   previous   reading   of   Willa   and   the   photo  

album   indicates,   the   object   builds   an   intergenerational   community   that   assures   Willa   that   she   does  

not   suffer   in   solitude.   Furthermore,   this   sense   of   community   informs   her   of   a   history   of   resistance  

strategies   that   instill   her   with   the   fervor   to   escape   the   basement.   Without   the   psychological   impact  
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of   the   objects   on   Willa,   she   would   never   reach   the   stage   of   leaving   the   basement   with   the   child   in  

her   arms   as   these   objects   compel   her   liberation.  

While   the   Bible   requires   Willa   to   read   a   narrative,   and   the   cookbook   requires   her   to  

decipher   a   code,   the   photo   album   requires   her   to   interpret   images.   Thus,   interpretation   works   as   the  

third   way   objects   unveil   the   unsaid.   As   Willa   looks   through   the   photo   album,   she   tracks   the  

deterioration   of   Priscilla’s   presence   in   her   family.   The   first   photos   display   images   of   Priscilla  

laughing   at   her   wedding,   but   this   laughter   vanishes   as   a   child   enters   the   family.   Objects   help   Willa  

with   her   interpretation.   The   lilac-colored   ink   inside   the   photo   album   marks   the   bottom   of   each  

photo   and   chronicles   the   child’s   age.   Willa   perceptively   reads   Priscilla’s   posture,   the   faint   shade  

across   her   body,   and   the   growth   of   her   son.   All   of   these   independent   readings   culminate   in   Willa’s  

conclusion:   “She   was   no   longer   recording   the   growth   of   a   child;   the   only   thing   growing   in   these  

pictures   was   her   absence”   (209).   The   disappearance   of   Priscilla’s   face   corroborates   Willa’s   grave  

interpretation:   “Her   face   was   gone.   The   photo   album   trembled   in   her   cold   hands   as   she   realized  

there   was   no   mistaking   what   she   now   saw:   Priscilla   McGuire   ended   at   the   neck   –   and   without   her  

features…”   (249).   The   absence   of   Priscilla’s   face   establishes   her   silence.   Nevertheless,   the   photo  

album   unveils   the   unsaid   through   the   collection   of   her   photos.   Willa   interprets   the   story   behind   the  

images   because   organization   serves   as   one   of   the   key   purposes   of   a   photo   album.   As   opposed   to   a  

haphazard   collage   of   photos,   the   organization   of   photos   makes   Priscilla’s   story   legible.   Priscilla  

challenges   her   silence   through   the   photo   album.   

 

48  



 

The   photo   album   gives   Priscilla   voice   without   lips   or   language.   This   power   of   objects   to  

speak   for   the   silenced   presents   a   solution   to   what   philosopher   Jean-Francois   Lyotard   refers   to   as   the  

“Differend.”   In   his   book,    The   Differend:   Phrases   in   Dispute ,   Lyotard   defines   the   differend   as   an  

unresolvable   conflict   between   two   parties   that   occurs   because   “one   side’s   legitimacy   does   not  

imply   the   other’s   lack   of   legitimacy”   (xi).   Lyotard   claims   that   the   traditional   “plaintiff”   becomes   a  

victim   in   the   differend   because   the   victim   cannot   prove   the   wrong   (8).   This   inability   to   prove   the  

wrong   results   from   a   silencing   (57).   While   Lyotard   uses   the   term   to   focus   on   courts   and   language,  

this   paper   uses   his   term   to   argue   that   objects   address   this   silencing.   In    Linden   Hills ,   Priscilla  

represents   what   Lyotard   understands   as   the   victim,   but   unlike   his   examples,   Priscilla   challenges   her  

silence   through   the   photo   album.   In   an   act   of   artfulness,   Priscilla   begins   her   photo   album   with  

images   that   convey   a   convivial   and   celebratory   tone.   This   succeeds   at   pulling   the   interpreter   in,   as  

we   see   with   Willa.   Then,   images   of   her   erasure   at   the   hands   of   her   son   and   husband   dominate   each  

page.   The   final   photograph   has   the   word   “me”   scrawled   into   an   empty   hole   over   her   face   (249).  

The   presentation   of   the   photo   album   amplifies   the   importance   of   the   lone   word   Willa   encounters   on  

the   final   page   because   it   indicates   Priscilla’s   agency.   Priscilla   cleverly   warns   her   reader   to   never  

lose   his/her   voice   with   the   help   of   a   textual   object   that   holds   pictorial   scenes   rather   than   sentences.  
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CONCLUSION  

After   encountering   the   Bible,   the   cookbook,   and   the   photo   album,   Willa   escapes   the  

basement.   An   intergenerational   community   unites   her   experience   with   the   experiences   of   Luwana,  

Evelyn,   and   Priscilla,   which   counters   her   loneliness   and   confinement.   The   unveiling   of   the   unsaid  

prompts   Willa   to   read   narratives,   decipher   codes,   and   interpret   images.   These   actions   articulate   the  

stories   of   these   black   women   and   communicate   resistance   strategies   to   Willa.   Hence,    Linden   Hills  

illustrates   the   power   of   textual   objects   to   build   intergenerational   communities   and   unveil   the   unsaid.  

Together,   these   outcomes   instill   African   Americans   with   the   liberatory   fervor   to   free   themselves  

from   containment.   After   Willa   views   her   reflection   and   cleans   the   basement,   she   takes   her   child   and  

exits   Luther’s   prison   (297).   The   font   that   segregates   her   story   from   the   main   narrative   ends   and   a  

bifurcated   novel   harmonizes   before   its   conclusion.   In   the   epilogue   of   his   book,   Shabazz   argues:  

“The   consequences   of   carceral   space   are   not   permanent;   they   can   be   undone.   And   one   way   to   do  

this   is   through   the   creation   of   green   spaces”   (115).   Offering   an   additional   solution,   this   paper  

contends   that   textual   objects   do   this   same   work   of   undoing   containment.   Instead   of   altering   the  

landscape,   like   green   spaces,   textual   objects   alter   African   Americans’   response   to   their   landscapes.  

Naylor   introduces   Willa   as   a   defeated   woman   ready   for   death   because   of   her   containment   in   a  

basement;   however,   the   novel   ends   with   this   same   woman   invigorated   and   ready   to   clean   the  

kitchen   after   tidying   her   dungeon.  
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The   conclusion   of    Linden   Hills    is   a   hot-button   issue   for   many   scholars   and   readers   of   the  

book   as   Montgomery   notes:   “Critics   tend   to   interpret   the   novel’s   rather   bizarre,   unresolved   ending  

as   a   defeat   for   the   beleaguered   housewife   and   mother”   (36).   For   many,   the   destruction   of   Willa’s  

prison   turned   domestic   space   fails   to   adequately   illustrate   Willa’s   triumph   over   Luther.   But   this  

paper   disagrees   with   those   commentators.   Furthermore,   Montgomery   shares   the   same   sentiments:  

“Although   Willa   does   not   succeed   at   escaping   the   house   or   executing   vengeance   on   Luther,   her  

ascent   is   directly   responsible   for   the   destruction   of   the   Nedeed   Empire….   Willie   an   emerging   artist  

and   cultural   historian   who   is   closely   aligned   with   the   folk,   serves   as   Willa’s   dark   double--the  

medium   through   which   her   story,   and   by   extension,   that   of   the   Nedeed   wives   is   to   be   retold”   (36).  

Here,   Montgomery   asserts   that   the   destruction   of   the   Nedeed   Empire,   which   has   crushed   and  

cripled   ambitious   African   Americans   since   its   inception,   serves   as   the   true   victory.   Even   more,  

Montgomery   claims   that   Willie’s   function   as   Willa’s   double   ensures   that   the   stories   of   Luwana,  

Evelyn,   and   Priscilla   insist.   This   paper   adds   that   an   additional   woman’s   story   also   emerges   in  

Willa’s   revolutionary   destruction   of   the   domestic   space:   Grandma   Tilson.   Consider   the   warning   she  

extends   to   a   different   Luther   during   the   outset   of   the   novel:   “I   used   to   fish   with   your   daddy   down  

in   that   there   pond,   Luther,   and   he   gave   me   this   land   and   I   ain’t   giving   it   up.   So   take   your   frog-eyed  

self   and   your   frog-eyed   son   out   of   here.   And   I   know   your   evil   ways--all   of   you.   So   if   you   plan   to  

try   something   like   burning   my   house   down   while   I   just   happen   to   be   in   it,   I   got   this   here   deed    and  

my   will   registered   at   the   courthouse”   (12).   Ironically,   Luther’s   home   burns   down   as   opposed   to  

Grandma   Tilson’s   home.   Moreover,   the   words   of   Grandma   Tilson   echo   in   Willa’s   final   action.   The  

burning   of   the   home   frees   all   of   the   women   subjugated   under   the   wrath   of   Luther.  
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Willie’s   words   at   the   conclusion   of   the   novel   indicate   an   additional   reason   the   death   of  

Willa   is   not   a   defeat:   “A   deep   sob   caught   in   Willie’s   throat   as   he   told   the   wind   once   again,   ‘They   let  

it   burn…’   ‘Yeah.’    They   let   it   burn ”   (304).   The   repetition   of   the   phrase   “they   let   it   burn”   is  

significant   because   it   contains   a   plural   pronoun.   The   “they”   refers   to   both   Willa   and   Luther.   They  

are   equals   in   syntax   and   at   the   conclusion   of   the   novel.   The   power   dynamic   of   warden   and  

prisoner--emphasized   by   Willa’s   containment--ends,   and   a   new   relationship   unfolds   where   Willa  

and   Luther   are   on   “equal   footing.”   In   the   long   history   of   Nedeed   wives,   Willa   serves   as   the   first  10

to   make   a   decision   with   her   husband.   This   moment   of   solidarity   between   husband   and   wife   makes  

the   destruction   of   Willa   and   the   textual   objects   palatable.   Understand   that   textual   objects   function  

as   the   key   to   Willa’s   liberation.   But   figuratively   speaking,   a   key   loses   its   use   after   the   destruction   of  

the   cell.   This   paper   is   not   arguing   that   Willa’s   and   the   textual   objects’   only   worth   is   in   catalyzing  

the   destruction   of   the   Nedeed   Empire;   instead,   this   paper   is   arguing   that   what   Naylor   deems   as  

more   worthwhile   is   the   endurance   of   a   matrilineal   lineage.   The   domestic   space   houses   mothers,   but  

people   carry   their   legacies.  

