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Abstract 

 

 

The primary historical focus of this thesis falls in the years between 1940 and 1970. My 

main area of interest lies in the individual subject and how that child, adolescent or adult 

functions in particular situations and most importantly, how my chosen African American 

writers have portrayed their male and female protagonists in various environments and 

circumstances. Each of the seven chapters of this thesis covers specific experiences: an 

emotional journey toward oneôs sexual orientation; a trans-national urban experience of 

homosexuality; 1950s suburbia and the socio-cultural issue of interracial relationships; 

historical and legal concepts of interraciality; rural poverty and childhood trauma; 

communal responsibility and child abuse; and maturation and intergenerational 

relationships. An emphasis upon family, community and environment are threads that run 

throughout the thesis. Accordingly, social, political and legal histories are engaged, as are 

environmental studies. Furthermore, queer, black feminist, trauma and gender theories 

are utilised along with sociological studies, child development and psychology. This 

research has enabled my close textual examination of each narrative so as to ascertain 

how each writer deals with the relationship between subject and society, thus, I argue 

how they offer differing viewpoints than the ones we find presented by traditional 

theories and criticism that predominantly comprise issues of race. Finally, the aim of this 

thesis is to propose alternative avenues of critical inquiry regarding the treatment of child 

development and individual trauma through individual readings of these mid-twentieth-

century examples of autobiography, drama and novel. 
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Introduction  

 

The primary purpose of this thesis is to examine a series of African American authors and 

their respective texts through new modes of critical inquiry.
1
 Thus, the aim is to explore 

the political, historical and cultural contexts in which literature is produced and how these 

influence narrative strategies and textual implications with regard to gender, sexuality, 

race and family representations. The historical periods upon which I concentrate, are 

predominantly between 1940 and 1970 with one exception, Audre Lordeôs Zami: A New 

Spelling of My Name (1982). Written in the 1980s this text focuses on the 1950s. 

Alternatively, Alice Childressôs play, Wedding Band: A Love/Hate Story in Black and 

White, was written in 1966 but portrays the 1910s. Thus, despite slight variations, my 

concentration and interest illustrates the diversity of African American writing and 

ultimately, its aesthetic contribution to American literature. Therefore, my predominant 

focus is the textual representations of mid-twentieth-century African America. These 

texts negotiate individual subjectivity by demonstrating an inextricable link between 

individual selfhood, personal community and ethnic history. My chosen narratives depict 

this in an often innovative and sometimes interventionist manner. They offer a unique 

representation of societyôs peripheral characters, namely, the child, the homosexual, the 

mixed race person, the single parent and the elderly individual. The multiple struggles 

that are characterised are not merely between individual and society, but are more 

                                                 
1
 I originally conceived this thesis to include writing by Chester Himes, Amiri Baraka and Paule Marshall 

as well. Whilst I was interested in their exploration of homosexuality, interraciality and community 

respectively, as my thesis evolved to focus in a more concentrated manner upon issues of familiality and 

maturation, these three writers and their concerns emerged as superfluous and are therefore excluded from 

my final version. 
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intimately personal conflicts between a husband and wife, or parent and child that deal 

with sexual or racial identities, familial responsibilities and roles within the community.  

          My particular concern is with an emphasis upon childhood; that is, not just who 

you are but how you become it. By not just depicting respectable family paradigms but 

also non-traditional familial patterns, and by portraying the lives of those doubly, or even 

triply, marginalised in mainstream society as a result of gender, ethnicity, class, age or 

sexuality, these texts collectively help to legitimise our whole spectrum of individual 

perspectives and subjectivities. The whole gamut of subject positions is examined and 

this research is innovative in several ways. Foremost, my abiding preoccupation with the 

processes of maturation and acquiring selfhood across this range of texts is new. 

Furthermore, many textual examples such as the works by Alice Childress, Kristin 

Hunter, Audre Lorde and Ann Petry are critically underexamined or in the case of Alice 

Walker and Toni Morrison, critical attention has tended to focus elsewhere.
2
 I chose 

Audre Lordeôs semi-autobiographical text to begin this thesis as it incorporates many of 

the issues that I examine throughout, namely, childhood, relationships within the family, 

maturation and sexuality in mid-twentieth-century American society. James Baldwin acts 

as an alternative male view with regard to writing homosexuality and Kristin Hunter 

performs the role of bringing the thesis full circle with familial issues, intergenerational 

relationships and questions regarding the responsibility of the African American 

community. In focusing upon both genders, different sexualities and multi-racial 

positionings, my study also rejects theoretical categorisation as solely feminist or post-

                                                 
2
 For Alice Walker in particular, critical attention has focused upon racial issues in The Third Life of 

Grange Copeland. In Toni Morrisonôs The Bluest Eye, critical attention is related to racial and textual 

concerns. Hence I have decided to concentrate on the important issue of child development, trauma and the 

recovery of memory. 
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colonialist and instead seeks to cast its gaze across all of society. Therefore, the works of 

my proposed writers cannot be examined without some comprehension of prevailing 

literary themes in mid-twentieth-century African American literature.  

          Within the genre of the novel, four black male authors tended to dominate between 

1945 and 1960. Richard Wright, James Baldwin, Chester Himes and Ralph Ellison have 

all been associated with the school of literary realism, with social issues being foremost 

in their respective narratives. As Barbara Christian explains, during my elected time 

frame, black women that were depicted in the narratives of the afore-mentioned four 

black male authors came ópainfully close to the stereotypes about the black woman 

projected by white southern literatureô.
3
 The imperative was therefore to not only expose 

and explain those cultural constructs and stereotypes but to demonstrate that my chosen 

black female authors utilise, subvert and invert those types in order to debunk white 

historical modes of negative representation. Thus they formulate portrayals of 

heterogeneous black femininity, family and community and the honest trials and 

tribulations of a developing black female identity.  

          What becomes apparent is that during the 1940s and 1950s it was necessary for the 

black woman writer to enlighten her audience regarding her own circumstances, 

contemplate her subjectivity, individuality and development, her correlation to men, 

children, community, times past, and societyôs values as she encountered them. It is these 

very issues that I intend to examine as such detailed analysis has not been hitherto 

undertaken with the combination of authors included in this thesis. Several writers of 

concern here have suffered from insufficient critical attention, especially considering 

                                                 
3
 Barbara Christian, Black Feminist Criticism (New York: Pergamon Press, 1985), 15. 
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their contemporary significance. Black female writers such as Ann Petry, Alice Childress 

and Kristin Hunter began to envisage the strength, intricacy and multiplicity of the 

experience of black women from their standpoint. The late nineteenth-century and the 

Harlem Renaissance in the 1920s initially created a platform for black womenôs writing, 

however, the mid-twentieth-century literary foundation laid by the above black female 

authors, formulated an innovative platform for ensuing writers such as Audre Lorde,  

Alice Walker and Toni Morrison. 

          The literary characteristics that unite the black womenôs writing in this thesis tend 

to challenge those nineteenth-century and Harlem Renaissance images of the óTragic 

Mulattaô, óMammyô and óJezebelô by interchanging and substituting them with an array 

of physical and psychological types; often blurring and blending such prejudiced and 

negative representations through their literary characters and protagonists. The 

relationship between the sexes is also an imperative issue with which these female writers 

contend, as their narratives often scrutinise societal forces and implications for marriage 

and the family. Black women characters are therefore presented as conscious beings with 

hopes and desires, rather than two-dimensional creatures and they are not absolute 

stereotypes, 

 

           for stereotype is the very opposite of humanness; stereotype, whether positive 

           or negative is a byproduct of racism, is one of the vehicles through which racism  

           tries to reduce the human being to a nonhuman level.
4
 

 

 

 

                                                 
4
 Christian, ibid., 16. 
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Chapter Outline 

 

Chapter One, on Audre Lorde, sets in motion an investigation into the realms of black 

womenôs life writing and black female self-awareness with Zami: A New Spelling of my 

Name (1982). This óbiomythographyô incorporates elements of migration, maternal 

ancestry, identity and sexuality amid the racial segregation and political paranoia of the 

1950s McCarthy era and introduces the important concept (one that will inform later 

sections) of how the personal and the political are essentially indissoluble. This text 

introduces the notion not only of autobiography, childhood and familial relations but also 

of individual development with regard to the search for oneôs ethnic óselfô and 

recognition and acknowledgment of oneôs sexuality with both black and white partners. 

My main purpose is to juxtapose the negative socio-political position of black women 

and men at this moment in history with queer theory in order to textually demonstrate 

how Lorde resists established stereotypes and re-writes the sexual self. Thus Lorde re-

creates an innovative lesbian narrative that purposefully blurs the boundaries between 

history, politics, ethnicity and sexuality. Lorde parallels the personal with the political; 

thus, I argue, she illustrates her journey as equally important to the ongoing socio-

historical events of the American nation. Most critical works on Lorde predominantly 

consider the racial, textual and gendered nature of Zami. Therefore, I will utilise a new 

lens and historicise this lesbian text so as to re-position both text and author within white 

American cultural history.  
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          Chapter Two continues the subject of homosexuality and corresponding societal 

attitudes. However, James Baldwinôs Giovanniôs Room (1956) portrays ówhiteô 

homosexuality and differing cultural stances by combining American and French culture. 

Baldwin purposefully follows Lorde as a unique comparison of two texts hitherto not 

compared within the genre of gay literature. Giovanniôs Room depicts homosexuality and 

heterosexuality and the choices that an individual makes according to parental and social 

expectations with tragic consequences. Thus, Baldwin critiques a mid-twentieth-century 

heterosexist society that has constructed a heterosexual masculinity, a culturally created 

gender identity that has been influenced by the historical emergence of gay identities. 

Therefore, along with Another Country (1962), Baldwinôs narratives question the extent 

to which this desire to register sexual identities is actually another form of homophobia. 

Baldwin writes from a black male perspective about characters living in an often 

restrictive cityscape. Again, with the aid of queer theory, but more innovatively, 

environmental studies with elements of cultural geography, I intend to demonstrate how 

Baldwin juxtaposes a psychological landscape with the physical cityscape in order to 

examine the complexities of sexuality. Furthermore, in Another Country, the emphasis 

lies more on the socio-political and racial lives of its various characters and, in 

connection with several ensuing chapters in this thesis, introduces the complex nature of 

interracial relationships. Baldwin depicts the negative implications of a relationship 

between a black man and white woman and yet concludes with future prospects for a 

white man and black woman. Sexuality, place and time and consequently history are 

paramount lenses through which to analyse Baldwinôs two novels and thus highlight their 

respective importance. 
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          Chapter Three and Ann Petryôs The Narrows details the lives and love affair of a 

black man and a wealthy married white woman amid a 1950s suburban landscape, with 

an equally destructive conclusion for the black male character as in Another Country. The 

setting for Petryôs interracial lovers differs from Baldwinôs portrayal of the stark 

cityscape of New York; however, both texts are similar in how both authors highlight 

white societyôs prejudiced attitude toward this particular colour combination. Petry 

introduces unvoiced legacies of slavery with regard to black masculinity, an issue that is 

comprehensively portrayed and juxtaposed with several variations of unconventional 

family units; the latter being an essential thread throughout this thesis. The Narrows in 

particular, challenges notions of black maleness and stereotypes and details a 

heterogeneous community of African American individuals so as to emphasise this point. 

I will examine the history of black female stereotypes in order to demonstrate how Petry 

confounds such typecasting regarding óblackô as opposed to ówhiteô systems of morality 

in mid-twentieth-century America. This novel depicts the downfall of the male 

protagonist as a result of media representations among others; thus, it is essential to 

consider the role of tabloid portrayal regarding male blackness in parallel to the cultural 

and prejudicial atmosphere of the time. Therefore, my examination of the cultural mind-

set regarding colour, class consciousness and the óAmerican Dreamô, proffers a new and 

different view of a critically undervalued text. 

         Chapter Fourôs text is purposefully positioned after Petryôs novel so as to offer an 

alternative interracial perspective. Alice Childressôs play, Wedding Band: A Love/Hate 

Story in Black and White, depicts the relationship between a black woman and a white 

man in 1918 South Carolina. As a result of the location and era, I look at poignant legal 
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cases and repercussions for interethnic couples alongside the implications of what 

Childress describes as anti-woman laws upon individual female characters in the play. 

Considering Childress penned this play in the early 1960s and such relationships were 

still considered as socially unacceptable, the irony cannot be lost as to the historical 

positioning of her charactersô experiences. This play illustrates the development of black 

female consciousness and socio-cultural awareness regarding ethnicity, thus making it a 

subtly political play that, although critically well received at the time, has never been well 

written about. This chapter will examine individual relations between the black female 

characters, between black and white women, as well as between the main interracial 

couple. The importance is to re-establish this play in the critical eye so as to make use of 

its historical and political significance within the discipline of theatre. In addition, from a 

twenty-first-century perspective, the importance of this chapter is to illustrate this playôs 

potential concerning the preservation and endorsement of a positive black female 

identity.  

          Chapter Five continues the thread of black female awareness, subjectivity and 

community but more importantly, introduces the integral theme of ófamilyô with Alice 

Walkerôs The Third Life of Grange Copeland. As with Wedding Band, Walkerôs novel 

depicts the pre-civil rights South; however, it is rural folk who are the main protagonists. 

To some extent, Childressôs play depicts relations between mothers and sons; however, 

Walker expands upon this theme as her main preoccupation lies within the portrayal of 

intergenerational familial relationships. Grange Copeland demonstrates the firm need for 

family unity through a grandparent/grandchild union. As with all the texts selected for 

this thesis, race is an integral issue, however, all my chosen narratives equally bear 
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alternative and new examination. Therefore, rather than consider this narrative through a 

purely racial lens as does most critical work, I choose instead to view the psychological 

impact upon the young female character, Ruth Copeland. I intend to show that Walker 

frankly demonstrates childhood trauma and insecurity, but that she also stresses the 

potential for positive regeneration. I intend to examine the relationships between fathers 

and sons, and fathers and daughters in order to ascertain how Walker depicts such 

relationships with their accompanying trauma, healing and recovery of memory. Thus, 

with the aid of black feminism, trauma theory and psychoanalysis, I examine the issue of 

maturation and the emotional and mental repercussions for the adult individual. 

          Chapter Six and Toni Morrisonôs The Bluest Eye more specifically develops the 

theme of childhood trauma with the narrative portrayal and implications of sexual abuse. 

Racial history and class clash in a narrative that I believe crosses the boundaries of 

colour, because the story is narrated by a child and offers a unique view into the 

traumatised mind of a pre-adolescent girl. Thus, this chapter will examine and answer the 

question: What happens to a óselfô once the unimaginable occurs? Morrison uses a 

poignant cultural signifier of the 1950s, namely, Shirley Temple, and culturally positions 

this within a narrative about young black girls. I argue that Morrison successfully 

relocates the black female as the central voice in her fiction and challenges the reader to 

reconsider the impact of culturally prescribed notions of beauty through the eyes of 

younger members of a black community. With the use of psychoanalysis, but more 

particularly theories of childhood development, I argue that this childlike narration is an 

act of didactic reversal; the child will teach and inform the adult reader, Morrison 

unreservedly demanding that we readily go along wherever the child will guide us.  



 15 

          Chapter Seven examines a comparatively unknown text by a relatively renowned 

author and activist of the 1960s ï Kristin Hunter Lattany. Despite winning many awards 

and receiving positive reviews for her work, Hunter ironically remains a peripheral figure 

in the black literary canon. Her first novel, God Bless the Child details the childhood and 

maturation of a black girl who lives with her working single mother and widowed 

grandmother. Thus this text embodies a variety of issues pertaining to the black family, 

mothers and daughters ï as seen in Zami ï but more especially the socio-economic effect 

of living in a poor community when one has strong aspirations to transcend such an 

environment. Through the deployment of black feminist theory, sociological and family 

studies, I argue that along with authors such as Alice Walker, Alice Childress and Ann 

Petry, Kristin Hunter demonstrates the necessity to identify with the past with the purpose 

of creating a new and affirmative future. These black female authors contemporaneously 

formulate a potential and positive black self-representation where there has previously 

been a void and illustrate not only evident African American features in their writing but 

also subtle differences parallel to mid-twentieth-century American cultural and political 

history.       

          In critically examining the texts chosen for this thesis, their cultural contact and 

subsequent representation of character, I seek to address the following three over-arching 

questions: 
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1. In what alternative ways do African American life-writing and fictional narratives, 

which were written in or represent the period 1940-1970, articulate sexuality, and same-

sex relationships against the effect of social/political/cultural discourses? 

 

2. In what manner, and with what consequence, do these authors enable the emergence of 

stories of interracial, marital and intergenerational relationships regarding legal and social 

issues? 

 

3. In what ways have childhood, maturation, traumatic and often sexualised experiences 

been inscribed and framed in fiction by African American female writers in the mid-

twentieth-century? 

 

In exploring these ideas and through close textual analysis my aim is to argue and 

demonstrate that my chosen authors alter the way in which the self and subjectivity can 

be discerned. These writers offer pioneering ways of viewing personal identity, family 

and community through their denial of historicised stereotype and traditional cultural 

convictions. Thus, they change the face of mid-twentieth-century expectations as to the 

lives of African American individuals. 
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CHAPTER ONE: AUDRE LORDE  (1934 ï 1992) 

Zami: A New Spelling of My Name. 

Lesbian Experiences ï Maternal Ancestry and Historical 

Autobiography. 

