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ABSTRACT 

 

This project examines the under-theorized figure of the free black child in Harriet 

Wilson’s Our Nig and Frank J. Webb’s The Garies and Their Friends.  While foregrounding the 

figure of the free black child, I also use, as points of contradistinction, Harriet Jacobs’s Incidents 

in the Life of a Slave Girl and Frederick Douglass’s Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, 

an American Slave, to discuss the rhetoric surrounding black childhood in these texts as an 

absence or negation.  Moving from enslavement to freedom, I propose that representations of the 

free black child in nineteenth-century African-American texts critiques the idea of childhood as a 

time of innocence and the innocence of whiteness, as well as notions of freedom, citizenship, and 

inclusion.  I contend that the manner in which the black children in these texts attract mentors 

and patronage and subsequently, gain socioeconomic mobility, occurs through moments of 

abjection, pain and suffering.  I question what this seemingly racialized dynamic might indicate, 

in terms of the efficacy of benevolence and inclusion in the American story of upward mobility.  

And, drawing from Judith Butler’s theorization of the potential for disruption through the 

constitutive-exclusion, I question whether the free black child, made abject through her 

occupation of the mutually informing sites of childhood, blackness and domestic labor, acts as a 

disruptive figure through which these authors gain agency.   
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INTRODUCTION 

 

 “Outside the Circle:” The Black Child as Disruptive Figure 

I did not, when a slave, understand the deep meaning of those rude and apparently incoherent 

songs.  I was myself within the circle; so that I neither saw nor heard as those without might see 

and hear.—Frederick Douglass 

 

 
Figure 1. Children of Commodore John Daniel Daniels. mdhs.org, 2011; Web; 11 Nov. 2011. 

 

 Sarah Miriam Peale’s 1826 painting Children of Commodore John Daniel Daniels 

evokes the marginal and shadowy position, yet structural importance, of the figure of the black 

child in the construction of antebellum American domestic life and culture (see fig. 1).  In her 

book Young America, Claire Perry describes how these marginalized black children “enfold the 

Daniels siblings…as both participants in and onlookers of the family’s spontaneous fun” (75).  

Perry continues, describing how the black child on the floor “completes the family circle that 
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centers around the two bubbles hanging in midair,” but how the boy in the shadows “makes a 

different kind of forecast about the future of blacks in the U.S. (75).  And indeed, the image 

above is a carefully constructed scene.  The painting highlights the pale skin of the white Daniels 

children, while the black children, on the floor and in the corner, fall into the shadows. The 

majority of the children pictured are engaged with the activities of the young black boy in the 

lower right hand corner, looking directly at him (or at the bubbles he is blowing).  The painting 

may highlight the white children, but their gaze directs us to the boy on the ground.  The young 

black boy in the bottom right-hand corner is closer to the age of the male Daniels siblings, but is 

relegated to the level of the white female toddler, a positioning indicative of the status both 

figures occupy in the home.  Perry describes the boy in the shadows as a reminder of the 

“quarantine of black citizens from the rest of the body politic” (78).  True, this figure stands 

outside the circle of children and we are unable to make out his features.  And yet, he is present 

in the room, watching the actions of the children within the circle from his outcast position.   

 Save for the work of a few scholars, including, among others, Robin Bernstein and Lisa 

E. Green, the figure of the free black child as she appears in nineteenth-century American 

literature, specifically Harriet E. Wilson’s Our Nig and Frank J. Webb’s The Garies and Their 

Friends, is relatively under-theorized.  Focusing on antebellum texts written by African-

Americans, I propose that these black writers use the figure of the free black child and childhood 

to address issues pertinent to nineteenth-century African-Americans in the movement from 

enslavement to freedom, treating such issues as inextricable to those of American antebellum 

society at large.  While the use of the figure of the child in literature to engender sympathy is 

common in abolitionist discourse, the narrative treatment by African-American writers of their 

experience of a childhood marked by enslavement, specifically Frederick Douglass’s Narrative 
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in the Life of Frederick Douglass, an American Slave and Harriet Jacobs’s Incidents in the Life 

of a Slave Girl, shifts the rhetoric surrounding sentimental depictions of childhood, as both 

Douglass and Jacobs must first reinstate the figure of the black child as a child, and therefore a 

figure worthy of compassion.   

To fully appreciate this rhetorical shift, it is necessary to first briefly review the 

scholarship concerning literary representations of children and childhood, where two main 

approaches, or rather, two poles on a spectrum are at work in this field of inquiry.  There are 

those scholars who focus on the figure of the child as deployed by adults, serving as a receptacle, 

repository or blank slate for adult desires.  Within this category, I include James Kincaid’s Child 

Loving, Catherine Robson’s Men in Wonderland, Carolyn Steedman’s Strange Dislocations and 

Anna Mae Duane’s Suffering Childhood in Early America.  On the other end of the spectrum is 

Karen Sanchez-Eppler who, in Dependent States, focuses on children as actual people who shape 

culture.  My own approach to the study of representations of black children in nineteenth-century 

African-American texts draws from the repository school, although I propose that representations 

of black children in these texts, particularly Our Nig (a fictionalized account of the childhood of 

a real girl), do have implications on the manner in which actual children shape culture.   

 Many theorists concerned with childhood take into account the work of James Kincaid in 

Child Loving, where Kincaid links the idea of childhood to the intersection of power and desire, 

proposing that the idea of the child as innocent is a notion that adults have constructed and 

enforced, an idea, Kincaid writes, that we “vastly overstate…expressing and exposing a need of 

our own” (72).  This innocence-hypothesis that Kincaid exposes is not concerned with an 

essentialized notion of the nature of children, but rather expresses something about our own adult 

natures, and our need to view the child as innocent.  Kincaid explains that “by insisting so loudly 



4 

on the innocence, purity, and asexuality of the child, we have created a subversive echo: 

experience, corruption and eroticism” (5).  Kincaid’s “subversive echo” provides a hint of why 

childhood is depicted as an absence in emancipatory narratives, and also perhaps an absence in 

critical treatments of these childhoods, because they manifest as experience, corruption, and 

eroticism (as the enslaved child is forced to labor, is subject to bodily harm and sexual violence), 

those very things that, according to Kincaid, the category of child was constructed to evade.  

Accordingly, the enslaved black child falls outside of nineteenth-century conceptions of 

sentimental childhood as a time and state of innocence, as such position is reserved for the 

occupation of the white child.  The black child is therefore marked by her race, taken out of the 

symbolic realm of goodness and innocence through the color of her skin.  This dynamic has 

material effects as well.  In her essay on French and American childhoods in St. Louis during the 

early nineteenth-century, Martha Saxon notes that the term “orphan” was never applied to black 

children, but used quite freely for white children, even if the white child’s mother was still 

alive.  This one instance provides a clear example of the way black children in the nineteenth-

century were not afforded the same legal protections as other children—with the idea of 

protection harkening back to the idea of being vulnerable and therefore in need of such 

protection.   

In her book Men in Wonderland, Catherine Robson, drawing upon the idea of the child as 

a blank slate, proposes that Victorian men looked to and used girlhood as a repository for their 

own childhoods, and finds that young boyhood looked like girlhood.  Robson breaks down the 

way the figure of the ideal girl worked for Victorian gentleman, explaining how this figure 

represents: (1) the perfect child; (2) a rural past; and (3) a protected and stable home.  Given the 

rapid industrialization of the time and the anxieties such change aroused with respect to 
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domesticity and family, Robson’s three functions of the Victorian girl invoke an overarching 

theme of safety, harkening back to an idealized past.  But with respect to the figure of the 

nineteenth-century black child, it is important to question whether this figure harkens back to a 

safe past (if such a thing exists for this figure, particularly as deployed by Jacobs and Douglass) 

and whether and how the figure is being deployed in a manner different from representations of 

white childhood.  Or in other words, if, as Kincaid writes, “the child carries for us things we 

somehow cannot carry for ourselves, sometimes anxieties we want to be divorced from and 

sometimes pleasures so great we could not, without the child, know how to contain them” (74) 

what does the figure of the free black child carry for Wilson and Webb?  

Like Kincaid and Robson, Carolyn Steedman in Strange Dislocations stresses a concern 

with “the adult beliefs, desires and fantasies that are expressed in the figure of the child,” 

presenting a history of the “changes and developments in uses of the idea of the child” (9). 

Steedman presents her own theorization on the way in which society has viewed the child, noting 

that before the child was something delineated by age, childhood was instead demarcated by 

different states of being.  A child was a figure marked by a sense of dependence, submission, 

powerlessness and bodily inferiority or weakness.  Steedman however makes an important 

intervention on Kincaid, and provides a bridge to Sanchez-Eppler’s concerns, noting that while 

the figure of the child becomes a vehicle for expression about adult concerns about the self, “the 

complex understanding that there was such a thing as childhood focused new forms of attention 

on actually living and real children, from the eighteenth century onwards” (5). Instead of viewing 

the child as a repository for adult desires, Karen Sanchez-Eppler privileges children and 

children’s writing as contributions to the construction of American culture.  By calling childhood 

a hollow category, Sanchez-Eppler posits that Kincaid is not concerned with children as actual 
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people, but rather (in connection with the workings of the erotic) with the ways in which the 

figure of the innocent child is used to express and contain adult sexuality (xix).  This analysis, 

according Sanchez-Eppler, does nothing to protect children.   

Sanchez-Eppler makes an important critical move when she explains how the concept of 

childhood is a matter of class.  If, as Sanchez-Eppler writes, the development of childhood is a 

marker of class, one that indicates leisure, maintaining sharp divisions between the middle and 

lower class (as having a childhood means not having to work), then the black child is a figure 

operating outside of these strictures.  Similarly, Sanchez-Eppler also questions the tendency to 

view childhood as a state of dependency.  This point resonates for this project, as in both The 

Garies and Their Friends and Our Nig, children taking the lead, performing all of the labor (in 

Frado’s case), keeping the black home clean and free of dirt (Caddy), protecting the black home 

from invasion (Caddy, Esther and Kinch), and bearing financial responsibility for the family 

(Charlie).  How then, do these representations of proactive black children complicate notions of 

an innocent childhood? What does this say about our need for children to be innocent? And 

where does the black child, who works, who is responsible, who is abused and made abject, fit 

into this schema? Does the black child open up and rehabilitate the notion of childishness as 

dependency and weakness? And does this metaphorical deployment of the black child in literary 

texts affect the real situations of black children?  

These are some of the difficulties encountered when writing about black childhood in 

nineteenth-century literary texts, a difficulty due in part to the fact that in classic African-

American emancipatory narratives, childhood is so often written as an absence.  How can these 

writers harken back to an idyllic past childhood, if such childhood is unknown and less than 

idyllic?   Early narratives such as Olaudah Equiano’s reach back to an edenic childhood in 
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Africa, but to invoke the refrain from Countee Cullen’s “Heritage,” what indeed is a lost African 

childhood to those enslaved in the antebellum south and those with a tenuous sense of freedom in 

the north?   

In Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, an American Slave, Douglass’s account of 

his childhood is overshadowed by the use of the negative, depicting childhood as an absence.  

Concerning such childhood milestones as birthdays, Douglass writes: 

I have no accurate knowledge of my age, never, having seen any authentic record 

containing it.  By far the larger part of the slaves know as little of their ages as horses 

know of theirs…I do not remember to have ever met a slave who could tell of his 

birthday…A want of information concerning my own was a source of unhappiness to me 

even during childhood (17, emphasis added). 

While Douglass does write of his childhood, such recollections are couched in an aura of lack of 

knowledge, written as if from a distance, a distance maintained not only by his age (as an adult 

reflecting back upon a long-ago childhood), but by the peculiarities of plantation slavery as well 

(where black children were often kept in the dark as to the identity of their fathers).   

This distance is carried forward in Douglass’s description of the everyday life of enslaved 

children on the plantation.  Instead of using the inclusive “we” or the “I,” Douglass takes a 

distancing approach, referring instead to the group without singling himself out.  He writes:  

The allowance of the slave children was given to their mothers, or the old women having 

the care of them.  The children unable to work in the field had neither shoes, stockings, 

jackets, nor trousers given to them; their clothing consisted of two coarse linen shirts per 

year.  When these failed them, they went naked until the next allowance day (23). 
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Douglass is carefully crafting an image of black masculinity, purposefully distancing his adult 

self from these early memories of childhood enslavement as a state made unmasculine through 

the very vulnerability inherent in enslavement and childhood.  The distance Douglass places 

between himself and the other slave children in this moment is intentional, as later, Douglass 

does briefly acknowledge his own treatment as a child while on the Lloyd plantation “was very 

similar to that of the other slave children” (36).   

 Douglass also notes how the familial relationships which situate children as children are 

lacking for the enslaved child.  He has little connection to his mother (18), and therefore no 

connection to his siblings (37).  This lack of familial structure and support weakens any claim to 

childhood Douglass may want to make, and upon his departure from the Lloyd plantation, he 

notes how “[t]he ties that ordinarily bind children to their homes were all suspended in my case” 

(37).  In “Mama’s Baby, Papa’s Maybe,” Hortense Spillers explains how, in the United States, 

the enslaved black child is not orphaned, but “does become…the man/woman on the boundary” 

(74).  She continues, referring to “this enforced state of breach [as] another instance of vestibular 

cultural formation where ‘kinship’ loses meaning, sine it can be invaded at any given and 

arbitrary moment by the property relation” (74).  We see this invasion of the kinship relation at 

work here in Douglass’s narrative, operating in a manner to divest him of his sense of family, 

and in turn a sense of childhood, at least in terms of a sentimental childhood.   

Along with a lack of knowledge of sentimental childhood, the account Douglass is able to 

provide his reader of his childhood is one full of pain and misery, a childhood in direct 

opposition to that being constructed by Robson’s Victorian men.  Many of Douglass’ childhood 

memories are steeped in pain and cruelty, in particular his witnessing Captain Anthony’s brutal 

beating of Aunt Hester.  Douglass describes witnessing Hester’s beating, taking pains to indicate 
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his young age.  He writes: “I was quite a child, but I well remember it.  I never shall forget it 

whilst I remember anything.  It was the first of a long series of such outrages, of which I was 

doomed to be a witness and a participant.  It struck me with awful force…” (20).  The above 

passages, among others, are emblematic of the danger and vulnerability of the enslaved 

childhood, circumventing any idyllic past that Douglass, as an adult, might reference. 

 However, in My Bondage and My Freedom, Douglass reclaims childhood for young 

black boys, writing “SLAVE children are children, and prove no exceptions to the general rule” 

(30-1).  Robin Bernstein in Racial Innocence argues that Douglass, to reclaim childhood for 

young black males, draws upon the rhetoric not of sentimental childhood, but of romantic 

childhood (60).  What Bernstein finds compelling about My Bondage and My Freedom is 

Douglass’s “use of romantic childhood to argue that black boys make better boys than their 

white brothers do” (61).  Supporting her argument with passages from Douglass’s text, 

specifically his meditation on the rough and tumble nature of the enslaved’s childhood at the end 

of the first chapter entitled “The Author’s Childhood,” Bernstein writes how “[t]he enslaved boy, 

Douglass argues, is not only a boy by the ideal boy—not of sentimentalism, but of romanticism” 

(62).  Douglass takes steps to rehabilitate the black child to the status of child, as he is aware of 

the emotive power the figure of the child has in abolitionist circles.   

There is another lack of knowledge in the treatment of black childhood in Harriet 

Jacobs’s Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl.  However, unlike Douglass’s lack of knowledge as 

predicated on his slave status, Jacobs’s lack of knowledge takes a different route of formation.  