Linden   Hills    helps   African   Americans   OverRight   the   law.   Willa’s   interactions   with   textual  

objects   allows   her   to   resist   against   the   “law”   of   Luther   as   Montgomery   states:   “Sinclair   [Willa’s  

dead   son],   who   remains   unnamed   throughout   much   of   the   novel,   functions   as   a   rupturing   text,   a  

sign   or   the   unscripted   signifying   difference   undermining   a   masculinist   discourse   or   the   law   of   the  

10  My   pun   is   inspired   by   the   end   of   the   novel   where   Naylor   suggests   that   Willa   and   Luther   merge  
as   one:   “Then   he   reached   for   the   child.   The   moment   his   fingers   touched   the   wrapped   body,   making  
a   fraction   of   space   between   it   and   Willa,   her   arms   loosened   for   one   to   shoot   around   his   neck,   the  
other   his   waist,   and   the   three   breathed   as   one,   moved   as   one,   and   one   body   lurched   against   the  
fireplane”   (300)  
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father”   (33).   Willa’s   liberation   is   inspirational   because   it   indicates   that   quotidian   items   have  

transformative   effects   as   well.   The   law   serves   as   one   sight   of   liberation,   but   Naylor’s   novel  

suggests   that   Bibles,   cookbooks,   and   photo   albums   have   liberatory   possibilities   too.   The   FHA  

lacked   the   reach   to   protect   African   Americans   from   discriminatory   housing   practices   like   redlining  

and   blockbusting;   however,   the   law’s   impotence   does   not   imply   that   African   Americans   are  

impotent.   A   redirection   of   their   energy   and   focus   on   the   textual   objects   around   them   promises   to  

combat   against   containment.   Objects   alter   the   mindset   of   African   Americans.   Objects   remind   the  

caged   that   they   still   have   wings.  
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CHAPTER   3:   Earlier   Forms   of   Backlash   and   Literary   Interventions  

Aside   from   OverRighting   the   law   as   Naylor   illustrates   in    Linden   Hills    or   OverWriting   the  

law   as   Brent   Wade   illustrates   in    Company   Man ,   a   third   strategy   emerges   in   these   1980s   novels.  

David   Bradley’s   novel,    The   Chaneysville   Incident    (TCI),   tells   the   story   of   John   Washington,   who  

returns   to   his   southern   Pennsylvania   home   and   uncovers   the   secret   behind   his   father’s   death.  

Paradoxically,   Bradley’s   novel   reveals   to   its   readers   that   working   within   the   restrictions   of   unjust  

laws,   actually   helps   African   Americans   achieve   success.   This   paper   understands   this   process   as  

OverRiding   the   law,   which   refers   to   surface   acts   of   compliance   with   the   law   that   secretly  

undermine   the   legitimacy   of   the   law.   In   TCI,   John   encounters   textual   objects   like   the   folio   of   his  

father,   Moses   Washington,   and   the   letters   of   his   great-grandfather   C.KWashington,   which  

transform   his   approach   to   research   and   enable   him   to   imagine   beyond   the   facts.   This   change   in  

Bradley’s   protagonist   is   crucial   because   it   urges   African   Americans   to   investigate   the   intersection  

of   fact   and   fiction   to   uncover   the   secrets   and   strategies   that   will   allow   them   to   combat   the   backlash  

against   civil   rights   legislation.   Following   his   own   advice,   Bradley’s   book   alchemizes   fact   and  

fiction   through   his   writing   of   chapters   that   narrate   the   multiple   Chaneysville   incidents   that   retells  11

events   that   occured   during   slavery   and   segregation.   These   moments   categorize   Bradley’s   book   as   a  

neo-slave   narrative   to   borrow   Bernard   Bell’s   term.   Numerous   scholars   have   written   on   this  12

literary   genre.   For   example,   in    Sites   of   Slavery ,   Salamishah   Tillet   uses   her   analysis   of   the   many  

adaptions   of   Sally   Hemmings   to   claim:   “However,   instead   of   arguing   that   these   post-civil   rghts  

11   See    Fictionalizing   History    by   Klaus   Ensslen   (282)  
12   See    The   Freedom   to   Remember    by   Angelyn   Mitchell   (3)  
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narratives   on   slavery   begin   and   end   in   the   postmodern   tradition   as   many   critical   works   on   the  

neo-slave   narrative   have   posited,   I   contend   that   this   subgenre   incorporates   formal   and   thematic  

aspects   of   postmodern   in   its   larger   yearning   to   enact   democracy”   (13)   and   “However,   rather   than  

use   Hemings   as   an   empty   signifier   of   the   slave   past,   a   historical   womb   that   both   mourns   and  

mirrors   black   disenfranchisement,   the   authors,   interrogate   the   past   of   slavery   by   reimagining   her   as  

a   radical   black   female   subject”   (23).   In   summary,   both   of   her   claims   understand   neo-slave  

narratives   as   text   that   give   a   subjectivity   to   enslaved   narrators   that   was   absent   in   the   traditional  

slave   narrative/emancipatory   narrative.   In   other   words,   these   books   are   an   unadulterated   version  13

of   the   original   emancipatory   narrative.   While   this   paper   agrees   with   Tillet   that   this   is   one   function  

of   these   narratives,   this   paper   also   contends   that   there   is   a   second   and   unacknowledged   function   of  

these   narratives.   These   narratives   connect   current   authors’   era   of   backlash   with   a   longer   history   of  

African   American   nadirs,   and   this   cross-historical   connection   assists   authors   in   imagining   ways   of  

Overriding   the   backlash   they   currently   experience.   Hence,   this   paper   argues   that   Moses  

Washington’s   folio   helps   John   access   his   dormant   imagination   and   that   C.K’s   letters   help   John   form  

interracial   coalitions.   Together,   the   effects   produced   in   John   by   these   textual   objects   piece   together  

the   puzzle   of   his   family   history,   which   highlights   how   African   Americans   can   thrive   from   within   a  

system   of   unjust   laws.  

In    Remembering   Generations,    Ashraf   Rushdy   reads   TCI   as   a   palimpsest   novel,   which   he  

defines   as   “a   first-person   novel   representing   late-twentieth-century   African   American   subjects   who  

confront   familial   secrets   attesting   to   the   ongoing   effects   of   slavery”   (8).   Moreover,   Rushdy   claims:  

13   I   will   be   using   the   term   emancipatory   narrative   from   here   on   out  
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“My   primary   argument   is   that   the   palimpsest   narratives   address   the   social   porblems,   political   issues,  

and   cultural   concerns   of   their   moment   of   production   by   generating   a   narrative   in   which   an   African  

American   subject   who   lives   in   the   1970s   is   forced   to   adopt   a   bitemporal   perspective   that   shows   the  

continuity   and   discontinuities   from   the   period   of   slavery”   (5).   Here,   Rushdy   presents   the   palimpsest  

novel   as   a   text   that   actively   interacts   with   the   temporal   moment   and   social   circumstances   that  

produced   it.   But,   this   paper   complicates   Rushdy’s   approach   because   this   paper   positions   Bradley’s  

novel   in   the   1980s   rather   than   the   1970s.   This   analytical   approach   shifts   TCI   as   a   text   that   precedes  

the   1980s   into   a   text   that   predicts   the   1980s.   In   other   words,   this   paper   does   not   read   TCI   as   a   text  

that   “addresses   the   social   problems,   political   issues,   and   cultural   concerns”   of   the   1970s,   but   as   a  

text   that   imagines   what   the   social   problems,   political   issues,   and   cultural   concerns   of   the   1980s  

might   be.   This   paper   also   diverges   from   Rushdy   because   it   attends   to   the   textual   objects   within   the  

novel   and   the   influential   effects   they   have   on   John.   Rushdy’s   emphasis   on   the   past   is   acute   as   the  

following   lines   demonstrate:   “Each   of   the   authors,   then,   conceives   of   a   novel   strategy   by   which   to  

make   the   point   that   the   past   influences   a   present   that   can   be   modified   and   made   better   only   by  

returning   to   and   understanding   that   past,   that   personal   and   national   family   secret   of   slavery”   (7);  

however,   this   paper   argues   that   the   “past”   takes   a   material   form   in   TCI.   The   textual   objects   are  

remnants   of   the   past   that   impact   the   present.   Thus,   an   analysis   of   the   textual   objects   in   these   novels  

permits   a   more   comprehensive   understanding   of   the   past   because   what   constitutes   the   past  

expands.   The   past   is   not   just   a   recording   of   historical   events.   The   past   is   also   the   objects   and   things  

that   live   through   these   events   and   exist   to   inform   those   in   the   present.  
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This   chapter   also   contributes   to   African   American   literary   scholarship   pertaining   to   freedom  

and   its   various   forms.   In    Something   Akin   to   Freedom ,   Stephanie   Li   complicates   our   understanding  

of   bondage   through   an   examination   of   the   liberatory   possibilities   available   to   those   who   are   bound:  

“This   novel   demonstrates   how   the   memory   of   enslavement,   though   necessary   for   future  

generations,   can   be   both   traumatizing   and   empowering.   By   examining   multplie   dimensions  

concerning   the   bondage   produced   by   antebellum   slavery,   I   highlight   the   limitations   of   legislated  

freedom   and   discuss   how   contemporary   forms   of   oppresion   originate   from   histories   of   injustice”  

(3).   Moreover,   Li   uses   the   term   “intra-independence,”   which   refers   to   a   freedom   that   values   the  

preservation   of   social   networks   (11).   While   Li   limits   her   definition   of   social   networks   to   the  

relationships   fostered   by   those   who   are   alive,   this   paper   expands   her   definition   by   including   social  

networks   that   exist   intergenerationally.   TCI   exemplifies   this   impeccably   because   the   textual   objects  

connect   John   to   his   father   and   great-grandfather,   and   together,   the   three   form   a   social   network.  