 

 

Figure 1. The Hudson River, Harlem New York ï  Audre Lordeôs motherôs favourite 

place (Zami, 13). Photograph taken by the author, 2007. 
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Introduction  

 

Audre Lorde, óblack lesbian feminist warrior poetô, was born in New York City in 1934 

of West Indian parents.
5
 Lorde had worked as a librarian and then a lecturer in creative 

writing before her first collection of poems, The First Cities, was published in 1970.
6
 

Lorde died of cancer in 1992. Her final text, Zami: A New Spelling Of My Name, is 

described by the author as a óBiomythographyô
7
, suggesting that we should expect an 

amalgamation of autobiography, myth and geographically placed óherstoryô; Lorde 

creating óa new genreô.
8
 Correspondingly, Claudine Raynaud states that Zami is a 

óbiography of the mythic selfô and continues this description by stating that any narrative 

óauthenticityô óhas to be redefined in the context of mythô.
9
 However, I intend to examine 

Zami through a historical lens, positioning Lordeôs childhood, adolescence and sexual 

experiences in parallel to her socio-political reality because this amalgamation finally 

acts as a potential and alternative female means of challenging patriarchal 

epistemological thought. Lordeôs parallel focus on the personal and the political re-

positions the Black lesbian but also figures her own corporal maturation alongside and 

within the wider issue of body politics and American cultural history.
10

 Lordeôs personal 

journey of self-discovery is one that will eventually fill the socio-political spaces created 

                                                 
5
 Claudia Tate, Black Women Writers at Work (New York: Continuum, 1983), 100. 

6
 Tate, ibid. 

7
 Audre Lorde, Zami: A New Spelling Of My Name (Berkeley, CA: The Crossing Press, 1982). Hereafter, 

page numbers cited in the text. 
8
 Alexis De Veaux, Warrior Poet: A Biography of Audre Lorde (New York: W.W. Norton and Co., 2006), 

314. 
9
 Claudine Raynaud, óA Nutmeg Nestled Inside Its Covering of Mace: Audre Lordeôs Zamiô, in Life/Lines: 

Theorizing Womenôs Autobiography, eds., Bella Brodzki and Celeste Schenck (New York: Cornell 

University Press, 1988), 221.  
10

 In this particular chapter, I capitalise óBlackô so as to pay tribute to, and maintain, Lordeôs personal 

elevation of the word and colour. See page 25 and footnote 32. 
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by a Western white culture that makes invisible those who fail to function and fit into 

ónormalô society. Thus Zamiôs positive portrayal of Blackness, lesbianism and 

womanhood become inseparable from Lordeôs narrative exposure of racist and bigoted 

attitudes. As Barbara Christian argues, the óconnotation of the word lesbianéwhen seen 

in its social context, seems toébe criticalô.
11

 In a similar vein, Margaret Kissam Morris 

suggests that óembodying oneself in the text as a means of political critique is a powerful 

critical toolô.
12

 However, articles such as Morrisôs and Raynaudôs tend toward textual 

analysis and Lordeôs specific use of the body and myth within the text; they do not focus 

upon social realities, and hence the intention of this chapter is to fill this critical gap.
13

 By 

employing elements of Black feminism, queer theory and social historicism in my 

approach to the text, what becomes manifest is how a subtle didacticism is imparted by 

Lorde; we can learn from Lordeôs very survival a better way of considering the world and 

those we live alongside. Lordeôs experiences are central to Zami as they connect her to 

other women and their experience. Barbara DiBernard describes Lordeôs narrative as a 

Kunstlerroman
14

, a story of development of the author/artist that acknowledges all 

women of every race, class or sexual orientation. Zami is a text that successfully conveys 

wisdom, Lorde declaring that óthe notion of differenceô is a ódynamic human forceô.
15

  

                                                 
11

 Barbara Christian, Black Feminist Criticism (New York: Pergamon Press, 1985), 189. 
12

 Margaret Kissam Morris, óAudre Lorde: Textual Authority and the Embodied Selfô, Frontiers: A Journal 

of Women Studies, 23 (2002), 168-188 (182). 
13

 Other articles that choose to concentrate on other relevant issues apart from the socio-political are 

Elizabeth Alexanderôs óComing out Blackened and Wholeô (1994), Kara Provostôs óBecoming Afreketeô 

(1995) and AnnLouise Keatingôs óOur Shattered Faces Wholeô (1992), all of which will be mentioned in 

this chapter. 
14

 Barbara DiBernard, óZami: A Portrait of an Artist as a Black Lesbianô, The Kenyon Review, 13 (1991), 

195-213 (195). 
15

 Audre Lorde, óThe Transformation of Silence into Language and Actionô, in Sister Outsider (Berkeley, 

CA: The Crossing Press, 1984), 45. 
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          From the outset, Audre Lorde illustrates how Black women have been portrayed 

and stereotyped as óotherô. Lordeôs own mother, Linda, exemplifies the gendered, racial 

and financial struggles of the Black (Grenadian) female immigrant in America, and yet 

Lorde differentiates between women from Grenada, Barbados and Africa, thus 

highlighting the necessity to see racial heterogeneity. Linda is part of an old tradition, of 

island superstition, but also integral to this is a cultural union with nature, especially the 

sea. When time allows a visit to the Harlem River at 142
nd

 Street, Linda softens, and the 

harshness of her existence is washed away. In Lordeôs Zami, traditional feminine images 

of elemental water and earth becomes united with the portrayal of female same-sex 

desire. This is seen most poignantly later when Lorde meets Afrekete (248-249). By 

contrast, as we shall see, James Baldwinôs Giovanniôs Room and Another Country are 

novels that depict enclosing and suffocating spaces, and their particular portrayal of 

homosexual relationships are represented through grey, harsh environments and 

phallocentric cityscapes. Whereas for Lorde, despite the damaging secrecy intrinsic to her 

early years, the traditional knowledge of a Black female heritage eventually informs 

Lordeôs developing sexuality and identity as a woman. Anna Wilson describes Zami as a 

óvaluable entry in a now discarded discourseéin lesbian feminist accountsô and acts as 

an exemplar of a text that has óbeen read into the pastô.
16

 Nevertheless, Wilson correctly 

concludes that óLordeôs text exists in a multiplicity of relations to genres and to 

institutional structures of criticismô
17

, and thus is deserving of a fresh critical approach. 

 

Matri lineal Heritage 

                                                 
16

 Anna Wilson, Persuasive Fiction: Feminist Narrative and Critical Myth (Lewisburg, PA: Bucknell 

University Press, 2001), 106. 
17

 Wilson, ibid., 111. 
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Linda, the ancestral Black mother, is part of a wider Grenadian female heritage. Her 

island home of Carriacou (13) carries a mythology of its own; it does not appear on a 

map (14). This is a ómagicalô place of learned female powers, of mutual respect and love 

between women who retain control over their everyday lives. The powerful triad of 

grandmother, mother and daughter is depicted through Lindaôs óroot-woman 

grandmotherô Ma-Mariah and Ma-Liz, Lindaôs mother. Chinosole describes this triptych 

as a structure that allows óa complex and fluid self-definitionô that accommodates a 

ómultiplicity of identitiesô.
18

 However, Chinosole suggests that this matrilineal narrative 

serves as a purely mythical óconstruct that frames past, present and future selvesô
19

, 

which again, denies the austere actualities of Lindaôs and Audre Lordeôs lives. There 

does appear to be a contradiction when Chinosole later suggests that on ótaking a closer 

look at Zamiô its central theme ópivots around [Lordeôs] relationship to her mother ï her 

motherôs ancestryéand survival techniquesô.
20

 Thus, ótraditionalô must adapt to the 

contemporary imperative to be street-wise and yet the sense of the interwoven lives of the 

island women appears to unravel in the alien environment of the city. Their óstrength and 

beautyô becomes buried beneath the banality of everyday urban existence and white 

societyôs lack of acceptance and tendency to label: 

 

 

           My mother was a very powerful woman. This was so in a time when that  
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           word-combination of woman and powerful was almost unexpressable in the  

           white american common tongue, except or unless it was accompanied by some 

           aberrant explaining adjective like blind, or hunchback, or crazy, or Black (15). 

 

 

In an interview with Karla M. Hammond, Lorde discusses such stereotyping on a 

personal level, of how óthereôs always someone asking you to underline one piece of 

yourself ï whether its Black, woman, mother, dyke, teacher, etc ï because thatôs the piece 

they need to key intoô.
21

 óTheyô need to separate characteristics and categorise; however, 

for Lorde it is imperative to ólive in harmony with your contradictionséto live and 

flourish, to move where you need to goô.
22

  

          In Zami Lorde continues to explain how she believes that ówomen-oriented 

womenô, or óBlack dykesô (15), have always existed despite the fact that the latter term 

would have been abhorrent to her mother. This argument stems from an anthropological 

survey of Carriacou and Grenada by Donald Hill, mentioned in Lordeôs 

óAcknowledgmentsô. Hill writes that many women of these islands are described as 

ózamisô, namely, lesbians. They are ómostly married women whose husbands have been 

abroad many yearsô.
23

  Hill continues to explain that when the husband óreturns from 

abroad it is said to be difficult for him to regain his wifeôs sexual favors. He must 

therefore permit his wife to remain a zami, hoping that she will become bisexualô.
24

 

óZamiô is therefore Lordeôs spiritual and emotional connection to a matrilineal heritage 

and yet metamorphosed and interposed among Lordeôs multiple identities of Black, 
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female, lesbian, daughter, lover, sister, friend. Thus the importance here is to illustrate the 

flux and fluidity of multiple identities, so as to re-map a Black female life story that 

would historically have remained misrepresented. This text in particular offers the 

spectrum of peripheral, reviled or politically incorrect identities that challenge the readers 

of this text to claim all parts of themselves. 

 

Open and Closed Spaces 

 

On a macro level, space can be interpreted as the personal position one occupies in 

society. For a Black woman this has historically been a position that has been denied to 

her both culturally and politically. Furthermore, for a Black lesbian, such a socio-political 

space becomes more restrictive. Barbara DiBernard illustrates the tension within Black 

Feminist literary criticism with regard to how lesbianism is considered by writers such as 

Lorde as akin to óstrength and woman-identification in Black womenô.
25

 Alice Walker 

has challenged this construction of Black women as ólesbianô, alternatively preferring the 

term ówomanistô.
26

 Nonetheless, Lordeôs own sense of invisibility regarding her identity 

is representative of the cultural issues of the 1950s. As Black, she is segregated and 

oppressed; as a woman, she is expected to remain politically passive; and as a lesbian, 

she is a socially unacceptable individual. A combination of the three leads to Lordeôs 

personal inability to socially reposition her óselfô until she is emotionally equipped and 

capable of filling the missing spaces, of giving voice to the cultural silences. Anna 

Wilson suggests that in Zami óall the possible tactics for political opposition are played 
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out, serially and togetherô.
27

 Thus, Lordeôs text can be interpreted as a metatext of 

resistance, a narrative that challenges the ónormô by its sheer existence. Zami has been 

relegated by theory and critics to the corpus of Black lesbian feminist narratives; 

however, Lordeôs portrayal of the changing cultural occurrences in her life is indicative 

of a more general socio-political and therefore important critical enquiry into Western 

societyôs attitudes toward its óperipheralô people. 

          On a micro level, space can obviously be considered as the immediate physical 

environment one occupies. This becomes manifest in Zami as Lorde attempts to 

comprehend and make sense of her mother whilst living in the restrictive spaces of a New 

York tenement building. To the young Audre, this light-skinned, óRedboneô woman, who 

is her mother, appears different to other mothers, ódifferent how?..I never knewô (15). 

Furthermore, Lordeôs parents achieve complete parental unity, óthey moved in concertô 

with Linda sharing in total marital equality.
28

 The three daughtersô behaviour often 

necessitates a parental discussion held behind the closed door of their bedroom. However, 

these rooms, walls and doors enforce a secretive atmosphere, and place barriers between 

individuals. Lorde describes this mode of living as óvery painfulô as it óreally shut us 

outô.
29

 More particularly, Lindaôs inexplicable ódifferenceô becomes the central cause of 

many of Lordeôs childhood sorrows. AnnLouise Keating argues that only when Lorde 

acknowledges óthe difference between herself and her motherô can she begin óto acquire 

her own voiceô.
30

 Indeed, Lindaôs silent [in]difference acts as the initial trigger that will 
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propel Lorde toward self-definition. In an interview with Adrienne Rich, Lorde describes 

óthe important value of nonverbal communicationéthat was what you had to learn to 

decipher and useô.
31

 

          Physicality is also intrinsic to Lindaôs otherness; she more than manages to fill her 

social space, but it is a restrictive one that has been culturally and politically assigned to 

her. Despite this, in her community she has an air of self-belief and authority obvious to 

those around her: 

 

           My mother and her two sisters were large and graceful women whose ample 

           bodies seemed to underline the air of determination with which they moved  

           through their lives in the strange world of Harlem and america (16). 

 

 

As Elizabeth Alexander points out, Lordeôs purposeful use of the lower case óaô for 

America illustrates her óprerogative as maker of the body of the book and letting her 

spelled language bear her perspective on the worldô.
32

 Similarly, óblackô becomes 

elevated to óBlackô. Thus, Lorde exercises her right to capitalise or not, and in this 

grammatical reversal, successfully emphasises Black womenôs predominantly lower class 

existence in óamericaô. These were the years of the Great Depression leading up to the 

Second World War, a time of poverty and lack of opportunity for óBlack people in 

particularô (20). With this tumultuous political background, Lorde depicts her childhood 

education in a ósight-conservation classô (21) which becomes her uncomfortable 

introduction to the wider world. Lorde subtly positions this period of personal instability 

against the political insecurity of the Black individual in American society. The irony is 
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felt through Lordeôs portrayal of a system of educational awards and punishments that 

means Audre veers from the paradoxically named naughty óbrowniesô to the perfect 

ófairiesô and back again (30).  

          Lordeôs home life is as equally confusing to her developing sense of self with 

Carriacouan words being used as euphemisms for the body. Thus, the body and its inner 

workings become a site of secrecy and shame, of hidden meanings and mystification. 

Similarly, desire and sensuality in such an environment become equally ómasked and 

cryptic, but attended in well-coded phrasesô (32). Despite such secrecy, there is a sense of 

a hereditary discourse of private emotions being passed down through Linda. As a 

consequence, transference of female power and knowledge manifests itself physically 

during the ritual braiding and oiling of Lordeôs hair. Lorde sits between Lindaôs legs; the 

motherôs hands are firmly placed upon her daughterôs head. Braiding Lordeôs hair, 

Barbara DiBernard suggests, implies it is Lindaôs responsibility to make her daughter 

appear socially acceptable, órather than societyôs to be acceptingô.
33

 In whatever way this 

scene is read, there is an acceptance of the daughter by the mother. 

          DiBernard writes that feminist psychologists, most notably Jean Baker Miller, 

Nancy Chodorow and Carol Gilligan have examined the pre-Oedipal stage of 

development with regard to its ógender identity formationô.
34

 Male and female infants are 

equally dependent on the mother figure, as óego boundariesô between child and carer at 

this stage are ónot fixed but fluidô. A boy progresses and matures differently to girls, 

since óheô must óeventually distinguish himself from his mother in order to develop his 
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gender identityô.
35

 For girls, a óbreakô from the mother is not necessary, thus ófemale 

gender identity continues to be relationshipô. 
36

 Gilligan makes the point that óissues of 

femininity or feminine identity do not depend on the achievement of separation from the 

mother or on the progress of individuationô, furthermore, ófemale gender identity is 

threatened by separationô.
37

 For Lorde, óLesbianô thus becomes a generic term for 

women-centred women, for those who attempt to adapt their consciousness to an 

individual ómode of living and sensationô, as it is in Zami.
38

 

          On other occasions, such as Saturday mornings, the mother/daughter relationship is 

again illustrated through a series of homely and sensory images such as the preparation of 

a family meal, or the warmth of Lindaôs body (33). For once, this enclosed space evinces 

tenderness and security; however, it is short-lived in its positive possibilities. Thus, the 

resounding result is a sense of unpredictable emotional foundations: óWherever the bird 

with no feet flew she found trees with no limbsô (34). Lordeôs óbirdô has no feet with 

which to land and even if it did, there would be nothing secure upon which to land, thus it 

remains in a spiritual limbo. Despite a heritage of strong female intuition, of security 

within a female orientated community, Linda seems unable to impart this powerful 

knowledge to her daughter. The emotional gulf that grows between them resembles the 

geographical and cultural division between Carriacou and America. 
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Physical and Emotional Isolation 

 

This sense of emotional isolation is further echoed in the physical alienation that Lorde 

feels in her family unit: óI grew up feeling like an only planet, or some isolated world in a 

hostile, or at best, unfriendly, firmamentô (34). Juxtaposed with Lordeôs desire for 

closeness is the fluctuating relationship with her mother. Therefore, it is possible to trace 

Lordeôs adult difficulty with being alone back to her childhood and sense of isolation. 

When she briefly encounters another little girl on the stoop of her apartment building 

(37), the young Lorde experiences a spiritual connection. This fleeting meeting with 

óToniô acts as a reversal of the brushing ritual between Linda and her daughter. Toni sits 

between Lordeôs legs and thus illustrates the multiple possibilities of female bonds. Toni 

further illustrates the differences between people that Lorde has already noted through 

her mother. Toni is pretty, slender, dressed beautifully and this forces Lorde to examine 

her own physical self. However, the connection is again irreversibly broken by Linda as 

she walks out of the building and the image of Toni is relegated to óthat place from which 

all dreams are madeô (42).  

          Claudine Raynaud argues that such narrative inclusions that evoke childhood 

emotions illustrate how óThe feminist lesbian poet consciously recaptures past feelingsô, 

but claims these are ótranslatable only by poetryô.
39

 This appears to be a rather singular 

view considering Lorde is more politically motivated when, in prose, she argues that: 

ópoetry is not a luxuryô, it acts as an óilluminationô within which Black women predicate 

their óhopes and dreams toward survival and changeô, and ultimately, óactionô.
40

 Thus 
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poetic myth becomes more personal and political and must, for Lorde, be ócarved from 

the rock experiences of our daily livesô.
41

 In a conversation with Adrienne Rich, Lorde 

explained the importance of preserving her perceptions, to óbattle to win through and to 

keep them ï pleasant or unpleasant, painful or whateverô.
42

 In a similar vein, Alice 

Walker wrestles with the complexity of re-writing the past and raises questions about 

how and what we choose to remember and hence how we illustrate the revelatory and 

defensive features within writing: 

 

 

           If I find myself way off into an improbable tale, imagining it or telling it, then 

           I can guess something horrible has happened to me and that I canôt bear to 

           think about itédo you think this is how storytelling came into being? That  

           the story is only the mask for the truth?
43

 

 

 

The myth that Raynaud discusses could also be considered as merely a mask for the truth; 

that Lordeôs óbiomythographyô and mythopoetic inclusions are also an act of 

transforming the harsh political reality of life for the Black individual. For Gloria 

Anzald¼a, óthe danger in writing is not fusing our personal experience and world view 

with the social reality we live in, with our inner life, our history, our economics, and our 

visionô [my emphasis].
44

      

        Lordeôs writing blurs the line between fact and fantasy, further seen through her 

belief that her two elder sisters have óa magical and charmed existenceô in their ótiny but 

completeô room (43). This physical separation from Phyllis and Helen strengthens 
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Lordeôs sense of seclusion; ironically this is juxtaposed with her lack of privacy as Linda 

never leaves her unaccompanied in the apartment. When the family go on holiday Lorde 

is allowed an element of privacy and yet she still feels isolated and alone (44). Lordeôs 

sense of unhappiness and night-time fear evaporates as soon as her sisters join her in bed. 