She writes: “I was born a slave; but I never knew it till six years of happy childhood had passed 

away” (11).  Like Robson’s Victorian gentlemen, Jacobs fashions her young girlhood as a time 

of safety, a safety that connects directly to a lack of knowledge of her enslaved status.  In 
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Jacobs’s early life, she has no knowledge of her enslaved status, but when she learns of her 

status, so ends her happy childhood.  Unlike Douglass, whose narrative voice manages to create 

a distance between the adult self and his child self, Jacobs lingers on her childhood, providing 

her reader with a more intimate glimpse into her early life, making frequent use of the “I” and 

inclusive “we.”  She writes: “[b]ut we, who were slave-children, without father or mother, could 

not expect to be happy.  We must be good; perhaps that would bring us contentment” (24).  Here 

Jacobs, including herself within this class of children, realizes that while there can be no 

happiness for the slave child, there is still some hope that a state of contentment might be 

reached.   

Jacobs takes pains to relate how, with the knowledge of her enslavement, any sense of 

safety is destroyed.  Of those years after learning of her status, Jacobs writes: 

Every where the years bring to all enough of sin and sorrow; but in slavery the very dawn 

of life is darkened by these shadows.  Even the little child, who is accustomed to wait on 

her mistress and her children, will learn, before she is twelve years old, why it is that her 

mistress hates such and such a one among the slaves.  Perhaps the child’s own mother is 

among those hated ones.  She listens to violent outbreaks of jealous passion, and cannot 

help understanding what is the cause.  She will become prematurely knowing in evil 

things.  Soon she will learn to tremble when she hears her master’s footfall.  She will be 

compelled to realize she is no longer a child…(35). 

The knowledge of enslavement is so powerful that it is retroactive, operating to taint even those 

early six years of childhood happiness, darkening “the very dawn of life.”  Jacobs is forced out 

of childhood early through the lascivious and wanton ways of Dr. Flint.  Hate, violence and fear 

are an everyday part of the life enslaved child, as traced by Jacobs in the above passage. For 
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Jacobs, the future becomes a welcome escape, and as her narrative progresses, she begins to 

invest her emotional energy in her children, as emblems of the future contentment that might be 

possible.   

 Despite feelings of absence and distance in treatments of childhood within these two 

emancipatory narratives, each of the authors isolates childhood as a special time in which 

examples of cross-race compassion shown by children take place.  This dynamic is at work for 

Douglass, when he thanks the white boys who taught him how to read, referring to them as “dear 

little fellows” (44).  Douglass reaches out to thank his white childhood friends, yet protects them 

by refusing to reveal their names.  Jacobs also hints at childhood as a special time in the 

following passage, where she links black and white girlhood as inextricable from one another.  

Jacobs writes at length: 

I once saw two beautiful children playing together.  One was a fair white child; the other 

was her slave, and also her sister.  When I saw them embracing each other, and heard 

their joyous laughter, I turned sadly away from the lovely sight.  I foresaw the inevitable 

blight that would fall on the little slave’s heart.  I knew how soon her laughter would be 

changed to sighs.  The fair child grew up to be a still fairer woman.  From childhood to 

womanhood her pathway was blooming with flowers, and overarched by a sunny sky.  

Scarcely one day of her life had been clouded when the sun rose on her happy bridal 

morning. 

How had those years dealt with her slave sister, the little playmate of her childhood?  

She, also, was very beautiful; but the flowers and sunshine of love were not for her.  She 

drank the cup of sin, and shame, and misery, whereof her persecuted race are compelled 

to drink (37). 
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Jacobs, drawing on this time of a mutual shared childhood, appeals to her abolitionist audience.  

She capitalizes on the allure of childhood, positioning her white and black readers as sisters to 

one another, through the embrace of the children she describes in the above-passage.  Both 

children are beautiful and begin together in this edenic childhood state, but their paths diverge.  

Through this yoking of the black and the white, Jacobs makes her audience sympathetic to her 

plight, yet also implicates them as actors (however passive) in the path the “slave sister” is 

forced to take.   

 The emancipatory narrative’s treatment of childhood is key in understanding the context 

in which Wilson and Webb are writing, and the competing discourses they are writing against.  I 

have organized these texts along a spectrum of class status, first treating the state of enslavement 

(Douglass and Jacobs), then turning to indentured servitude (Wilson) and closing with freedom 

(Webb).  Organizing the texts in this manner provides insight into how the figure of the black 

child is deployed by each of these authors as the stakes shift in the movement from enslavement, 

to indentured servitude to freedom.  Where childhood is seen as an absence in the two 

emancipatory narratives, an absence that is at times coupled with a hope for the future, the figure 

of the black child is deployed differently in Our Nig and The Garies and Their Friends, as the 

material conditions and social position of Wilson and Webb, and that of their child characters, 

differ from that of Douglass and Jacobs.   

 In Chapter One, I examine Wilson’s manipulation of time in Our Nig, specifically, the 

extended narrative focus Wilson gives to Frado’s childhood.  Wilson deploys the figure of the 

child and childhood to critique whiteness and the innocence of whiteness, along with the 

abolitionist and religious rhetoric that emphasizes freedom and a state of happiness that resides 

in the far-off future (and by extension, death).  Where Jacobs places hope in the future and 
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deploys her children in the narrative as figures that give her strength and represent hope, 

positioning them as vulnerable figures to evoke sympathy from white abolitionist mothers, 

Wilson’s project, while predating Jacobs, writes against the sentimental narrative Jacobs relies 

upon to appeal to her audience.  Wilson’s narrative exposes the hypocrisy of northern 

abolitionism and religious rhetoric, undermining the sacredness of both white and black 

motherhood through a careful layering of the births and deaths of children.  I propose that 

Wilson accomplishes this through her treatment of the future as an impossibility for the black 

child, illustrating how any reliance upon a brighter future is negated by the rhetoric treating the 

future as a dark and unknowable temporal state for the black child as indentured servant.   

 Like Jacobs, who links the fates of the black and white girl together by depicting them as 

embracing sisters, so too does Wilson link her black protagonist Frado with Mary, the white 

Bellmont daughter.  But whereas Jacobs makes this connection in an attempt to evoke sympathy 

from her reading audience, Wilson links these two girl children to demystify and subvert the 

innocence of whiteness.  Wilson couches her critique of whiteness in the figure of what Lisa E. 

Green refers to as the trope of the nineteenth-century disorderly girl, a child figure operating 

outside the strictures of nineteenth-century sentimental womanhood.  Michelle Abate’s work on 

the rise of the tomboy in nineteenth-century American complicates the notion of the disorderly 

girl, positioning Frado also as a tomboy, a further layer of estrangement which, I propose, aids 

Wilson in her multi-faceted social critique.  Wilson extends Frado’s childhood, delaying the 

onset of the adult future, by having the child undergo what Kathryn Bond Stockton refers to as 

sideways growth, displacing or cathecting laterally onto the only figure in which Frado can 

release her emotions, the dog Fido.  By situating Frado as a disorderly girl/tomboy, Wilson crafts 

a child-figure that manages to linger in the realm of childhood for as long as possible, eschewing 
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the unknown dangers that reside in the future.  The category of tomboy/disorderly girl therefore 

acts as a protective state for Wilson, in which she is able to safely couch her expose of northern 

racism and the hypocrisies at work in the abolitionist movement, a move which also allows 

Wilson to critique the idea of American freedom, as she shows how slavery’s shadows fall upon 

a “free” black girl in the north.   

Chapter Two moves from indentured servitude to a questionable freedom with Frank J. 

Webb’s The Garies and Their Friends, a text set primarily in a free black community in 

nineteenth-century Philadelphia.  I argue that Webb’s two main concerns are whiteness (and the 

jockeying for class position within this space), but more importantly black respectability, as he 

uses of the figure of the black child to first expose whiteness and then construct a particular 

blackness, a blackness dependent upon an understanding of whiteness.  Where Wilson takes a 

bleak stance towards futurity and the potential for economic freedom for the black child 

(particularly as indentured servant), manipulating Frado so that the child figure avoids the future, 

Webb takes a different approach, focusing on freedom as mediated through the construction and 

policing of a particular black bourgeois respectability.  Like Jacobs, Douglass and Wilson before 

him, Webb does spend time deconstructing whiteness, but does so by focusing more directly 

upon white class anxiety.  Webb, through the mischievous young Charlie Ellis placed in service 

in the Thomas home, indicates a certain element of illusion and imagination to a perceived 

elevated class status, and exposes how white class status—ranging from low to high—relies 

upon the figure of the black child.  But Webb is also anxious to carve out a space for the growing 

free-black middle class, and to do so, he invests heavily in the concept of the future, tracking his 

child characters from childhood to young adulthood.   
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There are costs, however, to Webb’s vision of black respectability.  I propose that 

Webb’s children achieve his version of black respectability, in particular, his boy children, 

through a disavowal of what I call the black feminine domestic.  Within this text, the black 

feminine domestic consists of those black women in and close to the Ellis family, who engage in 

domestic work, either in their own home or the home of another.  These women are successful—

they are well-placed in society and respected by both white and black alike—yet Webb writes 

these women as silly, staid, and potentially dangerous to the economic and social advancement 

of the young black boy.  Webb deploys Charlie as an iconoclast, violently injuring Aunt Rachel, 

symbol of enslavement and therefore, the most odious for Webb, of the black feminine domestic.  

While Webb denigrates the black feminine domestic, he elevates the Benjamin Franklin model of 

American success, coupled with a privileging of the upper-class white maternal through the 

figure of Mrs. Bird and her relationship with Charlie Ellis.  It is her influence on Charlie, along 

with that of Caddy Ellis, which Webb uses to align Kinch within the realm of black 

respectability.  I will show that it is through the triad of children, Kinch-Caddy-Charlie, that 

Webb constructs and polices black respectability, as Kinch (as ragamuffin-turned-dandy) is 

redeemed by both the white maternal through Charlie via Mrs. Bird, and the most respectable 

element of black female domesticity Caddy (giving a brief reprieve to black female domesticity). 

Finally, overarching each of these texts is the idea of abjection, as explained by Julie 

Kristeva and Judith Butler, and complicated by Darieck Scott’s racialization of the concept.  It is 

important to note that Douglass gains agency through manipulating his marginalized position, as 

symbolized in his acquisition of the written word.  Like the images of the vestibular children in 

the portrait of the Daniels children, so too is the vestibular at work in Douglass’ narrative.  He 

operates from the margins, gaining agency as he learns to write, utilizing the blank spaces left in 
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the margins of young Master Thomas’s copy-book (48).  It is this act, from and within the 

margins, that sets Douglass on his path to freedom.  Drawing upon Scott’s work in Extravagant 

Abjection, I propose that abjection is at work in both Our Nig and The Garies and Their Friends, 

as the figure of the black child is excluded on multiple levels, an exclusion that these writers 

build upon to show the construction of whiteness as a subject position.  In Our Nig, through the 

exclusion of Frado from family, religion, and the future, we see the black child used to illustrate 

a more general African-American exclusion from the American dream, a dream construed as a 

sense of belonging and upward economic and social mobility.  With The Garies and Their 

Friends, Webb fights this exclusion, offering up a concept of black respectability.  And yet it is 

through the abject state of these child figures that Wilson and Webb derive power—it is through 

Frado’s abject state that Wilson is able to expose the fallacy of true womanhood and 

motherhood, and the innocence of whiteness; likewise, Webb’s use of both Winston and Charlie 

as abject figures works to attract white mentors, which fuel Webb’s conceptualization of black 

respectability.    

My conclusion focuses on a single contemporary example of a representation of a black 

child in the young adult novel The Hunger Games and the 2012 film based upon the same book. 

In the book, the character Rue, a young black girl, is described as having dark brown skin, a 

descriptive marker that I, and other fans of the book, read as black.  And yet, a significant 

number of people who viewed the movie, and profess to be fans of the book upon which the 

movie is based, were shocked to see an African-American actress playing this beloved and 

sympathetic character who, in the novel, dies a tragic death, tear-inducing death.  The responses 

to the visual depiction of this scene exhibit a range of negative emotions, from dismay to overt 

racism.  But perhaps the most troubling is the following twitter post: 
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Figure 2. “Call Me Racist.” Jezebel.com, 26 March 2012; Web; 6 April 2012.  

 

I will briefly examine the visual clues available in the actual text (specifically, why were 

these viewers surprised that a character clearly depicted as black in the novel is also portrayed as 

black in the film?), followed by a survey of the various expressions of disappointment 

experienced by viewers when seeing the visual representation of a young black girl on the movie 

screen.  I question whether the work undertaken by nineteenth-century African-American writers 

with respect to the figure of the black child carry-over into our contemporary moment, for as we 

see with Rue in The Hunger Games, perhaps representations of the black child, for certain 

audiences, still lack the protective status afforded to white children.   
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CHAPTER ONE 

“The Darkness of the Future:” Prolonged Childhood and Impossible Futures in Harriet E. 

Wilson’s Our Nig  

With what differing emotions have the denizens of earth awaited the approach of to-day.  

Some sufferer has counted the vibrations of the pendulum impatient for its dawn, who, 

now that it has arrived, is anxious for its close.  The votary of pleasure, conscious of 

yesterday’s void, wishes for power to arrest time’s haste till a few more hours of mirth 

shall be enjoyed.  The unfortunate are yet grazing in vain for golden-edged clouds they 

fancied would appear in their horizon.  The good man feels that he has accomplished too 

little for the Master, and sighs that another day must so soon close.  Innocent childhood, 

weary of its stays, longs for another morrow; busy manhood cries, hold! Hold! And 

pursues it to another’s dawn.  All are dissatisfied.  All crave some good not yet 

possessed, which time is expected to bring with all its morrows.  Was it strange that, to a 

disconsolate child, three years should seem a long, long time?-- Our Nig (23). 

 

 Harriet E. Wilson’s 1859 novel Our Nig is framed by the presence of children.  Within 

the first pages of the text, Wilson discloses the purpose of her “experiment:” to support herself 

and her ill son who, as we know from R. J. Ellis’ research, dies shortly after the publication of 

the novel in 1860 (Foreman, xlix).  Other sickly, dying or dead children populate the text, 

ranging from Wilson’s foregrounding of the bodily violence and illness suffered by Frado; Jane, 

the invalid Bellmont daughter; Mary, Frado’s tormentor who dies from illness; and the child that 

prefigures Frado, Mag’s first daughter who lives only for a few weeks before she too, dies.  Not 

only is this a text about children, written to potentially save a child, but it is likely that children 

were Wilson’s primary audience.  Eric Gardner’s painstaking research on the circulation of 

Wilson’s novel reveals that, “the book’s purchasers either interpreted or deployed Our Nig as a 

book geared toward the moral improvement of young readers” (228). Yet despite the presence of 

children, Lisa E. Green correctly notes in “The Disorderly Girl in Harriet E. Wilson’s Our Nig” 

that “critics have neglected the young girl whose voice resonates throughout much of the book” 

(140). 
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By refocusing our attention on the presence of the young girl at the heart of the novel, we 

gain a sharper understanding of Wilson’s dissatisfaction with her situation as a presumably free 

black in the north, as she deploys the figure of the child—typically used in abolitionist rhetoric 

as a symbol of hope, innocence, futurity and freedom—to question that same rhetoric, flying in 

the face of the sentimental rhetoric employed by certain abolitionist circles.  With the extended 

narrative focus on Frado’s childhood, juxtaposed with the delayed and truncated treatment of her 

adulthood, Wilson works against the strictures of the abolitionist movement, exposing northern 

racism and the hypocrisies
1
 within the abolitionist movement though a sophisticated meditation 

on the nature of time.  Through her temporal manipulation of Frado’s childhood, allowing 

extended narrative space for said childhood at the expense of a detailed treatment of Frado’s 

adult future, Wilson illustrates the impossibilities inherent in the multiple positions Frado 

occupies—daughter, indentured servant/slave, disorderly girl, tomboy, wife, mother, mulatta and 

abject figure.  I propose that Wilson adopts the literary tropes of the disorderly girl and the 

tomboy for Frado, as a means to not only safely critique the mutually informing categories of 

whiteness, motherhood, childhood and innocence; Wilson also utilizes these unorthodox girl-

figures to extend Frado’s childhood (albeit an abusive childhood) to avoid an even more 

troubling prospect, what Wilson terms “the darkness of the future” (61).  Proceeding from the 

notion that a future/adulthood, death, and by extension, heaven, are luxuries available only to 

white children, and relying upon Kathryn Bond Stockton’s conceptualization of “growing 

                                                 
1
 One such hypocrisy hits close to home for Wilson, with the ties between the abolitionist 

performers in the Hutchinson branch of the family to the Haywards.  As P. Gabrielle Foreman 

explains, this relationship between the celebrated abolitionist performers and the cruelties Wilson 

experienced by the abolitionists kin, the Haywards, “must have been particularly hard for the 

young Wilson to stomach or understand” (xxxix). Foreman continues, providing evidence of 

Milford, New Hampshire as somewhat of a hotbed of anti-slavery activity.  For Wilson, Foreman 

explains, to witness “the swell of antislavery activity” was “as if antislavery reformers were 

dancing on top of her living grave” (xli). 
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sideways,” I propose that Frado, a child queered by race and class, also grows sideways in an 

effort to postpone the horrors of the future, transferring her desires and fears onto her canine 

companion, a phenomenon Stockton explores with respect to the lesbian child in literature.  But 

while Frado does occupy the position of the abject, and grows sideways, extending her childhood 

and delaying her future, Frado is also a child with power.  Drawing upon Darieck Scott’s 

exploration of the power that resides from and within the space of the black abject, I question 

whether Frado, in her delayed childhood state, is as powerless as she may seem.  With her 

extended meditation on childhood yoked to references of an unknowable (yet certainly 

dangerous) future, Wilson unravels several myths pertaining to womanhood, motherhood and 

freedom, illustrating how the innocence of whiteness and childhood depend, in this text, upon the 

presence of the black working child Frado.   