Here,   intra-independence   allows   for   the   individual   to   form   meaningful   social   networks   in   the  

absence   of   people   because   objects   function   as   plausible   substitutes.   This   paper   encourages   scholars  

to   reconsider   what   they   declare   as   individual   autonomy   or   flight.   Li   states:   “...to   conceive   of   flight  14

as   the   ultimate   objective   of   slaves   ignores   alternative   conceptions   of   freedom   and   the   attempts,  

especially   by   women,   to   protect   familial   relationships   and   community   bonds”   (11).   Li   rightly  

highlights   the   male   bias   that   exists   when   the   individual-centered   escape   from   slavery   serves   as   our  

modus   operandi   for   this   act   of   resistance.   Yet,   she   implies   that   Frederick   Douglass’s   narrative  

operates   as   flight   rather   than   freedom,   which   this   paper   cautions   against.   A   consideration   of   how  

14   See    Something   Akin   to   Freedom    by   Stephanie   Li   (11)  
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objects   necessitate   the   survival   of   African   American’s   experiences   and   messages   encourages   an  

examination   of   the   individual   and   the   items   taken   along   on   the   escape.   And,   this   layered   analysis  

demonstrates   that   some   forms   of   flight   understood   as   “individual,”   are   in   fact   catalyzed   by  

collective   impulses.  

Bradley’s   genre   selection   speaks   to   his   frustrations   with   who   wields   the   pen   that   writes  

history.   In   an   interview   conducted   by   Allen   MendenHall,   Bradley   asserts:   “The   Chaneysville  

Incident   was   shaped   by   a   frustration   with   the   assumptions   and   dominant   theories   of   American  

History   in   the   1960s   and   1970s—to   put   it   simply,   that   black   Americans   had   no   history   apart   from  

the   oppressions   visited   upon   them   by   dominant   American   (which   was   to   say,   white)  

society—slavery,   lynching,   segregation,   all   sorts   of   racial   discriminations”   (1).   The   idea   that  

African   American   history   starts   with   the   “peculiar   institution”   strips   agency   away   from   African  

Americans   and   as   Bradley   claims   in   the   same   interview:   “The   result   was   a   lopsided   sense  

American   history   in   which   black   Americans   appeared   not   as   historical   actors   but   as   historical  

objects.”   This   objectification   occurs   when   history   is   either   erased   or   ignored.   The   backlash   politics  

of   the   1980s   that   rollback   civil   rights   victories,   then,   contributes   to   this   work   of   casting   African  

Americans   as   historical   objects.  

As   a   statement   against   this   objectification,   Bradley   uses   the   neo-slave   narrative   genre   to  

engage   with   earlier   forms   of   backlash   against   African   American   progression.   This   decision  

accomplishes   two   tasks:   it   helps   Bradley   reflect   on   his   current   period   of   backlash   through   an  

investigation   of   how   his   predecessors   overcame   the   backlash   they   experienced,   and   in   the   process  

of   returning   to   slavery   and   segregation,   Bradley   recovers   the   agency   of   African   Americans   in   this   
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period   that   dominant   theories   of   history   neglect.   Moses   Washington   lives   through   segregation   and  

C.K.   Washington   lives   through   slavery.   Thus,   this   paper   identifies   the   Fugitive   Slave   Act   of   1850  

as   a   backlash   against   the   creation   of   numerous   free   states   during   the   Compromise   of   1850.  15

Additionally,   this   paper   reads   the   Black   Codes   as   a   backlash   against   the   emancipation   of   African  

Americans   in   1865.   Bradley’s   engagement   with   these   discriminatory   laws,   through   fiction,  

illuminate   methods   of   OverRiding   the   law   that   help   African   Americans   thrive   in   racially  

contentious   environments.  

An   essential   element   of   the   Fugitive   Slave   Act   of   1850   was   its   reinforcement   of   the   status  

of   black   people   as   property.   Consider   what   Steven   Lubet   details   in   his   book,   “FUGITIVE  

JUSTICE:   Runaways,   Rescuers,   and   Slavery   on   Trial,”   for   example:   “Virtually   every   aspect   of   the  

Fugitive   Slave   Act   was   tilted   against   the   alleged   runaway,   who   was   denied   the   right   to   a   jury   trial,  

to   appeal,   or   to   seek   relief   from   another   court”   (42)   and   “The   claimants   had   resources   to   call   upon  

other   witnesses—   agents,   employees,   neighbors—   to   testify   to   the   identity   and   servile   status   of   a  

prisoner,   while   the   fugitives   almost   invariably   had   only   themselves”   (43).   These   lines   illustrate   how  

African   Americans   were   denied   due   process.   Furthermore,   the   latter   quotation   demonstrates   the  

imbalance   of   support   in   the   courtroom.   While   the   claimants   could   call   upon   a   variety   of   people   to  

bolster   their   case,   African   Americans   defended   themselves   alone.   Bradley,   however,   uses   TCI   to  

combat   this   denial   of   shared   storytelling   and   testifying.   C.K.   Washington   promulgates   his   story  

through   his   letters   and   his   great-grandson   testifies   on   his   behalf.   Bradley   also   ensures   the  

individuality   of   African   Americans,   which   the   Fugitive   Slave   Act   of   1850   also   pilfered:   “The   only  

15   See   Chapter   3   of    Fugitive   Justice  
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issue   left   open   was   identity—   whether   the   captured   prisoner   was   in   fact   the   person   sought—   but  

even   that   was   subject   to   summary   determination   by   the   commissioner,   who   was   authorized   to   rely  

on   ‘a   general   description   of   the   person   so   escaping,   with   such   convenient   certainty   as   may   be’”  

(43).   The   optimal   word   in   the   previous   quotation   is   “general.”   Whether   free   or   enslaved,   all  

African   Americans   entered   a   liminal   space   where   their   status   in   this   country   could   change  

haphazardly.   The   law   eschewed   accuracy   and   exemplified   apathy.   African   Americans   were   not  

only   property,   but   indistinguishable   too.   Yet   again,   TCI   counters   the   maliciousness   of   the   law.  

Although   there   are   twelve   graves   representing   the   number   of   runaways   slain   during   the   first  

Chaneysville   Incident,   C.K.   Washington’s   letters   unveil   the   narratives   of   C.K.   Washington   himself,  

Harriett   Brewer,   and   others.   Thus,   fiction   reinstates   the   identity   and   individuality   of   African  

Americans   that   the   law   strips   away.   Delorus   Preston   argues   in   “The   Genesis   of   the   Underground  

Railroad”   that   the   Fugitive   Slave   Act   of   1850   paradoxically   catalyzed   the   social   progress   of  

African   Americans:   “on   the   contrary   it   was   of   tremendous   help   to   the   cause   of   freedom,   in   that   it  

divided   the   country   hopelessly,   caused   the   Underground   Railroad   to   be   more   effective   than   ever  

before,   and   resulted   in   secession,   Civil   War   and   freedom   for   the   Negro”   (170).   Preston   issues   a  

keen   observation,   however,   Lubet   adds   an   addendum   to   Preston’s   conclusion:   “Although  

politicians   in   the   North   and   South   had   reached   a   cautious   agreement,   they   had   overlooked   or  

underestimated   the   importance   of   a   third   force—   black   Americans—   who   were   never   part   of   the  

deal   and   who   could   not   be   bound,   or   even   influenced,   by   its   terms”   (49).   African   Americans  

played   a   key   role   in   their   fight   for   social   progress.   
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Despite   the   laws   efforts   to   mutate   them   into   a   mute   and   monolithic   mass,   works   of   fiction   and   the  

textual   objects   within   the   fiction,   conduct   the   restorative   work   that   returns   those   stolen   voices.  

After   the   Fugitive   Slave   Act   of   1850,   a   second   earlier   manifestation   of   Jim   Crow   laws  

emerges:   black   codes.   In    The   New   Jim   Crow ,   Michelle   Alexander   defines   black   codes   as   vagrancy  

laws   which   criminalized   African   American   unemployment   (28).   This   paper   reads   black   codes   as   a  

backlash   to   the   emancipation   proclamation   that   freed   the   enslaved.   Similarly,   W.E.B.   Du   Bois  

shares   this   sentiment:   “[black   codes]   Were   an   astonishing   affront   to   emancipation”   and   made   “plain  

and   indisputable”   the   “attempt   on   the   part   of   the   Southern   states   to   make   Negroes   slaves   in  

everything   but   name.”   Indeed,   the   South’s   attempt   to   recreate   slavery   was   nearly   as   expansive   as  16

slavery   considering   how   nine   southern   states   implmented   vagrancy   laws--some   going   as   far   as  

passing   convict   laws   (28).   Evidently,   laws   designed   to   extend   rights   to   African   Americans   fail   to  

serve   as   permanent   solutions   to   inequality   and   inequity.  

A   significant   divergence   between   black   codes   as   a   form   of   backlash   and   the   laws   that  

rollback   Civil   Rights   legislation   is   cheap   labor.   Alexander   claims:   “The   purpose   of   the   black   codes  

in   general   and   the   vagrancy   laws   in   particular   was   to   establish   another   system   of   forced   labor”  

(28).   The   method   behind   the   malice   of   the   backlash   politics   of   the   post-civil   rights   era,   however,  

was   not   about   forcing   African   Americans   to   do   cheap   labor.   Instead,   the   goal   was   to   systematically  

strip   away   African   American   liberties   until   they   became   second-class   citizens.   This   explains   Bakke  

v.   California   which   moved   the   country   from   equity   to   equality,   which   causes   the   speed   at   which  

African   Americans   can   recover   from   Jim   Crow   and   slavery   to   become   dillatory.   This   also  17

16   See    White   Rage    by   Carol   Anderson   (19)  
17   See   Chapter   1   where   this   is   explained   in   closer   detail  
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explains   red-lining   and   blockbusting,   which   unofficially   segregates   African   Americans   in  

economically   impoverished   areas   subject   to   pollution,   low   property   value,   and   other   ailments   of  

hypersegregation.   Thus,   we   see   how   those   with   racial   animus   are   not   satisfied   with   exploiting   the  18

labor   of   African   Americans.   After   1965,   they   needed   to   strip   political   power   away   as   well   to  

prevent   systems   of   subjugation   from   being   overturned.  