Their whispered recounting of fantastical stories contains examples of young girls as 

strong and daring heroines and shows Lorde the power of story-telling. This female 

connection allows her imagination to forge new and powerful identities. Lorde is 

fascinated by the óvery idea of telling stories and not getting whipped for telling untrueô 

(46). Thus, the value of the imagination and verbal relating of ideas have potential 

powers of revitalisation, of nourishing an individual: óThe white fathers told us: I think, 

therefore I am. The Black mother within each of uséwhispers in our dreams: I feel, 

therefore I can be freeô.
45

 

       Lordeôs existence has largely been kept within a female domain. Her father remains a 

distant yet respected figure, her mother remaining the dominant individual in her 

daughterôs life. However, Lindaôs inability to elucidate the harsh racial realities of life to 

the young Audre, leads to a fissure in the founding of an effective and positive Black 

female future. Nevertheless, the adult Lorde defies erasure by narratively voicing the 

negative effects of racial domination, thus Zami and its socio-political opposition exposes 

the ódestructive effects of power structures within societyô.
46

 Despite the focus of her 

article being the body, Margaret Kissam Morris succinctly asserts that Lorde órepositions 

marginal categories, placing them in the center of her discourseô.
47
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          Later on in 1945, Lordeôs first óexperienceô with a boy exemplifies her naµve 

knowledge of her own body and Lindaôs aversion to explaining the facts of life. Lorde is 

forced to allow a much bigger boy from her school to óstick his ñthingò between [her] 

legsô, leading to confusion that develops into a sense of shame (75). The culmination is a 

further division between mother and daughter, whereby communication fails and in its 

place is secrecy and fear with regard to bodily functions. Lorde describes her motherôs 

óstrange way with words; if one didnôt serve herésheôd just make up anotherô.
48

 Lindaôs 

ódouble messagesô intensify Lordeôs ignorance and generate further admonitions, the 

ónightmarish evocations and restrictionsô of Lordeôs developing sexuality being 

verbalised negatively by her mother (76-77). Elizabeth Alexander explains how Lindaôs 

evasions act as a narrative contrast to Lordeôs continual awareness and mapping of her 

body: óLorde keeps readers aware of what the body feels, piece by pieceéfrom abortion 

cramps to sweat running between her breastsô.
49

 

          Lorde looks deep inside herself for the vestiges of maternal Black ancestral power, 

inherited from Linda and discovers the lack of fulfilment felt by her mother. Thus, 

Lordeôs physical and emotional isolation is juxtaposed with the racial implications of 

being Black in mid-twentieth-century America. óBlackô becomes the means through 

which Lorde attempts to share emotions and desires; however óBlackô, for her, remains 

polluted with: 

 

           My motherôs words teaching me all manner of wily and diversionary defences 

           learned from the white manôs tongue, from out of the mouth of her father. She  

           had had to use these defences, and had survived by them, and had also died by  

           them a little, at the same time (58). 
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There is a disturbance of the matrilineal wisdom of past generations of Carriacouan 

women. Their knowledge becomes distant, obscured by the socio-political spectre of 

racism that imbues the daily lives of Black people. Without a stronger, more positive 

female and communal óselfô, Lorde suggests that Black individuals will flounder in a 

white sea that permits no stable Black female identity. Thus, it appears imperative to 

examine and highlight the socio-political realities for Black women in the mid-twentieth-

century. Many critics, such as Yvonne M. Klein, locate Zami within a ómythical 

matriarchal pastéentirely separate from twentieth-century sociopolitical lifeô.
50

 

However, I argue that this restrictive view prevents wider historical implications and 

furthermore, denies the literal existence of the women in Lordeôs life, such as Gennie, 

individuals to whom Lorde gives voice in her text. In this vein, AnnLouise Keating 

argues that the power of Lordeôs words is in allowing women to redefine themselves and 

their world and highlights Lordeôs insistence óthat both white women and women of color 

must reject the words of the white fathers and speakô in order to achieve genuine selfhood 

and power.
51

 

          The answer is to share and make verbal oneôs experiences and emotions, not to 

fade into the shadows and hence, as Lorde stated in an interview with Karla Hammond, 

embrace and teach óa people, a race, a sex, a timeô.
52

 An adaptation of silence into a 

viable discourse and form of action will lead, Lorde believes, into an óact of self-

revelationô.
53

 There are risks involved in such an undertaking, since non-action results in 
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the isolation and self-rejection of which Lorde speaks. Silence and alienation are 

consequential factors of fear: ófear of contempt, of censureéor recognition, of challenge, 

of annihilationéofévisibilityô.
54

 In Sister Outsider, Lorde explains how Black women 

have always been socially visible, and thus vulnerable, because of their colour and yet are 

ironically rendered invisible óthrough the depersonalization of racismô.
55

 Thus writers 

such as Audre Lorde question societyôs characterisation of women to a profound 

degree.
56

 Lorde ruptures preconceived stereotypes in order that Black lesbians are viewed 

as women first and foremost. Therefore, the sense of reality that is juxtaposed with the 

element of revisionist myth in this biomythography must equally be examined, for to 

ignore it would be óself-negatingô.
57

 

          Lorde is the only Black student in her new Catholic school and soon suffers not 

only from the racist ignorance of her pre-adolescent classmates, but more so from the 

Sisters of St. Catherineôs School, who ówere downright hostileô, their racism being 

óunadorned, unexcused, and particularly painful because I was unprepared for itô (59). 

With little support from her family, Lorde becomes not only racially alienated in the 

public sphere, but also isolated in her private life. The microcosmic world of St. 

Catherineôs reflects the macrocosmic issue of óAmerican racismô, seen most effectively 

during Lordeôs portrayal of a family trip to Washington (68). Not only does this episode 

effectively illustrate segregation, but also the problematic nature of colour itself. Linda is 

pale-skinned and yet resembles those very people that Lorde is warned never to trust. 

Lindaôs sisters are darker, Lordeôs father even more so, and the three daughters are 
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ósomewhere in-betweenô (69). On the train journey to the capital, Linda avoids using the 

dining car because she questions its standard of hygiene. In reality, óBlack people were 

not allowed into railroad dining cars headed south in 1947ô (68). Lordeôs racial 

experiences have always been based on Lindaôs excuses or her parentsô united attempt to 

avoid confrontation. In her young mind, racism amounts to a form of basic unfairness or 

ignorance of those who cause it.  Lordeôs perfunctory awareness is really awakened, 

however, when the family are refused service at an ice cream parlour in Washington. 

Lordeôs flaring anger is counteracted by her familyôs pretence that ónothing unusual and 

anti-american had occurredô (70). The sensory imagery that portrays Lordeôs reaction is 

stark in content, the cold reality of segregation and racism having an obvious effect: 

 

           The waitress was white, and the counter was white, and the ice cream I never  

           ateéthat summer I left childhood was white, and the white heat and the white 

           pavement and the white stone monumentsémade me sick to my stomach (71).  

 

 

Images of whiteness pervade this description, from the dominance of the white waitress 

on an individual level to that of the social and comprehensive whiteness of the capital 

city. Thus white power eradicates all colour and diversity leaving nothing but a glaring 

gap. Lorde defies such erasure by appropriating from the dominant culture óthe authority 

to speakô, her poetry and prose determinedly filling the vacant spaces.
58

 Hues of Black 

and brown range in perspective as Lordeôs family illustrates, thus the concept of 

óBlacknessô becomes subjective, and yet the depth of the colour of oneôs skin is 

significant with regard to external ówhiteô perceptions.
59

 In Washington, Lordeôs 
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previously held attitudes are visibly stripped down to the harsh realities of life for a Black 

individual in mid-century white America.  

 

Identity Development 

 

Lordeôs maturation and identity development is aided by her integration with fellow high 

school students. For the teenage Lorde, individualism and acceptance of difference are 

distant concepts and issues, for in school, she óbelongsô to The Branded, an ironically 

self-defined group of outsiders. Elizabeth Alexander defines this period of Lordeôs life as 

characterised by her óneed to name oneself, rather than leave it to a hostile dominant 

cultureô
60

; thus for Lorde, the power lies in her ability to self-define and not to be 

óbrandedô as Black. However, even though the group never discuss racial difference and 

its wider negative social effects, Lorde is never invited to white friendsô homes. They 

may deplore racism and yet they choose to óconquer it by ignoring itô (81).  

          Lordeôs ósearchô to fill the emotional void leads to her relationship with Gennie, 

óthe first personéI was ever conscious of loving. She was my first true friendô (87). This 

is 1948, a time of political transformation with the Israeli ónew nationô, a ófreeô India, and 

Red China, all exciting Lorde politically with regard to the potential power of radical 

change. The world contains new possibilities, and for Lorde, this is the backdrop for her 

own personal revolution; Lorde states that Zami is an óaccurate account of a time and 

placeô both of which influence her ólife storyô.
61

 Correspondingly, through Gennie, Lorde 

discovers multiple identities, as they role play and dress up in a variety of guises, actions 
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that will augment the development of Lordeôs adult identity. However, their relationship 

is short-lived because Gennie commits suicide which leaves Lorde distraught. Their 

relationship was a seed of hope, of potential female empowerment that Lorde felt was 

missing in her life. Where Lordeôs mother and sisters fail to fill the void, Gennieôs 

understanding and unconditional love had begun to do so. Her memory will, however, 

live on and become a source of creative affirmation and strength. After Gennieôs death, 

Linda attempts to confer a sense of invulnerability upon her daughter, to forge a ópain-

resistant replica of herselfô (101). This effort to endow the self-sustaining power and 

survival techniques of her fore-mothers only serves to cause the ever-present rift to widen 

between mother and daughter. 

          In 1951, Lorde leaves home and has an affair with a white boy named Peter; the 

interracial implications horrify her parents (103). Now feeling more isolated than ever, 

Lorde commences her journey of self-discovery: 

 

           I began to seek some more fruitful return than simple bitterness from this place 

           of my motherôs exile, whose streets I came to learn better than my motheréBut 

           thanks to what she did know and could teach me, I survived in them better than I  

           could have imaginedéthere I found other women who sustained me and from  

           whom I learned other loving (104). 

 

 

Lorde shows the complexity of the mother-daughter relationship. Here, she appreciates 

strength and survival learned from her mother, which have been repositioned in her 

present situation. Gloria Joseph suggests that Black daughters soon ascertain that their 

mothers are not individually accountable for not being able, through their personal 

endeavours, to make straightforward changes in the lives of their children. Although 

Lorde felt an empty spiritual space within, as a result of her motherôs survival techniques, 
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she is still somehow culturally equipped with the power to recognise racial inequality and 

prejudice. Lordeôs adult recognition exemplifies how Black ódaughters in later lifeô 

become ómoreéunderstanding, and forgiving of their mothers when they are unable to 

fulfil and meet their daughtersô expectations and needs for material and emotional 

comfortsô.
62

 

          Sex with Peter is not as Lorde expects; she feels demeaned despite friendsô 

promises that ósheôll get used to itô (105). The male body is not what Lorde desires; there 

have been no previously positive male connections in her life, and the relationship with 

her father is physically distant. The corporeal reality of the male body remains obscure; 

however, it is physical contact, security and love from another individual for which Lorde 

yearns most. The discovery that she is pregnant places Lorde in a female reality that 

highlights gender and therefore socio-political difference. It is the strength and survival 

techniques of her mother that sustain her through this predicament. Peter does not. The 

social and psychological impact of pregnancy comes to the fore with horrific examples of 

ócheap kitchen table abortionsô (107). Lorde is further propelled into isolation during this 

particular juncture of her life when she realises there is no-one to whom to turn except for 

Ann, a nurse with whom she works. Ironically, Ann and Lorde flirt with each other and 

when Lorde explains her situation, Ann disappointedly claims, óI thought you was gay!ô 

(108). This is the first mention of sexual identity and Lorde inwardly resents being 

specifically labelled. Juxtaposed with this is Lordeôs abortion. This section exemplifies 

what Elizabeth Alexander contends is the literal embodiment of Lorde within the text, of 

how erotic love is written about as a óprocess of healing the body and making it and the 
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resident psyche whole againô.
63

 However, Alexanderôs critical move from the physical to 

the psychological is only to illustrate Lordeôs óself-culled sexual identityô.
64

 The 

purposeful description and experience is one that leads Lorde towards self-awareness and 

a more defined sense of self-preservation: óit was a choice of pains. Thatôs what living 

was all aboutô (111). The óbodyô thus becomes merely a vehicle through which the 

psyche experiences the realities of life.  

 

A Burgeoning Sexual Identity 

 

A self-conscious decision to have a lesbian affair is Lordeôs first definitive sexual choice 

and move towards a self-accepted sexuality. However, this is 1952, the height of óthe 

McCarthy eraô
65

, a fear-inducing time for anyone who does not sexually or politically 

ófitô into American society (121). A new move and new job appear beneficial and yet 

Lorde merely transfers old scars and wounds to a different environment. The act of 

leaving or running away does not put to rest the ghosts from the past. Life as a manual 

factory worker trundles laboriously on until Lorde meets Ginger. Impressions and 

stereotypes abound as Lorde presumes Ginger is óstraight as a dieô, whilst Ginger 

considers Lorde a ócitified little baby butchô (133). This desire to label and 

compartmentalise is a human characteristic, and is seen to a large extent in the gay sub-

culture.
66

 For Lorde, verbalising her sexuality is a definitive moment and a politicised 
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expression; her inexperience, however, confers a sense of anxiety and new set of personal 

apprehensions. 

          Sexual neuroses and preoccupations permeate this and other episodes. Liberating 

herself from preconceived ideas is only possible when she internalises and thus focuses 

on her own desire and genuine affection for Ginger. This culminates in a naturally 

flowing motion of love-making (139). For Lorde, this is where she belongs; it is that 

physical, spiritual, emotional and female connection for which she has yearned. This 

nourishes her burgeoning sexual identity and propels her toward a sense of ówholenessô 

and yet the wider social impact of her óchoiceô is not lost on Lorde. She suffers a fear of 

not being accepted, fear of loving and thus possible abandonment. Gingerôs motherôs 

judgement exemplifies wider attitudes when she tells Lorde sardonically, óFriends are 

nice, but marriage is marriageô (142). Henceforth begins a dichotomy in Lordeôs life, one 

in which heterosexual issues and attitudes constantly inform her lesbian relationships. 

Only when Lorde accepts her ódifferenceô and conquers her isolation issues, will she be 

free to love women unconditionally. 

         Positive thoughts of a move to a new apartment are juxtaposed with the cultural and 

political realities of 1953 America. The relationship with Ginger has ended and Lorde 

now lives platonically with Rhea, óa progressive white womanô (147). Life and politics 

enmesh as Rhea and Lorde demonstrate and picket the White House in support of Ethel 

and Julius Rosenberg. The Rosenbergs become synonymous for Lorde, and many others, 

for the tense political climate in America.
67

 For Lorde, the McCarthy era epitomises a 

country that demands ósurvival in hostile surroundingsô (149) particularly, of intrusive 
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questions as to your ósexual orientationô which óenforced a rigid homosexual 

/heterosexual divideô.
68

 This makes for an atmosphere of tenuous relationships, suspicion 

and avoidance of close friendships. The Rosenbergsô electrocution on June 19, 1953, 

further exemplifies issues of insecurity and curtailment of freedom.
69

  

          Zami continually keeps the reader aware of the historical factors that influence 

Lordeôs life and as her sexual experience develops, so does her knowledge and 

acceptance of her sexual óselfô. Furthermore, by setting these socio-political episodes 

alongside her personal life means Lorde determinedly re-positions herself as a Black 

woman amid American cultural history. However, a personal and individual sense of 

isolation remains closely linked with her socio-political and communal alienation. There 

are only a few bars and clubs that act as meeting places, thus, discovering the sexual 

orientation of another woman could lead to ill-matched unions purely from a sense of 

loneliness. Lorde describes how she meets Bea, a woman with whom she has moved 

beyond óinvestigative discussions about loving womenô (150). Lorde compares their 

sexual relationship with her previous lover, Ginger, who was far more physically and 

emotionally generous than Bea. Bea psychologically reflects the turbulent political times. 

She is often reserved and secretive, and yet when spurned by Lorde, becomes extremely 

agitated and accusatory. Bea has no eroticism, and for Lorde, this ótermô does not purely 

refer to a sexual nature. Lorde explains that the site of potential creativity and eroticism 

within which women can exist: 
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           For the erotic is not a question only of what we do; it is a question of how acutely 

           and fully we can feel in the doing. Once we know the extent to which we are  

           capable of feeling that sense of satisfaction and completion, we can then observe  

           which of our various life endeavors bring us closest to that fullness.
70

     

 

 

Bea fails to have such a spiritual or erotic connection with women, her relationship with 

Lorde is based purely on their common interest of guitars and old music. It is only this 

mutual interest that tentatively holds the relationship together, so as it wanes, dreams of 

Mexico grow. Lordeôs learned self-preservation and survival techniques come to the fore 

as she makes the decision to leave; as Kara Provost indicates, Lorde refuses óto become a 

passive victim or conform to excessively limited rolesô.
71

 Beaôs emotional passivity and 

sexual coolness flares into the fury of a woman scorned, leaving a guilty, but free Lorde 

heading for Mexico City with the óhounds of hell at [her] heelsô (153). 

          Lorde is astounded by the positive cultural differences she experiences in Mexico 

City, as opposed to New York City. A general social acceptance of Lordeôs outer 

appearance leads to a sense of inner security, ópeople in the streetésmiled without 

knowing meô (155). Hence Lorde blossoms in this environment, her geographical 

explorations enabling the unfolding ólike some large flowerô of her óselfô (155). She loses 

a life-long habit of looking down at her feet; she no longer invites invisibility. There is 

finally an affirmation of her skin as Lorde sees in the people she meets, her colour 

reflected in a myriad of tones. Lorde becomes not only visible within and to her 

environment, but more importantly, to herself. There begins a creation of a newly-found 

cultural space within which she can peacefully exist. Moving to the outskirts of the city, 
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to Cuernavaca, leads to further security and an element of privacy through the acquisition 

of an apartment, an individual physical space with her own front door. The importance of 

this is paramount; having a home of her own is parallel to an inner happiness of which 

her consciousness slowly becomes aware.  

          Cuernavaca is a cultural and political haven for American expatriates during the 

McCarthy era
72

, since óthere was not the stench of terror and political repression so 

present in New Yorkô (159). McCarthyismôs intrusive and repressive characteristic, 

however, has reached as far as Mexico
73

; Morton Sobell, an óalleged co-conspirator of 

Ethel and Julius Rosenberg had been hustledô out of Mexico and right back across the 

border to stand trial for treason (159). This atmosphere of caution and fear literally 

saturates the air conflicting with the óluscious bougainvilleaô (159). From a narrative 

perspective, the flowersô outward beauty mirrors the façade created by the progressive 

women Lorde meets whose very existence ówas devoted toward concealingô their 

sexuality, ótheir political courage was far greater than their sexual opennessô (160). 

Lordeôs preconceived notions of lesbian identity become challenged for the first time as 

she realises that not all lesbians are under the age of forty and bohemian city girls. One of 

the women, Eudora, becomes Lordeôs guide to a more down-to-earth and honest 

approach to same-sex desire, and as their friendship blossoms, so does their mutual 

attraction. Their relationship encompasses a reciprocal and open desire, a love that 

aspires to bring tender sustenance to two emotionally and physically scarred individuals. 

Their silent touching speaks volumes. There is no need to verbalise deep and embedded 

issues of insecurity and uncertainty because both women understand how the other feels. 
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Their desire illustrates Lordeôs inexperience in relating her sexual identity to her socio-

political self. As yet, she has no words to express her feelings; there is no discourse 

available to articulate the emotions of a Black, working-class lesbian in an interracial 

relationship. Only as her experience grows and develops will Lorde be able to fill the 

silence with her voice and as Raynaud suggests, change representations of powerlessness 

into statements of strength.
74

 Thus, Eudora becomes physically powerful despite her 

mastectomy and ódifferenceô. 

          It is Eudora who introduces Lorde to the smell, texture and colour of Mexico that 

ultimately nourishes and sustains her on her journey of self-discovery, this ójourney to 

herselfô.
75

 Eudora teaches Lorde how to receive love; however, their privacy is held up 

for public scrutiny, albeit in the confines of their small community. The petty gossip is 

juxtaposed with the changing social policies of the time, thus melding the personal with 

the political; again this emphasises Lordeôs social re-positioning and reinforcing of the 

Black individual. It is 1954 and McCarthy is censured and desegregation in schools is 

announced.
76

 Lordeôs Black identity appears to be validated on a larger social scale. Her 

sense of cultural and emotional invisibility slowly begins to recede, culminating in an 

individual recognition of her true worth. Eudoraôs love, the political amendments, 

Mexico and its acceptance of ócolor and dark peopleô all converge and allow this 

liberation of her self (175). When Eudora suddenly disappears, Lorde is obviously upset 

but not emotionally disorientated or spiritually lost. Her personal growth is such that 

invisibility is no longer an option.  
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          Due to a lack of written history regarding same-sex identity, the reality of being 

gay and female in the 1950s is one of isolation. As Lorde states, óThere were no mothers, 

no sisters, no heroesô (176) to call upon when one needed advice or support. This is a 

time of forging that necessary history, of exploring female relationships and yet the 

emphasis is on solitary discovery. There appears to be little solidarity among Black 

lesbians, considered óexotic sister-outsidersô by themselves and the white women with 

whom they sleep (177). The divisions are noticeable in the gay sub-culture of downtown 

New York with similar class divisions existing within Lordeôs community. This social 

and cultural complexity demonstrates the necessity of considering the heterogeneity 

within such sub-cultures; however, óThis was the fifties and the gulf between the Village 

gay scene and the college crowd was sharper and far more acrimonious than any town-

grown warô (177).      