Wilson begins her critique of the innocence of whiteness and childhood through an 

examination of sentimental motherhood with her treatment of Mag, Frado’s white mother, and 

Mag’s reaction to the death of her first child, born out of wedlock.  Wilson begins with an 

episode that predates Frado’s existence, relaying the seduction of Frado’s mother and the 

resulting pregnancy.  For Mag (Frado’s white unmarried mother) such pregnancy is unwanted.  

Wilson describes the birth and subsequent death of the unwanted child in terms that work 

directly against the notion of sentimental motherhood, describing how Mag’s  “offspring came 

unwelcomed, and before its nativity numbered weeks, it passed from the earth, ascending to a 

purer and better life” (5).   At the child’s death, Mag thanks God, relieved that “no one can taunt 

her with my ruin” (5). Wilson continues: 

Blessed release! may we all respond.  How many pure, innocent children not only inherit 

a wicked heart of their own, claiming life-long scrutiny and restraint, but are heirs also of 
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parental disgrace and calumny, from which only long years of patient endurance in paths 

of rectitude can disencumber them (6).  

Faced with the harsh realities of life for a fallen woman, Mag expresses relief at the death 

of this girl-child, a relief that is underscored with the phrase “Blessed release!” And, with the 

immediately following insertion of the phrase “may we all respond,” Wilson encourages her 

readers to also view the death of this child as a blessing and a release from a life of toil.  It is not 

only a relief and a release for the mother, but an escape for girl-child as well, who ascends “to a 

purer and better life” in heaven.  As Robin Bernstein astutely notes in Racial Innocence, the fall 

of the white mother and the death of the white baby in Our Nig undercuts notions of white 

sentimentality, motherhood, childhood and innocence.  Bernstein describes Wilson’s project as 

“an attack on the midcentury’s most cherished ideologies of white childhood” with Wilson 

“attack[ing] nothing less than the racial innocence that was, in 1859, rapidly becoming the new 

foundation of white childhood” (60).  With the death of the white child, the white mother’s relief 

at the death of the white child, and Wilson’s encouraging the audience to share in the mother’s 

relief, Wilson not only calls into question the innocence of both whiteness and childhood and 

sentimental notions of motherhood, but also the concept of freedom, as the child inherits the 

burden of parental sin, which prohibit her from actualizing a true sense of freedom.  For Wilson, 

childhood is not a carefree and innocent state, but a long road of toil with an uncertain 

destination, and with death as a welcome escape.  

Given the explosive nature of the opening of Wilson’s novel (as it undermines cherished 

antebellum social ideals), it is unsurprising that the text did not receive wide acclaim at its time 

of publication.  As P. Gabrielle Forman notes in her introduction to Our Nig, the text was 

“ignored by her contemporaries and lost to American letters for more than 120 years” citing that 
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the “antislavery establishment” was “no doubt offended by Wilson’s critical treatment of 

abolitionists and spooked by her sympathetic treatment of an interracial marriage” (xxvi-xxvii).   

The death of the white child and the mother’s relief at such death also no doubt must have 

“spooked” her audience.   

Lisa E. Green makes an important intervention in the scholarship on Our Nig, proposing 

that Wilson adopts and adapts the figure of the “disorderly girl”—a nineteenth-century trope 

where the young female protagonist has a willful nature but becomes domesticated by the end of 

the novel—to mitigate her shocking allegations by embodying them within child-characters.  

Green writes that, for Wilson, the disorderly girl represents “a freedom of expression that a black 

woman writer, especially one seeking to expose racism, could not claim for herself” (142).  

Green characterizes Frado as a disorderly girl because she has the “gumption to ‘do battle’ with 

an unjust and hypocritical world” (144), and is a figure “who is able to act and speak in a manner 

in which other women cannot” (151).  Green correctly notes that, in girlhood, Frado has strength, 

is outspoken, energetic and pulls pranks, yet when she reaches womanhood, is marked by 

invalidism and weakness (151).  As a young girl, Frado does not hesitate to run away from home 

when she learns that her mother and Seth plan to give her away—she is a fearless leader in this 

instance, attempting “to banish the childish fears of her companion” (Wilson 13).  Years later, 

Frado is hesitant to leave the Bellmont home; while she is “determined to flee,” she questions 

where and with whom she will live (60).  The vitality that Frado enjoys as a child, a vitality that 

gives her power, slowly diminishes as she approaches adulthood.   

Adding another dimension to the idea of the disorderly girl as a vehicle of free 

expression, is the conceptualization of Frado as tomboy, a related but slightly different 

characterization of young girlhood that enhances our understanding of Wilson’s extended 
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narrative treatment of Frado’s childhood, and the accompanying references within the text to 

“the darkness of the future” (61).  Michelle Abate, in her book Tomboys, describes “tomboyism” 

as a category “created in the mid-nineteenth century by white women for white women as a 

means to bolster and strengthen whiteness” (xxii).  While tomboyism has its origins in whiteness, 

Abate notes that the figure of the tomboy changes and is adapted by other groups, citing 

Wilson’s Frado as “a tomboyish heroine who plays school pranks, daringly walks across rooftops 

and even cuts her hair short” (xxii).
 2
  Abate lists several characteristics of the tomboy, including 

a love for outdoor play, an independent spirit, boyish names, the donning of masculine clothing 

and the climbing of trees, activities in which Frado at times engages (xvi).  In her first moments 

in the Bellmont household as a very young girl, Wilson describes Frado as a girl of a “willful, 

determined nature, a stranger to fear,” and a child who “would not hesitate to wander away 

should she decide to do so” (17).  Frado’s stubbornness and tendency to wander go against 

nineteenth-century notions of the innocent child, situating Frado as a figure uniquely able to 

withstand the horrors of the Bellmont home.   

Abate, connecting the tomboy with Toni Morrison’s notion of American Africanism, 

notes that the tomboy figure also stands in contradistinction to the antebellum notion of true 

womanhood.  The tomboy, she writes, as a white figure that is blackened, “explores the ways in 

which the nonwhiteness of ostensibly white tomboys is not merely skin deep” and that “these 

gender-bending female figures are connected with an array of stereotypes about racial otherness 

in general and blackness in particular” (xxvii).  What then, can we make of Frado as a mixed-

race tomboy/disorderly girl?  As a figure already blackened, both physically (her marginally 

darker skin coloring) and metaphorically (her class and social position), it is important to 

                                                 
2
 While Frado does exhibit characteristics of the disorderly girl and/or tomboy, it is crucial to note that Frado does 

not cut her own hair; rather, her “glossy ringlets” are forcibly “shaved” off by Mrs. Bellmont, as part of the older 

woman’s regime of torture (38). 
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question why Wilson adds this extra layer of estrangement with Frado’s tomboy/disorderly girl 

behavior.  While this added layer does serve as protection, allowing Wilson to express her 

controversial views on northern racism, her adoption of the disorderly girl/tomboy persona also 

allows Wilson to critique femininity, labor, motherhood and marriage as well.  And, because the 

disorderly girl/tomboy is a figure that does not progress through the stages of childhood to 

adulthood in the proscribed manner, this trope also functions as a vehicle through which Wilson 

can extend the narrative of Frado’s childhood and delay the future.  For Wilson shows how the 

future, as an idea equated with progress and possibility, and by extension death (as the ultimate 

future) and heaven, is racialized white—instead of the “pure and better life” that awaits Mag’s 

first child (a white child), Frado’s future is dark.  Through the figure of the disorderly 

girl/tomboy, Wilson extends Frado’s childhood (as horrific as it is) to delay the unknown horrors 

of a future, which Wilson repeatedly depicts as an impossibility for the likes of Frado.   

Wilson goes one step further, characterizing Frado as a child that performs not only the 

labor of adults, but also as a child who, through her labor, is gendered male as well.  Wilson 

indicates that Frado in fact takes the place of a man, noting that “in the absence of the men, 

[Frado] must harness the horse for Mary and her mother to ride, go to mill, in short, do the work 

of a boy…” (30).  In this moment, Frado’s femininity is completely covered as she occupies the 

space of both man and boy.  And later, Mrs. Bellmont, faced with Frado’s imminent departure, 

“could not well spare one who could so well adapt herself to all departments—man, boy, 

housekeeper, domestic, etc.” (64).  Frado occupies multiple, often contradictory roles throughout 

the text, a move Wilson makes to undermine notions of the innocence of childhood, particularly 

for Frado, who must adapt herself to fill all roles.   
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While Frado does occupy multiple subject positions, crossing race and gender lines, 

Wilson grounds Frado’s multiplicities in the figure of the child.  Throughout the text, Wilson 

forces Frado to linger in an extended state of childhood, delaying Frado’s access to both a future 

adult self, as well as the release of death, states of being/nonbeing that Wilson links as privileges 

associated with whiteness.  Wilson indicates that Frado’s lingering childhood enables the 

dysfunctional Bellmont family to in fact function, exposing how the family’s class and race 

privilege depend upon the presence of the black child.  Wilson associates the importance of 

Frado’s position as a child in this household with a brief treatment of the family patriarch John 

Bellmont’s happy, child-filled past juxtaposed with a description of the present state of the 

Bellmont home.  Wilson writes: 

The pastimes of his boyhood were ever freshly revived by witnessing the games of his 

own sons as they rallied about the same goal his youthful feet had often won; as well as 

by the amusements of his daughters in the imitations of maternal duties.  At the time we 

introduce them, however, John is wearing the badge of age.  Most of his children were 

from home; some seeking employment; some were already settled in homes of their own.  

A maiden sister shared with him the estate on which he resided, and occupied a portion of 

the house (14). 

This passage reveals the importance of the presence of children, within this text and for this 

family.  Specifically, we see the adult reliance upon childhood, with childhood acting as a state 

harkening back to John Bellmont’s own active youth, upon which he reflects with nostalgia.  

This view of childhood comports with Carolyn Steedman’s exploration on the various ways 

adults use the child figure to recall an idealized past.  In Strange Dislocations, Steedman makes a 

separation between real children and their ideational figuration and, grounding her writing in a 
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Freudian reconceptualization of the importance of childhood, notes that “the idea of the child 

was used both to recall and to express the past that each individual life contained: what was 

turned inside in the course of individual development was that which was also latent: the child 

was the story waiting to be told” (11).  Here, Bellmont is not concerned with his children as 

individuals, but rather what they symbolize to him. His children act to tell his own story, 

revealing the depleted nature of the Bellmont home.   

There is a peculiar tension at work in this text, between childhood and adulthood, the 

present and the future.  In this moment, the reader experiences a dislocation between the dual 

layering of a child-filled past (with John Bellmont’s own childhood manifesting through 

memories of his children playing) as compared with the childless present.  While the father 

wears “the badge of age,” any honor associated with such badge is tempered with Wilson’s use 

of “however.”  Where the father once was revived by the presence of children, the majority of 

his children have left home, leaving only the invalid Jane and quarrelsome Mary, with Jack soon 

departing the home to travel west.  Bellmont’s daughters are almost an after-thought to him, with 

his memories of his own boyhood being “freshly revived” by the play of his sons, and the 

maternal play of his daughters occupying a secondary place.  Wilson’s insertion of the presence 

of the spinster, childless Aunt Abby completes the bleak description of the household in its 

current state, made bleak by the absence of children.  Shortly after this image of the depleted 

Bellmont home, Wilson deposits Frado into this space, “a wild, frolicky thing” (12). The 

Bellmont family relies upon the presence of Frado as an energetic child, as their class and race 

privilege is dependent upon Frado’s ability to labor, a reliance echoed in Frado’s extended 

childhood and Mrs. Bellmont’s concern that Frado not outgrow the house.    
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Frado’s future and her free status are yoked to the Bellmont’s race and class identity, and 

Wilson reflects upon the contradictory nature of American freedom through this yoking, 

questioning whether a future is indeed available to a child in Frado’s indentured position.  The 

text is riddled with references to the past, present and future, and Wilson manipulates time—

extending the narrative space devoted to Frado’s childhood—to underscore the inaccessible 

nature of a future freedom and expose the racism that exists in the north.  Under the instruction 

of Aunt Abby, Frado begins to image “a future existence,” and yet her belief in such an existence 

is riddled with doubt for, based on what Aunt Abby and the local minister instruct, heaven (and, 

impliedly, a future) “was all for white people” (47).   Unsurprisingly, Mrs. Bellmont does not 

“trouble herself about the future destiny” of Frado (48).  As Frado’s heath begins to diminish, her 

anxiety about the future increases; she becomes “seriously ill.  She had no relish for food, and 

was constantly over-worked, and then she had such solicitude about the future” (52).  Wilson 

consistently depicts the future as inaccessible to Frado, a temporal state that Frado is actively 

denied.  Unlike Jacobs who, in her narrative, deploys the figure of the child as emblematic of a 

future hope, Wilson’s use of the black child operates to show the hypocrisy in certain northern 

abolitionist circles and vexes the idea of the free north. 

As the future for Frado is delayed and denied, so too are death and heaven similarly 

delayed and denied, as these two states of nonbeing function within this text as a means of 

escape from the violence of Mrs. Bellmont.  Unable to imagine a future for herself from within 

her abject position in the Bellmont home, Frado often wishes for death.  After a particularly 

brutal beating, Frado retreats to an outbuilding and refuses to return to the home, explaining to 

Aunt Abby, “I’ve got to stay out here and die.  I ha’n’t got no mother, no home.  I wish I was 

dead” (26).  Later, an eavesdropping Jack hears Frado lamenting “Oh, if I could die!” (42).  
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Frado’s death wish is never granted because death, like the future, is a temporal and physical 

state of escape available only to white children (as shown earlier with the death of Mag’s first 

child).  With death, Frado would be catapulted out of her extended state of childhood, a state that 

benefits Frado by delaying the uncertain future, and benefits the Bellmonts as well, whose 

whiteness and class status depend upon the presence of the black child laboring in their home.   