This   paper   expands   Anderson’s   analysis   in    White   Rage    because   it   studies   a   historical   period  

of   backlash   before   the   period   Anderson   begins   her   book   with.   Anderson   starts   her   work   with   the  

Reconstruction   period,   but   this   paper   starts   with   the   Fugitive   Slave   Act   of   1850.   An   earlier   point   of  

analysis   illuminates   both   a   longer   historical   narrative   of   backlash   and   strengthens   her   argument   by  

demonstrating   the   pervasiveness   of   these   assaults   on   African   American   progress.   Furthermore,   an  

approach   that   includes   an   investigation   of   how   fiction   challenges   these   earlier   forms   of   backlash  

supplements   Anderson’s   research.   TCI   explores   the   importance   of   imagination   in   the   work   of  

unearthing   history   both   interpersonal   and   personal.   Bradley’s   novel   also   advocates   for   interracial  

coalition   building   because   multiple   perspectives   are   necessary   for   discovering   the   “what”   and  

“why”   of   history   as   John   states:   “Becaue   that’s   what   history   is   all   about…   Finding   out   what  

happened   and   then   figuring   out   why.   The   first   part’s   harder   than   it   sounds.   The   second   part   is   even  

harder   than   that.   Because   there   are   a   whole   of   things   that   look   like   direct   causes   that   aren’t,   and   a  

whole   lot   of   things   that   are   causes   that   you’d   never   think   of”   (268).   The   elusiveness   of   the   facts  

explains   why   a   comprehensive   methodology   is   crucial.   And,   interracial   coalitions   work   toward   this  

comprehensiveness.   Interracial   coalition   building   and   imagination   serve   as   two   strategies   African  

18   See   Chapter   2   where   this   is   explained   in   closer   detail  
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Americans   can   use   to   OverRide   the   law.   OverRiding   the   law   is   important   because   history   shows  

trying   times   are   temporary.   Consider   how   after   the   black   codes   were   overturned,   one   of   the   most  

economically   and   politically   prolific   periods   in   African   American   history   arrived--Reconstruction  

(Alexander   29).   But   also   recall   that   President   Andrew   Johnson   vetoed   all   of   the   reconstruction  

legislation   (Verney   4).   This   section   links   these   past   versions   of   black   codes   to   the   work   of   time  

travel   that   the   neo-narrative   conducts   to   generate   different   modes   of   OverRiding   the   law,   and   this  

connects   the   socio-economic   to   the   close   readings.   The   pendulum   of   racial   progress   sways   in   both  

directions.   OverRiding   strategies   simply   share   ways   African   Americans   can   hold   on   during   the  

ride.  

SECTION   I:   FOLIO  

John   Washington’s   inability   to   imagine   serves   as   one   of   the   major   conflicts   in   Bradley’s  

novel.   An   easy   culprit   would   be   his   education   as   a   historian.   In   an   interview   with   Allen  

MendenHall,   Bradley   discusses   John’s   historian   status:   “John   Washington   is   a   first-person   narrator,  

but   he   doesn’t   actually   tell   the   story;   it   comes   to   him   in   bits   and   pieces,   from   documents   and  

narratives   and   observations.   One   reason   John   is   a   historian   is   that   he   does   research,   which   means  

he   doesn’t   talk;   he   listens   to   a   lot   of   other   people   talk”   (1).   This   historian-narrator   technique   has  

disruptive   effects   on   the   story.   Throughout   the   novel,   John   deviates   from   the   main   narrative   and  

ventures   down   historical   detours   where   he   provides   the   backstories   behind   numerous   figures,  

sights,   and   happenings   in   his   neighborhood.   These   historical   asides   serve   a   double   function,  

however.   On   one   hand,   they   solidify   John’s   position   as   a   historian,   but   on   the   other   hand,   they  

underscore   John’s   struggle   to   imagine.   
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There   are   numerous   moments   in   the   novel   where   John   indicates   his   struggle   to   imagine.   This  

perpetual   predicament   arrives   early   in   the   novel.   Consider   the   analepsis   where   John   recalls   the  

death   of   his   father   at   nine   years   old.   Reminiscing,   he   reflects   on   his   inert   condition:   “They   thought  

I   was   being   brave,   but   I   was   not.   I   just   did   not   know   how   to   act.   I   had   no   idea   how   I   should   feel,  

what   I   should   do”   (23).   Far   from   an   isolated   response   to   the   death   of   his   father,   John’s   lack   of  

imagination   troubles   him   incessantly   over   the   course   of   the   story.   Thus,   John   turns   to   history  

because   he   enjoys   a   comfort   from   engrossing   himself   in   past   events,   but   the   mystery   of   his   father’s  

death   can   only   be   solved   through   a   combination   of   both   history   and   the   imagination.  

Bradley   also   includes   a   number   of   narrative   detours   alongside   the   historical   detours.   For  

example,   consider   the   story   of   Moses   Washington,   John,   and   Josh’s   conflict   with   the   Ku   Klux  

Klan   (77-112).   John   acknowledges   that   the   stories   also   function   as   clues   about   his   father:   “The  

stories   were   endless,   and   I   had   never   tired   of   them,   at   least   not   for   years.   No;   I   had   never   tired   of  

them.   But   somewhere   along   the   line   it   had   occurred   to   me   that   the   stories   were   not   just   stories.  

They   were   something   else:   clues”   (45).   The   clues   in   the   story   are   not   enough,   however.   The   tales  

of   his   father   situate   themselves   in   the   past.   For   this   reason,   the   stories   are   no   different   than   the  

historical   detours.   John   needs   something   to   stimulate   his   imagination,   and   this   paper   argues   that   the  

textual   object   of   the   folio   accomplishes   this.   Rather   than   stories   and   history   which   are   consumed  

ocularly   and   auditorily,   the   textual   object   is   a   tangible   item--consumed   through   touch.   This   added  

sense   enables   John’s   imagination   because   it   establishes   a   metaphorical   bond   between   him   and   his  

father.  
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The   folio   solidifies   the   father-son   relationship   between   John   and   Moses   Washington.   Much  

like   the   textual   objects   Willa   encounters   in   Naylor’s   novel,   the   folio   establishes   an   intergenerational  

community.   Instead   of   a   matrilineal   line,   like   in    Linden   Hills ,   a   patrilineal   line   forms   in   Bradley’s  

novel.   Consider   the   contents   of   the   folio:   

For   they   were   the   raw   stuff   of   history:   handwritten   autobiography,   drafts   of   published  
pamphlets,   day-by-day   journals.   But   Moses   Washington   had   not   really   been   a   historian;   at  
any   rate,   he   had   not   cared   about   history.   To   him   the   papers   were   valuable   because   they   told  
the   story   of   a   fugitive   slave   who   had   risen   to   social   prominence,   who   had   been   both   author  
and   outlaw,   gentlemen   and   murderer,   husband   and   whoremaster,   and   whose   blood,   he  
believed   flowed   in   his   vein.   (223)  
 

Here,   Moses   Washington   alludes   to   his   grandfather,   C.K.   Washington.   The   textual   object   grants  

C.K.   Washington   the   space   to   share   his   own   narrative   or   “have   a   say”   as   LaVera   Crawley   claims   in  

her   essay,   “Having   a   Say:   Agency   and   End-of-Life   Decision-making   in   The   Chaneysville  

Incident.”   Crawley   forms   a   discourse   between   TCI   and   the   hospital   experience   of   Mr.   E   with   the  

goal   of   demonstrating   the   lengths   people   will   go   to   maintain   their   agency:   “The   story   of   the   mass  

suicides   by   the   runaway   slaves   at   Chaneysville   is   a   testament   to   the   extraordinary   measures   people  

will   take   to   maintain   and   protect   agency   and   control   over   their   Lives”   (996).   Crawley   presents   a  

strong   argument,   but   she   fails   to   consider   the   power   textual   objects   play   in   the   preservation   of  

agency.   The   folio   serves   as   a   textual   object   that   protects   the   textual   objects   (pamphlets   and  

journals)   that   preserve   C.K.   Washington’s   story.   A   consideration   of   things   not   only   highlights    what  

C.K.   Washington   says,   but    how    many   people   he   can   say   it   to.   Even   more,   this   consideration  

ameliorates   Crawley’s   final   claim:   “The   novel   also   shows   us   that   by   evoking   and   actively   attending  

to   the   stories   of   the   vulnerable   dying   and   to   the   personal   and   cultural   histories   that   shape   those  

stories,   we   may   come   to   a   better   understanding   of   what   life,   sickness,   and   dying   may   be   like   for   
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them   and   thus   bring   the   possibility   and   power   of   insight   and   empathy   to   bear   upon   our   practices  

and   policies   in   medical   care”   (997).   Crawley’s   analysis   has   to   go   further.   It   is   not   enough   for  

African   Americans   to   have   a   say,   they   need   to   be   heard.   The   ability   of   textual   objects   to   preserve  

their   words,   which   forms   intergenerational   communities,   magnifies   the   importance   of   textual  

objects   in   the   lives   of   African   Americans.  