          Lorde straddles these two groups that contain even more divisions; the sociosexual 

ófissuresô and ófracturesô as described by Hall.
77

 As a student, her sexuality remains 

secret, her colour isolating her from many of her classmates. As a lesbian, her education 

stays private, her colour still alienating her from many of her contemporaries. Stereotypes 

and labels abound throughout the gay scene; even those not interested in role-playing are 

pigeonholed as part of the ófreakyô bunch of lesbians such as Lorde and her Black friend 

Felicia (177). Lordeôs response is to neither retreat to a comfortingly limited identity nor 

to try to conform to each groupôs various criteria of acceptability. Lorde refuses these 

approaches because she sees how they encourage an óeclipsing or denyingô of óthe other 

parts of selfô.
78

 As Provost argues, in this context, óidentifying with the liminaléoffers 
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Lorde alternatives to being silenced, rigidly confined, or completely isolatedô.
79

 In 

addition, it must be argued that by retrospectively identifying with politics, relationships 

and past experience, Lorde succeeds in relocating her óselfô within the possibly 

prohibitive nature of identity and its discursive patterns. 

 

Role-playing and Difference 

 

Role-playing appears paramount for many of the lesbians Lorde meets. Their identity 

hinges upon whether they are óbutchô or ófemmeô, óKy-Ky, or AC/DCô (178). Sexual 

identities converge and diverge in a culture more concerned with such distinctions, Lorde 

certainly not fitting neatly into any category. In the gay clubs she is still an óan invisible 

Blackéand a general intruderô (178). She remains distant from her familial Black 

community, and continues to be so from her college contemporaries and lesbian 

acquaintances. External forces are potentially hostile towards Lorde and the community 

she and other women endeavour to forge. Hostility due to the colour of her skin and 

chosen sexual orientation may prevail; nevertheless, attempts at communication between 

lesbians of various cultural backgrounds will form the foundations for later womenôs 

movements (179). In this vein, Lorde explains how such a óconstant drain of 

energyémight be better used in redefiningéand defining realistic scenarios for altering 

the present and constructing the futureô.
80

 However, the habitual sensation of 

óinvisibilityô continues with regard to Lordeôs lesbianism and race. Her sexuality is 

ignored or tolerated and colour complicates issues of being gay for subliminally racist 
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white lesbians. Survival is paramount, the effort óto stay humanô (181) uppermost on her 

mind. Lorde is forging a new emotional space within which to exist, one that doesnôt 

entail patriarchal acceptance with regard to outward appearance and behaviour. Lorde 

refuses óto recognize those differencesô.
81

 Thus Lorde continues to challenge white male 

epistemological thought by her sheer existence and through the writing of Zami. 

          It is 1954 and Lorde meets a white girl called Muriel. Just as Cuernavaca embodied 

a political freedom for Lorde, so Muriel liberates and breaches places óthat had been 

closed off and permanently sealedô since Gennie died (194). For Lorde, the relationship 

facilitates further investigations into her identity, as a woman and as a lesbian. However, 

the stark reality is that Rhea moves out in order to protect Lorde from the racist attitudes 

of her bosses, who denounced Rhea for co-habiting with óa homosexual, and a Black one 

at thatô (194). Despite this, Muriel and Lorde make a commitment thus forming a 

ósymbolic marriageô (201). However, the racial differences within the gay community 

become apparent. They may well be outsiders together, but there is little equality in this 

social isolation. The socio-political reality of Lordeôs colour sets her apart even more, 

and is a difficult  issue to discuss with Muriel. Only another Black lesbian would 

understand, like Felicia, and only between them can they formulate a new and distinct 

discourse of their own. This in itself acts as a challenge to power structures in society, for 

it exposes, as Margaret Kissam Morris suggests, óthe destructive effects of oppressionô 

whilst órevealing the positive effects of experience fully livedô.
82

  

          Lorde accepts the necessity to create and develop a new position that allows 

individuality within a particular group. She, Muriel and others live without stereotypical 
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role-playing, or of being labelled as butch or femme, and yet fail to realise that they are 

not free, as a group, from the social realities of ócapitalism, greed, racism, classism etcô 

(205). Lorde has always been uncertain of what she should describe herself as and has 

always preferred not to be categorised at all, hence her belief in the fluid nature of 

identity. In this sense, Lorde subverts typical notions of lesbianism, of being Black, of 

being a woman; indeed, she threatens what Roland Barthes described as the doxa, 

namely, established stereotypical meaning.
83

 Individuals whom Lorde has met on her 

journey have positively and negatively imparted a new way of loving as well as living, an 

experimental way of being, and an alternative way of thinking or ópara-doxaéthat which 

would resist and disturb the beliefs and forms and codes of that cultureô.
84

 This has aided 

a personal reinvention of the personal space that surrounds her. However, Lordeôs and 

Murielôs mutual emotional reliance decelerates Lordeôs growth process. Without a pre-

history and without positive lesbian role models, Lorde and Muriel struggle with only 

heterosexual patterns to which to defer suggesting that categories such as man/woman or 

gay/straight are not as óseparable as we would perhaps like to believeô.
85

 In the final 

weeks of the relationship, they follow the ósteps of an old danceô (214), not yet having 

invented a new music of their own with which to keep time.  

          Lorde and Muriel clutch on to the love they had; after all, they had ólearned well in 

the kitchens of [their] mothersôéwho did not let go easilyô (214). However, they are not 

their ómothersô, that is, heterosexual women in heterosexual relationships. Their 

ómothersô do not know of the Bagatelle gay bar, of the complicated sexual role-playing or 

of the subsidiary social castigation that this life entails. Linda understood oppression and 
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racism in a white society, but in her own community, she had an element of control and 

respect. For Lorde, her chosen sub-culture or community is a predominantly white 

environment. Black lesbians remain closeted, silenced and invisible unless they grasped 

ópower and controlô through serious role-playing (224). These Black women were only 

óallowedô to be butches, not femmes, because even in this gay community, óamericaôs 

racist distortions of beautyéwas defined by a white male worldôs standardsô.
86

 Strength 

is in survival and a reinvention of the world can only begin with yourself, with your own 

attitudes towards being a ówomanô. As Lorde describes it, this was a time when óthe 

american womanô had óthe role of little wifeyô (225), later explained by Betty Friedan as 

The Feminine Mystique.
87

 Lesbians, both Black and white, are at least communicating 

with each other óin this country in the 1950s, outside of the empty rhetoric of patriotism 

and political movementsô (225). At this level, labels and role-playing mean very little. 

Being a woman and in control of oneôs life is of greater importance. As Morris argues for 

the essential nature of óothernessô, Lorde emphasises ódifferenceô as an irreversible 

phenomenon, because we are all intrinsically disparate individuals that exist together.
88

 

 

Erotic Reinvention 

 

As the relationship fails, so Lordeôs sense of óselfô appears to disintegrate. Murielôs 

infidelity hurts Lorde emotionally and propels her to self-harm; she burns herself in order 

to exorcise poisonous feelings and thoughts. This low self-esteem affects both personal 

and academic lives, causing individual growth to momentarily stultify: óI was too beside 
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myself to consider altering meô, until thoughts of Eudora telling her to óWaste 

nothingénot even pain. Particularly not painô allows a slow recovery (236). The painful 

emotional fissure that has been opened, symbolised by the wound on Lordeôs wrist, 

slowly dissipates and becomes further juxtaposed with the healing scars on her hand. 

Ironically, Lorde uses the Grenadian bangles given by her mother to disguise the 

discoloured skin. Heritage and Linda still maintain a niche in Lordeôs identity; ówoman 

powerô has the ability to heal, enabling Lorde to continue her journey of self-discovery. 

          As the healing process continues, Lorde becomes receptive to a rich and spiritual 

epiphany that propels her into a new psychological space, a rejuvenation of her óselfô. 

The óphysical realitiesô of her environment are replaced by a vision: óI suddenly stood 

upon a hill in the center of an unknown country, hearing the sky fill with a new spelling 

of my own nameô (239). The emphasis here is on ócenterô and ónewô. Lorde envisages a 

tabula rasa upon which she can imprint her own identity and locates herself in the centre 

of this ónewô imaginary landscape, not as a liminal character on the periphery of society. 

A maternal heritage permeates this awakening with Carriacouan images embodying home 

and the motherland, all of which envelop Lorde.
89

 This brings the realisation that one can 

only co-exist, but hopefully, as harmoniously as possible with others.
90

 We can only 

belong to ourselves and attempt to remain true to who we are (240).  

          Lorde becomes become re-acquainted with a woman called Kitty/Afrekete. Provost 

refers to óAfreketeô as the trickster character found in African American literature, a 

derivation of the African goddess MawuLisa and how, in Zami, she positively enables 
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Lordeôs ófluid gender orientationô.
91

 AnnLouise Keating argues that this character is the 

ótwentieth century embodiment of an ancient African goddessô
92

, whereas, Claudine 

Raynaud believes Afrekete is óan incarnation of Lordeôs motherô.
93

 In contrast, Chinosole 

suggests Afrekete is Lordeôs óself-projectionô.
94

 All interpretations are valid and yet 

possibly too precise considering Lorde explained in an interview with Marion Kraft that 

the contemporary relevance of a matrilineal tradition is in how one weaves such myths 

into oneôs world.
95

 Thus, the importance is on continuity and change and how Lorde does 

not become a new person after her epiphany, but one who sees herself in a new and fluid 

way. Correspondingly, Keating contends that Afrekete and her symbolic cultural heritage 

formulates a new ósense of independence and self-worthô for Lorde.
96

 

          For Lorde, meeting Afrekete reinforces her individual spirit and desire, allowing 

Lorde to be mistress of her own destiny, aware of where her óbody was going, and that 

feeling was more importantéthan any lead or followô (245). Such awareness flourishes 

amid Afreketeôs exotic environment of coloured and variegated plants alongside the 

suffused sunlight and ómagical tank of exotic fishô (248). Afreketeôs surroundings are 

ultimately feminine and sensual and are her particular reinvention of the world and thus a 

rejection of patriarchal definitions. If the outside world for women such as Audre Lorde 

and her lovers is bleak and intrinsically ówhiteô, then Afreketeôs environment is vivid in 

its affirmative and empowering sensual intensity. The surroundings she has created, 

amongst an American phallocentric cityscape, are bathed in her own personal ethnic 
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identity. Afrekete personifies the exotic land and earth of Ma-Mariah and Ma-Liz, of 

powerful women (15); she is textually identified, and personally identifies herself, with 

the sea; óher lips moved like surfô (248), the ótidal motionsô of her body representing the 

moon and the cyclical nature of life (249). Thus, as Keating suggests, Afrekete becomes 

synonymous with all women.
97

 Personifying natural elements, of earth, water and air, she 

is part of life and thus feeds vitality into Lordeôs emotional and physical selves.  

          Lordeôs meandering search for a definitive sexual identity has brought her to a 

position whereby the pain of isolation can metamorphose into the ecstasy of same-sex 

union. The italicised text immediately emphasises and equally differentiates this 

particular scene from others in Lordeôs life. The image of petals and the blossoming 

flower evokes the scents and smells of Mexico in conjunction with Lordeôs budding self-

awareness; the heat of their love recalls all the passion of a past that has the potential to 

inform an optimistic future. Their spiritual and physical encounter embraces a female 

tradition, a Black heritage and ódifferenceô in a contemporary and newly created 

ópsychicô landscape (250). Suggestions of surrounding dangers toward Black female 

identity cannot be ignored; however, these threats are general rather than personal. For 

Lorde has a new consciousness of African American female roots, a definitive awareness 

of her physical self and other womenôs bodies.  

          For Lorde, this experience, in addition to the others, is part of a continual learning 

process, a coming-to-terms with not only her identity, but with both her body and its 

desires. These two lovers encompass and celebrate the identities of daughters, mothers, 

and lesbians; of Black women who have fought in their name. They refute óthe falseness 
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and one dimensional aspects ofô traditional or conservative stereotypes.
98

 They embody 

the binary opposites in all women, ósoft and toughô, joy and fear (250). Ironically, 

Afrekete lives near Gennieôs grandmother, which serves to blend childhood and adult 

losses and loves. Afrekete and Lorde somehow fill the silent void, left by individuals 

such as Gennie, with their love and enable encouraging possibilities for Black and white 

lesbians of the future.  

          The past, present and future intertwine through memories and realities of the 

women in Lordeôs life, who have all offered something in order to understand silence, 

anger, pain, sacrifice, love and honour. The moon that shines down upon Lorde and 

Afrekete symbolises female power and continuity: the ófull moon reflected in the shiny 

mirrors of our sweat slippery dark bodiesô is a positive portrayal of same-sex desire: 

 

           Afrekete Afrekete ride me to the crossroads where we shall sleep, coated in the 

           womanôs power. The sound of our bodies meeting is the prayer of all strangers 

           and sisters, that the discarded evils, abandoned at all crossroads, will not follow 

           us upon our journeys. (252)  

 

 

These journeys are constant with many decisions to be made along the way; however, 

Lorde never forgets her óSister outsidersô, some of whom ódied inside the gaps between 

the mirrorsô (226). Bettina Aptheker argues that such journeys and stories have the 

ópotential of rupturing [the patriarchal] system because a lesbianôs emotional needs are 

not focused on menéshe stands outside the established normô.
99

 To historicise Zami is to 

critically discover why a society has restricted and repressed women, whether Black or 

white, lesbian or heterosexual, working or middle class. Furthermore, this form of 
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examination leads to an understanding of the actual world for all lesbians who have 

systematically been silenced by a culture that has been threatened by their existence. 

Thus, Lorde succeeds in reclaiming and re-mapping her own, and othersô, existence 

through a historical framework, but one that allows the fluidity and creativity of 

mythopoetic inclusions.
100

 Although Afrekete may eventually leave, her mystical touch 

remains and leaves a lasting resonant fullness in Audre Lordeôs life, one that fills the 

Black female socio-political void and gives voice to the silent spaces through her creative 

productivity. As Lorde says: 

 

          Change means growth, and growth can be painful. But we sharpen self-definition 

          by exposing the self in work and struggle together with those whom we define as 

          different from ourselves, although sharing the same goals. For Black and white, 

          old and young, lesbian and heterosexual women alike, this can mean new paths to  

          our survival.
101

 

 

 

This chapter has focused upon Lordeôs juxtaposition of her personal and political 

experiences and textual examination shows how she succeeds in re-positioning the Black 

lesbian within the broader concept of American cultural and political history. Lordeôs 

personal journey of self-discovery, her familial, sexual and interracial relationships in 

Zami: A New Spelling Of My Name fill s the socio-political spaces created by a white 

Anglo-American culture that makes invisible those who fail to function and fit into 

ónormalô society.         
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CHAPTER TWO:  

JAMES BALDWIN  (1924 ï 1987) 

Giovanniôs Room and Another Country. 

Homosexuality- Black Perspectives, White Cityscapes. 

 

 

   

    Figure 2. Times Square, New York ï Rufus wanders the streets surrounding Times    

    Square, the classic cityscape (Another Country, 5).  

    Photograph taken by the author, 2007. 
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Introduction  

 

Black lesbian authors such as Audre Lorde write about both interracial relationships and 

lesbian experiences; black heterosexual men tell tales of white and mixed race 

experiences
102

, and black gay men such as James Baldwin relate the encounters of black 

and white homosexual interactions.
103

 Lorde and Baldwin offer narratives that portray the 

complex nature of multi-faceted sexual relationships. James Baldwin especially illustrates 

the psychological nature of homosexuality, of how an individual is affected by society 

and cultural concepts of masculinity. W. J. Weatherby explains how these two novels had 

initially been complexly intertwined and that their separation came about because 

Baldwin believed that óto handle homosexuality, the ñNegro Problemò and a Paris setting 

in the same novelô would be beyond his power as a writer.
104

 In this chapter, therefore, I 

interrogate Baldwinôs sophisticated negotiation of sexuality in Giovanniôs Room and 

Another Country respectively. In so doing, I will formulate the argument that the physical 

environment impacts upon the subject; that Baldwin is unarguably aware of how the 

homosexual and black male individual figures in mid-twentieth-century white cityscapes. 

           Another Country develops the issues of sexuality, isolation and community, which 

one also finds in Giovanniôs Room. However, this narrative and main black protagonist, 

Rufus Scott, are situated in New York City, thus allowing a multiracial cast of characters 

to be analysed through the theoretical use of cultural geography.
105

 With a literal and 
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figuratively wider cityscape to consider, Another Country encapsulates the lives of a 

variety of individuals and their heterosexual and homosexual relations with each other. 

However, the main purpose here is to depict Rufusôs emotional and social deterioration 

parallel to his disastrous sexual encounters, within the wider setting of the cityscape. The 

reason for this focus, as Stephanie Dunn explains, is that Another Country invites our 

ócentripetal preoccupation with Rufus, his life and, importantly, his death by mapping all 

the sexual desire that follows through his characterô.
106

 Both novels and their male 

protagonists highlight the complex issue of prescribed and socially accepted 

heterosexuality, because both men suffer from cultural constructs that insist white and 

black men behave and perform according to patriarchal rules, as close textual 

examination will illustrate. Emmanuel S. Nelson argues that óBaldwinôs vision of 

otherness and community is closely related to and dependent on his vision of selfô, thus, 

the enmeshed emotional and physical nature of ócommunityô cannot be ignored.
107

 Issues 

of the individual versus society permeate both narratives, and therefore, I will concentrate 

on Baldwinôs use of the environment, both physical and symbolic, in order to answer 

Cyraina Johnson-Roullierôs question: óis reality something that is determined by oneôs 

surroundings, or is it something one carries in oneôs head, in terms of beliefs?ô.
108

  

          Giovanniôs Room describes the singular story of desire, remorse and yearning that 

intertwines with the lives of one young white American couple, Hella and David, with the 

intense Italian barman, Giovanni. Through this, Baldwin innovatively introduces issues 
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of bisexuality. Set in 1950s Paris, David embarks on a passionate and ultimately tragic 

journey of sexual self-discovery. Caryl Phillips also describes this novel as being about 

ófreedomô, the type of liberty for which Baldwin went in search when leaving America 

for France in 1948 (ix). David leaves his American home seeking answers to his 

unfulfilled life, subliminally aware of his ódarkô sexual secret. Baldwin, conscious of his 

sexuality, relocated knowing full well the homophobic and racist attitudes of his birth 

country.
109

 In the autobiographical notes to the collection of which óNotes of a Native 

Sonô was the title essay, Baldwin describes how he felt forced early in his life to 

recognise that he was óa kind of bastard of the Westô.
110

  

          Giovanniôs Room has no black characters, predominantly portrays homosexuality 

and was described by Baldwin as encompassing his philosophy of ósexualityépolitics, 

economics, and race relationsô.
111

 James Campbell suggests that such an all-white cast of 

characters was óthe authorôs way of distancing himself from his own controversialityô.
112

 

However, for Baldwin, the more general theme of Giovanniôs Room ówas the price of 

lying to yourself, of not facing the truth about yourselfô.
113

 In a similar vein, Robert 

Tomlinson suggests that the central themes of ófalse innocence, freedom, responsibility ï 

are precisely those which Baldwin evokes when mapping the tragic American 

confrontation of Black and Whiteô.
114

 The tension apparent in this ócognitive mappingô of 

race and place introduces Michel Foucaultôs concept of óheterotopiasô, óthose singular 
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spaces to be found in some given social spaces whose functions are different from or 

even the opposite of othersô.
115

 The cultural geography of Davidôs American home, 

Parisian streets and gay bars, Giovanniôs room and Davidôs self-exiled house in Southern 

France become exemplars of heterotopian spaces. Within these spaces differing identities 

and spatial dynamics force the reader to not only óoscillate between two irreconcilable 

interpretations of homosexualityô
116

, but also to consider their own prejudices. Thus, 

these novels can be considered as heterotopian spaces that invite readers to inhabit such 

textual places so as to offer alternate ways of reading and interpretation. 