A further indication that even death is subject to race and class hierarchies can be seen 

through Wilson’s twinning of Mary Bellmont and Frado, as Wilson positions Mary’s death as a 

parallel to Frado’s wished-for-death.  As Robin Bernstein explains in Racial Innocence, it is 

important to view Frado and Mary as young girls in tandem with one another, or what Bernstein 

characterizes as Wilson’s use of “racial flip flops” (58).  Bernstein is correct to link the two girls, 

particularly as Frado is seen as a rival to Mary both socially (the school children prefer Frado 

and her good nature to Mary and her haughty ways) and in terms of physical beauty.  Of Frado’s 

complexion, Wilson writes, “she was never permitted to shield her skin from the sun.  She was 

not many shades darker than Mary now; what a calamity it would be ever to hear the contrast 

spoken of” (21).  Bernstein links the pairing of Wilson’s Frado and Mary with Harriet Beecher 

Stowe’s Little Eva and Topsy in Uncle Tom’s Cabin.  But instead of the white angel, Bernstein 

proposes that Wilson positions Mary Bellmont as a black devil, a “racial flip-flop” with the 

“white girl…going to hell, turning black, and being seen, spectacularly, by her own mother as a 

‘nigger’” (Bernstein 60).  The light shade of Frado’s skin in comparison to Mary is of great 

concern to Mrs. Bellmont, throwing into question the racial purity of the Bellmont family and by 

extension any sense of the absoluteness of racial markers and divisions.   

In examining the relationship between Frado and Mary in the context of Mary’s death, 

we see Mary “taking” the death that perhaps waited for Frado, had Frado made the trip to 
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Baltimore, as she so often hopes to do in light of James’s promise to “remove her from such 

severe treatment as she was subject to” (30).  But instead, James becomes ill, and it is Mary who 

travels to Baltimore at the request of Lewis, the eldest Bellmont son and James’s business 

partner (44).  Mary is allowed to make this journey because she does not have the same utility as 

Frado—“she was not at all needed in the sick room; she did not choose to be useful in the 

kitchen”(44)—and so she heads to Baltimore instead of Frado, and eventually dies (59).  Nor 

does she have the same utility in upholding the family’s racial purity, as it is Frado’s presence 

that maintains the Bellmont family’s whiteness.  As Reid-Pharr notes in Conjugal Union, the 

presence of Frado within the Bellmont home “threatens not only racial purity but also the 

transparency of racial purity.  She makes apparent the fiction of whiteness” (100).  I would also 

add that not only does Frado’s presence have a revealing function with respect to making 

transparent notions of pure whiteness, but the black child’s presence makes possible that which 

her presence makes transparent.  Without Frado, the Bellmont sense of privileged whiteness 

would be lessened.  Wilson accordingly cannot provide her protagonist with the release of death 

without also weakening the power of her cultural critique on race and freedom in the American 

north.  

In connection with Frado’s extended childhood and her continuously delayed future as a 

mechanism that supports the privileges enjoyed by the Bellmont family, Mrs. Bellmont is 

concerned with Frado’s physical growth.  While the Bellmont clan remains unconcerned about 

Frado’s future, they do wonder what will happen when Frado outgrows her room in the L wing 

of the house.  When Jack poses this question to his mother, Mrs. Bellmont angrily answers that, 

should Frado grow too large for her space, she will “outgrow the house” (17), a statement that 

indicates Mrs. Bellont only has use for a child, a small figure who “fits” in the allotted space.  
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The imagery of Frado outgrowing the physical space of the Bellmont home brings to mind the 

image of another nineteenth-century disorderly girl, Lewis Carroll’s Alice, who famously ingests 

the “eat me” cake, outgrowing the house with arms and legs poking out the windows (see fig. 3 

and fig. 4).    

 
Fig. 3. “Contorting Alice” from Lewis Carroll’s 1865 Alice in Wonderland, illustrated by Sir John 

Tenniel. ebooks.adelaide.edu.au,  2009; Web; 12 Feb. 2012.  Fig. 4 “Too Large Alice” from Walt 

Disney’s 1951 Alice in Wonderland. hillbillyjillies.blogspot.com, 14 July 2010; Web; 12 Feb. 2012.  

 

 

Like the bodily contortions depicted in these images, so too does Frado contort her body 

and emotions to fit into the Bellmont home.  Upon Mary’s departure to Baltimore, Wilson 

describes Frado as a figure “tiptoeing and twisting herself into all shapes” in an attempt to 

manage and contain the rush emotions felt with the departure of her tormentor (45).   Frado is 

also a figure who can “adapt herself to all departments” (64).  Frado’s adaptability and contortion 

skills are important, and speak to her need to continue to fit her growing body (both physically 

and emotionally) into the space of childhood, in avoidance of a future that is not available to her 

should she reach that state.  

Kathryn Bond Stockton takes up the question of growth in The Queer Child, explaining 

how “the notion of a gay child—however conceptually problematic—may be a throwback to a 

frightening, heightened sense of growing towards a question mark.  Or growing up in a haze.  Or 

hanging in suspense—even wishing time would stop, or just twist sideways, so that one wouldn’t 
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have to advance to new or further scenes of trouble” (3).  This dynamic operates in Our Nig, with 

Frado in the role of queer child, made queer by virtue of her color
3
.  Stockton “coin[s] the term 

‘sideways growth’ to refer to something related but not reducible to the death drive; something 

that locates energy, pleasure, vitality, and (e)motion in the back-and-forth of connections and 

extensions that are not reproductive” which she “theorize[s] as moving suspensions and shadows 

of growth” (13).  Stockton continues, explaining that “the child who by reigning cultural 

definitions can’t “grow-up” grows to the side of cultural ideals…” (13).   

While Stockton’s conceptualization of sideways growth applies to the queer child in the 

twentieth-century, her analysis can be extended back and applied to Frado, as a nineteenth-

century disorderly girl/tomboy figure, whose future as a poor black/mixed-race female laborer in 

antebellum America remains a question mark.   Frado therefore grows sideways to escape the 

darkness that Wilson describes as the future.  As we have seen, Frado’s emotional energy has no 

output—she must tiptoe and contort and, unable to direct her feelings towards other humans, 

laterally displaces her emotional energy onto different animals throughout the text, chanelling 

her feelings of rage and frustration against Mary and, by extension, Mrs. Bellmont, through the 

                                                 
3
 Stockton elaborates upon what she terms the child queered by color through a description of the 

child queered by innocence, explaining that children queered by innocence “share estrangement 

from what they approach: the adulthood against which they must be defined.  This is why 

‘innocent’ children are strange” (31).  Stockton continues, noting how “[t]he contours of this 

normative strangeness may explain why children, as an idea, are likely to be both white and 

middle-class.  It is a privilege to need to be protected—and to be sheltered—and thus to have a 

childhood.  Not in spite of privilege, then, but because of it, the all-important feature of weakness 

sticks to these markers (white and middle-class) and helps to signal innocence” (31).  Stockton 

also links children queered by color to “children whose families are less financially endowed” or, 

simply poor (32).  Stockton describes how “[e]xperience is still hard to square with innocence, 

making depictions of streetwise children, who are often neither white nor middle-class, hard to 

square with “children.” One solution to this problem (of children lacking the privilege of both 

weakness and innocence) is to endow these children with abuse.  As off as it may seem, suffering 

certain kinds of abuse from which they need protection and to which they don’t consent, 

working-class children or children of color may come to seem more innocent” (33). 
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tricks that she plays on the sheep (31). And while there appears to be a mutual attraction between 

Frado and both Jack and James, any possible sexual pleasure operating within these relationships 

is channeled elsewhere.  Jack often refers to Frado’s beauty in his letters to his brother James so 

that, upon meeting Frado, James asks “[i]s this that pretty little Nig, Jack writes to me about, that 

you are so severe upon, mother?”(26).  The seemingly mutual attraction Jack and Frado have for 

one another is palpable when Jack asks Frado what happened to her curls, calling her by the 

diminutive “Fra,” hinting at a particular intimacy (39).  Frado explains to Jack that his mother cut 

off her curls, and Jack replies flirtatiously, “[t]hought you were getting handsome, did she?” 

(39).  Jack continues to encourage Frado, speaking “in such a tone, with such a rogueish look!” 

that intimates feelings of mutual attraction.  But despite these feelings, the most Frado can ask of 

Jack is for him to take her west to be his housekeeper (39).  Likewise, the passion she feels for 

James is reciprocated and filtered through the rhetoric of Christian worship, a discourse that 

ultimately becomes problematic for Frado as northern racism extends to taint Christianity for 

Frado as well.    

 Frado’s relationships with Jack and James are emblematic of the displacement of energy, 

emotion and pleasure that Stockton describes as characteristic of sideways growth, but it is 

Frado’s relationship with her canine companion, Fido, the cements Frado as a child queered by 

color and class who must grow sideways to delay her uncertain future.   Stockton expands upon 

the idea of sideways growth through an exploration of the lesbian child and her connection with 

a canine companion.  For the child, Stockton writes, the dog serves as “a witness, confidante, 

rebel, protector, and pretend lover” (53).  Fido is a source of comfort and companionship for the 

lonely, isolated, and abused girl, and the two figures even share a very similar moniker.  Such a 

relationship indicates sideways growth, a form of delay or “moving suspension” (53).  Stockton 
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writes, “…the animal allows girls to run a gamut of emotions from ecstatic commitment to 

bewildered sorrow to determined pause in the face of a future not careful of their pleasure…the 

dog is a figure for the child herself, growing aside from the concept of a future altogether, since 

animals do not grow in human generations” (53).  Frado forges a relationship with Fido, one that 

allows for a more honest (albeit lateral) outpouring of emotional energy.  

From the outset, Fido is introduced as Frado’s protector, purchased by Jack to protect 

Frado in Jack’s absence, as he has “resolved to do what he could to protect [Frado] from Mary 

and his mother” (21).  Isolated from the community at large and under the constant surveillance 

of Mrs. Bellmont, Wilson writes: 

These were days when Fido was the entire confidant of Frado.  She told him her griefs as 

though he were human; and he sat so still, and listened so attentively, she really believed 

he knew her sorrows…Fido was the constant attendant of Frado, when sent from the 

house on errands, going and returning with the cows, out in the fields, to the village.  If 

ever she forgot her hardships it was in his company (24). 

Fido becomes Frado’s friend, confessor and loyal companion.  In the sadistic realm of the 

Bellmont kitchen, it is no stretch of the imagination that Fido the dog takes on human qualities to 

Frado, comforting her in a way that no other member of the Bellmont family—even its most 

sympathetic members—can.  The above-referenced passage also casts doubt on the motivations 

of Frado’s advocates in the Bellmont household.   As scholars have shown, it is important to 

question the behavior of even the most sympathetic Bellmont to Frado’s plight.  In Belabored 

Professions, Xiomara Santamarina makes the claim that the familial bonds Frado forms with 

certain members of the Bellmont family hinder Frado from recognizing her own value as a 

laborer, as the Bellmonts position Frado as a dependent, when in reality they depend upon her 
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(89).  Likewise, in Conjugal Union Robert Reid-Pharr notes that the “affection [Frado] receives 

from the Bellmonts must work either to demean her or to destroy the positive relations that she is 

able to establish” (102).  The tenuous bonds that Frado forms with Mr. Bellmont, Aunt Abby, 

Jack, James and Jane do not amount to any real benefit to Frado.  When injured, those family 

members who tend to Frado patch her up only so that she able to work once more, without taking 

measures to address the root-cause of Frado’s injuries.  Frado serves as a buffer between the 

aforementioned characters and Mrs. Bellmont, bearing the brunt of the latter’s wrath.  Wilson 

writes that “[t]here seemed no one capable of enduring the oppression of the house but her” (61).  

Both Jack and James promise to remove Frado out from under Mrs. Bellmont, but James dies, 

and Jack moves away.  Wilson underscores the duality of any kindness extended to Frado when 

Frado declines to follow Jane, “so wearied out was [Frado] by her mistress, she felt disposed to 

flee from any and every one having her similitude of name or feature” (61).  So while Frado’s 

human companions protect her only to the extent that their own interests do not suffer, Fido as a 

canine companion is a vessel into which Frado deposits her grief. 

And yet, even her most loyal companion betrays her, when Fido sniffs out Frado’s hiding 

place at the request of Jack and James.  When no human can find her, Fido directs Jack and 

James to Frado, leading them “far, far into the fields, over walls and through fences, into a piece 

of swampy land.  Jack followed [Fido] close, and soon appeared James, who was quite in the 

rear, coaxing and forcing Frado along with him” (28).  Frado’s run from the Bellmont home 

resonates on multiple levels, echoing her first attempt at evading the Bellmonts by running away 

from Mag and Seth, “climb[ing] fences and walls, pass[ing] through thickets and marshes” (13).  

The journey also evokes the slave’s treacherous run for freedom, as Frado is tracked by a dog 

through swampy lands, caught, and forced to return to the Bellmont home.  Even Frado’s lateral 
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displacement of emotional energy into her dog is prevented, situating Frado as an entirely abject 

figure.  But despite Fido’s betrayal, the dog redeems himself in one of the text’s more comical 

scenes, when Frado calls Fido to lick Mrs. Bellmont’s plate clean, as Frado would rather eat after 

a dog than Mrs. Bellmont (39).   

It is interesting to note that Mrs. Bellmont takes steps to remove the dog from the home, 

perhaps aware of the way in which the animal allows Frado to express emotion as a means of 

lateral growth.  This is particularly relevant in that Mrs. Bellmont constantly beats Frado for 

displaying emotion towards James during his sickness (43) and death (56).  Fido’s disappearance 

from the narrative underscores his importance to Frado’s sideways growth and the textual 

impulse to delay the future.  When Frado “merges into womanhood,” she is no longer a child in 

need of protection and must say goodbye to Fido, “shed[ding] more tears over him than over all 

beside” (64-65), an emotional display that underscores the importance of the canine figure to 

Frado as a child.  But as an adult Frado must cast-off Fido, her vehicle of nonreproductive 

sideways growth, and enter the feared future, which we quickly learn is indeed a temporal state 

of hardship, financial uncertainty and illness.   

With the departure of Fido, Frado is both friendless and powerless.  In Dependent States, 

Karen Sanchez Eppler proposes that “Our Nig can be read as an account of the impossibility of 

agency and voice for a black child, since neither Frado’s hard work, quick mind, and playful 

nature, nor her pious hopes prove capable of alleviating her situation” (45).  While Sanchez-

Eppler is correct, in that Frado appears to lack any sense of agency, the idea of Frado as an abject 

figure complicates the question of agency and voice
4
. It is from her position as abject that allows 

                                                 
4
 By “abject” I am referring to what Julie Kristeva in Powers of Horror characterizes as that which has been cast out, jettisoned 

and banished, yet nevertheless “does not cease challenging its master” (2).  I also rely upon Judith Butler’s work in Bodies that 

Matter and her conceptualization of the constituting exclusion which haunts and threatens the stability of the constituted subject, 

and that it is from within this instability where the possibility of disruption lies through the “return of the excluded” (xx). 
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Frado to flout propriety, winning the approval of her schoolmates and the workers on the 

Bellmont farm with her pranks and antics.   Frado’s humor and pranks endear her to her fellow 

schoolmates, who “would suffer wrongly to keep open the avenues of mirth” provided by 

Frado’s pranks (22).   Likewise, she is a favorite of the farm workers due to her bravery and wit 

(31).  While such performances may not alleviate the material conditions of Frado’s situation, 

they do provide her with a bit of jollity, helping her survive an otherwise bleak and abusive 

existence with the Bellmonts, allowing her to draw out her time of childhood in avoidance of an 

even bleaker future.  By sketching Frado as a disorderly girl/tomboy, operating on the margins as 

a child queered by her blackness and her labor, Frado acts as a disruptive figure, destabilizing 

and vexing antebellum readers’ conceptions of the innocence of whiteness and childhood, 

sentimental motherhood and true womanhood.   

Complicating the idea of locating power in the abject is Darieck Scott’s racialization of 

abjection in Extravagant Abjection.  Scott asks “[i]f we are racialized (in part) through 

domination and abjection and humiliation, is there anything of value to be learned from the 

experience of being defeated, humiliated, abjected?” (6).  Scott proposes that 

…within the black abject—within human abjection as represented and lived in the 

experience of being-black, of blackness—we may find that the zone of self or personhood 

extends into realms where we would not ordinarily perceive its presence; and that 

suffering seems, at some level or at some far flung contact point, to merge into something 

like ability, like power (and certainly, like pleasure) without losing or denying what it is 

to suffer (15). 