The   “thing-power”   of   the   folio   stimulates   the   imagination   of   John   Washington   and   the  

citizens   of   Chaneysville   through   fear   and   deception.   Beginning   with   fear,   the   folio   exhibits   the  

ability   to   unnerve   various   characters.   Moreover,   these   characters   never   read   the   contents   of   the  

folio.   The   textual   object   itself   alters   moods   and   transforms   individuals.   Bradley   illustrates   this  

impeccably   when   John   recalls   the   stories   he   hears   regarding   the   folio.   For   example:   “And   about  

how,   before   his   carcass   was   even   in   the   ground,   they   had   come,   the   pale-skinned,   pale-eyed   men  

who   had   never   before   set   foot   on   the   Hill   (except,   of   course,   to   visit   Miss   Linda   Jamison),   sniffing  

around   like   a   pack   of   well-fed   hounds,   smiling,   offering,   bartering,   bribing,   begging,   finally  

threatening”   (162).   Here,   Bradley   uses   zoomorphism   to   emphasize   how   the   fear   produced   by   the  

folio   transforms   men   into   monsters.   The   narrator   uses   the   word   “men”   as   a   descriptor   initially,   but  

then   uses   a   simile   which   compares   the   men   to   “well-fed   hounds.”   The   string   of   gerunds   like  

“sniffing”   and   “begging,”   buttress   this   claim   because   they   generate   images   of   dogs   clamoring   for   a  

treat.   The   fear   of   exposure   terrifies   and   transforms   these   men   into   beasts.   The   folio   then,   stimulates  

the   imagination   because   John   creates   a   fiction   where   the   men   are   portrayed   as   monsters.  

Furthermore,   this   moment   concludes   with   the   reversion   of   the   beats-like-men   back   to   men:   “About   
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how   they   had   gone   away   finally,   to   sit   in   their   book-lined   studies   and   wood-paneled   offices   and  

sweat   into   their   collars,   praying   to   whatever   gods   white   men   have   that   it   would   never   see   the   light  

of   day”   (162).   Here,   John   describes   the   work   environment   of   these   men.   The   reference   to   “books,”  

“wood-paneled   offices,”   and   “collars,”   produces   a   civil   image   of   the   men.   This   juxtaposition  

between   beast   and   businessman   occurs   because   of   the   fear   the   folio   engenders.   The   use   of  

comparative   language   in   John’s   recollection   of   the   folio   indicates   how   the   folio   stimulates   the  

imagination.   More   importantly,   the   stimulation   of   John’s   imagination   is   critical   because   it   allows  

John   to   solve   the   mystery   of   his   father   and   great-grand   father’s   death.  

The   folio   holds   so   much   power   because   it   is   rumored   to   contain   the   records   of   men,   who  

purchased   alcohol   during   prohibition   (165).   With   that   said,   John   dispels   this   myth   during   his  

conversation   with   the   Judge:   “There   was   nothing   in   that   folio   that   would   implicate   anybody.   No  

list   of   names   and   dates   and   amounts”   (230).   Nevertheless,   the   folio   functions   as   a   circuit   that   myth  

flows   through;   and   these   myths   feed   the   fear   the   descendants   of   these   guilty   men   feel.   The   textual  

object   stimulates   the   imagination   because   it   does   the   unthinkable   during   Jim   Crow:   it   empowers  

black   men.   The   anonymity   over   the   possessor   of   the   folio   after   the   death   of   Moses   Washington  

leaves   the   town   in   a   frenzy.   Moreover,   the   anonymity   enables   white   men   in   the   town   to   seriously  

consider   the   possibility   of   a   black   man   possessing   the   folio:   “They   would   have   to   be   careful   of  

everybody.   For   that   man   might   have   the   folio.   Or   that   man.   Or   that   one   over   there.   And   that   man  

over   there   was   a   black   man”   (164).   The   final   sentence   of   this   quotation   stands   alone   on   a   separate  

line.   Bradley   purposely   makes   this   editorial   decision   to   underscore   the   potency   of   this   possibility.   A   
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black   man   might   wield   the   textual   object   that   could   expose   the   dark   secrets   of   several   prominent  

white   men.   The   textual   object   takes   on   an   additional   role   besides   storing   the   writing   of   C.K.   Now,  

the   textual   object   serves   as   an   equalizer   that   places   black   men   on   the   same   plane   as   white   men.   The  

anonymity   of   the   folio’s   possessor   spreads   this   power   from   one   black   man   to   all   black   men.  

Incredibly,   the   textual   object   enables   the   characters   to   imagine   a   black   man   unphased   by   inequality.  

The   impact   of   the   folio’s   animacy   on   John   and   the   community’s   imagination   is   often  

omitted   from   critical   conversation   about   the   TCI.   This   omission   is   concerning,   however,   because  

numerous   critics   highlight   how   integral   the   imagination   is   in   the   novel.   For   example,   in  

“Fictionalizing   History:   David   Bradley's   The   Chaneysville   Incident,”   Klaus   Ensslen   argues:   “This  

is   the   main   thrust   of   Bradley's   novel:   history   can   only   become   meaningful   through   active  

imaginative   appropriation   of   its   raw   material,   which   is   to   say   by   an   act   of   imaginative   completion,  

by   the   fictional   reconstruction   of   the   unfinished   story-line   of   history”   (286).   In   other   words,   the  

imagination   answers   the   questions   remaining   after   the   historical   facts   have   been   collected.   But,  

Ensslen   presents   this   argument   after   referring   to   John’s   notes   as   “immaterial.”   Ensslen   states:   “The  

smoke   here   stands   for   all   the   hard   facts   John   has   accumulated   on   filecards   in   his   search   as   historian  

and   which   he   burns   because   they   have   become   immaterial   in   the   face   of   the   imaginative   leap  

history   requires   to   become   meaning”   (286).   This   paper   refutes   Kalus’   claim.   The   filecards   are   not  

immaterial,   but   material   to   the   awakening   of   John’s   imagination.   The   filecards   much   like   the   folio,  

connect   John   to   his   father   Moses   Washington.   And,   this   connection   motivates   John   to   continue   his  

investigation.   
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Klaus   makes   a   similar   claim:   “Thus   Moses   becomes   a   goad   in   John's   mind,   an   ineluctable   impetus  

towards   self-exploration   and   the   need   to   find   a   true   sense   of   identity   in   a   given   context”   (290).   

Here,   Ensslen   acknowledges   the   importance   of   Moses   Washington,   but   neglects   the   textual   objects  

that   store   his   words.   The   documents   stored   inside   of   the   folio   are   an   extension   of   Moses  

Washington.   An   understanding   of   the   textual   objects   from   this   perspective   allows   for   one   to   read  

the   objects   as   an   extension   of   Moses   Washington’s   voice.   Defying   death,   Moses   Washington  

supports   his   son   and   works   with   him   during   his   investigation.   John   needs   his   father   to   access   his  

imagination   and   the   textual   objects   provide   him   with   this   access.  

Transitioning   from   fear   and   deception,   the   folio   also   stimulates   the   imagination   of   John   and  

the   community   through   its   “rattlesnake   power”   (232).   During   John’s   confrontation   with   the   Judge,  

he   accuses   him   of   cleverly   using   the   folio   to   solidify   his   power   in   the   community:  

And   you   ‘demonstrated’   the   folio   hadn’t   been   used   because   the   seal   was   intact.   But   you  
didn’t   need   to   open   it   to   use   it;   I   used   it   this   morning   and   I   knew   there   wasn’t   anything   to  
speak   of   inside   it.   Because   everybody   in   the   County   knew   about   that   folio,   knew   what   he  
kept   in   there.   And   everybody   was   wondering   where   it   was.   So   all   you   had   to   do   was   let  
somebody   see   it.   Accidentally.   Somebody   comes   into   the   office   and   you   look   upset   and  
hide   it   just   a   second   too   late.   That’s   all   it   would   take.   And   they   wouldn’t   know   your   name  
was   in   there.   So   you   had   all   the   power.   Rattlesnake   power.   It   wouldn’t   have   occured   to  
anybody   that   you   didn’t   have   any   venom   in   your   fangs.   (232)  

This   scene   demonstrates   how   the   Judge   purposely   takes   advantage   of   the   guilt   and   fear   of   others   to  

secure   power   for   himself.   “Rattlesnake   power”   refers   to   something   that   appears   harmful,   but   is  

actually   innocuous.   In   TCI,   members   of   the   community   fear   the   folio   because   of   the   dangers   they  

imagine   it   can   cause   them.   Furthermore,   their   imaginations   become   so   overactive   that   their   physical   
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responses   to   the   folio   become   absurd.   Consider   how   John’s   mother   reacts   to   the   folio:   “He   dropped  

it   on   the   desk;   he   didn’t   lay   it   down,   he   dropped   it,   as   if   he   were   happy   to   get   it   out   of   his   hands.   It  

was   then   that   my   mother   moved,   jumping   out   of   her   chair   and   backing   away   and   sagging   into   the  

one   beside   me”   (197).   In   this   scene,   the   Judge   drops   the   folio   onto   the   table   because   touching   the  

textual   object   is   discomforting.   Additionally,   John’s   mother   emphatically   backs   away   from   the   table  

in   a   desperate   attempt   to   steer   clear   of   the   folio.   Rather   the   Judge,   John’s   mother,   or   members   of   the  

community,   the   folio   produces   these   outrageous   reactions   because   it   stimulates   the   imagination  

with   its   “rattlesnake   power.”  

Overall,   the   folio   cures   John’s   inability   to   imagine.   This   change   is   most   evident   in   the   final  

third   of   the   book   where   John   uses   his   imagination   to   fill   in   the   historical   gaps   surrounding   C.K.  

Washington   and   the   original   “Chaneysville   Incident.”   The   final   third   of   the   book   is   also   the   focus  

of   the   final   section   of   this   paper.   In   addition   to   stimulating   the   imagination,   textual   objects   also  

build   interracial   coalitions   between   characters   in   the   novel.   While   the   imagination   works   as   an  

OverRiding   strategy   because   it   helps   African   Americans   expand   their   pathways   to   success,  

interracial   coalitions   expand   the   netowrks   of   influence   that   African   Americans   have   access   too.  

Ultimately,   both   strategies   enable   African   Americans   to   thrive   within   a   country   that   imposes   laws  

that   curb   their   rights.   Even   more,   the   textual   object   helps   African   Americans   imagine,   which   is  

important   for   OverRiding   the   law.   People   need   to   envision   the   overcoming   of   their   circumstances  

and   textual   objects   catalyze   the   imagination,   which   makes   this   feasible.   The   textual   object   urges  

African   Americans   to   engage   with   the   past,   which   a   consideration   of   black   codes   and   the   Fugitive   
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Slave   Act   serve   as   an   example   of.   Thus,   the   textual   object   causes   African   American   to   reflect   back,  

which   then   enables   them   to   think   forward   and   imagine.   TCI   helps   African   Americans   think  

critically   about   past   forms   of   backlash   and   how   they   reinvent   themselves   in   their   contemporary  

moment.  