 

Giovanniôs Room ï Part 1 

 

Reality becomes complicated from the outset partially due to the narrator telling the tale 

from two different perspectives simultaneously. First we hear the voice of the 

knowledgeable David subsequent to the proceedings of the novel, and secondly, the other 

voice of David who exists in self-denial and self-exile. David stands alone, facing his 

reflection in the darkness of a window pane. In contrast he describes himself as fair, with 

classically Anglo-American features. Immediately, we are positioned in a multitude of 

contexts. The environment that envelops him is shadowy, his mood accordingly gloomy, 

his physical presence historically one that embodies oppression: 

 

           My ancestors conquered a continent, pushing across death-laden plains, until 

           they came to an ocean which faced away from Europe into a darker past. (9) 
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Amid imagery of a heart of darkness, David will, reminiscent of Joseph Conradôs main 

protagonist, Marlowe, retrospectively portray his geographical and psychological 

journey.
117

 As Marlowe sailed through the insane invasion of a continent in search of 

Kurtz, David runs away from his nemesis, his sexuality, never to be in a position to 

conquer these darker aspects of his life. However, both men experience a psychological 

journey into the unknown and remain peripheral to a society to which they feel no 

allegiance. 

          David stands in a house that he and his now ex-fiancée Hella had previously 

rented. Their heterosexual relationship is described as transparent and as fragile as the 

glass into which he gazes. He looks back with the realisation that, for him, it was only 

ever meant to be ófunô (10). Alternatively, Giovanni transforms Davidôs perceptions of 

love; however, it is not only personal prejudice and socially prescribed sexual intolerance 

that destroys any semblance of a relationship, but Davidôs inability to accept his sexual 

self-identification. David longs for what Hall describes as ófixity and socially sanctioned 

sexual identityô, whereas Giovanni exemplifies fluidity.
118

 David may stand alone and 

repent the lies he has told to both Hella and Giovanni; however, the biggest untold truth 

is that David had already felt the passion of same-sex desire; his true identity has become 

entangled in a web of sexual deceit.  

          The result of his first homosexual encounter, with a boy called Joey, leaves David 

with a monstrous fear and sense of vileness which overshadow the mutual trust and desire 

that had occurred. Negative issues of masculinity and socio-cultural prejudices are 

exemplified through this teenage sexual experimentation. Homosexuality is made parallel 
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to a dangerous dark space; óthe black opening of a cavern in which I would be tortured 

till madness came, in which I would lose my manhoodô (14). Baldwin, like Audre Lorde, 

believes that homosexuality threatens ónormalô societyôs ósense of security and orderô.
119

 

Baldwin exemplifies such a social threat through ódarkô and óblackô metaphors, such as 

óthe cavernô, when issues of David and his lack of psychological knowledge arise in the 

early section of the novel. As a youth, David knows of the óblackéhalf-heard, half-

forgotten, half-understood stories, full of dirty wordsô as spoken by adults such as his 

father (14). The power of external intolerance to homosexuality forces a firm decision to 

metaphorically conceal and cover up the entrance to that cavern and thus his natural 

inclinations and sexual orientation. This dark space reflects Foucaultôs heterotopian site 

of ómixed, joint experience, which would be the mirrorô of the real world.
120

 The mirror, 

Foucault explains,  

 

           is, after all, a utopia, since it is a placeless placeéBut it is also a heterotopia in   

           so far as the mirror does exist in reality, where it exerts a sort of counteraction 

           on the position that I occupy.
121

 

 

Thus the literal vision of David looking at his reflection in the window is narratively 

offset by Baldwin with the metaphorical concept of the cavern. From issues of personal 

identity to the psychological impact of socio-cultural expectation, space and place play an 

intrinsic part within the first part of this novel. The attempted closure of the cavern is as 

superficial as Davidôs ensuing conduct when he joins other youths in mocking Joey as it 

                                                 
119

 Kathleen N. Drowne, óAn Irrevocable Condition: Constructions of Home and the Writing of Place in 

Giovanniôs Roomô, in Re-Viewing James Baldwin: Things Not Seen, ed., Daniel Quentin Miller 

(Philadelphia, PA: Temple University Press, 2000), 79.  
120

 Michel Foucault, óOf Other Spacesô, (1967) trans. Jay Miscowiec, Architecture, Mouvement, Continuite, 

5 (1984), 46-49.  
121

 Foucault, ibid. 



 61 

relies solely on the ówillô to be considered ónormalô. However, the solitude David feels 

illustrates how an individualôs unresolved psychic landscape never changes regardless of 

fresh geographical surroundings.  

          Issues of Davidôs low self-esteem and masking of emotions can be traced back to 

his childhood. With a deceased and highly revered mother and a present yet 

undemonstrative father, David is left to his own emotional devices. With an overbearing 

aunt to complete the family unit, David is adrift amid an emotionless environment that 

raises issues of parental responsibility. The inability of Davidôs father to ófatherô causes 

the sterility of Davidôs emotions which are as brittle as his auntôs exterior. However, 

Aunt Ellen at least recognises the lack in Davidôs life (19), even if his father does not. 

This apparent deficiency of parental affection reflects Baldwinôs own search for ówhat an 

ideal father might have beenéa source of self-esteem who would have supported and 

guidedô.
122

 On one occasion, David hears his father and Ellen argue about him. Reacting 

to Ellenôs accusations of patriarchal neglect, the father sums up his own attitudes of what 

it means to be a ómanô, namely, not a óSunday school teacherô (20). The vague and yet 

obvious message of this ódefinitionô is not lost on David, who with his dirty dark secret, 

is pushed further away from his father. Attempts at óboys-togetherô jocularity become as 

artificial as Davidôs school-boy machismo hostility toward Joey; what passes between 

father and son as ómasculine candourô disgusts David (21). David exemplifies 

diametrically opposite values and concepts. He detests the manufactured heterosexual 

masculinity imposed upon him by his father and society, and yet is guilty of having acted 

accordingly; as Yasmin DeGout explains, the historical background of Giovanniôs Room 
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typifies the ópersistence of homophobia in Americaô.
123

 David may have conceded to his 

personal homosexual proclivity, and yet the negative result of this forces him to embark 

upon an epic endeavour to bury such feelings. All his decisions are óelaborate systems of 

evasion, of illusion, designed to make themselves and the world appear to be what they 

and the world are notô (24). Foucaultôs ómirrorô is replicated again as David attempts to 

construct a false heterosexual and masculine space around him, denying his more genuine 

homosexual desire. Davidôs existence is overflowing with meaningless and discordant 

relationships with men, women, work and family. Thus Davidôs life reflects a heterotopia 

that óis capable of juxtaposing in a single real place several spaces, several sites that are 

in themselves incompatibleô.
124

  

 

Fate and Giovanni 

 

On arrival in Paris, David ironically befriends individuals described as le milieu, Jacques 

in particular, who form part of a specific homosexual section of Parisian society. This 

immediately introduces the binary notion of the peripheral character, the homosexual, 

amid the ónormalityô of the cityscape and thus the formulation of social, cultural and 

sexual tensions. Furthermore, David acts as an óoutsiderô, an American in a European 

city. Thus he embodies one who must acquiesce to specific rules in order to penetrate the 

óhomotopicô site created by the homosexual Parisian community. Theirs is a site not 

freely accessible ólike a public placeô and as Foucault explains, óeither the entry is 

compulsoryéor else the individual has to submit to riteséone must have a certain 
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permission and make certain gesturesô.
125

 David continues to deny that he is not of their 

ócompanyô and yet paradoxically remains closely associated with the gay habitu®s of 

Guillaumeôs bar that contains iconic ógayô representations such as les folles, unashamedly 

made-up young men who dress in óimprobable combinations, screaming like parrotsô who 

always call each other ósheô (30).  

          In comparison, Giovanniôs magnetism is ódark and leonineô (31). The flow of 

attraction is gauged by a form of sexual economics as David watches and waits, unsure of 

Giovanniôs sexual orientation. Nevertheless, óa beginningô forms between the two men 

(41). DeGout argues that óGiovanniôs innocence is central to Baldwinôs positive depiction 

of homoerotic loveô
126

; however, this observation fails to accommodate the complicated 

relationships involving Hella and Giovanniôs wife. Baldwin stated that óbisexualityô is not 

the important element here
127

; it is the depiction of self-deceit and ócomplex reality of 

such a relationshipô.
128

 As the crowd observes David and Giovanni from a distance, Fate 

personified walks out of the shadows toward David in the guise of a hideously made-up 

member of les folles. This rouged ómummyô can be considered an external representation 

of Davidôs dormant desire and acts as a fateful warning as to the hidden dangers of 

inflexibility and self-imposed hypocrisy.  

          Repeatedly described in the third person, óItô moves in a haze of óa gardenia-like 

perfume. The shirt, open coquettishly to the navel, revealed a hairless chest and a silver 

crucifixô (41). An excessively gaudy shirt contrasts significantly with ósombre greyô 

trousers, as a consequence, the image is one of an individual intermingling elements of 
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the masculine and feminine; a parodic subversion of ónormalcyô. The head is a female 

caricature; the torso is boyish whilst his legs are clad in conservative masculine trousers. 

This amalgamation acts as a subversion of ónaturalô oppositions, the combination of male 

and female equally challenging the binary division between heterosexual and 

homosexual. óItô even manages to question Baldwinôs later supposition that ówe are, for 

the most part, visibly male or femaleô.
129

 However, this section of Giovanniôs Room 

succeeds in highlighting what Jonathan Dollimore describes as the ómutability of 

desireô.
130

 Furthermore, óItô will succeed where David will fail because the former 

characterôs ótransgressive reinscriptionô of gender expectations óappropriates reaction for 

resistance, thereby substituting agency for autonomyô.
131

 

          When óItô stops in front of David, the purpose, it appears, is to warn David of 

future danger, ófor a boy like you ï he is very dangerousô (43). David tells him to óGo to 

hellô, but laughing, Fate continues the metaphor; óyou shall burn in a very hot fireéOh 

such fire!ô (43). The spotlight slowly recedes from Fateôs words and with a final 

condemnatory statement, Fate fades into the crowd of faces that surround them 

murmuring, óYou will be unhappy. Remember that I told you soô (43). This bizarre 

narrative space incorporates an element of the novel whereby óthe alienated 

areéinvested with insight, becoming spiritually authentic in and through their sexual 

inauthenticityô.
132

 

          David struggles with the reality of how he feels sexually toward Giovanni and as 

Hella is not readily available to bolster her fianc®ôs masculinity, the bottom of a bottle 
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seems the next best alternative with regard to immediate emotional obliteration. The 

physical excitement that Giovanni has created is of such tremendous force that getting 

drunk is the only defence against the raging storm of emotions which David hopes will 

ebb before ódoing any more damage to [his] landô(44). This sense of space and place 

becomes intrinsic to Davidôs homosexual journey. Hella is at a considerable distance 

from him, as is his father and óhomeô. Therefore, this unmoors David from the patriarchal 

and heterosexual ties that bind his psychological self. Giovanniôs Room thus takes on 

figurative and literal significances as a space within which the boundaries of sexuality are 

challenged. 

 

Continuing Denial of Homosexuality 

 

Paris becomes the textôs physical and metaphorical backdrop, a cityscape that embodies 

concepts of ópower, patronage, representation, social control, urban identity, territory, the 

uses of space, and everyday lifeô.
133

 Furthermore, the Parisian streets illustrate a 

particular web of relationships. The óempty and greyô streets are the same that David has 

walked with Hella as well as without her en route to the red-light district and óthe girls of 

Montparnasseô (46). At present, David joins Giovanni, Jacques and Guillaume, the two 

scopophilic older men tantalised by the mutual attraction between the younger men as 

they travel in a taxi. Thus the environment has the ability to enmesh all sexual 

relationships in a web of deceit. The cityôs spaces reflect the network of lies within the 

novel; the empty streets simulate the psychological journey all the characters must travel.  
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          With regard to Jean Baudrillardôs ósimulacraô, Paris reflects the ócityô that he 

describes as óonly a cold bustle, a simulacrum of appeal and warmth, it makes no 

contactsô.
134

  Accordingly, Baldwin describes the surrounding stillness and ólight of the 

skyô that emphasises the cityôs colour and beauty and yet veils the ódreadful corkscrew 

alleys and dead-end streetsô along with the óblack and loneô men who sleep under the 

bridges (46). Additionally, Giovanniôs speech is peppered with bleak and ówintry thingsô, 

of óratsô skulking out of the shadows, of social isolation. It becomes more obvious as 

their affair progresses that David and Giovanni will be forced to retreat to the private and 

enclosed space of Giovanniôs room. However, this site also has the added ability to 

encourage Davidôs homosexuality, to allow him the security in which to demonstrate his 

new found desire for Giovanni. Thus these narrative and literal spaces become as 

complex and multiple as the relationships portrayed. However, Giovanniôs room is still a 

distant phenomenon, for David still feels trapped,  

 

           in a box for I could see that, no matter how I turned, the hour of confession 

           was upon me and could scarcely be averted; unless of course, I leaped 

           out of the cab, which would be the most terrible confession of all. (48) 

 

 

One thing is certain, namely, Davidôs awareness that something needs to be confessed. 

Escape is unimaginable as it would immediately alert the others to his feelings and fear. 

His mind is full of misreading, shame and trepidation and above all, denial. The four men 

continue to be isolated within the suffocating setting of the taxi cab, physically separate 

from the rest of humanity, equally enclosed within their own psychological worlds. 
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          On arrival at the café, Guillaume immediately swoops toward the young men at the 

bar. Their youthfulness contrasts with his age, the dirt on the walls, both figurative and 

physical, similarly juxtaposed with the bright white uniform of the waiter. Baldwinôs 

description of the environment allows the tension to continue through his persistent use 

of binary opposites; the red and white wine, the obese chef with the diminutive female 

owner Madame Clothilde (51). Baldwin plays with further binaries of male/female, 

youth/age, and hetero/homosexuality in order to emphasise what Dollimore describes as 

their unconstructive endurance which duly órenders them unstableô.
135

 These continuing 

extremes and their instability are most apparent in the dichotomy of Davidôs acceptance 

of his homosexuality as an essential requirement for the achievement of complete 

emotional self-awareness. Davidôs complex duality originates in óa composite of several 

different boys and girls [Baldwin] had knownô; the issue for the author, and thus the 

reader, is to figure out ówhat they were trying to reveal, what they were attempting to 

concealô.
136

 Baldwin continues to play with previous physical, psychological and 

metaphorical binaries during a significant yet brief conversation in this café scene.  

Jacques questions David as to when he will inform Hella regarding Giovanni, but David 

still refuses to ósee what there is to write aboutô (56). Davidôs stark vision of his 

homosexual desire threatens his entrenched masculine heterosexual characteristics that 

ópowerfully organise our culturesô.
137

 Enclosed emotions do not allow freedom of 

passionate expression. Davidôs silence further emphasises his obvious difficulty in 

reaching his innermost feelings, forcing Jacquesô to ironically call, óCome out, come out, 

wherever you are!ô (57).  
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          Jacquesô clear advice is to allow yourself to love, and be loved in return; to allow 

what comes naturally to organically flourish no matter how long it may last. Only when 

you despise your óselfô will you consider your actions to be dirty and shameful. 

Acknowledging your óselfô and not playing it ósafeô will bring about a óbetterô future for 

those concerned and not perpetuate a sense of entrapment in óyour own dirty bodyô (58). 

Such wise guidance is unlikely to be imparted by a heterosexist and patriarchal culture to 

individuals such as David. Thus the body becomes a space within which the personal and 

political are imprinted, whereby Davidôs own self-disgust and internalised homophobia 

reflect the legal and cultural attitudes of mid-twentieth-century America. David and 

James Baldwin are both ósexually exiled from the repressiveness of [their] home cultureô, 

searching óinstead for fulfilment in the realm of the foreignô.
138

  

          Davidôs automatic thoughts of family, home and security intermingle with the 

shame of knowing that his feelings for Giovanni occur naturally. Giovanni does not need 

to rely on such socially acceptable constructs; thus his is not a ófixed sexual identityô 

dependent upon cultural concepts of ónormalityô.
139

 David feels óunanchoredô but 

mistakenly links this to foreign soil, not to his conscious failure to associate his body to 

its homosexual desires. Before David really has a chance to escape the situation, 

Giovanni drunkenly coerces him into a taxi and proceeds to his óroomô (63). The 

respectable street at which they arrive is described as hiding the dark corridors that lead 

to Giovanniôs gloomy room, a physical space one can consider óas one point of entry into 

broader questionsô about same-sex desire and óself-awarenessô.
140

 As episodes of doubt 

have swept through Davidôs consciousness, he now travels down to the psychological 
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depths of his unconscious. Tumultuous feelings are juxtaposed with the óclutter and 

disorderô of the room as the two men regard each other ówith dismay, with reliefô (64). As 

we proceed toward the conclusion of Part One of the novel, Baldwin transports the reader 

back to the atmosphere and pathos of the opening scene. We textually and visually depart 

the heat and passion of Giovanniôs room to suddenly be placed amid the cold isolation of 

the darkened window pane and solitary figure of David as he waits the impending hour of 

Giovanniôs execution. Despite the desperate nature of this moment, Baldwin includes a 

business-like conversation between David and his landlady. Davidôs heightened emotions 

are paralleled with the unkempt house, his depressed thoughts juxtaposed with an 

inventory (69). The absurdity of this conversation is that it illustrates how life and its 

often mundane features carry on, whereas the beauty and individuality of Giovanniôs life 

must end in execution. Giovanni becomes one of the few to die, David being one of the 

many who will perish emotionally.  