Scott’s proposal—deriving power and agency from suffering—is simultaneously troubling and 

yet seductive, particularly in the face of Wilson’s harrowing account of abuse.  Under Scott’s 
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proposal, Frado triumphs over Mrs. Bellmont and Mary not in spite of, but because of her 

suffering and humiliation.  Frado appears to occupy the lowest status in the Bellmont home, a 

lowering that is compounded by her mutually informing marginalized status of mulatta, female, 

orphan and domestic worker.  Yet Scott is correct to propose that there may be agency from 

within the black abject and Frado’s liminal and porous positionality.  For example, in The 

Politics and Poetics of Transgression, Peter Stallybrass and Allon White reconfigure the 

symbolic order of Freud’s family romance through an examination of the role of the nursemaid 

within the family and her relationship with the child under her care.  In their reconfiguration, 

Stallybrass and White propose that the child occupies a space lower than that of the nurse, due to 

the child’s “size, his dependency, his fumbling attempts at language, [and] his inability to control 

his bodily functions” (158).  The child, then, is dependent upon the maid, with the maid 

displacing the parent and becoming a site of possible transgression (164).  An application of 

Stallybrass and White’s reconfiguration of the family romance through the inversion of the child 

and nursemaid onto Frado is complicated by her dual status of child and maid-of-all work, but if 

anything, Frado’s dual occupation of maid and child further enhances this figure’s transgressive 

possibilities, particularly for Wilson as an author making use of such figure to critique the 

innocence of whiteness and childhood, as well as futurity.  As Scott writes, the process of 

abjection “reflects and is reflected by social boundaries between races, genders, and sexualities” 

noting the queer uses of abjection “begin with the inescapable slippage across necessarily porous 

but desperately defended boundaries: the boundaries between the ego and what it excludes, in 

order to constitute itself” (17).  Wilson positions Frado as a liminal figure to illustrate the 

porousness of the boundaries between black/white, child/adult, heaven/hell, and the dependency 

of the subject upon that which is abject.   
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We see these boundaries most obsessively defended by Mrs. Bellmont, whose race and 

class status hinges on Frado’s abject state.  Because of the very obsessive nature of Mrs. 

Bellmont’s defense, the gaps and moments of slippage become apparent—if Mary’s (and by 

extension the entire Bellmont family’s) whiteness is pure, what would it matter how light or dark 

Frado’s skin is?  Wilson therefore correctly describes Frado as “the only moving power in the 

house” (35).  Even though Frado occupies the position of the abject, there is power from such 

position, if not to escape, then at least for Wilson as author to situation her character as abject in 

order to expose the inconsistencies in the rhetoric around her.  

Wilson depicts Frado as the abject figure on the boundary through her sideways growth 

and her interactions with animals, but also in the manner in which Wilson describes Frado’s 

delayed but unavoidable maturation.  It is important to note the language Wilson employs to 

indicate the girl’s transition into womanhood, as she traces this thread of transformation from 

girlhood to womanhood beginning with Mag, Frado’s mother.  Wilson depicts Mag as a young 

girl who “merged into womanhood, unprotected, uncherished, uncared for…” (5, emphasis 

mine). This sentence paints a bleak picture of Mag’s life, and Wilson’s use of the term “merge” 

(meaning “to be absorbed and disappear, to lose character or identity by absorption into 

something else; to join or blend”) indicates not a destruction, but an absorption of the child-self 

within the adult, transforming the young figure with a “loving, trusting heart” into a bitter down-

trodden woman no longer afforded the protections of whiteness and true womanhood.  The terms 

used to describe Mag’s position—“unprotected,” “uncherished,” and “uncared for”—operate as 

the antithesis to the rhetoric surrounding antebellum notions of “true” woman and “innocent” 

child as cared for, protected, and cherished figures.  Like her mother, Frado also “merge[s]” (64) 

into womanhood, an engulfment of the child into the adult. The child does not disappear without 
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a trace, but is instead taken in to the adult-self. Wilson’s use of “merge” reflects Carolyn 

Steedman’s understanding of child/childhood as expressing the “depths of historicity within” the 

adult-self (12), and also reflects the necessity of extending Frado’s childhood, as the moment of 

transformation from childhood to adult is absolute.  Lisa E. Green picks up on the effects of this 

merging, when she notes how adulthood limits the once wild and “frolicky” Frado, 

“transform[ing] [Frado] from the outspoken and fearless girl of the earlier chapters into an 

abandoned wife” who “bears the burden not only of race but of motherhood” (150).   

Frado as perpetual child eventually reaches the breaking point, with Wilson having 

extended this figure’s youth for as long as possible.   By completing her residence in the 

Bellmont home, Frado has done the impossible, as no other child or worker is “capable of 

enduring the oppression of the house but her” (61).  But in so doing, she has outgrown the 

confines of the L-wing.  Frado no longer allows Mrs. Bellmont to beat her, and therefore no 

longer has a place in the Bellmont home, as her beatings worked in part to maintain the fiction of 

whiteness and innocence.  Frado must turn “to the darkness of the future” (61), as the disorderly 

girl/tomboy cover only stretches so far, and Frado merges into adulthood, quickly followed by 

marriage and motherhood.  Frado’s adult life is a sad echo of Mag’s, as Frado becomes pregnant 

and is soon abandoned by her husband.  Frado is burdened with a child, making a similar descent 

down the rungs of the social ladder, barely able to eke out a living and falling prey to the 

darkness of the future, as any true sense of a future freedom is, as Wilson shows, a luxury 

reserved for the white Bellmont children Jane and Jack.    

 Wilson places her protagonist in an impossible position—Frado’s present is unbearable, 

and yet the future manages to be even more bleak than the present, a tension reflected in the 

length of narrative space devoted to Frado’s childhood and the quick “winding up of the matter” 
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of her adult life (70).  With the nineteenth-century literary tropes of the disorderly girl and the 

tomboy, Wilson deftly critiques the institution of motherhood and marriage, and by extending 

Frado’s childhood and truncating her future, Wilson questions the possibility of freedom for a 

“free” black in the north, illustrating how such an idea remains out of reach for Frado and others 

in her position.  Likewise, death and heaven are luxuries denied to this black child, leaving Frado 

operating in a suspended state of terror.  While Frado may appear helpless in her abject state, the 

potential for transgression remains, as Wilson uses the figure of this comely yet abject child to 

expose the troubling inconsistencies Wilson herself no doubt experienced with her proximity to 

the Milford, New Hampshire abolitionist circles. 

 In Our Nig, Wilson deploys the figure of the black child to illustrate the limitations of 

freedom.  In the following chapter, I will show how Frank J. Webb’s deployment of free black 

children in The Garies and Their Friends also takes up the question of freedom and economic 

mobility through a direct engagement with blackness.  Instead of the future as an impossibility, 

Webb uses his cast of children to construct and maintain a particular black respectability as the 

means to achieve future prosperity, a respectability that gains its powers in part through an 

identification with a certain element of whiteness and a repudiation of the black feminine 

domestic.   
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CHAPTER TWO 

“Make the Future Atone for the Past:” The Black Child and the Role of Whiteness in Frank J. 

Webb’s Construction of a New Black Respectability in The Garies and Their Friends 

“‘They certainly are not rich,’ rejoined Mrs. Bird; ‘and it is for that reason I wish to do all that I 

can for him. If I can keep him with me, and give him a good education, it may be greatly for his 

advantage; there may be a great change in public sentiment before he is a man--we cannot say 

what opening there may be for him in the future.’”—The Garies and Their Friends 

 

“‘Oh, my opinions relative to coloured people have lately undergone considerable modification; 

in fact,’ said he with some little confusion, ‘quite a thorough revolution. I don’t think we have 

quite done our duty by these people. Well, well, we must make the future atone for the past.’”—

The Garies and Their Friends 

 

During his convalescence at the country home of Mrs. Bird (a wealthy, respectable, white 

widow), Charlie Ellis (a middle-class, respectable black child) receives a letter from his friend 

Kinch (an unkempt, dirty, yet street-smart black child).  The epistle, rife with misspelled words 

and written in different shades of ink, describes the presence “[a] great big boy, with white 

wooly hair and Pinkish Grey eyes” who now occupies Charlie’s vacated seat in the schoolroom 

(Webb 264).  Kinch’s letter continues, describing how he antagonizes the black albino child: “I 

Put a Pin under him one Day, And he told On me; and We Are to Have a fight to-morrow” (264).  

The last detail Kinch provides reveals that he is not the only schoolboy who bullies the albino 

child occupying Charlie’s seat: “The boys Call Him ‘Short and Dirty’ because he ain’t tall, and 

never washes His Face” (265).  These three short lines are all we have of this mysterious black 

albino child, and yet this textual aberration—the boy is both black and white, great and big yet 

short—strikes at the heart of the puzzling nature of Frank J. Webb’s 1857 novel The Garies and 

Their Friends, and speaks to the manner in which whiteness operates to inform Webb’s 

construction of a new black respectability.  Like the presence of the black albino boy, Webb’s 

construction of black respectability is a strange classist-tinged mixture of whiteness and 
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blackness, a respectability against which the male children at first rebel. Webb explicates his 

conception of black respectability through the figure of the black child, first through the figure of 

the black child and his/her relationship with white adults, and later polices the boundaries of 

black respectability through the black children’s relationships with one another.  

Similar to Harriet E. Wilson, Webb also engages in questions of freedom for free blacks 

in the north.  Yet Webb’s engagement focuses on a distinctly middle and upper-class segment of 

the free black population in Philadelphia, drawing upon certain elements of whiteness to inform 

his concept of black respectability.  Webb relies upon the figure of the free black child as an 

emblem of futurity, to deconstruct both whiteness and blackness.  In the introduction to his 

volume of Webb’s collected works, Werner Sollers observes that Webb “has a particular, 

Dickensian fondness for child characters…” (5).  The novel is populated with children of all 

races, figures upon whose shoulders Webb places the psychic burden of deconstructing race, 

racism, and class anxieties, while also questioning the nature of freedom in the north for the free 

black population.   

In his 1997 introduction to the novel, Robert Reid-Pharr suggests that Webb’s text 

privileges the domestic sphere “as the center of black political life, the place at which community 

is formed and resistance is mounted” against “an always encroaching whiteness” (xi).  While 

black domesticity is a concern of Webb’s, his deployment of the figure of the black child also 

interrogates the construct of whiteness.  Webb’s construction of a black respectability is 

informed, in part, by his deconstruction of whiteness, seen most clearly through his 

preoccupation with the workings of the black child/white adult mentor (or patron) relationship.   

Through the pairing of George Winston with Mr. Moyese, Charlie Ellis and Mrs. Thomas, and 

later Charlie and Mrs. Bird, Webb complicates our understanding of whiteness and its 
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relationship to blackness, exposing both the performative aspect of race as well as the different 

ways in which racial innocence and class privilege depend upon the presence and actions of the 

figure of the black child.   

The first mentor/mentee pairing Webb presents is the relationship between an enslaved 

black boy, George Winston, and his white owner, Mr. Moyese.   Webb’s brief sketch of the 

George Winston’s experience of slavery dramatically differs from the feelings of absence 

described by Frederick Douglass in Narrative, and the mourned loss of girlhood described by 

Jacobs in Incidents.  Winston’s period of enslavement defies reader expectations as Moyese, “a 

warm-hearted, kind old man”(8) purchases Winston and takes an almost fatherly interest in the 

young black child’s welfare, acting against both law and common practice by teaching Winston 

how to read and write (9).  With Winston’s story, Webb presents a tale of upward mobility, as 

Winston steadily rises from the enslaved class to the upper echelons of white and black society, 

crossing both the race and class divide.   

In exploring mentor relationships within the context of nineteenth-century upward 

mobility narratives, Bruce Robbins in Upward Mobility and the Common Good notes that such 

relationships often manifest as “self-interested and sustaining” for both mentor and the 

protagonist mentee (28).  This dynamic is at work here in the relationship between Moyese and 

Winston, as the kind and gentlemanly Mr. Moyese engages in such activities not only for the 

benefit of his young protégé, but to ease his own guilty conscience.  While Winston’s new skills 

enable him to climb the ladder “from errand-boy up to chief-clerk” (10), Moyese is also “highly 

gratif[ied]” by Winston’s education (not to mention the financial benefits he gains from 

employing Winston as a source of cheap, if not free, labor) (8).  Over the years, Moyese provides 

Winston with gifts in the form of a watch, pin and ring (10), culminating in the ultimate gift a 
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freedom.  But even the benefits of this gift inure back to the giver.  Upon handing George his 

free papers, the newly freed young man utters “God bless you, Mr. Moyese!” (13). Webb 

continues: 

That “God bless you” played about his ears at night, and soothed him into sleep; in 

dreams he saw it written in diamond letters on a golden crown, held towards him by a 

hand outstretched from the azure above.  He fancied the birds sang it to him in his 

morning walk, and that he heard it in the ripple of the little stream that flowed at the foot 

of his garden.  So he could afford to smile when his relatives talked about his mistaken 

generosity, and could take refuge in that fervent ‘God bless you!” (13). 

Wilson’s “God bless you” in the passage above operates to alleviate the slave owner’s 

guilt, allowing him to claim the protective covering of innocence, an innocence that becomes 

naturalized as Moyese hears reflections of Winston’s “God bless you” in the animals and 

waterways around him.  Moyese, a wealthy “cotton broker from New Orleans” presumably owns 

multiple slaves, as inferred through his use of the plural in the phrase “my boys never cry” (8).  

Winston’s singular expression of forgiveness stands as a proxy for the forgiveness of Moyese’s 

other “boys,” children that for one reason or another, he does not free, allowing the slave-owner 

an untroubled night’s sleep, his conscience assuaged.  And, from Winston’s “God bless you,” 

with Webb invoking Christ and God-like imagery with the “golden crown” and the “hand 

outstretched from the azure above,” Moyese ultimately finds peace with God.  Here, Webb 

invests the black child with the power to forgive, but this power acts to reinforce notions of 

innocence, not of the child, but of whiteness.   

 But in Webb’s world, not all whiteness equates with innocence.  To further expand upon 

Webb’s deployment of the black child in his deconstruction of whiteness, it is necessary to 
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examine the relationship between Charlie Ellis and Mrs. Thomas alongside that of Winston and 

Moyese.  Viewing these two relationships together reveal Webb’s concerns with class, and how 

class intersects with race to inform questions of racism and freedom in the “free” north.  Webb 

implicitly links these two black child/white adult pairings, as the reader first encounters Charlie 

Ellis, working as a serving boy, through the now adult George Winston’s description of a 

Philadelphia society dinner.  By linking Charlie (a free black boy) and his disastrous few weeks 

spent in the Thomas home in the north, with Winston (a previously enslaved but now successful 

free black man), Webb crafts a searing critique of racism, class anxieties and freedom in the 

antebellum north.   

With Mrs. Thomas, we again encounter a white adult who positions herself as mentor to a 

young black child, in this case, Charlie.  It soon becomes clear, however, that Mrs. Thomas only 

fashions herself as a potential mentor for the race and class benefits she stands to gain by having 

a young black domestic in her home.  Through various textual clues, Webb intimates that Mrs. 

Thomas is somewhat of a parvenu—her social status is unstable due to her questionable lineage 

and the source of her wealth.  Of Miss Thomas, Mrs. Thomas’s daughter, Webb writes: 

Her daughter had married into a once wealthy, but not decayed, Carolina family.  In 

consideration of the wealth bequeathed by her grandfather (who was a maker of leather 

breeches, and speculator in general), Miss Thomas had received the offer of the poverty-

striken hand of Mr. Morton, and had accepted it with evident pleasure, as he was 

undoubtedly a member of one of the first families of the South, and could prove a distant 

connection with one of the noble families of England (24).   