SECTION   II:   C.K.   WASHINGTON’S   DOCUMENTS  

John   not   only   receives   his   father’s   folio,   but   through   the   folio,   he   procures   the   documents  

of   his   great-grandfather,   C.K.   Washington.   C.K.’s   documents   play   a   significant   role   in   TCI   because  

they   address   a   lingering   problem   that   troubles   the   text   since   its   outset:   failed   interracial   coalitions.  

Consider   the   very   first   scene   of   Bradley’s   novel,   which   follows   the   disgruntled   union   between  

John   and   Judith   (1-5).   In   particular,   they   bicker   about   John’s   resurfacing   drinking   habit   spurred   by  

the   illness   that   overcomes   and   eventually   kills   Jack.   Next,   consider   John’s   rape   of   a   white   woman  

following   his   brother’s   funeral   (75).   There   is   also   the   story   of   John’s   childhood   friend,   Robert,   a  

white   boy   that   John   frequently   exchanges   library   books   with   (285).   Their   friendship   comes   to   an  

abrupt   end   because   of   Robert’s   racist   mother.   Lastly,   the   town’s   exploitation   of   John’s   brother  

physically   and   negligence   towards   his   receiving   of   a   proper   education   (279-281),   and   the   story   of  

Mara   and   her   forced   entry   into   the   world   of   sex   work   for   wealthy   white   patrons   (287),   both  

demonstrate   the   detrimental   and   disastrous   interracial   relationships   in   this   novel,   which   prohibit  

coalition   building.   Despite   this   precarious   pattern,   the   racial   strife   in   Bradley’s   novel   does   desist.  

Interracial   coalitions   begin   to   form   and   flourish   when   John   finds   C.K’s   jourmal   described   as   a   
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“personal   history”   (337).   John’s   retelling   of   C.K’s   story   illustrates   the   power   of   the   textual   object   to  

form   interracial   coalitions,   but   the   textual   object   exhibits   its   “thing   power”   in   other   subtle   ways   as  

well.  

First,   the   textual   object   brings   John   and   Judith   to   two   key   settings   in   the   novel.   John   returns  

to   the   hill   after   he   confronts   the   Judge   (242).   His   decision   is   largely   influenced   by   the   new  

questions   that   C.K.   Washington’s   documents   generate.   John   revisits   the   mystery   of   his   father,   but  

feels   the   need   to   track   the   truth   through   visiting   the   actual   locations   of   the   incidents.   Bradley  

conveys   John’s   reasoning   through   two   clever   scenes.   Before   John   leaves,   a   brief   passage   describes  

a   conversation   John   and   Judith   have   about   her   ancestry   (242).   Judith   knows   that   one   of   her  

ancestors   was   an   explorer,   but   she   begins   to   entertain   the   idea   that   he   explored   on   a   slave   ship.  

John   downplays   this   possibility   to   her,   but   acknowledges   that   her   ancestor   did   possess   a   darker  

history   (242).   The   discussion   of   “explorers”   becomes   more   than   coincidental   when   the   next  

chapter   opens   with   John   tracking   deer   (243-252).   Both   of   these   moments   involve   a   “search,”  

which   corresponds   to   John’s   “search”   for   answers.   Not   in   his   notes,   however,   but   in   the   physical  

spaces   the   notes   describe.   In   other   words,   the   textual   object   serves   as   more   than   a   repository   of  

information,   but   a   catalyst   to   physical   exploration.  

Once   on   the   hill,   John   returns   to   Jack’s   house   and   encounters   Judith,   already   inside   waiting  

for   him.   Interestingly,   this   moment   mirrors   two   earlier   scenes   in   the   novel.   First,   it   mimics   the   early  

scene   of   John   sneaking   into   Jack’s   house   as   a   youth   and   finding   Jack   behind   him   with   a   shotgun   in  

his   face   (29).   
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There   is   a   slight   discrepancy   between   these   scenes,   however.   In   the   early   scene   John   never   enters  

the   home:   “In   a   sudden   burst   of   courage   I   got   to   my   feet   and   moved   to   the   door   and   reached   up   for  

the   knob,   but   found   instead   a   latch   string.   Then   the   unfamiliarity,   the   strangeness   of   it   hit   me…   I  

backed   away,   my   eyes   fixed   on   the   door.   I   turned   to   run”   (29).   After   this   moment,   Jack   confronts  

John   from   outside   the   house.   But,   in   the   second   scene,   John   does   enter   the   house   and   Judith  

confronts   him   from   inside   the   house.   These   scenes   illustrate   John’s   altered   mindset.   In   the  

beginning   scene,   John   is   not   an   explorer.   He   runs   from   the   answers   that   lurk   in   the   hill.   Then,   in  

the   later   scene,   John--thanks   to   the   textual   object--understands   that   he   must   face   history   where   it  

occurs,   which   leads   to   him   entering   the   house.   His   encounter   with   Judith   from   inside   the   house,  

symbolizes   John   finally   approaching   rather   than   running   from   those   who   demand   answers   from  

him.   John   notoriously   elides   every   attempt   to   tell   Judith   the   truth,   which   she   calls   out:   “I   realized  

that   you   hide   things.   Not   just   some   things,   everything.   You   don’t   even   think,   you   just   hide   them.  

You’ve   got   a   big   lead   vault   in   your   head   and   you   put   things   in   it”   (260).   Now,   however,   John  

opens   up   to   Judith.   

This   leads   to   the   second   scene   this   moment   mirrors.   Remember   that   John   and   Judith   argue  

earlier   in   the   novel,   and   shortly   after   John   finds   Judith   in   Jack’s   house,   they   seem   poised   to   battle  

again.   Again,   a   discrepancy   occurs.   Rather   than   disputing   with   Judith,   John   relents   and   tells   her   the  

story   of   the   hill   (271).   C.K.’s   documents   compel   John   and   Judith   to   return   to   Jack’s   house   on   the  

hill   because   the   exploration   of   the   truth   is   more   than   a   mental   activity--it   is   a   physical   activity   as  

well.   
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This   same   “thing   power”   occurs   when   the   textual   objects   compel   John   and   Judith   to   return   to  

Chaneysville   where   they   discover   the   graves   of   the   12   runaway   enslaved   people   (319).   This  

relationship   between   history,   physical   places,   and   the   textual   objects   that   compel   movement,  

echoes   Toni   Morrison’s   concept   of   “rememory,”   which   Angelyn   Mitchell   provides   a   clear  

definition   of   in   her   book,    The   Freedom   to   Remember :   “the   process   of   remembering   not   only   what  

one   has   forgotten   but   also   what   one   wants   to   forget   and   cannot”   (12).   John’s   conversation   with  

Judith   during   their   trip   to   Chaneysville   reveals   that   he   undergoes   a   rememory:   “‘We’re   going   to   see  

the   place   where   Moses   Washington   blew   his   brain   out.’   ‘Do   you   think   that   will   help?’   she   said.  

‘I’ve   done   everything   else,’   I   said”   (322).   His   description   of   Moses   Washington’s   death   is   vivid,  

which   demonstrates   how   rememory   replays   selected   messages.   The   memories   replay   so   often   that  19

they   are   almost   visceral.   C.K.’s   documents   urge   John   to   return   to   the   “sites   of   the   Chaneysville  

Incident.”   Even   more,   they   unite   him   with   Judith,   and   together,   they   form   one   of   the   few  20

interracial   coalitions   in   the   novel.  

While   I   place   TCI   in   the   genre   of   the   neo-slave   narrative,   Mitchell   provides   an   alternative  

to   this   genre,   which   she   refers   to   as   the   “liberatory   narrative”   and   defines   as:   “I   define   the   liberatory  

narrative   as   a   contemporary   novel   that   engages   the   historical   period   of   chattel   slavery   in   order   to  

provide   new   models   of   liberation   by   problematizing   the   concept   of   freedo”   (4).   Moreover,   Mitchell  

places   an   emphasis   on   black   womanhood   because   the   focus   of   black   woman   writers   is   not   on  

enslavement,   but   on   constructs   of   freedom   (3).   This   peculiarity   differentiates   her   genre   from   the  

19   See   the    Freedom   to   Remember    by   Angelyn   Mitchell   (12)  
20   Here,   I   play   on   the   title   of   Tillet’s   book,    Sites   of   Slavery  
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neo-slave   narrative.   Yet,   I   argue   that   Mitchell   should   expand   her   criteria   for   liberatory   narratives   to  

include   objects   and   how   they   help   African   Americans   construct   freedom.   This   is   not   to   suggest   that  

Mitchell   excludes   objects,   but   to   emphasize   the   importance   of   a   magnified   approach   to   objects.   In  

other   words,   I   believe   that   an   analysis   of   the   objects   in   neo-slave   narratives   reveals   that   these   black  

men   authors   are   also   invested   in   constructions   of   freedom.   I   want   to   stress   that   this   is   not   a  

universalizing   claim   that   foolishly   asserts   that   black   women   and   black   men   are   doing   identical  

things   with   their   literary   returns   to   the   slave   past.   I   contend   that   a   novel   like   TCI   belongs   in   the  

liberatory   narrative   genre   because   it   demonstrates   the   same   concern   with   constructs   of   freedom  

through   the   textual   object.   In   her   epilogue,   Mitchell   claims:   “The   role   of   testimony   centers   not   only  

on   recovery   from   past   traumatic   experiences   but   on   the   recovery   of   the   future   from   traumatic  

repetitions.   Testimony   is   vital   for   the   survivor   to   continue   to   survive   after   trauma”   (148).   Textual  

objects   give   voice   to   the   ineffable   parts   of   these   testimonies.   They   reveal   the   stories   that   exist  

within   the   words.   Moses   Washington’s   folio   and   the   documents   of   C.K.   Washington   allow   them   to  

thrive   within   the   racist   laws   that   subjugate   them   during   their   lives.   C.K.’s   writings   afford   him   a  

freedom   that   has   been   denied   since   his   birth.   John   elaborates   on   this   eloquently:   “when   you’ve  

been   flogged   for   trying   to   read   your   own   name   and   branded   for   trying   to   write   your   father’s   name,  

it’s   probably   quite   a   thrill   to   not   only   read   books   but   quote   them   in   your   own   hand,   even   if   nobody  

is   going   to   read   it”   (338).   And,   as   this   paper’s   previous   section   articulates,   the   folio   gives   Moses  

Washington   an   agency   unfathomable   for   a   black   man   to   possess   during   Jim   Crow.   Much   like   Toni  

Morrison’s   claim   about   the   places   that   contain   memories,   I   want   to   highlight   that   objects   contain   
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these   memories   as   well.   Mitchell   argues   that   one   of   the   two   functions   of   the   liberatory   narrative   is  

to:   “emancipate   its   readers   by   facilitating   a   discussion   of   slavery   as   lieu   de   memoire   (memory  

space)”   (150).   Building   on   her   work,   this   paper   investigates   how   textual   objects   transform   this  

memory   space,   mediate   the   tension   between   spatial   memories   and   mental   memoires,   and   serve   as  

physical   manifestations   of   memories.  