 

Another Country 

 

Stanley Macebuh states that the ótheme of love in Giovanniôs Room has ceased in 

Another Country to be merely a principle of private relationships and has become the 

postulated dynamic of more communal tiesô.
141

 However, as David stands in the shadows 

staring out of the window, so Rufus Scott sits alone in the flickering darkness of a 

cinema. As David has steadily become isolated from friends and family, so Rufus has 

alienated himself from those he has known. As Rufus approaches Times Square, he is 

hungry, óbroke. And he had nowhere to goô (5). Pride prevents him from going to his 
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only friend Vivaldo, and instead he decides to try his luck at a jazz bar, passing ósmall 

knots of white, bright, chattering peopleô (5), their obvious colour highlighted in 

linguistically positive terms. Textual parallels are drawn between the dazzling white 

individuals with the ómile-highô signs of film stars and chewing gum advertisements 

depicting wide happy white smiles (6). Rufus has to look up to see these adverts on óThe 

great buildings, unlit, blunt like the phallus or sharp like the spear, [that] guarded the city 

which never sleptô (6). As Baldwin testifies later in the novel, New York,  

 

           was a city without oases, run entirely, insofar, at least, as human perception  

           could tell, for money; and its citizens seemed to have lost any sense of their 

           right to renew themselves. Whoever, in New York, clung to this right,  

           lived in New York in exile. (267).  

 

 

Such a masculinised cityscape emphasises its óallusive valueô parallel to Rufusôs lack of 

power, how he is forced to walk beneath signs that demonstrate, for him, unattainable 

dreams.
142

 Typically, Giovanniôs Room is considered by critics such as Donald B. Gibson 

as an óintensely personal harrowing of the authorôs demons while the confrontations of 

Another Country are perceived as taking place in a more public and political arenaô.
143

 

Ostensibly this may appear to be true; however, Giovanniôs Room offers a far subtler 

political commentary through its projection of place and space. Another Country is, as 

Robert Tomlinson states, óan evolution from the earlier workô, more evident in its racial 

and political portrayal.
144
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          Rufusôs destitute situation is such that he no longer forms part of ódecentô society; 

white patriarchy has labelled Rufus as one of the ófallenô, an all-encompassing 

characterisation that locates him at the very bottom of the social pile. Rufus has become: 

 

           One of those who had been crushed on the day, which was every day, those  

           towers fell. Entirely alone, and dying of it, he was part of an unprecedented  

           multitude. (6) 

 

 

The ótowerô symbol recalls the fall of the tower of Babel. Legend states that its 

construction óled to the confusion of languages, and the consequent dispersion of 

peoplesô, all resultant for human pride.
145

 With such unmistakeable biblical overtones, 

Rufus is crushed physically, emotionally and spiritually, along with many others by the 

power of these patriarchal towers. Furthermore, his voice is rendered silent by a city that 

places monetary value ahead of any thing else (267); these towering constructions are 

part of the socio-political structure of the city, of the óruling ideasô of Western society.
146

 

Rufus exemplifies how simple it can be for an individual to become overwhelmed and 

eventually destroyed by the very culture and environment that surrounds him because he 

cannot acknowledge that ólife is not determined by consciousness but consciousness by 

lifeô.
147

 As a consequence, Rufusôs failure results from an inability to achieve a valid 

sense of self.
148

 This relates directly to the question: óis reality something that is 

determined by oneôs surroundings, or is it something one carries in oneôs head, in terms 
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of beliefs?ô.
149

 For Rufus, environment determines his reality as a black man with 

homosexual tendencies. The psychological complications arise when the individual has 

no place or space to call home, for, as David uses Hella and an expatriate woman Sue to 

óconfirmô his heterosexuality, along with Rufus, he is disgusted by the gay underworld.
150

 

Kevin Ohi suggests that as both novels were written before the Stonewall órebellionô,
151

 

homosexuality is portrayed as a private matter, a closeted issue often derided by those 

closely involved.
152

 

          As David emotionally perishes as a result of denying his desires, we could consider 

how both men suffer as a result of socially prescribed notions of race and gender. 

Baldwin emphasises Davidôs Anglo-American features and characteristics from the 

outset in Giovanniôs Room. This is in order to demonstrate Davidôs great inability to 

ignore a life-time of white cultural stimuli that constantly evince masculinity and 

heterosexuality as the norm. Rufusôs experiences contrast in terms of race, because he has 

constantly been reminded of his colour by both the environment he inhabits and the 

people within that specific space. With regard to the duality of race and gender, the 

actions of others have ironically exacerbated what has historically been considered 

stereotypical black male behaviour.
153

  

          Rufus had been deeply involved with the vibrant jazz scene in Harlem and thus part 

of a musical community that comfortably included white jazz lovers (9), and it was here 

that he meets Leona, a girl ófrom the Southô a ócolourless faceéof the Southern poor 
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whiteô with óstraight pale hairô (10). This is an uneasy meeting of two souls in a state of 

emotional suspension. Rufus is unsure of his next move; consecutively, Leona states she 

óainôt never going backô to the South (10). As they leave the bar with the multiracial 

crowd of óerotic confusionô, Rufus becomes uncomfortable óthat Leona would soon be 

the only white person left. This made him uneasy and his uneasiness made him angryô 

(11). Experience has proved to Rufus that white policemen are suspicious of, and do not 

look kindly on, black men, let alone black men with white women.
154

 However, echoing 

an event experienced by Baldwin, the ever-present ócops watched all this with a smileô as 

the black late-night revellers disperse.
155

  

          As David and Giovanni sat in a taxiôs enclosed space prior to their relationship 

beginning, so do Rufus and Leona. Their conversation darts back and forth as they are 

both aware of the sexually tense atmosphere and the reader is equally conscious and alert 

to a myriad of emotional issues that are masked by their mundane small talk: 

 

           óYou ainôt got to worry about that, nohow. Iôm a big girl.ô óHoney,ô he said, óyou 

           ainôt bigger than a minute.ô She sighed. óSometimes a minute can be a mighty  

           powerful thing.ô (11) 

 

 

This implication of time effectuates a sense of silent personal history in addition to 

documented social history of discrimination and racism. Leona has her own story and has 

recently escaped a repressive Southern life, thus reminding Rufus of being kicked in the 

mouth by a white officer at óboot campô (12). Discrimination is thus seen to infiltrate the 

narrative to various degrees. From previous physical abuse to the present trembling of 
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Leonaôs body, Rufus is alarmed and immediately presumes that his colour is the issue 

when it is not, óDidnôt they warn you down home about the darkies youôd find up North?ô 

(13). Their individual histories echo the geographical divide of the American north and 

south as well as the social realities of the 1960s.
156

 Multiracial couples were stared at on 

the street, as Audre Lorde testifies in Zami, when she and her white lover, Muriel, 

óreceived stares and tittersô (203), neither woman being sure as to whether it was because 

of their different colour or identical lesbian identity. However, racial attitudes do prevail, 

regardless of sexuality, considering that even if sexual orientation is signalled visually it 

is colour that people register first.   

          Desire and sexuality become intrinsic elements of racial discrimination with 

Baldwin subtly inserting historical connotations of black men with white women, and 

therefore how their behaviour acts as a ónegating activityô that undermines white 

societyôs racial regulations.
157

 This is seen to a much larger degree in Ann Petryôs The 

Narrows in the next chapter, whereby the main male protagonist confronts a wall of 

white prejudice regarding his interracial relationship. In Another Country, documented 

social history, from the slavery era through to the writings of Ida B. Wells, has taught 

Rufus the dangers should he sexually touch a white woman; óa lynching-for-rape 

scenarioô was an óexcuseô to ókeep the race terrorized and keep the nigger downô.
158

 

Political changes may have occurred since the nineteenth century and cultural attitudes 

may have modified, however, such basic fears continue.  
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Sexualised Stereotypes 

 

On arrival at a party, Rufus found himself glancing upward at the silver ball in the 

ceiling, ironically, óalways just failing to find himself and Leona reflected thereô (16). 

Ideally, Rufus and Leona would not consider an interracial relationship; most of white 

1960s ómiddle Americaô would prefer they did not as anti-miscegenation attitudes 

show.
159

 As though reflecting this socially desired lack of recognition of mixed colour 

relationships, Rufus invites Leona out onto the balcony; both an external and detached 

space from the rest of the party. As Leona looks up at him ówith her sad-sweet, poor-

white smileô, Rufus again feels a warning twinge that ówarned him to stop, to leave this 

poor little girl aloneô (17). When Rufus goes inside for more drinks, it is the host of the 

party who reduces their privacy on the balcony to a racially motivated sexual game of 

ógetting kicksô, and likewise Rufus slips into socially approved masculine behaviour of 

only being interested in Leona in a physical way: óIôll see to it that she gets her kicks, he 

saidô (17). However, Rufus disrupts straightforward notions of heterosexuality as well as 

homosexuality, firstly, through the socio-historical implication of his skin colour, for, 

with regard to Rufus and Leona,    

 

          we might understand the lynching scenario and its obsession with the sexual  

          dismemberment of black men to mark the limit of the homosexual/heterosexual 

          binaryéand the heterosexuality of the black male órapistô is transformed into a  

          violently homoerotic exchange.
160
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Secondly, the narrative information of his past homosexual relationship with Eric 

illustrates what Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick has discussed regarding ómale bondingô.
161

  

Sedgwick argues that patriarchal structures are reliant on the ódisturbingô representation 

of the homosexual individual, whose very visibility provides the disciplinary requisites 

for normalising heterosexuality in its compulsory formation.
162

 

          As Rufus succumbs to a drug induced óhighô, he becomes sexually violent as Leona 

resists and begins to cry. The scene begins to exemplify a potentially racially motivated 

sexual assault with sinister overtones of black male domination of a white woman as 

vengeful reimbursement for all the historically ójustifiedô violence toward black men.
163

 

Leona falls into her own classic categorisation of the feeble female until she suddenly 

óceased struggling. Her hands came up and touched his face as though she were blindô 

(19). The transformation is one from racial to purely sensual. Leona is óblindô to his 

colour, her needs are unsophisticated in that she desires human contact, and sex becomes 

the paradigm of this prerequisite. However, Rufus cannot ignore the racial implications of 

their sexual union, and he becomes more aggressive in his actions: 

 

           He wanted her to remember him the longest day she lived. And shortly nothing 

           could have stopped him, not the white God himself nor a lynch mob arriving on 

           wings. Under his breath he cursed the milk-white bitch andérode his weapon 

           between her thighséand felt the venom shoot out of him, enough for a hundred  

           black-white babies. (20) 
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Rufusôs poisoned thoughts and aggressive demeanour subside when Leona speaks. Her 

voice fills the socio-cultural void between them, yet emotions remain confused; Rufus 

ówanted to hear her story. And he wanted to know nothing more about herô (20). 

          Gender and racial stereotypes abound during a visit from Rufusôs best friend 

Vivaldo, a veneer of humour covering disturbing issues of discrimination. Leona jokes 

that Rufus is prejudiced óagainst everybodyô; Rufus describes Leonaôs ability to serve as 

óa splendid specimen of Southern womanhoodô, and Leona herself accepts she has been 

taught ónothing elseô (20). They are all victims and, to various degrees, are trapped within 

the social pressures of the óbig worldô (24). The underlying suggestion is that until there 

is óa world of reciprocal negotiationsô the racial battle will persist.
164

 A narrative example 

of this is the later relationship between Vivaldo and Rufusôs sister Ida. As Emmanuel S. 

Nelson suggests, they óachieve at the end, at least a semblance of stability...reached only 

after their bitter but open and honest confrontation with themselves and with each 

otherô.
165

 This concurs with Baldwinôs own assumption that the psychological and 

emotional problem we face as individuals is an inability to ógiveô: 

 

           It is rare indeed that people give. Most people guard and keep; they suppose that 

           That it is they themselves and what they identify with themselves that they are  

           guarding and keeping, whereas what they are actually guarding and keeping is  

           their system of reality and what they assume themselves to be. One can give  

           nothing whatever without giving oneself ï that is to say, risking oneself.
166

 

 

 

David is a prime exemplar of guarding and keeping his true self from what he assumes 

himself to be. Accordingly, Rufus suffers a similar affliction, parallel with being 
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negatively influenced by óculturally legitimated forms of subjectivity - characterized most 

prominently by traditional aspects of heterosexual masculinityô.
167

 Additionally, Rufus 

has racial difference with which to contend, but ultimately, both men fail because they 

refuse to óbridge the void of otherness and achieve a genuine sense of selféthrough 

oneôs identification with the humanity within all men and womenô.
168

 This is echoed most 

poignantly at the beginning of the novel as we witness Rufus walking alone through the 

streets of New York, an isolated individual among a throng of people. 

                    

Alternative Sexualities 

 

Another Country offers a comprehensive examination of the potential for and barriers to 

connections across the divisions of gender and race. Lawrie Balfour argues that óby 

coupling and uncoupling the main characters in a variety of sexual relationships (none of 

them lesbian), Baldwin probes the fears that divide them and the needs that they shareô.
169

 

The characters of the novel become involved in myriad relationships. From Cassôs affair 

with Eric, Vivaldo and Eric and then Ida, Rufus and Eric and then Leona and finally Eric 

and his long term French lover Yves, we are given ósharp outlines of characterô that óare 

dissolved by waves of uncontrolled emotionô.
170

 Interracial, heterosexual and homosexual 

relationships abound within the relative confines of New York; óstreetséand buildingsô 

that ócan be interpreted as visible signs of social, economic, and political processes, thus 
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conceptualizing the city as a composite of representational actsô.
171

 Thus, race, place and 

sexual identity become intertwined in 1960s America. 

          Homosocial affection is made evident in Rufus and Vivaldoôs relationship. Despite 

racial differences, they are openly fond of each other in terms of masculine and social 

acceptability. It is the pressure of a 1960s heterosexual and patriarchal culture and 

predominantly racist society that forcibly restricts Rufusôs ability to freely give affection 

to a white friend and white male or female lover. This lack of freedom stems from the 

McCarthy era when accusations of homosexuality were used as a smear tactic in the anti-

communist campaign.
172

 Often combining the óRed Scareô with the óLavender Scareô, on 

one occasion, McCarthy went so far as to announce to reporters, óIf you want to be 

against McCarthy, boys, youôve got to be either a Communist or a cocksuckerô.
173

 

Historians such as K. A. Cuordileone have insisted that, in affiliating Communism to 

homosexuality, McCarthy created an atmosphere of anti-nationalism that exploited 

prevalent anxieties about sexuality in order to garner support for his anti-Communist 

crusade.
174

 There was an excessive fixation with, and unease about masculinity in early 

Cold War American politics; a political culture that put a new quality on strong 

masculine toughness and órendered anything less than that soft and feminine and, as such, 

a real or potential threat to the security of the nationô.
175

 Cuordileone continues to 

explain, óThe power of the hard/soft opposition in political discourse lay here, in the 
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gendered symbolic baggage that gave such imagery meaning and resonance. And in the 

tense climate of Cold War politics that discourse grew increasingly shrill, at times 

bizarreô.
176

 

          Such political unease becomes mirrored by Rufusôs own sexual anxiety as he 

wanders the streets reflecting how óa boy can be bought for the price of a beer and the 

promise of warm blanketsô (35). As Rufus considers his next move, a óbig, rough-looking 

man, well dressed, whiteô offers to buy Rufus a drink: 

 

           Rufus looked up and down the street, then looked into the manôs ice-cold, ice- 

           white face. He reminded himself that he knew the score, heôd been around; 

           neither was this the first time during his wanderings that he had consented to 

           the bleakly physical exchange. (36) 

 

 

Rufus realises he ówas peddling his arseô in order to survive; leaving the street for a bar, 

the physical space they enter óstank of stale beer and piss and stale meat and unwashed 

bodiesô (36). Baldwin brings to the readerôs attention many levels of city representation 

in which environment plays a part. Stieber details the importance of buildings and their 

place and space that has an effect upon óhuman action, behavior, protestséand 

contestationsô.
177

 These multiple issues of human behaviour and contestations interrelate 

and echo not only Rufusôs personal predicament but the whole nature of socio-historical 

attitudes toward homosexuality; a peripheral and negatively labelled sub-culture óso 

strangely integral to the selfsame heterosexual cultures which obsessively denounce itô.
178

 

Baldwin layers the sensory imagery so the reader cannot fail to understand the position 

within which Rufus finds himself. Rufus joins the ranks of the unwashed and through the 
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obvious sexualised transaction with the white stranger we learn more about Rufusôs past 

sexual relationships.           

          Eric is someone Rufus knew ólong agoô and it is his present conversation with the 

ówhiteô man that forces Rufus to reminisce (37). óIôm not the boy you wantô are the exact 

words Rufus says to the man and had said to Eric, thus positioning Rufus in a spatial 

limbo. Past and present intermingle as Rufus wonders if Eric is also wandering the 

streets, and this thought compels him to contemplate his own actions. Reflections of 

David and Giovanniôs óstoryô become manifest in the heterosexual relationship that Eric 

gave up for Rufus and elements of Leona are similarly echoed when we are told Eric 

came from Alabama, a Southern boy despised by Rufus. Here, the text expands so as to 

incorporate a cultural geography that reflects prevailing prejudices regarding Americaôs 

Deep South. The narrative is then redirected toward the individual characters Rufus, Eric 

and Leona whose web of relationships is as complicated as the socio-political atmosphere 

of the time.
179

 

          The question seems to be, who does Rufus despise more, Eric, Leona or himself? 

Rufus is incapable of recognising his own failings. He believes, rightly or wrongly, that 

society is against him. It cannot be denied that being black has often been a disadvantage 

for Rufus, and yet he fails to consider any positive or political channels through which to 

voice his frustration and anger. Jazz and the playing of the drums had the potential to 

mollify his individual psychological agitation; however, he absents himself from this 

locus of a collective and culturally constructive representation of blackness. Vivaldo is a 

worthy friend and remains the only one upon which Rufus feels he can depend, 
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ironically, not the jazz community. Social stigma and a sense of dishonour prevent Rufus 

returning to his family because with them he still aims to maintain a representation of 

black strength and masculinity, a presumed prerequisite so as to survive American 

society.
180

 As bell hooks explains, óblack male survival requires that they learn to 

challenge patriarchal notions of manhoodô.
181

 However, Rufus chooses to see same-sex 

desire as negative. He demonstrates his feelings regarding Ericôs homosexuality by 

treating him as though he were a woman, thus ironically complying with societyôs 

masculine heterosexual practices. Rufusôs version of masculinity is patriarchal and 

traditional in this sense. He wishes to control, be the aggressor and dictate to those 

around him. He loses Eric and Leona for very similar reasons; he cannot amalgamate his 

awareness of race and gender, for him they are culturally confused phenomena, 

homophobia and heterosexuality tending to be so enmeshed for many black men.
182

 

          Complications regarding Rufusôs sexual identity arise when he is with Eric. When 

they are together, óthe hands that were meant to hold Eric at armôs length seemed to draw 

Eric to him; the current that had begun flowing he did not know how to stopô (39). Leona 

fatefully takes Ericôs place in Rufusôs life, their chance meeting at the club becoming 

more significant when juxtaposed with the relationship with Eric. Rufus discriminates 

against their ówhitenessô and Southern background when, in return, they appear 

unprejudiced toward his colour. Thus, the history of racism impedes these personal 

relationships. Discrimination is perpetuated, but by the one who has been its victim. 

Social and cultural stereotypes have been constructed concerning the young black male, 

                                                 
180

 Robert Staples, Black Masculinity: The Black Maleôs Role in American Society (Oakland, CA: Black 

Scholar Press, 1982), 13, 19. 
181

 bell hooks, We Real Cool: Black Men and Masculinity (New York: Routledge, 2004), 64. 
182

 Smith, Walking Proud, 220. 