As Webb develops Mrs. Thomas’s character in these terms, we see how Webb uses this figure to 

expose how her class anxieties propel her to construct a cover of whiteness.  While the daughter, 
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Miss Thomas, has inherited wealth from her grandfather, a “respectable old gentleman,” the fact 

remains that the wealthy gentleman is not a landowner with ties to aristocratic Europe, but is 

instead a craftsman, with the added dubious qualifier of “speculator in general,” a decidedly 

ungentlemanly occupational pursuit (24).  In exchange for the wealth Miss Thomas brings to the 

decaying Carolina family, the Thomas family is happy to cloak their own dubious pedigree with 

their in-law’s European ties, no matter how tenuous such ties may actually be.  Webb provides 

other details into Mrs. Thomas’s class aspirations, describing her as “affected” and “silly,” 

hosting parties where the guests “being two or three removes from the class whose members 

occupy the cobbler’s bench or the huckster’s stall, felt themselves at liberty to look down upon 

the rest of the world from the pinnacle on which they imagined themselves placed” (73).  Webb 

gestures towards the performative nature of race and class, illustrating how these boundaries are 

constructed and maintained through elaborate posturing. 

 Webb illustrates how class standing is solidified under the cloak of whiteness through the 

deployment of Charlie Ellis in the Thomas household.  The presence of the black child, dressed 

in the Thomas livery, functions as a buffer between Mrs. Thomas and her mercantile past.  

Through the presence of the black child, Mrs. Thomas can disavow her class origins and cloak 

her family under the protective layer of whiteness and its accompanying privileges of social rank 

at the expense of Charlie, upon whom she relies to support her performance of high social rank
5
.  

For example, Webb comically describes Mrs. Thomas’s emulations of upper-class behavior, 

revealing the artifice behind her behavior when she trains Charlie “so as to fit him for the 

important office of uttering the fashionable and truthless ‘not at home’ with unhesitating gravity 

                                                 
5
 And, in this text, it is only through the presence of the black child that Mrs. Thomas can cover 

her lower-class origins, as the older generation of free blacks including Charlie’s mother, Mrs. 

Ellis, recollect the white residents’ humble origins (20-21). 
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and decorum” (74).  Webb, using Charlie as our guide, takes us further into Mrs. Thomas’s 

subterfuge, revealing that on those days when Mrs. Thomas is “not at home,” the woman 

presents “an entirely different appearance to that which she assumed on gala days,” adopting 

plain clothing in the place of her imported French garments (74).     

 In addition to the performative aspects of race and class that Webb exposes through the 

Mrs. Thomas/Charlie relationship, Webb juxtaposes this relationships with that of 

Moyese/Winston to reveal northern racism, characterizing Charlie’s service in the Thomas 

household as the true instance of captivity.  By depicting the white cotton-broker as a kinder and 

more sophisticated character than the wealthy northern woman with class aspirations, Webb 

vexes the notion of captivity and freedom.  Webb stresses the horrors of domestic labor, with 

Charlie claiming “I won’t live at service—I’d rather be a sweep, or sell apples on the dock.  I’m 

not going to be stuck up behind their carriage, dressed up like a monkey in a tail coat—I’ll cut 

off my own head first” (27).  Unlike Winston, who quickly adapts to his position under the care 

of Moyese, Charlie, a free boy, views entering service with a sense of dread and doom.  Webb 

invokes language of coercion to describe Charlie’s service in the Thomas home, writing that 

Charlie was “pressed into service” (35).  In a nod to the tradition of enslavement, Mrs. Thomas 

alters Charlie’s name, referring to him as Charles, when no one else does so.  Webb, through his 

treatment of these two relationships, shows that Charlie’s situation in the free north operates as a 

greater economic, social and educational constraint upon him than enslavement does for George 

Winston. 

Webb reinforces this distinction most clearly through two very different carriage rides: 

the first, with Winston and Moyese immediately following Moyese’s purchase of Winston, and 

the second, with Charlie and Mrs. Thomas, after she catches Charlie in the street playing 
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marbles.  Winston’s carriage ride with Moyese is relatively pleasant.  Though in tears due to his 

separation from his mother and subsequent sale, Winton is eventually mollified by Moyese’s 

ministrations and, “coaxed into a more quiescent state,” allows Moyese to buy him a new suit of 

clothes (9).  Winston, “seated on the box with the driver, found much to amuse him; and the 

driver’s merry chat and great admiration of George’s new and gaily-bedizened suit, went a great 

way towards reconciling that young gentleman to his new situation” (9).  In this moment, and 

from what Webb reveals about Winston’s time with Moyese in general, the boy is happy, easily 

calmed by his sartorial acquisitions and privileged position on the carriage box.  By contrast, 

Webb positions Charlie’s “voluntary” service in the Thomas household as the example of true 

captivity when, on an errand with Mrs. Thomas, Charlie is caught playing marbles with Kinch 

and a group of other boys in the streets.  Mrs. Thomas indicates ownership over Charlie, 

remarking to her daughter “Isn’t that our Charlie?” (69, emphasis mine).  The scene turns violent 

when Kinch receives “a well directed cut of the whip across [his] fingers,” a moment invoking 

images of the violence of slavery (70).  Charlie refuses to ride in the Thomas carriage and is 

forcibly placed inside the car at the feet of Mrs. Thomas, who in essence holds Charlie captive, 

refusing to let him loose for “it would never do to let him go, for he will run home with some 

distressing tale of ill-treatment,” bundling him away like a parcel or commodity “into the bottom 

of the carriage” (71).  By linking Winston’s treatment under Moyese with Charlie’s experience 

under Mrs. Thomas, Webb comments upon the questionable nature of freedom in the north, and 

complicates his deconstruction of whiteness.  

Webb is quite invested in questions of whiteness as it intersects with class, linking overt 

racism against the free black population to white individuals of a low class status, as seen with 

class interloper Mrs. Thomas and her treatment of Charlie as if he were enslaved, and later with 
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the rioting lower-class white population.  But Mrs. Bird, Charlie’s wealthy patron, functions as a 

direct foil to Mrs. Thomas. Unlike Mrs. Thomas, Mrs. Bird values education, even for Charlie, a 

black boy, and rewards Charlie with a “splendidly bound” copy of Robinson Crusoe, an act that 

illustrates her views on education, with the quality of the edition of the book echoing her quality 

as a person (93).  Mrs. Bird is confident in her place in society, and therefore confident in her 

acceptance at the Ellis household, “knock[ing] at the door and rattl[ing] on the latch as if she had 

been in the daily habit of visiting there…quite sure of a hearty welcome” (93).  Couched in the 

privilege of whiteness and her stable class position, Mrs. Thomas can afford to be kind to 

Charlie, as her stable social standing will not be lowered by fraternizing with the Ellis family.  

She is taken aback by the suggestion that Charlie would work for her, and informs Mrs. Ellis that 

she employs several servants (servants that we later learn are white) and has no need for Charlie, 

in that capacity (94).   

Similar to the previously examined mentor/patron relationship between young black boys 

and white adults, the relationship between Charlie and Mrs. Bird has aspects of self-interest on 

the part of Mrs. Bird, while also being mutually sustaining.  While Mrs. Bird is kind and 

generous with Charlie and constructs a sustainable relationship with the young boy, she is also 

motivated by her own self-interests.  We learn that Mrs. Bird had a young son about Charlie’s 

age, also named Charlie, who died in a shipwreck (147).  Charlie Ellis, then, serves as a 

substitute-son for Mrs. Bird, and echoes the role Winston plays in “blessing” Moyese.  Webb 

describes Charlie’s presence in Mrs. Bird’s life as “a means of grace,” (244) a phrase that 

situates the black child in a privileged position to offer comfort to the white adult patron.  At first 

blush, it appears that the role Charlie fills for Mrs. Bird is less problematic than Winston’s 

function for Moyese—Charlie, as a substitute son, provides Mrs. Bird with comfort, whereas 
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Winston is charged with alleviating his white slave owner’s guilty conscience.  But Mrs. Bird’s 

attraction to Charlie is more self-interested than it initially seems.  When Charlie receives the 

news from home that his father is gravely injured and the Ellis home is destroyed, Mrs. Bird 

express her selfish wish that Charlie remain with her in Warmouth.  Webb writes: 

Mrs. Bird was really distressed at the idea of losing her little favorite.  He had been so 

much with her that she had become strongly attached to him, and therefore looked 

forward to his departure with unfeigned regret.  But Charlie could not be persuaded to 

stay; and reluctantly Mrs. Bird made arrangements for his journey home (266). 

Without negating the positive aspects of their relationship, this moment nevertheless 

complicates Webb’s deconstruction of whiteness.  Mrs. Bird is a high-society white woman, 

who, but for this one moment, has Charlie’s best interests at heart.  She is well-bred and creates a 

space in the social fabric of Warmouth for Charlie. Through this relationship, Webb implies a 

continued dependence upon the figure of the black child, even for this figure of well-establish 

class and racial background.  But it is her entrenchment in whiteness and its accompanying 

privileges that allow Mrs. Bird to, in effect, go out on a limb for Charlie socially.  Overall, Webb 

positions Mrs. Bird as an example of acceptable whiteness, underscored by her presence as one 

of the few named white characters at Charlie and Emily’s wedding towards the end of the novel 

(372).  It is from Mrs. Bird and the whiteness that she represents that Webb begins to construct 

his notion of black respectability, which arises from Charlie’s time with Mrs. Bird, and later is 

imparted by Charlie to Kinch. 

Through pairings of black children with white adults, we see how Webb deploys the 

figure of the black child to deconstruct whiteness, but equally important to Webb’s exploration 

of the construction of race is the manner in which the white mentors are initially attracted to and 
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come to the aid of their black mentees.  Unlike the white street children in Horatio Alger’s 

stories who, as Michael Moon notes in “The Dangerous Boy from the Gentle Classes,” attract 

mentors through an exhibition of physical strength and daring (94), the black children in The 

Garies and Their Friends attract mentors in moments of abjection. As previously discussed in 

Chapter One, the abjection of the black child can also function as a site through which disruption 

is possible.  But it is important to question what this racialized difference indicates, particularly 

in light of my concern about the innocence of whiteness and childhood, and how these notions 

are complicated through the figure of the black child.  In addition to her exploration of sideways 

growth, Kathryn Bond Stockton in The Queer Child also examines the strangeness and 

peculiarity of children of color in film and other cultural texts, explaining that children of color 

make “experience” intrude upon “innocence” (184).  In other words, if the figure of the child 

represents a state of innocence or acts as a repository for adult desires, with “child” a category 

necessary for the maintenance of class identity
6
, then the presence of children (or a childhood) 

marked by blackness disrupts any notion of childhood innocence.  In order for these mentors to 

approach the black children as children, or as a figure in need of protection, such figures must 

first undergo some form of abuse or violation to trigger the interest of the white mentor or 

patron.  Webb invokes the power of the figure of the abject black child to reconstruct the image 

of such child as an innocent being worthy of care and protection, with varying degrees of 

success.  As we have seen the importance Webb places on the connection between social status 

and empathy, the humanization of the black child through abjection likewise depends upon the 

class status of the character who witnesses the child’s abject state.  

                                                 
6
 As Karen Sanchez-Eppler explains in Dependent States, childhood as a concept is a matter of 

class that works to maintain divisions between the middle and lower classes, as having a 

childhood means not having to work. 
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For instance, when Moyese first encounters Winston, the young child is in a pitiable 

state, forcibly separated from his mother, half-naked in a tow shirt and “in the wildest 

manifestations of grief” (8).  In this moment, Moyese “took a fancy to the boy’s looks, and pitied 

him for his unfortunate separation from his mother” (8).  Winston is as low as it is possible for a 

child to fall, and it is his status as abject that attracts Moyese to the child, enabling him to care 

for the black child now humanized through his pain.  Mrs. Bird is likewise drawn to Charlie as 

he wavers on the brink of death after a terrible fall down a flight of stairs.  Aware of his 

existence prior to the fall, and having promised him a gift in reward for his successful recitation 

of his school lessons, Mrs. Bird honors her promise after learning of Charlie’s illness.  Only after 

witnessing first-hand the young child’s rapidly failing health does Mrs. Bird invite Charlie to her 

country home to convalesce.  Mr. Moyese and Mrs. Bird, the two white patrons of a higher social 

station, who Webb scripts as depending upon the presence of the black child and his offering of 

comfort and forgiveness, respond positively to Winston and Charlie in their abject states, 

viewing these figures as children in need of protection only after witnessing the child’s abjection.   

Webb further troubles the notion of whiteness and class status, as exposed through the 

figure of the abject black child, when he thrusts an ill and vulnerable Charlie into a mixed-class 

and race environment on the train to Mrs. Bird’s country estate.  Here, the abject state of the 

black child does not overcome resistance to or resentment of the child’s blackness.  On the train 

to New York Charlie, still recuperating from his illness, is taking a nap when the conductor 

walks by and demands that Mrs. Bird send Charlie to the “negro” car.  The crux of the ensuing 

argument between Mrs. Bird and the working-man rests upon whether Charlie can claim “child” 

status.  Webb presents the following exchange: 

--“Don’t wake him; I’ve got his ticket; the child is sick.” 
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--“I don’t care whether he’s sick or well—he can’t ride in here.  We don’t allow niggers 

to ride in this car, no how you can fix it—so come youngster…you must travel out of 

this” (110). 

The highly emotive term “child,” juxtaposed to “nigger” and even “youngster,” carries 

significant weight and imparts a certain privilege that comes with the innocence of childhood.  

And yet, for this working-class man, Charlie’s blackness has marked him to the point where his 

status as child is obscured, even though he carries the extra marker of vulnerability through his 

illness.  In David Roediger’s discussion on the construction of whiteness through the 

maintenance of strict class and labor divisions in The Wages of Whiteness, Roediger explains 

how, for the white working and lower classes, slavery acts as “a touchstone against which to 

measure their fears of unfreedom and a friendly reminder that they were by comparison not so 

badly off” (49).  This dynamic underlies the tension in this faceoff between Mrs. Bird/Charlie 

and the white working-class workers and passengers.   For the conductor and his “blackguard 

assistants,” along with the bystander “whose appearance contrasted broadly with his manners,” 

(111-112) Charlie’s blackness and his connection with the high-class Mrs. Bird negate any 

privilege the boy might claim as a sick child from the white working class, who succeed in 

maintaining their own class identity by cloaking themselves in whiteness, a cloaking 

accomplished only through a further debasement of the black child.  Again, through the figure of 

the black child, Webb crafts a subtly differentiated map of whiteness in relation to blackness, as 

categories both constantly mediated by class.  

Webb offers a critique of whiteness through his deployment of the black child in pairings 

with white adults, and yet what is strangely absent in his text given the common understanding 

of The Garies and Their Friends as a text concerned with the construction of the black domestic, 
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are any treatments of a black child/black adult mentor relationship.  Why, in other words, in a 

text populated with successful black adults, does Webb depict the majority of successful 

mentoring relationships as taking place between a black child and a white adult?  Webb is 

particularly harsh in his treatment of the black women in the novel, including Mrs. Ellis, Aunt 

Rachel and Caddy, all of whom are set up as obstacles in direct opposition to the wants and 

needs of Charlie Ellis.  While Webb deconstructs whiteness and class status, showing how these 

categories as performed rely upon the presence of the black child, Webb also engages in the 

construction of blackness—what I have been referring to as a new black respectability—through 

the figure of the black child as symbol of a future economic and social mobility.  However, the 

presence of the black feminine occupies a marginal role in Webb’s construction of his new black 

respectability.   

We first see inklings of Webb’s negative treatment of the black female characters in the 

moments preceding Charlie’s placement in the Thomas home.  Webb describes Charlie as “a 

bright-faced pretty boy, clever at his lessons, and a favourite both with tutors and scholars” with 

a “fondness for play,” and “a lively, affectionate disposition” (17).  With this description, Charlie 

clearly does not have the correct temperament to live at service, and is better off attending 

school.  And yet Mrs. Ellis accepts Mrs. Thomas’s ill-conceived proposal, allowing Charlie to 

work in her home.  Webb discredits any wisdom that may reside in the black maternal presence, 

for it is Charlie’s mother who “regard[s] Mrs. Thomas as a miracle of wisdom,” a character who 

Webb devotes significant narrative space to expose as a fraud.   