The   documents   cause   more   than   a   movement   to   the   hill   and   the   graveyard   at   Chaneysville,  

they   also   demand   engagement   with   their   text.   Two   moments   underscore   this   event.   The   first  

moment   occurs   when   Judith   pesters   John   about   his   notecard   method.   Moreover,   John   defines   the  

work   of   a   historian   in   this   moment:   “Because   that’s   what   history   is   all   about…   Finding   out   what  

happened   and   then   figuring   out   why.   The   first   part’s   harder   than   it   sounds.   The   second   part   is   even  

harder   than   that”   (268).   The   irony   of   John’s   comment   is   that   his   notecard   method   helps   him  

ascertain   the   “what,”   but   it   fails   to   transport   him   to   the   “why.”   Judith,   however,   does   get   him   to   the  

“why.”   Throughout   this   scene,   Judith   tirelessly   interrupts   John   with   questions   and   exclamations.  

Contrary   to   popular   thought,   her   interruptions   alleviate   John   more   than   they   aggravate   him.   Every  

time   Judith   interrupts   John,   he   has   to   elaborate   on   the   “what.”   And,   this   helps   him   approach   the  

elusive   “why.”   Judith’s   prying,   which   mirrors   the   exchange   between   Ernest   (Judith)   and   Gilbert  

(John)   in   Oscar   Wilde’s   essay,    The   Critic   as   Artist ,   forces   John   to   close   the   distance   he   places  

between   himself   as   historian   and   the   historical   event.   The   information   in   C.K.’s   documents   are  

more   than   neutral   facts--they   are   family   history.   As   Judith   helps   John   accept   this,   he   begins   to   work  

through   his   struggle   with   the   notes.   
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This   overcoming   serves   as   the   second   important   moment.   When   Judith   questions   John   about   the  

hill   he   comes   to   a   realization:   “I   stopped   again.   Something   had   occurred   to   me.   I   took   up   the   red  

cards,   flipped   quickly.   I   knew   the   date   I   wanted;   I   was   checking   details”   (294).   The   emphasis   here  

is   not   on   the   realization,   but   on   what   sparks   it.   Questions   and   interruptions   challenge   the   historian  

to   cement   his/her   knowledge   of   the   facts.   In   the   unique   case   of   John   where   facts   are   family   history,  

questions   and   interruptions   challenge   him   to   connect   the   missing   links.   Overall,   Judith’s   questions  

and   John’s   answers   bring   them   closer   to   each   other.   John   drinks   a   toddy   in   front   of   Judith   (262),  

which   illustrates   his   transparency   with   her.   Additionally,   Judith   prepares   a   toddy   for   John   (322).  

Lastly,   John’s   openness   allows   him   to   detect   the   emotional   changes   to   C.K.   based   on   changes   in  

his   writing:   “The   experience   had   done   something   to   him.   It   shows   in   his   writing   style”   (343).  

These   detectors   are   significant   because   they   deepen   the   facts   and   help   John   piece   together   the   story  

he   ultimately   tells   to   conclude   the   story.   Certainly,   these   moments   of   openness   and   transparancy  

caused   by   C.K.’s   writing   bolsters   the   claim   that   textual   objects   build   interracial   coalitions.   These  

interracial   coaltions   are   examples   of   OverRiding   the   law   because   these   relationships   help   African  

Americans   work   through   the   moment   of   backlash   they   experience.   Working   with   other   racial  

groups   enriches   the   number   of   possibilities   and   solutions   African   Americans   can   devise   the  

relationship   between   John   and   Judith   illustrate   this.   

Textual   objects   force   John   to   imagine   the   final   moments   of   C.K.’s   life   spent   fighting   to   help  

the   runaway   enslaved   African   Americans   escape.   In   this   moment,   John   tells   a   story   not   history,  

which   inaugurates   him   into   the   oral   tradition   of   his   forebearers.   John’s   story   coincidentally   aligns  
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with   a   comment   he   makes   to   Judith   earlier   after   they   reach   the   end   of   C.K.’s   documents:   “There’s  

nothing   else   to   do…   That’s   all   I   know,   all   I   can   figure   out.   There’s   no   more   record,   and   there’s  

nothing   in   code,   just   December   23…   That’s   the   end   of   it;   a   period   at   the   end   of   the   sentence.   That’s  

the   way   history   is   sometimes.   Sometimes   you   don’t   even   get   periods”   (367).   Nevertheless,   Bradley  

shows   that   where   history   ends,   fiction   begins.   John   relies   on   his   imagination   to   finish   C.K.   's  

personal   history.   The   setting   illustrates   this   event:   “I   saw   that   she   was   leaning   forward,   her   eyes  

shining   in   the   light,   fixed   on   the   candle.   And   I   looked   at   it   too,   at   the   steady   flame,   hardly   a   flame  

at   all   now,   but   a   round,   warm,   even   glow   that   seemed   to   grow   as   I   looked   at   it,   expanding   until   it  

filled   my   sight”   (413).   Here,   John   orchestrates   a   setting   that   resembles   the   setting   of   the   story   he’s  

telling:   “That   was   what   C.K.   wanted,   what   he   was   thinking   about   when   he   finally   approached   the  

mill…   But   then   he   had   seen   the   woman,   bending   at   the   hearth,   and   the   thoughts   had   left   him;   he  

had   forgotten   the   wind   and   the   cold,   had   forgotten   everything…”   (412).   The   frigid   temperature,   the  

tight   space,   the   lone   woman,   and   the   burning   fire.   All   of   these   elements   populate   both   John’s  

setting   and   the   setting   he   imagines   for   C.K.   Alas,   John,   who   complains   that   he   cannot   imagine  

throughout   the   bulk   of   the   novel,   admits   that   he   finally   can   imagine:   “I   stopped   for   a   moment,  

sipped   the   toddy,   waiting,   while   the   rest   of   it   took   shape   in   my   mind.   I   became   aware   of   her   hand,  

warm,   resting   on   mine.   Not   resting.   Squeezing.   I   imagined   the   rest   of   it   then”   (425).   The   textual  

objects   give   him   enough   raw   material   to   fashion   his   own   conclusion.   Moreover,   they   help   him  

realize   that   stories   are   meant   to   be   shared   not   stored   away   in   attics.   Klaus   helps   flesh   this  21

argument   out   further:   “For   Bradley   this   implies   not   an   ironical   (Morrison)   or   a   satirical   (Reed)  

21  Reference   to   Moses   Washington’s   attic  
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relationship   between   present   and   past,   but   rather   a   ritualistic,   hieratic   and   elegiac   vision   in   which  

the   present,   by   imaginatively   reenacting   and   recapturing   the   past,   salvages   and   celebrates   a  

suppressed   or   even   stolen   (misappropriated)   black   history”   (293).   Even   more,   the   textual   object  

plays   a   vital   role   in   assisting   the   imagination   in   reenacting   and   recapturing   the   past,   which   helps  

African   Americans   devise   ways   of   OverRiding   the   era   of   backlash   they   currently   experience.  

Thus   far,   an   examination   of   texual   object’s   in   TCI   has   shown   how   they   help   characters  

build   interracial   coalitions.   Accordingly,   this   analysis   also   helps   mollify   critiques   that   Bradley’s  

novel   marginalizes   black   women   voices   in   its   construction   of   black   masculinity.   Maha   Marouan’s  22

essay   takes   this   position.   Marouan   asserts   two   claims:   “The   reclamation   of   the   past   is   mediated  

through   a   male-centered   world.   Even   more,   women   become   obstacles   to   the   men's   process   of  

constructing   an   African   American   identity.   Bradley's   narrative   allows   for   a   suppression   of   female  

heroic   figures,   as   the   voices   of   all   women,   black   and   white,   are   given   a   limited   space   in   the   novel”  

(3)   and   “It   seems   that   the   price   of   Bradley's   construction   of   black   male   heroism   is   the   loss   of   the  

significance   of   black   women's   voices”   (6).   I   vehemently   disagree   with   Marouan’s   position.   In   fact,  

an   analysis   of   C.K.   's   documents   reveals   that   black   women’s   voices   are   not   lost,   black   women  

catalyze   the   construction   of   an   African   American   identity,   and   that   textual   objects   move   us   away  

from   a   male-centric   approach   and   to   a   collaboration   between   genders.   Consider   the   scene   where  

John   and   Judith   discuss   how   C.K.’s   documents   might   have   survived   long   enough   for   Moses  

Washington   to   encounter   them.   John   is   equivocal   about   Moses   Washington’s   discovery   that   the  

documents   belonged   to   C.K.   Yet,   Judith   proposes   that   Bijou   told   him   (369).   Even   more,   Judith  

22   See   “Interpolating   Harriet   Tubman”   (1)  
 

79  



 

states:   “That   woman   came   up   here   looking   for   him,   and   she   went   to   all   the   places   she   knew   he  

might   be,   and   she   didn’t   find   him,   but   she   found   his   books,   and   his   writing,   and   she   took   it   back  

with   her,   because   that   was   the   only   thing   she   had   of   him   besides   his   money   and   his   son.   That’s  

what   happened”   (370).   In   response   to   Judith’s   claim,   John   states:   “Maybe…   it   makes   sense”   (370).  