 83 

and Rufus accordingly performs a self-fulfilling prophecy with regard to this prescribed 

concept of a black male as pathologically poor, a street ócriminalô who ógambles, runs 

numbers, pushes drugs, lives off womenô.
183

 On February 14
th
 1965, Malcolm X gave a 

speech in Detroit about the necessity to understand the negative power of racial profiling 

in the media. He said: 

 

           they projected Africa and the people of Africa in a negative image, a hateful 

           image. They made us think that Africa was a land of jungles, a land of animals, 

           a land of cannibals and savages. It was a hateful imageé. Why? Because those 

           who oppress know that you canôt make a person hate the root without making 

           them hate the tree. You canôt hate your origin and not end up hating yourself. 

           And since we all originated in Africa, you canôt make us hate Africa without 

           making us hate ourselves. And they did this very skillfully .
184

 

 

 

The concept of place becomes enmeshed with the issue of race as seen through the 

historical and political involvement of Africa, Europe and America in the slavery era. For 

Malcolm X, the savage images of Africa become metamorphosed into the urban jungle; 

the cannibal now akin to the óstreetcorner manô.
185

 Malcolm X wanted black individuals 

and their communities to re-educate themselves and become more psychologically aware 

of media representations. Rufus fails to re-educate himself or embark on any form of 

affirmative action within his community as Malcolm X implored, thus leaving him 

vulnerable and confused in a society whose impact of stereotypes and cultural influences 

have hindered the possibility of any positive consensual relationships. What Rufus does 

not have is a positive black cultural paternal model in a black community that seeks to 
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make black masculinity a norm rather than a negative exception. Thus Baldwin portrays 

the ócity of the mind, the city perceived and imagined, the city in memoryô as areas to be 

explored with potential to throw new light on the significance of the individual and their 

environment.
186

 

          During a later conversation, Rufus surprises himself by telling Vivaldo ósometimes 

I sort of peddled my arseô (41). Rufus has assumed a form of social isolation from friends 

and family and the city street becomes his abode; he has óno place to goô (42). Rufus runs 

away from his own self-portrayal of the ósavageô, self-loathing black man, however such 

unconstructive self-representation follows wherever he goes. Suddenly, Rufus asks, 

óHave you ever wished you were queer?ô which draws an interesting response from 

Vivaldo: 

 

           I used to think maybe I was. Hell, I think I even wished I wasébut Iôm not.  

           So Iôm stuckéWeôve all been up and down the same streets. Only weôve been  

           taught to lie so muchéthat we hardly ever know where we are. (43-44) 

 

 

Those óstreetsô are avenues toward alternate sexualities, exploratory routes toward desire 

in a mid-century American society that predominantly considers óqueerô as óbadô and 

immoral, despite Baldwinôs/Vivaldoôs voice suggesting it can simply be an another mode 

of living. This is in opposition to Robert A. Boneôs argument that óBaldwinôs aiméis to 

transcend the ñchaosò of homosexuality and move in to ñcoherenceò, to 

heterosexualityô.
187

  

 

Racial Tensions and Psychological Deterioration 
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Potentially destructive and complex concepts of gender, sexual orientation and ethnicity 

have all been socially projected onto Rufus, who cannot understand Leonaôs seeming 

indifference and ignorance when she says ótime and time again ïainôt nothing wrong in 

being colouredô (44). However, she fails to comprehend the wider social concerns and 

attitudes toward inter-racial relationships, she literally does not óseeô the stares, nor hear 

the comments. Such lack of awareness infuriates Rufus and leads to constant and 

reciprocal verbal, physical and sexual aggression. Rufus humiliates, terrifies and punishes 

Leona, seeing her as an exemplar of not only ówhite womanô, but after they have sex, of 

óraped white womanô (45). For Rufus, Leona embodies Ida B. Wellsô description of 

legally and socially protected ówhite womanhoodô.
188

 The weight of racism bears heavily 

upon Rufusôs psyche and in his rapid descent to the ópreordainedô gutter, he embarks on a 

mission to destruct any semblance of sense he had. Fights with white men and 

continually being expelled from clubs merely give further strength to the bars that 

imprison his mind.  

          Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick suggests that an individual such as Leona subjects herself 

to such a violent relationship because it has become an óinternalization and endorsement, 

if not a cause, of her more general powerlessness and sense of worthlessnessô.
189

 Within 

the text, literary and historical metaphors are employed in accusations of wrongful 

behaviour; Rufus is located in the time of Gone with the Wind, whilst Vivaldo is labelled 

óSir Walter Raleigh ï with a hard onô (48). Images of the South and slavery are 

juxtaposed with colonisation of the New World, both of which merge into a grand tableau 
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of white exploitation and aggression. The ghost of such ruthless human representation 

haunts the lives of these three individuals. Inevitably, Rufus cannot stop just as much as 

the discrimination that he faces will not recede. His desire to be considered as just 

another individual is constantly scuppered by the fact óYou got to fight with the landlord 

because the landlordôs white! You got to fight with the elevator boy because heôs white. 

Any bumécan shit all over you because maybe he canôt hear, canôt see, canôt walk, canôt 

fuck ï but heôs white!ô (57). Rufus feels that all he is good for is sex, that the myth 

regarding óblack male sexual prowess thatô makes óblack men desirable sexual partners in 

a culture obsessed with sexô is all Leona desires.
190

 Furthermore, Rufus feels stereotyped 

in this particular way by white men like Vivaldo: óI thought all you white boys had a big 

thing about how us spooks was making outô (58). This is an issue raised by psychologist 

George Edmond Smith with regard to óexaggeratedô beliefs óby black and white 

Americans alikeô.
191

  

          With regard to the city of the mind, the city perceived and imagined, the city in 

memory, Leona has become lost in the labyrinth of her mind, reclaimed by a family that 

duly places her ósomewhere in Georgia, staring at the walls of a narrow roomô (59). 

Rufus is socially trapped and mentally imprisoned within his self-prescribed reality, 

Vivaldo escaping into his own imaginary realm of creative writing. For Rufus it is 

already too late, the weight of the world is placed squarely on his shoulders with no hope 

of relief. As he and Vivaldo enter Bennoôs Bar, that very world is crammed between its 

walls. The óadvertising menô are there ï or, those that stereotype and negatively represent 
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blackness through the media ï the ócollege boysô are there ï or, those with social 

positions who gleam with ignorance ï the ólone menô watch the women, some of whom 

form part of inter-racial couples who have more freedom in this cramped environment 

than out on the streets (60).  

         Questions abound as to where Rufus and Leona have been leading Rufus to answer 

honestly, that she is in a home down South. He remembers when she was taken away: 

 

           He remembered the walls of the hospital: white; and the uniforms and the faces 

           of the doctors and nurses, white on white. And the face of Leonaôs brother, white, 

           with the blood beneath it rushing thickly, bitterly, to the skinôs surface, summoned  

           by his mortal enemy. (65) 

 

 

This memory echoes the description of a childhood visit to Washington by Audre Lorde 

in Zami (71), whereby, images of dominance and whiteness permeate the portrayal of the 

white waitress on an individual level to that of the social and comprehensive whiteness of 

the capital city. For both Lorde and Rufus, invasive discrimination is around every 

corner. However, unlike Rufus, Lorde re-educates herself, using her developing 

emotional self to forge a different space in the world; she acknowledges racism, but 

decides to creatively refute any control it may have in her life. Lorde returns to those very 

roots that had been made such a óhateful imageô according to Malcolm X, allowing Lorde 

to revivify and politically re-position her female heritage within American culture, a 

corresponding positive male tradition not readily available to Rufus.  

          It has been argued by Robert A. Bone that the personal experience of Eric, the 

white homosexual protagonist, assures a positive resolution at the end of Another 

Country , that the ónovel ends as Yves joins Eric in New York, heralding, presumably, a 
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fresh start for all and a new era of sexual and racial freedomô.
192

 However, this is 

questionable given the nature of other homosexual relations in the text and the reality of 

wider cultural attitudes. In an interview, Baldwin rhetorically posed the question: óWhat 

is going to happen to Yves when he gets [to America]?ô his suggestion being, óSomething 

terribleéYves comes and he is not preparedô.
193

 Yves will have no understanding of the 

cultural geography of New Yorkôs streets and bars, the type of environment whose 

outline can be seen in the French bars of Giovanniôs Room. Thus, the supposition that 

Eric is privileged with the best potential for leaving the óchaosô behind becomes 

doubtful.
194

 Baldwin purposefully allows for a multiple of geographical, racial and 

political interpretations of the title of the novel; I propose that óanother countryô is 

psychologically an alternative space from the one you inhabit. You cannot leave chaos 

behind when you have nowhere to go that will accept your sexuality. Bone rather harshly 

describes óthe queers in Another Country and Giovanniôs Roomô as ósolitary cells that 

cannot uniteéinto larger collectivitieséthey remain imprisoned in primary narcissism, 

destined to live and die aloneô.
195

  

         Bone perceived Another Country as óa failure on the grand scaleô, but accepts that 

Baldwinôs ódescriptions of New York contain striking imagesô.
196

 The irony of this 

supposition is that ósettingô and óurban lifeô is so intrinsic to a plot that Bone argues is 

ólittle more than a series of occasions for talk and fornicationô.
197

 This is seen to its fullest 
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extent when Rufus goes to the George Washington Bridge, a physical and metaphorical 

structure that can join two geographical spaces and yet equally reveals the gulf in-

between. Thus, reality creeps back into Rufusôs previous train of thought; he now óknew 

that he was never going home any moreô (71). He alights from the train near the bridge, 

the streets are empty and yet a sense of oppression floods down from the buildings that 

tower above Rufus: óthe bridge was nearly over his head, intolerably high; but he did not 

yet see the waterô (71). All previous suicidal ideas accumulate in this moment. Images of 

water as life-giving, thirst-quenching and soul-purifying flicker and then fade as the 

invasive sound of distant cars and visions of neon advertising signs intrude upon his 

thoughts. Rufus raises his eyes to the stars and óthought, you bastard, you mother-fucking 

bastard. Ainôt I your baby too? He began to cryéHe was black and the water was blackô 

(72). For Rufus as for Baldwin, it came as óa great shock to discover that the country 

which is your birthplace and to which you owe your life and identity has not, in its whole 

system of reality, evolved any place for youô.
198

 He thinks of Eric, Ida, of Leona and 

apologises to them all. Then Rufus feels the wind taking him from the edge; stars, bridge 

and water mingle into one as he falls into emptiness and the cold and the dark. 

 

Giovanniôs Room - Part 2 ï Heterosexism 

 

As one of Rufusôs last visions is of the stars, David imagines that the last thing Giovanni 

will see before his execution ówill be that grey, lightless sky over Parisô (70). The 

inference is that heaven will be beyond reach for both men, that redemption is decidedly 

not an option for the alleged homosexual murderer or violent black man because neither 
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individual óserve[s] the purpose of reproducing a homogenous (sexually and racially) 

nationô.
199

 The physical and psychological seclusion of Rufusôs suicide as he looks into 

the depths of the river can be juxtaposed with the image of David standing alone and 

staring at his reflection. Both men act at this juncture as their own respective 

heterotopias, in that óthey have a function in relation to all the space that remainséEither 

their role is to create a space of illusion that exposes every real spaceéOr elseétheir 

role is to create a space that is otherénot of illusion, but of compensationô.
200

 As 

fictional characters, Rufusôs and Davidôs illusory space exposes, what Stefanie Dunning 

explains, the readerôs potential failure óto think beyond what frames our discussions of 

interraciality and same-sex eroticismô.
201

 The alternate compensatory space of otherness 

is Baldwinôs legacy of resistance. He lamented early in his writing that America was óa 

country devoted to the death of the paradoxô, thus one must not erase but acknowledge 

the truth of lifeôs inexorable complexity.
202

 

          Thus, the complicated relationship between David and Giovanni continues with 

David refusing to acknowledge his own truth, confessing to himself that he will soon be 

able to óescapeô from Giovanni, his room and homosexuality (74). Giovanniôs belief is 

that their desire is innocent, stating, óWe have not committed any crimeô (78). On the 

contrary, for David, American law states that homosexuality is a crime
203

, and his 

personal attitudes reflect how ópeople have dirty words for ï for this situationô (78). 
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Giovanni vilifies America for its thinking that óprivacy is a crimeô (79) thus illustrating 

the complex relationship between the personal and the political.  

          Baldwin insisted that sexuality was a private matter, and hence little of the subject 

appears in his non-fictional essays. However, Douglas Field argues, this ósits at odds with 

his reputation as a key figure in gay literary historyô.
204

 David Leeming suggests, the 

novel for Baldwin was as fitting a medium for óprophesying and witnessing as the essay 

wasô.
205

 Furthermore, Leeming describes Baldwinôs novels as ómodern parableséin 

which the central figures are tortured perpetrators or victims of those personal limitations 

and larger social problems that are the authorôs particular concernô.
206

 David has been 

culturally aware of general public opinion toward homosexuality; his anxiety and shame 

is understandable when one considers, óin its endless struggle against homosexuality, 

society finds again and again that condemnation seems to breed the very curse it claims 

to be getting rid ofô.
207

 Additionally, David has felt and expressed hostility toward gay 

men in order to enhance his constructed óheterosexualityô, consequently showing 

homophobic tendencies. This behaviour serves the psychological function of expressing, 

or insisting, that one is not gay and óabnormalô and thereby affirming who one is, that is, 

masculine and ónormalô.
208

 However, Baldwin illustrates how we live óbetween worldsô, 

between a world of routines, expectations and values that are no longer feasible, and a 

future that has yet to be established. This gives to sexuality a peculiarly unpredictable and 
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disturbing status: a basis of agony as much as joy, angst as much as assertion, óidentity 

crisis as much as stability of selfô.
209

 

          As Baldwinôs work reveals óa myriad ambiguities, contradictions and 

uncertaintiesô
210

, so David occupies a psychological space of doubt and negation. A sense 

of the four walls of Giovanniôs room closing in on him is obvious in Davidôs desire to 

escape; however, physical escape is one thing, escaping from your personal and social 

self-definition is another. Schizophrenic tendencies emerge when David senses that 

within his body is another version of himself. A double life has always been led, the 

óheterosexualô young man in opposition to the homoerotic individual. A heterosexist 

society has created a heterosexual masculinity, a culturally constructed gender identity 

that has been influenced by the historical emergence of gay identities. Heterosexism is 

defined by psychologist Gregory Herek, as an óideological system that denies, denigrates, 

and stigmatizes any non heterosexual form of behavior, identity, relationship, or 

communityô.
211

 It functions predominantly by rendering homosexuality invisible, a 

phenomenon described in detail throughout her developing years by Audre Lorde in 

Zami. When this fails, a heterosexist culture will attempt to trivialise, repress, or 

stigmatise homosexuality, the success of which becomes manifest in Davidôs negativity: 

óthere opened in me a hatred for Giovanni which was as powerful as my love and which 

was nourished by the same rootsô (81).  

          The nexus between socio-cultural heterosexism and individual prejudice against 

gay individuals is significant in Giovanniôs Room. It contains the fundamental 
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components of the ideologies of sex and gender from which heterosexism is developed. 

These can be identified in Davidôs personal-public dichotomy. He is more his true self 

within a personal space and never more alone when in the public domain. Herek 

continues to explain that if a heterosexual society continues to define the world entirely in 

heterosexual terms, it will be supporting the ideological underpinnings of cultural 

heterosexism which ófosters anti-gay attitudes by providing a ready-made system of 

values and stereotypical beliefs that justifies such prejudice as ñnaturalòô.
 212

 By imbuing 

homosexuality with a variety of symbolic meanings, cultural heterosexism enables 

expressions of individual prejudice. Furthermore, by encouraging invisibility among 

individuals, heterosexism perpetuates itself.  

 

Place and Space 

 

The personal-public dichotomy is seen most powerfully through Davidôs and Giovanniôs 

room. It epitomises every personal space David will ever know and becomes the physical 

extension or paradigm of the psyche. The room has the ability to make time stand still, as, 

when he is enclosed within it, David has no spatial awareness. The outside world has 

been rendered invisible to the inside, and concurrently the inhabitants of the room see 

only blurred images and hear distorted sounds. When Giovanni attempts to remodel the 

room, torn wallpaper reveals an underlying image of óa lady in a hooped skirt and a man 

in knee breecheséhemmed in by rosesô (82-3). They gaze down on David and Giovanni 

from their elevated and ostensibly heterosexual position in the room, always visible 
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during Davidôs residence. David and Giovanni are similarly óhemmed inô, constrained by 

society, and physically isolated on the periphery of the city. In this sense, Giovanniôs 

Room confines the focus of oneôs óbondage to sexual beingô.
213

 The antiquated lovers in 

the wallpaper continue to watch in silent reproach as Giovanni and David struggle to 

recreate a space within which they can both live. However, David still fights his 

homosexual yearnings and, as he watches a sailor on one occasion, considers the young 

manôs ability to wear and valorise his masculinity as though it were a military badge of 

authenticity.
214

 As they pass each other, the sailor regards David contemptuously, seeing 

Davidôs óenvy and desireô (89). Such a multi-layering of disparate existences complicates 

any hope that David will reach a satisfactory conclusion. 

         The literary stasis of the ósilentô city emphasises not only the binary oppositions at 

play in this novel but also the immense tension between them (99). Space is, according to 

Henri Lefebvre, óa social reality, a manifestation in material form of social practicesô.
215

 

Thus, the unreal silence of the city epitomises the cultural desire to marginalise and 

silence homosexuality. Lefebvre distinguishes between óthe use of space, the imagining 

of space, and the experience of spaceô with regard to social shaping of the modern 

environment.
216

 This mirrors Giovanniôs room. Initially óusedô for Giovanni to deposit 

the physical objects and detritus of his life prior to David, the room is then óimaginedô as 

a space to be transformed for them both to live together. Finally, the óexperienceô of this 

space is infiltrated by the reality of life outside. David concludes: 

           What a long way, I thought, Iôve come ï to be destroyed!..I wanted to be 
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           inside again, with the light and safety, with my manhood unquestionedéand 

           I wanted to rise in the morning, knowing where I was. (100) [my emphasis] 

 

 

David psychologically craves the assumed ósafetyô of heterosexuality, a wish that acts 

against often stronger physical desire. Security and ólightô are given precedence in the 

binary opposition that plunges homosexuality into darkness and danger. Davidôs senses 

cry out to be included in that heteronormative community of which he has never had a 

positive experience.  

          This confusion is most manifest when David considers how Giovanniôs ótouchô is 

analogous to passion, and yet, óalso made [David] want to vomitô (101). With regard to 

Davidôs increasingly hostile behaviour it is unsurprising that Baldwin wrote this novel 

ófrom a need to work all the ñDavidôsò he had ever known out of his systemô.
217

          

When Giovanni is dismissed by Guillaume, his ensuing fragility causes David to feel 

contemptuous of Giovanniôs apparent lack of strength. Masculinity here is categorised by 

David according to levels of emotional control. The more hysterical Giovanni becomes, 

the more David perceives him as feminine. Davidôs increasingly negative view mirrors 

his fatherôs attitudes and spoken opinions; that a man must be seen as masculine. From a 

psychoanalytical perspective, Elizabeth R. Moberly explains how in situations where the 

father had been verbally hostile, 

 

           the homosexual partner was invariably identified with the father who had been  

           hated and feared. It was thus hardly surprising that such relationships should  

           involve hostility and instability and impermanence.
218
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Alternatively, Dollimore suggests that óthe structures of identity formationéare 

fundamental to our existing cultural forms, they cannot be considered as stemming only 

from the psychoanalytic traditionô.
219

 Thus, Dollimore argues, ósexual devianceô has an 

earlier socio-cultural history that has influenced psychoanalysis.
220

  

          Thus oneôs social and physical environment becomes fundamental to oneôs 

interpretation of reality and oneôs realisation of óselfô. Baldwin figuratively plays with 

this notion when he portrays Giovanniôs room. The very walls become the metaphorical 

building blocks of life that Giovanni now systematically hacks away. No job prospects, 

solitude and fear lace their lives as they steadily sink óto the bottom of the seaô (109). 