Webb’s depiction of Aunt Rachel also reflects his disdain for the black feminine in the 

capacity of domestic worker.  Even within the Thomas home, Webb positions Aunt Rachel as 
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Charlie’s main antagonist in place of Mrs. Thomas, his actual empoyer.  When asked by Kinch 

“[w]hat kind of folks are these Thomases?” Charlie replies: 

Old Mrs. Thomas is a little dried-up old woman, who wears spectacles and a wig.  She 

isn’t of much account—I don’t mind her.  She’s not the trouble; it’s of old Aunt Rachel, 

I’m thinking.  Why, she has threatened to whip me when I’ve been there with 

mother…Lord only knows what she’ll do to me when she has me there by myself…” (30-

31). 

Rather than simply concluding that Aunt Rachel, as ruler of the hearth, is the true mistress of the 

Thomas household, and therefore the correct figure for Charlie to direct his wrath, Webb is 

instead writing against the placement of boys (and only boys) in domestic service within white 

households.  While laboring in the domestic realm is acceptable for women and girls, a young 

boy is better placed either in school, or in an entrepreneurial position with room for economic 

and social growth.  With the threat of the whip, Webb characterizes Aunt Rachel as a domestic 

overseer, linking Charlie’s service in the Thomas home to slavery.  The violent rhetoric Webb 

employs to dispatch Aunt Rachel supports this claim; instead of the relatively harmless pranks 

the young boy plays on his white employer, Charlie’s interactions with the black servants Aunt 

Rachel and Robberts involve the infliction of violence upon the black domestic body.  Webb 

writes: 

Now Charlie, not being disposed to receive “particular fits,” made some efforts to return 

the hard compliments that were being showered upon him, and the advice of Kinch 

providentially occurring to him—respecting an attack upon the understanding of his 

venerable antagonist—he brought his hard shoes down with great force upon her pet 

corn, and by this coup de pied completely demolished her.  With a loud scream she let 
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him go; and sitting down upon the floor, declared herself lamed for life, beyond 

possibility of recovery.  At this stage of the proceedings, Robberts came to the rescue of 

his aged coadjutor, and seized hold of Charlie, who forthwith commended so brisk an 

attack upon his rheumatic shins, as to cause him to beat a hurried retreat, leaving Charlie 

sole master of the field (81). 

Beneath the comical veneer of the above-passage lies pain and violence.  Charlie 

vanquishes his foe (domestic labor embodied in the form of Aunt Rachel and Robberts) in a 

graphic and violent scene that forces us to consider Webb’s placement of the child in relation to 

these elderly black characters.  While no doubt intended as comical, it is puzzling that such 

violence is directed by a young black child towards these elderly figures, characters who are 

revered in other texts like Jacobs’s Incidents.  Here Webb, drawing on militaristic language, 

deploys the black child as iconoclast, overthrowing the previous old order to make way for the 

growing number of economically and socially mobile free blacks in the north.  

 It is important to note that the black men in a position to serve as a mentor or patron to 

the black child fare only slightly better than Mrs. Ellis and Aunt Rachel, achieving nowhere near 

the influence with Charlie as does Mrs. Bird. Walters, one of the richest men amongst both black 

and white, freely voices his opinion about Charlie working as a domestic in a white household: 

The boy should be at school.  It really does seem to me that you people who have good 

and smart boys take the very course to ruin them.  The worst thing you can do with a boy 

of his age is to put him at service…If you can’t get on without the boy’s earning 

something why don’t you do as white women and men do? Do you ever find them 

sending their boys out as servants? No; they rather give them a stock of matches, 

blacking, newspapers, or apples, and start them out to sell them.  What is the result? …he 
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learns to make bargains; he becomes a small trader, then a merchant, then a millionaire… 

(62-63). 

Walters is full of advice about what should be done, and yet makes no offer to help set Charlie 

up in business. He is fully invested in the American Dream narrative of hard-work leading to 

certain success, and his use of the phrase “you people” in the context of this conversations works 

to write Mr. and Mrs. Ellis out of this narrative of success.   While the phrase “you people” may 

not have the same racially charged undertones in antebellum Philadelphia as it does in 

contemporary American discourse, the implication nevertheless runs along those same lines.  

Walters implies that people like Mr. and Mrs. Ellis, black working class people who still live 

according to the old rules, do not know how to properly raise their children.  The correct way, 

according to Walters and by extension Webb, is to adopt this particular narrative of success, 

regardless of the veracity of the narrative.  However, to present a balanced assessment of 

Walters, he does provide Charlie with a home, generously informing Charlie that “if he ever 

whispered the word rent, or offered him any money before he was worth twenty thousand 

dollars, he should believe that he wanted to pick a quarrel” (342-3).  But this generous offer 

takes place only after Charlie, with the help of his mother and the kindness of Mr. and Mrs. 

Burrell (a white middle-class family) obtains a position in an office.  Out of all the other black 

male characters, Walters is the most present.  Winston disappears from the narrative, and Mr. 

Ellis is rendered helpless after his brutal attack during the race riot.  With the adult males 

ineffective, Webb places the future success of this free black community onto the shoulders of 

the black child.  

 To understand Webb’s notion of a black respectability as ushered in through the figure of 

the child, it is necessary to examine Webb’s depiction of Caddy Ellis, an example of the black 
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feminine domestic, who is redeemed through her labor in the black home.  But before her 

redemption, Webb first positions Caddy as a hindrance to Charlie.  The two siblings are a study 

in contrasts.  Webb writes: 

Caroline, the second child, was plain in person, and of a rather shrewish disposition; she 

was a most indefatigable housewife, and was never so happy as when in possession of a 

dust or scrubbing brush; she would have regarded a place where she could have lived in a 

perpetual state of house cleaning, as an earthly paradise (16). 

Throughout the majority of the text, Charlie and Caddy are at odds, with Charlie tracking 

dirt into the home, enraging Caddy.  Similar to Charlie’s combative relationship with Aunt 

Rachel, the tension between Charlie and his sister Caddy is even more pronounced, and between 

the two siblings a state of “continued warfare existed, interrupted only by brief truces brought 

about by her necessity for his services as water-carrier” (16).  In Conjugal Union, Reid-Pharr 

notes the importance of the home in The Garies and Their Friends, and how “the impetus…is 

always to clean, to produce clear boundaries between the black and the white, the slave and the 

free, the northern and the southern” (12).  While Reid-Pharr is correct in his assessment of the 

role cleaning occupies in the text, as a force that maintains and creates clear boundaries between 

the black and the white, it can also be supported that the main function of cleaning, particularly 

as engaged in by Caddy, is to delineate not only the black from the white, but to also mark class 

distinctions among the black characters, a construction and policing of Webb’s new black 

respectability maintained through the Kinch-Charlie-Caddy triad of children.   

Webb’s construction of black respectability centers on the presence and erasure of dirt, as 

the tracking of dirt into the black home and its subsequent removal figures throughout Caddy’s 

relationship with her brother Charlie. As Reid-Pharr notes, Caddy is compulsive in her efforts to 
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maintain the cleanliness of the home, directing much of her energies towards her brother, 

Charlie.  She taunts her brother about his position in the Thomas home, telling him how he will 

have to keep his feet cleaner at the Thomas home than he does in his own (33).  Due to his 

association with Kinch and his naturally mischievous manner, Charlie is a borderline figure 

within the Ellis family, hovering on the edges of respectability.  With Caddy and Charlie, Webb 

creates a dynamic where Caddy is charged with cleaning up after Charlie and maintaining the 

respectability of both the black home and the black male child, a task which Caddy initially fails 

to execute as Charlie is expelled from the black home and into the home of Mrs. Bird.  Webb 

traces this dynamic in the pivotal moments leading up to and including Charlie’s fall down the 

stairs, and his subsequent departure to Mrs. Bird’s country estate.  Caddy, dispatched to prepare 

the Garies’s new home for their imminent arrival, anxiously and hungrily awaits Charlie’s arrival 

with her favorite home-cooked meal, haricot.  But true to form, Charlie dawdles on his way to 

deliver the famished Caddy’s dinner, stopping to play marbles and leap-frog (86).  Despite her 

extreme hunger, upon Charlie’s late arrival Caddy “insisted on his going through all the 

accustomed forms with the mat and scraper before entering the house; an act of self-sacrifice on 

her part entirely uncalled for, as the day was remarkably fine, and Charlie’s boots unusually 

clean” (87).  Here, by forcing Charlie to participate in an elaborate cleaning ritual, despite the 

cleanliness of his boots, Caddy punishes Charlie for his illicit low-class play.  Even in the face of 

her own physical discomfort, Caddy is compelled to clean and maintain the boundary of 

respectability which Charlie continually threatens to breach.   

Caddy’s wrath is pushed to the edge when she discovers that Charlie has accidentally 

exchanged dinner tins with another boy.  Caddy grabs a brush—a tool symbolic of her role as the 

enforcer of cleanliness and respectability—and “belabors” Charlie “without mercy” (88).  In his 
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attempt to escape Caddy’s blows, Charlie falls down the stairs, seriously injuring himself.  While 

Charlie’s fall is described as accidental, Caddy’s actions leading up to the boy’s fall leave little 

room to doubt Webb’s indictment of black female domesticity as a dangerous force working 

against the advancement of the black male child and by extension, the development of a new 

black respectability. Webb reinforces Caddy’s role as domestic tormentor to Charlie, through 

Charlie’s fever-induced dreams.  Webb writes: 

…[s]ometimes he imagined himself pursued by Caddy, and would cry in the most piteous 

manner to have her from beating him.  Then, his mind strayed off to the marble-ground, 

where he would play imaginary games, and laugh over his success in such a wild and 

frightful manner as to draw tears from the eyes of all around him (91). 

Caddy, wielding her weapon culled from the domestic sphere, precipitates Charlie’s fall, 

situating the black feminine as an injurious and unpredictable energy, casting the black male 

child down the flight of stairs.  Instead of climbing up the ladder of success, Charlie’s plunge is 

symbolic of his descent down the socioeconomic ladder, as a result of the black feminine 

domestic.  Webb plays out the tension between the black feminine domestic and the economic 

success of the free black boy in Charlie’s dream, as his mind skips from Caddy’s fearful pursuit 

to “success” playing marbles. 

 Within the black respectability that Webb articulates through the sibling relationship, 

Kinch’s role as Charlie’s playmate and advisor along with Kinch’s subsequent union with Caddy 

further complicates Webb’s construction of black respectability, as Kinch’s presence threatens 

the stability of Charlie’s respectability and therefore, the stability of the Ellis household as well.  

Kinch is a vestibular character, often found sitting on doorsteps or crouched outside of windows, 

whose physical attributes are alarming: 
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His most prominent feature was a capacious hungry-looking mouth, within which 

glistened a row of perfect teeth…His complexion was of a ruddy brown, and his hair, 

entirely innocent of a comb, was decorated with divers feathery tokens of his last night’s 

rest.  A cap with the front torn off, jauntily set on one side of his head, gave him a rakish 

and wide-awake air, his clothes were patched and torn in several places, and his shoes 

were already in an advanced stage of decay (29).   

Kinch is the embodiment of unrespectability, with his ragged dress and appearance. His 

seemingly bottomless appetite—which he temporarily sates with food from the Ellis 

household—and glistening teeth suggest that Kinch, if left unchecked, will devour the Ellis 

household, destroying any chance at establishing a black respectability.  Webb describes the 

dynamic of Charlie and Kinch’s relationship through the voice of Esther Ellis, the eldest sibling, 

when she exclaims “[t]there is that dirty Kinch that [Charlie] is so fond of, who never takes any 

dinner with him, and depends entirely upon Charlie” (18).  This sentiment echoes the idea of 

Kinch being a drain upon Charlie and, by extension, the Ellis home. 

 And yet, while Kinch does depend upon Charlie for food and assistance with his school 

lessons, Webb indicates that Charlie is likewise dependent upon Kinch, as the unkempt child acts 

as a force in opposition to black female domesticity.  Kinch, it is important to note, is the only 

child in The Garies and Their Friends who takes on the role of mentor to Charlie, providing 

Charlie with multiple strategies with which to remove himself from the oppressive Thomas 

household.  What Kinch lacks in terms of scholarly ambitions, he makes up for in street-smarts, 

advising Charlie “with the air of a person of vast experience in difficult cases” (31).  Kinch’s 

advice is cunning, detailing to Charlie precisely how to vanquish his enemy Aunt Rachel with a 

deliberate, yet made to seem accidental, attack upon the elderly woman’s corns (31).  Again, we 
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see Webb’s use of the black child, in this case, a dirty black child, to combat the imposition of a 

black female domesticity upon the potentially upwardly mobile black male child, Charlie.   

 Kinch plays a pivotal role in Charlie’s escape from the Thomas household due in large 

part through his unrespectable ways, but because of this, Kinch remains a problematic figure for 

Webb, whose project is in part to construct a black respectability.  Webb turns to that which he 

previously repudiated, the black feminine domestic, embodied in the figure of Caddy, to act as a 

civilizing force.  As a figure who labors exclusively in black homes, Caddy’s domesticity is not 

as problematic as Mrs. Ellis and Aunt Rachel’s and, as a child figure, Caddy also represents the 

hope Webb places in the future.  Kinch’s questionable habits are minimized first through an 

immersion in the black feminine domestic with Caddy, and reinforced with advice from Charlie 

upon his return from Warmouth, advice that flows directly from Mrs. Bird, to Charlie, to Kinch.    

In a moment typical of Caddy’s obsession with cleanliness, feet and doorsteps, we find 

Caddy scouring the Ellis home in preparation for a visit from the now adult George Winston.   

Caddy realizes that “the door-steps were, however, not as white and clean as they might 

be…[and she] determined to give them a hasty wipe before retiring to dress for the evening” 

(45).  Later, Caddy witnesses “to her intense indignation…a beggar boy endeavoring to draw, 

with a piece of charcoal, an illustration of a horse-race upon her so recently cleaned door-steps 

(46).  The young beggar in question is Kinch, who throughout the text leaves traces of his 

presence around town, marking fence posts, doorsteps and other surfaces.  Caddy responds with 

her typical shrill anger, “almost choked with rage at the sight of the steps, over which she had so 

recently toiled, scored in every direction with black marks” (46).  While it would seem that 

Webb is concerned with demarcating the differences between black and white (the beggar boy 

marks Caddy’s clean, white steps with black marks) the use of blackness and whiteness here is a 
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metaphorical blackening and whitening, one that stands not only for race but class concerns as 

well.  Kinch draws a scene of a horse-race—a gambling activity that might not be viewed as 

respectable for this developing middle-class community.  Or, in keeping with Webb’s theme of 

upward mobility for the free black male child, the horse-racing scene cuts the other way as well, 

representing the world of horse breeding and racing.   Either way, Caddy’s cleaning is not 

symbolic of the maintenance of the racial boundary demarcating black from white but turns 

instead upon the importance of respectability, breeding and manners in the maintenance of a 

black bourgeois household and community.   