Judith’s   proposal   should   not   be   glossed   over.   Even   John   affirms   it.   Her   proposal   demonstrates   the  

power   of   textual   objects   to   preserve   the   voice   of   black   women.   The   documents   that   Bijou  

preserves   not   only   protects   C.K.’s   words,   but   they   elevate   Bijou.   C.K.   writes   love   letters   and  

poems   to   Bijou   (369).   Thus,   the   documents   position   her   as   a   figure   of   affection.   His   words   then,  

center   his   love   for   her--not   his   own   endeavors.   The   textual   objects   show   how   C.K.   writes   to  

elongate   his   love   of   Bijou   long   after   his   mortality.   The   woman   is   centered   rather   than   the   man.  

Even   more,   Bijou’s   protection   of   the   book   illustrates   male-women   collaboration.   Black   women  

serve   as   the   catalyst   to   the   construction   of   African   American   identity.   John   imagines   the   following  

about   Harriet   Brewer:   “C.K.   watched   her   face   as   she   spoke,   listened   to   her   words   and   nothing   else.  

But   when   she   finished   he   became   aware   of   the   sounds   of   the   others,   the   soft   animated   whisperings  

as   they   realized   who   he   was.   And   he   knew   that   she   had   done   what   he   could   not   do,   that   she   had  

provided   the   miracle”   (425).   Here,   John   imagines   a   woman   galvanizing   the   spirits   of   the   runaway  

enslaved   African   Americans.   His   imagination   of   a   woman   serving   as   a   catalyst   rather   than   the  

notorious   C.K.   suggests   that   the   role   of   women   in   African   American   identity   construction   is  

acknowledged   in   this   novel.   I   recognize   that   black   women   do   not   populate   every   page   of   Bradley’s  

novel,   but   they   unimpeachably   play   the   most   integral   role   in   this   novel,   and   an   analysis   of   textual  

objects   highlights   their   necessity.  
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EPILOGUE:   30   Years   Later  

As   African   Americans   enter   the   infancy   of   a   new   decade,   conversations   surrounding   civil  

rights   remain   paramount.   2020   stands   thirty   years   away   from   the   1980s,   but   the   literary   works   born  

within   that   era   serve   as   a   wise   guardian   to   these   nascent   times.   Bradley,   Naylor,   and   Wade  

encourage   African   Americans   to   explore   the   liberatory   possibilities   of   writing   that   exists   outside   of  

the   juridical   arena.   While   the   law   has   played   a   vital   role   in   the   black   freedom   struggle,   the   backlash  

politics   that   Anderson   describes   in    White   Rage    indicate   that   the   law   is   no   permanent   respite   from  

injustice.   Thus,   innovation   and   imagination   are   necessary.   New   decades   demand   new   decisions.  

Certainly,   the   literature   this   thesis   examines,    Company   Man ,    Linden   Hills ,   and    The   Chaneysville  

Incident ,   begins   this   work.  

In   response   to   the   law,   these   writers   craft   novels   that   illustrate   how   African   Americans   can  

OverWrite,   OverRight,   and   OverRide   the   law.   In    Company   Man ,   Wade   demonstrates   how   folios  

and   journals   help   African   Americans   OverWrite   the   law   through   their   reintegration   of   racial  

pariahs.   In    Linden   Hills ,   Naylor   uses   textual   objects   like   bibles,   cookbooks,   and   photo   albums   to  

build   intergenerational   communities   and   unveil   the   unsaid,   which   operate   as   resistance   strategies  

for   OverRighting   the   law.   In    The   Chaneysville   Incident ,   Bradley   reveals   how   folios   and   documents  

enable   African   Americans   to   imagine   and   build   interracial   coalitions,   which   help   them   OverRide  

the   law.   

Each   of   these   novels   enter   a   discourse   with   the   law.    Company   Man    challenges   the   Bakke   v.  

California   case   to   demonstrate   the   losses   African   Americans   incur   when   the   law   shifts   its   lens   from   
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equity   to   equality.    Linden   Hills    tackles   unwritten   laws   like   Redlining   and   Blockbusting   to   argue  

how   the   undermining   of   the   Fair   Housing   Act   creates   hyper-segregated   communities   that  

demoralize   and   bankrupt   African   American   communities   due   to   carceral   power.    The   Chaneysville  

Incident    critiques   early   forms   of   backlash   politics   like   the   Fugitive   Slave   Act   (1850)   and   Black  

Codes   to   illuminate   possible   defences   against   the   contemporary   era   of   backlash   politics.   Yet,   these  

1980s   literary   interventions   will   not   sufficiently   address   the   issues   African   Americans   must  

confront   in   this   new   decade.  

The   assault   on   civil   rights   legislation   did   not   end   in   the   1980s.   Consider   the   Shelby   v.  

Holder   (2013)   court   case.   This   case   ruled   that   the   coverage   formula   in   Section   4(b)   of   the   Voting  

Rights   Act   was   anachronistic   in   our   contemporary   moment.   Even   more,   it   allowed   Southern  23

States   with   past   reputations   of   discriminatory   polling   practices   to   avoid   pre-clearances.   I   believe  

that   this   decision   works   as   a   backlash   against   the   wave   of   African   American   voters   that   thundered  

to   the   polls   for   President   Barack   Obama   in   the   2008   and   2012   elections.   African   Americans   were  24

establishing   representation   and   influence   in   American   politics.   Their   ascension   had   to   be   stifled,  

and   the   law   assisted   in   accomplishing   this   arrest.  

Historically,   opponents   of   racial   equity   and   equality   have   appropriated   Civil   Rights  

language   and   legislation   to   terminate   civil   rights.   Returning   to   the   work   of   Welch   and   Gruhl  

encountered   in   chapter   3,   they   note   that   Bakke   enacts   this   iniquitous   irony:   “So   Bakke   sued   Davis.  

He   used   the   Fourteenth   Amendment's   equal   protection   clause   and   claimed   reverse   discrimination”  

23   See    A   Response   to   Shelby   County,   Alabama   v.   Holder:   Energizing,   Educating   and   Empowering  
Voters    (7)  
24   Hopps   and   Davis   claim   that    “ African   American   voters   made   history   in   2008   and   2012   when   they  
turned   out   at   a   rate   higher   than   whites   to   help   elect   and   reelect   President   Obama”   (8)  
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(19).   Furthermore,   Justice   Harry   Blackmun   summarizes   this   situation   impeccably:   “In   order   to   get  

beyond   racism,   we   must   first   take   account   of   race.   There   is   no   other   way.   And   in   order   to   treat  

some   persons   equally,   we   must   treat   them   differently.   We   cannot—we   dare   not—let   the   Fourteenth  

Amendment   perpetuate   racial   supremacy”   (29).   In   concurrence,   I   assert   that   this   pernicious  25

pattern   must   end.   

While   June   Hopps   and   Dorcas   Davis   delineate   a   number   of   action   steps   African   Americans  

can   take   in   response   to   Shelby   v.   Holder   in   their   essay,   “A   Response   to   Shelby   County,   Alabama  

v.   Holder:   Energizing,   Educating   and   Empowering   Voters,”   they   fail   to   consider   how   literature  

might   assist   in   the   protection   and   preservation   of   voting   rights.   For   instance,   they   espouse  

neighborhood/community   engagement,   but   neglect   how   literature   forms   coalitions   and  

intergenerational   communities.   Both   Naylor   and   Bradley   inform   us   of   this   function   literature  

possesses   in   their   novels.   Additionally,   the   authors   argue   that   the   church   serves   as   a   major   player   in  

this   fight.   While   the   authors   acknowledge   the   patriarchal   and   heteronormativity   of   the   church,   they  

are   reticent   to   include   remedies   for   the   bigotry   that   circulates   this   space.   Accordingly,   a   reading   of  

Wade’s   novel   enlightens   readers   of   the   need   to   form   more   inclusive   black   communities   through   the  

reintegration   of   racial   pariahs.   The   aforementioned   examples   give   a   glimpse   of   the   continued  

contribution   novels   make   to   the   black   freedom   struggle.  

I   understand   that   the   appeal   and   allure   of   the   digital   age   will   only   crescendo   as   we   progress  

into   the   “roaring   2020s.”   Yet,   I   hope   my   thesis   compels   readers   to   consider   the   impact   literature  26

has   in   our   reception   and   response   to   the   law.   The   brilliance   of   Naylor,   Bradley,   and   Wade   still  

25   See    Why   Standardized   Tests   Have   Standardized   Postracial   Ideology,    (29)  
26  This   is   a   historical   allusion   to   the   “Roaring   20s”   of   the   1920s  
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resonate   four   decades   later.   What’s   left   undone   in   this   project   is   a   wider   survey   of   novels   and  

parallels   drawn   between   these   laws   that   impact   the   1980s   and   their   reincarnations   today.   For  

example,   how   does   Fisher   v.   University   of   Texas   Austin   (2016)   speak   to   Bakke   v.   California?   My  

object   of   inquiry   limits   the   insights   that   a   longer   timeline   might   reveal.   Nevertheless,   further  

questions   remain:   Does   the   effect   of   objects   change   if   they’re   not   textual   objects?   Are   the   1980s  

and   the   post-Obama   years   analogous   either   historically   or   in   terms   of   literature?   What   nuances  

might   need   to   be   applied   to   the   OverWrite,   OverRight,   and   OverRide   terms   that   I   define   in   my  

project?   Is   there   another   term   that   does   different   work   (OverRise)?   Lastly,   how   might   a  

transnational   approach   that   includes   the   experiences   of   Afro-Latinx   people   and   the   spanish  

language   complicate   my   research?   Does   Latinx   resistance   literature   engage   with   OverRight,  

OverWrite,   and   OverRide?   Do   they   accomplish   things   the   english   terms   neglect?   Answering   these  

questions   will   be   the   work   of   future   scholars.   I   look   forward   to   their   analysis.  
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