Kinch’s movements across doorways provide further insight into the role of the  black 

feminine domestic in construction of a black respectability (as achieved through the economic 

and social mobility of the black male).  Kinch, who often lurks outside the dwellings where 

Charlie resides, is able to cross the threshold of the clean respectable home—made so by 

Caddy’s compulsive ministrations—upon the moment of Charlie’s injury.  In this moment, Webb 

writes, “even Kinch, who was sitting on the step outside, threw off his usual dread of Caddy, and 

rushed into the house” (88).  The pull of the relationship between the two boys overcomes 

Caddy’s domestic power, and Kinch repeatedly crosses this boundary, coming inside to be with 

his friend, crossing back over the threshold when he is sent out to fetch the doctor, and once 

again when he is sent to locate the family physician (89).  In between his movements in an out of 

the home, Kinch also plays the role of comforter, holding Charlie in his arms as a “lamenting and 

disheartened Caddy” is banished to “the opposite seat” in the carriage (89).  In a moment 

illustrating the diminished status of Caddy’s power, Kinch commits the ultimate transgression as 

he “tramps in and out of the Ellis home “without wiping his feet, and tracked mud all over the 

stair-carpet” while Caddy “uttered no word of remonstrance” (90).  When the dirty Kinch 
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violates Caddy’s realm, entering the household and trampling the floors with dirt, Caddy is 

threatened with expulsion from the Ellis household.  Distraught at Charlie’s condition, her 

emotional state no doubt compounded by her own guilt at her role in the accident, Caddy,  

…crying passionately…threw herself on the floor in an agony of grief.  They did their 

best to pacify her, but all their efforts were in vain, until Mr. Ellis suggested, that since 

she could not control her feelings, she must be sent to her aunt, as her lamentations and 

outcries agitated her suffering brother and made his condition worse.  The idea of being 

excluded from the family circle at such a moment had more effect on Caddy than all 

previous remonstrances…and though she could not quite restrain occasional outbursts of 

senseless lamentation, still, when she felt such fits of despair coming on, she wisely 

retired to some remote corner of the house, and did not re-appear till she had regained 

her composure (91-92, emphasis mine). 

With Caddy’s temper as a precipitating force in Charlie’s accident, Webb intimates that Caddy, 

in her zeal and compulsion for cleanliness, has gone too far.  Charlie lies not in her arms, as 

would perhaps be expected, but in the arms of Kinch.  The black feminine domestic embodied in 

Caddy no longer controls who enters and exits the black household, and is in fact threatened with 

expulsion from the “family circle.”  Caddy is forced to “regain her composure” before she is 

allowed to return to the main rooms of the house, a check on her power that balances the black 

feminine domestic dynamic at work in the Kinch-Charlie-Caddy triad. 

 Given Webb’s project of constructing a black domesticity, Kinch remains problematic; 

but with Caddy’s newfound restraint, Webb uses the reformed Caddy to create a redemption arc 

for the plucky yet dirty Kinch.   When faced with a threat from outside the black Philadelphia 

community, Caddy and Kinch join forces, combining Kinch’s cunning with Caddy’s domestic 
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prowess to beat back the rioting white, working and lower-class Philadelphians.  Caddy is 

accepting of Kinch, referring to their actions with the inclusive “we” and “our” (207).  Symbolic 

of this new compatibility between Caddy and Kinch is, in preparation for battle, Kinch’s donning 

of an old sword that hangs between the child’s legs.  The awkwardness of the sword causes 

Kinch to fall down a flight of stairs, an accident that echoes Charlie’s earlier disastrous fall down 

the stairs (210).  While this particular fall does not injure Kinch, the boy takes yet another 

stumble and, tripped up by his dangling sword, falls into a pan of batter, the contents of the pan 

covering his back and head (210). Webb’s use of this phallic symbol as the instrument that 

causes Kinch to fall into a pan of batter (a symbol of the domestic) marks the beginning of 

Kinch’s redemption and also creates a positive space for the previously rejected black feminine 

domestic.  Kinch, the dirty unkempt boy, is finally washed in the cleansing waters of the 

domestic, first bathing in the pan of batter and then, unable to remove the batter on his own, calls 

to Caddy for help.  Caddy, embodiment of the feminine domestic force that ensures the 

respectability of the black home, “taking compassion upon his forlorn condition, procured a 

basin of water, and assisted him to wash from his wooly pate what had been intended for the next 

day’s meal” (210).  Kinch undergoes a double baptism, cleansing him of his dirt and allowing 

him to enter the circle of black respectability.  And, Caddy is redeemed also, as she is allowed to 

care for this boy who falls down the stairs, a gentle act that reflects her tempered domesticity.  

 Kinch is further inscripted into Webb’s black respectability upon Charlie’s return from 

Warmouth.  Earlier, Webb severs the connection between the two friends with the arrival of Mrs. 

Bird, an adult figure positioned as Kinch’s rival for Charlie, and the figure that fully brings 

Charlie into the realm of respectability.  Kinch is desolate when faced with Charlie’s departure 

and “he regarded Mrs.  Bird thenceforth as his personal enemy, and a willful disturber of his 
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peace” (95).  Kinch’s fears about the influence of Mrs. Bird prove correct when, after the riot and 

upon Charlie’s return to the Philadelphia, Charlie voices his concern that “his daily conferences 

with Kinch” and their “intimacy would receive a slight check” upon starting his new job (295).  

For the first time, Charlie is in a position to advise Kinch: 

Look here, old fellow…it won’t do for you to be lounging on the door-steps of the office, 

not be whistling for me under the windows.  Mr. Blatchford spoke particularly against my 

having playmates around in work hours; evenings I shall always be at home, and then you 

can come and see me as often as you like (295) 

Webb connects Charlie’s newfound maturity, and therefore Kinch’s as well, with the 

influence of Mrs. Bird’s particular brand of upper-class, well-bred whiteness.  He writes, “since 

his visit to Warmouth, Charlie had been much more particular respecting his personal 

appearance, dressed neater, and was much more careful of his clothes.  He had also given up 

marbles, and tried to persuade Kinch to do the same” (295).  Charlie tells Kinch to give up 

marbles, explaining how “it makes one such a fright—covers one with chalk-marks and dirt from 

head to foot” and gently admonishes Kinch to “keep yourself decent” (295).  Charlie disavows 

his past questionable behavior, and encourages Kinch to do the same.  Kinch is agreeable to 

Charlie’s suggestions, yet expresses anxiety that Charlie “will forget [his] old playmate by-and-

by, and get above him” (296).  At this statement of anxiety 

Charlie’s eyes moistened; and, with a boy’s impulsiveness, he threw his arm over 

Kinch’s shoulder, and exclaimed with emphasis, “Never, old fellow, never—not as long 

as my name is Charlie Ellis! You mustn’t be hurt at what I said, Kinch—I think more of 

these things than I used to—I see the importance of them…(296). 
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Charlie’s metamorphosis from a mischievous, dirty boy to a respectable young man is brought 

about by Mrs. Bird, in a manner that disavows the force of the black feminine domestic as 

embodied in the figures of Mrs. Ellis and Aunt Rachel, figures Webb positions in direct 

opposition to Charlie and his climb up the socioeconomic ladder.  Yet the role of the black 

feminine domestic is rehabilitated through both Caddy’s and Kinch’s redemption arcs—while 

Kinch does follow the advice of Charlie ( advice Charlie has garnered from Mrs. Bird), Kinch 

could not be receptive to such advice without the occurrence of his double baptism in the 

domestic realm at the hands of Caddy.  Webb fully brings Kinch into the circle of respectability 

towards the conclusion of the novel, through a union with Caddy, and therefore a union with 

black respectability, as policed by Caddy’s (now tempered) black feminine domestic.    

 Webb faces the future—as embodied in the figure of the black male child—as a realm of 

potentiality, and provides the reader with a glimpse of the Charlie-Kinch-Caddy triad as young 

adults.  Charlie and Caddy are adult versions of their childhood selves, with their more 

problematic defining childhood characteristics muted.  The young adult Kinch, on the other 

hand, takes to heart Charlie’s advice about the importance of appearances, and emerges as a 

dandy.  Webb writes: 

…Kinch the invincible—Kinch the dirty—Kinch the mischievous, now metamorphosed 

into a full-blown dandy, with faultless linen, elegant vest, and fashionable-cut coat.  Oh, 

Kinch, what a fine change—from the most shabby and careless of all boys to a 

consummate exquisite, with heavy gold watch and eye-glass, and who has been known to 

dress regularly twice a day! (340). 

Kinch has successfully channeled his childhood compulsion to leave his mark on public 

spaces into using his outward appearance a means of self-expression.  As Monica Miller writes 
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in Slaves to Fashion, dandyism’s main concern is identity construction, a performative act that 

“manifests an evolving debate about racial formation, class mobility, gender assignment, 

sexuality, and nationalism” (7).  It is fitting that Kinch, the child figure residing outside of 

Webb’s paradigm of cleanliness and respectability, the figure through which Webb constructs 

and manipulates his notion of a new black respectability, returns as an adult in the figure of the 

dandy, as dandyism itself is highly performative.  By assigning Kinch the future role of dandy, 

Webb gestures towards the performative nature of race and class, which he deconstructs 

throughout the text.  Like the mysterious black albino child, Webb’s construction of a black 

respectability in The Garies and Their Friends is never exclusively one thing or the other, as it 

draws from both the black and the white, engaging the intersection of race, class, and gender.  

While Webb’s effort is without a doubt problematic in its overwhelming tendency to privilege 

the masculine over the feminine, his project is also commendable as, through the figure of the 

free black child, Webb reaches out to meet the future, investing the black child with the potential 

to create and maintain a new black respectability that fosters economic and social mobility.  
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CONCLUSION 

 Children of the Future: Misreading Race in The Hunger Games 

In the spring of 2012, the much awaited film The Hunger Games, based on Suzanne 

Collins’s young adult novel of the same name, was released, grossing over 150 million dollars on 

opening weekend.  The film closely follows the plot of the novel—set in a dystopian future in the 

nation Panem, two children from each of the twelve districts of Panem are chosen by lottery in a 

“reaping” ceremony to represent their district as “tribute” in an annual fight to death called “the 

Hunger Games.”   In the text, Collins constructs a multi-racial dystopian future, inscribing 

different skin tones upon each of her characters.  The protagonist, Katniss Everdeen of District 

12, a girl with “straight black hair” and “olive skin,” volunteers as tribute in place of her younger 

sister Primrose (Prim), a girl with “light hair and blue eyes” (8).  Rue, the tribute from District 

11, has “bright dark eyes and satiny brown skin” (98).  True to the novel, these characters are 

played by actors who resemble their physical descriptions, with Rue portrayed by the young 

actor Amandla Stenberg: 

 
Fig. 5. Amandla Stenberg on the Red Carpet for The Hunger Games. imdb.com, 17 March 2012; Web; 6 

April 2012. 

 

But a segment of movie-goers, having read the book, expressed disturbing reactions to 

the casting choice of Stenberg, exposing a strange cognitive gap from their reading of race in the 
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book to the visual depiction of race on the movie-screen.   Specifically, several movie-goers 

were appalled to see a dark-skinned Rue, and took to Twitter and Facebook (see fig. 6-7) to 

express their outrage.  In her article “Racist Hunger Games Fans are Very Disappointed,” Dodai 

Stewart gathers the comments made on the Internet, noting the “underlying rage” many of these 

comments have:

  
Fig. 6. “Black Rue Ruins Movie.” jezebel.com, 26 March 2012; Web; 6 April 2012.  

Fig. 7. “Eww Rue is Black.” jezebel.com, 26 March 2012; Web; 6 April 2012. 

 

Comments ranging from “I was pumped about the Hunger Games until I learned that a 

black girl was playing Rue” to “How in the world are they going to make Rue a freakin black 

bitch in the movie?!?!?!?!?!?!?!?!?! Lol not to be racist buuuuuut….I’m angry now”(see fig.8), 

illustrate that the figure of the child, particularly the child raced black, remains a highly charged 

emotive site where racial anxieties continue to be negotiated.  Of course, it is always 

disturbing—even if not necessarily surprising—to encounter overt expressions of racism.  But 

what I find most troubling about this instance of racism is the cognitive gap—that moment of 

shock felt when seeing Rue’s darker skin color on film when the expectation was to see a white 

child, in view of the fact that in the text, Collins clearly writes Rue as a dark-skinned character.   
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Fig. 8. “Twitter Outrage Over Rue’s Race.” jezebel.com, 26 March 2012; Web; 6 April 2012. 
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Had readers missed the first textual indication of Rue’s skin-tone, Collins provides 

further detail on Rue’s skin color by comparing her to her male counterpart from District 11, 

Thresh, who “has the same dark skin as Rue” (126).  So why, given Collins’s textual clues, are 

readers of this book shocked to see the image of the black child on screen?  Is this simply a case 

of poor critical reading skills? Why does this viewing expereince, as one viewer reports, “ruin” 

the movie for her? And, why does the image of the black child fail to invoke the sympathy of this 

viewing audience?  For in the novel, that is what Rue is supposed to be, a sympathetic figure that 

tugs on our emotional heartstrings, a figure whose tragic death sparks the riotting in Distict 11 

that leads to a Panem-wide rebellion against the Capital.   Interestingly, Rue derives her status as 

sympathetic figure in part through the way in which Collins links her to Prim, Katniss’s blonde, 

blue eyed younger sister.  Katniss narrates: 

I…see the little girl from District 11 standing back a bit, watching us.  She’s the twelve-

year old, the one who reminded me so of Prim in stature.  Up close she looks about ten.  

She has bright, dark eyes and satiny brown skin…I bite my lip.  Rue is a small yellow 

flower that grows in the Meadow.  Rue. Primrose.  Neither of them could tip the scale at 

seventy pounds soaking wet (98-99). 

While Rue’s death is the act that incites the rebellion, Collins positions Rue as a 

sympathetic character through Katniss’s identification of Rue with her beloved sister Prim.  

Katniss (and as a result, the reader) identifies with Rue because Rue reminds her of her sister 

Prim, but Collins makes this identification through a reliance on the similarities Rue shares with 

the blonde, blue-eyed white child, instead of relying on those characteristcs that make Rue 

special and sympathetic in her own right.  Playing devil’s advocate, perhaps we can see how 
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Rue’s juxtaposition to Prim in the novel might work to render Rue white in certain readers’ 

imaginations.  And yet this sympathetic identification through juxtaposition taking place in the 

text does little to explain the intensity of the movie viewers’ reactions to the image of the black 

child on the screen, and why Rue, as black instead of white, ceases to function as a sympathetic 

character.  Childhood, for these viewers, is still equated whiteness, with childhood and blackness 

operating as mutually exclusive categories.  The innocence that accrues to the white child, and 

the accompanying protections, does not apply to the black child.  This is why the movie is 

“ruin[ed]” for some movie-goers, as Rue, shown on the screen as black, no longer operates as a 

sympathetic character.     

The figure of the black child has been utilized in a myriad of ways, with childhood at 

times manifesting as an absence, to the figure of the black child used as a method of sympathetic 

identification.  The figure of the black child has been deployed to illustrate the impossibility of 

freedom in America, and also as a figure of possibility.   But it has been necessary to rehabilitate 

the figure of the child as child in the sentimental sense, as a figure deserving of protection.  

Despite these attempts at inscripting innocence onto the black child, this figure continues to act 

as innocence’s echo.  In The Hunger Games, it is important to note that one of the defining 

characteristics of Katniss is her love for her sister Prim.  It is this love that compels her to 

volunteer to take Prim’s place as tribute in the Hunger Games.  And yet, despite all her 

similarities to Prim (both are small and vulnerable), no one volunteers to take the black child’s 

place in the Hunger Games.    

With this project, I set out to examine the use of the figure of the black child in 

nineteenth-century African-American texts, but throughout, I have been troubled by a lack of 
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actual black children’s voices.  What, for example, did the children who attended New York’s 

African Free Schools think about the question of their own freedom? How did these children 

envision their futures? Did they feel pressure to live up the representations of black childhood?  

Did they circumvent and rebel against these images? For now, I turn to Stenberg’s reaction to the 

racist comments about her portrayal of Rue.  In a press release from March 28, 2012, Stenberg 

states: "As a fan of the books, I feel fortunate to be part of The Hunger Games family. It was an 

amazing experience; I am proud of the film and my performance. I want to thank all of my fans 

and the entire Hunger Games community for their support and loyalty."  This statement does not 

directly address the comments, and Stenberg’s blog remains equally as silent, focusing (quite 

rightly) instead on the exciting travel opportunities and other perks of the movie’s press tour.   

 It is unclear how, if at all, these racist comments have affected the young actress.  What 

is clear is that, given the outpouring of hate at the casting choice of Rue, coupled with the fact 

that readers never imagined Rue as a black character (despite textual evidence pointing to that 

possibility), there remains work to be done with the figure of the black child, exploring how this 

figure continues to operate in cultural texts—as a figure imagined and deployed by both adults 

and children, as well as our (mis)readings of such deployments.   
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