Giovanni becomes the room. He may endeavour to re-create and re-present his 

surroundings, but this is a vain attempt to alter certain aspects of his óselfô. Giovanniôs 

sexuality is the room. It has limitations and for David can be suffocating and confusing. 

To Giovanniôs mind:  

 

           The world is full of rooms ï big rooms, little rooms, round rooms, square  

           rooms, rooms high up, rooms low down ï all kinds of rooms! What kind 

           of room do you think Giovanni should be living in? How long do you think 

           it took me to find the room I have? And since whenéhave you so hated the 

           room? Since when? Since yesterday, since always? (112) 

 

 

At this precise moment, they each hold a brick, emblematic of the room along with all its 

multiple meanings.  

          On Hellaôs return, David feels the possibility of legitimate surrender to her 

heterosexuality; in comparison to the enclosed and stifling nature of Giovanniôs room, 
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Hella ósmelled of the wind and the sea and of spaceô (114). She is the living exemplar of 

socio-cultural acceptability and with her David tries to become re-orientated with his 

alleged heterosexual self. This mask momentarily succeeds as Hella fails to see through 

the veil of Davidôs forced heteromasculinity as he launches into prescribed behaviour and 

óseeks a refuge in the conventionalô.
221

 The irony is that this refuge is less stable than the 

brick wall in Giovanniôs room. Furthermore, the text draws a parallel between Hella and 

Giovanni, David admitting to her, óI love him, in a way. I really doô (127). This notion of 

homosocial relations is explained by Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick as an óoxymoronô
222

, which 

in turn can suitably define David; an individual within whom contradictory terms are 

combined.  

          For David, Giovanniôs initial attraction had been his self-assurance and controlled 

attitude toward life, to a certain extent, someone not too dissimilar to David himself. This 

introduces the idea that óthe homosexual was choosing not another of the same sex, but 

himself in the guise of anotherô.
223

 Once that óotherô becomes unrecognisable, a gulf 

opens up between the two. Thus, David now feels the necessity to leave Giovanni, but not         

for Hella. David is leaving because he is afraid of life, one that involves Giovanni.          

Giovanni astutely points out to David that he is only in love with his self-represented 

reflection of masculinity and heterosexuality; that David has a disproportionate view of 

his individual sexuality in that he places too much value on his manhood and capitulates 

to óskewed social definitions and categorizationsô.
224

 The emphasis is on Davidôs attitude 

toward homosexuality, and how in comparison he wishes óto be cleanô (134). David 
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wants to wash away any remembrance of his homosexual experiences and to purge 

himself of Giovanni. Hella is the elected cleansing agent who further confirms 

Giovanniôs feelings that David is óby far, the most immoral manô he has ever met (134). 

However, ultimately, David does raise the issue of same-sex relationships, ówhat kind of 

life can two men have together, anyway?ô (134-5). David here is relating their 

relationship to the wider scope of social acceptance, while Giovanni maintains a personal 

and intimate attitude.  

         Baldwin is concerned, as John T. Shawcross suggests, ówith attempting to 

understand what human bondage is and how to accept it in its limiting of oneôs selfô.
225

  

However, David is incapable of accepting any form of limitation and is totally trapped 

within his own black and white version of reality. This becomes a macrocosm of the 

media lies regarding Giovanni and the murder of Guillaume. The newspapers tell their 

own version of the truth and Guillaumeôs memory is miraculously metamorphosed into 

one of respectability, the type of decency and morality to which David has aspired (142). 

Ironically, the effect of the murder case, however, is to peel back Davidôs self-imposed 

layers of heterosexuality; concurrently, he and Hella move out of Paris to the house 

mentioned at the start of the novel.  

         Away from Paris and removed from Giovanni, David begins to find Hella 

óstaleéher body uninteresting, her presence gratingéI felt my flesh recoilô (149). 

Images of the grotesque that had initially been directed toward homosexuality now 

rebound onto the ónormalô heterosexual body of Hella who becomes increasingly anxious 

and emotionally dependent upon David. However, David cannot fulfil gendered 

expectations: óI stepped away from her. She swayed, where I had left herô (152). Space 
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becomes a central issue whereby both characters occupy a physical and emotional place 

within which their personal lives are óshelteredô from the outside worldôs attention and 

yet they are óisolatedô from each other, unable to connect.
226

 Hellaôs response is a pitiful 

promise to relinquish her principles and her individuality. Davidôs reaction is to spend the 

next few days with a sailor, drunk with alcohol and lust. Hella now realises to her shame 

that she had known for a long time, from every time they went to bed to every time David 

looked at her (154-5). However, David still struggles with the truth, running óin terror of 

his own queer desiresô.
227

  

         Hella leaves, and David remains in isolation as Giovanni awaits death. As David 

wonders about the minutiae of Giovanniôs journey toward the executioner, he undresses 

and stares at his naked reflection in óa large mirroréterribly aware of the mirrorô (157); 

the start of a ólong night of penance which shapes the novelô.
228

 Stripped of clothes and 

unprotected, David is forced to see the truth of his self once again; the discomfort he feels 

represents the social discomposure he felt when with Giovanni. He óseesô Giovanni being 

led to his death, imagines the terror and fear. If the final prison door he must go through 

is óthe gateway [Giovanni] has sought so long out of this dirty worldô, then David was the 

promise, the symbolic key to another life (158). David was similarly imprisoned, but in 

doubt and therefore incapable of offering an alternative. Darkness surrounds both men; 

however, David has the power to physically leave that house and close the door behind 

him. Whether David has achieved an ultimate or absolute truth is questionable; despite 

the belief that his nakedness should be held ósacredô (159), he physically and 

psychologically turns and moves toward civilisation vaguely aware that his past can 
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never be genuinely eluded. Just as the circular nature of the narrative allows no 

discernable exit point, so David will never be able to escape from his true sexual self. 

Thus, Giovanniôs Room is more successful in its representation of sexuality than Another 

Country.  

       Emmanuel S. Nelson describes how all characters and protagonists in Giovanniôs 

Room and Another Country are involved óin an agonizing quest for selféand forging an 

identity depends largely on self-knowledge and self-awarenessô.
229

 This, according to 

Baldwin, can ócome only through suffering [that]éif endured creatively, leads to self-

knowledge, which in return, can offer the possibility of achieving a genuine sense of 

selfô.
230

 The deaths of Rufus and Giovanni may textually challenge social and cultural 

heterosexist conventions, although as Baudrillard argues, this óstrategy is catastrophic, 

and not in the least dialecticalô, but óthings have to be pushed to the limit, where 

everything is naturally inverted and collapsesô.
231

 This can be seen in the way that Rufus, 

Giovanni and David become enveloped, and for the two former characters, subsumed by 

the community and society they inhabit. However, it could be argued that they also 

become buried beneath these environments. So, in response to Cyraina Johnson-

Roullierôs question óis reality something that is determined by oneôs surroundings, or is it 

something one carries in oneôs head, in terms of beliefs?ô,
232

 the answer has to be the 

affirmative, the physical space and cultural place within which we live do indeed have a 

major influence over our lives. Nevertheless, beliefs can change over time and our 

physical environment is a continual monument to societyôs control and power.  
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CHAPTER THREE:  

ANN PETRY (1908 ï 1997) 

The Narrows. 

Interracial Relationships ï Black Men, White Women and the 

American Dream. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

          Figure 3. Radio City Music Hall ï the location where Link Williams and  

          Camilo go for a night out in New York (The Narrows, 132-136).      

          Photograph taken by the author, 2007. 
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Introduction  

 

Another Country introduces the issue of interracial relationships along with the attendant 

attitudes of the individuals concerned and society at large. Through the characters of 

Rufus and Leona, Ida and Vivaldo, the reader witnesses the negative as well as 

potentially positive outcomes of such relations against the backdrop of 1950s America. In 

Ann Petryôs The Narrows (1953) an interracial relationship is also explored in detail, and 

unlike the stark cityscape of Baldwinôs novel, Petry places her characters in suburban 

Monmouth, Connecticut. Despite this, the lives of Petryôs characters are equally affected 

by mid-century racial, class and gendered issues with the added narrative inclusion of 

dominant images pertaining to the American Dream through various characters and 

settings.  

          The representation of white characters, by both Petry and Baldwin, is intended to 

ódestabilize conventional assumptions about whiteness and universalityô.
233

 Thus both 

writers confound stereotypes regarding óblackô as opposed to ówhiteô systems of morality 

in mid-twentieth-century America. Furthermore, Vernon E. Lattin describes Petry as 

rebelling óagainst the falsification of life, the dreams, rationalizations, and illusions that 

distort oneôs grasp of reality; she rebels especially against the American Dream and all its 

attendant illusionsô.
234

 Additionally, Lattin argues that The Narrows ócontains a sharp 

criticism of the American way of lifeô.
235

 In a similar vein, Michael Barry writes that 

Petry is concerned with wider social concerns, and novels such as Country Place (1947) 
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and The Narrows were initially commended for their transcendence of racial issues but 

have since been relatively ignored for this very reason.
236

 Most scholarly attention has 

been devoted to The Street (1946), possibly because The Narrows locates the targets of 

oppression in different characters as opposed to one single black female protagonist. 

Therefore, it is imperative to accurately reposition The Narrows and demonstrate its 

depth of cultural analysis. Petry questions American society and civilisation in general as 

to the superficiality of its contemporaneous culture; thus, I intend to trace these images, 

historical stereotypes and attendant illusions throughout the novel so as to illustrate what 

I believe is Petryôs insistence that we allow for individuality and heterogeneity and not 

make race, class and place homogenous concepts. I will examine the history of black 

racial stereotyping regarding the female characters in the novel in addition to other stock 

images in order to illustrate that The Narrows is far more than an expansive saga of black 

and white relations. That, as Robert Bone and Alain Locke argued, The Narrows is not 

less effective in its vision of ómanô than Richard Wright or Chester Himes.
237

 Richard 

Wrightôs Native Son (1940) and Petryôs earlier novel, The Street, have always been 

appraised as exemplars of the ónaturalisticô school of African American protest writing 

with The Narrows relegated to the background regarding social critique; however, the 

subtlety and deftness of Petryôs characterisations in The Narrows does far more to 

ó(re)configureô the black individual within American culture.
238

 Moreover, Nellie McKay 

states in the introduction to the novel that óPetry has played a significant role in the 
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development of the strong female characters in the works of contemporary black women 

writers like Toni Morrison, Paule Marshall, Gloria Naylor, and Alice Walkerô.
239

 

          The Narrows examines black womenôs historically complex position in American 

society and plays with several stock stereotypes. With respect to such representations, 

Horace Clayton maintains that óAmerican culture places high value on appearances, and 

beauty ï by all means one must be beautiful ï one must conform to stereotyped norms of 

so-called Anglo-Saxon beauty and appearanceô.
240

 Thus, Petry considers how the 

depiction of ethnicity in the American media became infused with a series of interlocked 

myths regarding black womanhood. This racially prejudiced ideology includes a number 

of debilitating stereotypes that circumvent the depiction of strong positive black female 

representation, constructing them as essentialised models of Otherness against which 

cultures are aligned.
241

 During the first half of the twentieth century, the media developed 

several stereotypical images to respond to latent fears of African American women.
242

 

Furthermore, potential interracial desire had historically been a particularly sensitive 

subject and an issue that most whites would rather have evaded; however, the ópractice 

was common enough for the resulting mulatto children to become a problem in the 

coloniesô.
243

 In the post-war ónewô South, the continuing entry of African Americans into 

the work force compounded these fears, whereby the female slave was depicted as óthe 

evil Obeah Woman or loyal Mammy, the Sable Venus or Noble Slave, the foul-mouthed 
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whore or high-minded Christianô.
244

 Such a triptych of narrow categorisation gradually 

became more culturally integrated, the three foremost images that slavery generated, the 

óMammyô or óAunt Jemimaô, the óJezebelô , and the óSapphireô becoming widely 

employed. While other images have come and gone, these three have remained consistent 

throughout African American history. These standard images helped to remove the blame 

from white males in their sexual encounters with African American women by portraying 

these women as the sole instigators of any relations. All three images distort African 

American female sexuality, as they variously portray black women as either asexual, and 

therefore not a threat to the wives of white men, or as hypersexual and lascivious and 

therefore the cause of any sexual encounter between the races.
245

  

 

The History of Black Stereotypes 

 

Depicted as a domestic worker with an óall-giving natureô, the Mammy image prefigured 

the sweet, jolly, good-tempered Aunt Jemima figure and reinforced the notion that black 

women want to, and are suited for, work in white homes.
246

 To justify the role in which 

white society consigned blacks, media projections and advertising persuaded whites that 

black people were, in fact, content in their service. The Mammy was traditionally loud, 

big, and dark, submissive to her master and yet was óneeded as an image, a surrogate to 

contain all those fears of the physical femaleô.
247

  Then there is óJezebelô, the seductive 

black girl who indiscriminately entices men into her bed. The representation of black 
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women as overtly sexual by nature is an enduring stereotype, seen most effectively in 

film posters (Figures 4 and 5 shown below left and right).
248

 The evocative descriptions 

related with this stereotype and media depiction are particular in their 

motivation; seductive, exotic, worldly, captivating, dangerous, and 

lewd. Historically, Southern white women, as 

a category, were portrayed as models of self-

respect, self-control, and modesty, even sexual purity, but black 

women were often portrayed as innately promiscuous, even 

predatory.
249

 K. Sue Jewell conceptualised the Jezebel as a Tragic Mulatta, with, óthin 

lips, long straight hair, slender nose, thin figure and fair complexionô.
250

 However, this 

hypothesis is too restrictive. The Tragic Mulatta and Jezebel may share the characteristics 

of being sexually provocative, and both are antithetical to the desexualised Mammy 

caricature; nonetheless, it is a mistake to assume that only, or even mainly, pale-skinned 

black women were sexually objectified by a larger American society. From the early 

1630s to the present, black American women of all shades have been portrayed as 

óprurient stereotypesô.
251

                                   

         The final mythical image is that of óSapphireô, the witty, emasculating woman who 

is typically illustrated in dominant pose.
252

 This stereotype is strong and independent and 

often considered unfeminine; Barbara Christian describes her as having similarities to the 
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Mammy, however óSapphire is not so much maternal toward white folks as she is 

unfeminine in relation to black men. To them she is cold, hard, and evilô.
253

 The later 

mid-century antithesis of social concepts of black womanhood is the mythical figure of 

the black matriarch viewed most particularly through the white patriarchal lens of the 

Moynihan Report; ósheô is an amalgam of black female characteristics made negative in 

masculine terms.
254

 

         Stereotype and mythical images are intrinsic within what Roland Barthes suggests 

is a system of communication. He proposes that ómythô be distinguished as a form, not as 

an idea and one conveyed through a particular discourse. Barthes continues to advocate 

that anything can pass from a closed, mute existence to an oral state and is open to 

appropriation by society; that is, a thought is formed into words and then becomes 

accessible to anyone. He continues to propose that there are no eternal myths, for it is 

óhuman history which converts reality into speech, and it alone rules the life and death of 

mythical languageô.
255

 Also in this vein, Hortense Spillers argues: óLetôs face it, I am a 

marked woman, but not everybody knows my name. ñPeachesò...ñBrown Sugarò, 

ñSapphireò...ñEarth Motherò...ñGrannyò...ñGodôs Holy Foolòô.256 Spillers defines the 

portrayal of black women as a locus of multiple identities, an interweaving of tradition 

and history, power and privation. This representation manifests itself in the novels of 

black female authors such as Petry and within the plays of Alice Childress. In particular, 

The Narrows and Wedding Band (1966) portray multifaceted characters that resist 
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constant negative stereotypical representations and depict the profound impact of cultural 

and socio-political conditions on the lives of black women. The characters subvert and 

resist the ómythô that óhuman historyô has converted into órealityô. Inherent to the work of 

these authors are issues of race, gender and class, their female characters speaking in a 

plurality of black voices. These black women examine the extent to which they have the 

liberty to pursue their selfhood within the confines of a sexist and racist society. As Stuart 

Hall writes, these types of stereotypical images are deeply ambivalent; they are both 

comforting and threatening to the white observer. Either way, they provide a series of 

convenient roles for the white representation of black people. All of them play into white 

fantasies of moral, spiritual and mental superiority.
257

 With specific regard to The 

Narrows: 

 

           Stereotypesécarry entire realms of association with theméthat form a subtext 

           within the world of fiction. In the case of works claiming to create world of 

           whole cloth, such a subtext provides basic insight into the presuppositions of the  

           culture in which the work arises and for which it is created.
 258

  

 

 

The Narrows depicts a white culture in the early 1950s that purposefully provides a series 

of convenient black stereotypes in order to reposition the black community at the base of 

the social class system (372-378). As a fictional world, Petryôs narrative is also an insight 

into American social and racial presuppositions made most apparent when Link 

Williamsôs and Camilo Sheffieldôs interracial love affair is revealed. Both black and 

white communities, regardless of class or gender, cannot accept their union. Thus the 
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reader is faced with a complex composition of historical and contemporary male and 

female stereotypes that echo those of slavery as well as modern media representations 

and consequently, demonstrate Petryôs discrediting of such stock images and cultural 

signs through her continual confusion of racial expectations.   

 

The Narrows 

 

In order to debunk preconceived myths of the black ówomanô, I want to examine how 

Petry uses the Afr ican American strategy of signifying, as proposed by Henry Louis 

Gates, Jr. Petry repudiates ubiquitous stereotypes and media representations and in order 

to do so, she subverts the negative and debilitating facets of cultural categorisation by 

revealing alternate aspects of black womanhood. In this sense, Petry is involved in: 

 

           a  rhetorical act that is not engaged in the game of information givingé[but] 

           turns on the play of a chain of signifiers, and not on some supposedly  

           transcendental signified.259  

 

 

This is a deconstructive strategy, aimed at identifying levels of meaning and expression 

that might otherwise remain mediated, or buried beneath the surface. óSignifyingô 

deciphers the double-voiced nature of a black narrative and highlights the two levels 

upon which the text speaks. Firstly, Petry employs a contemporary and historical 

tropological revision with a difference that is most apparent through the portrayal of her 

black characters. Secondly, The Narrows is a speakerly text, one that represents the 
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speaking black voice in writing. This is illustrated primarily by means of Abbie Crunchôs 

and Linkôs continuous retrospection and introspection.
260

 Gates argues that black texts 

function as signifying revisions of white canonical texts and other black texts in a spirit 

of parody and pastiche. Thus, Petry appropriates Shakespeare, Marlowe and Tennyson
261

, 

in addition to ónaturalisticô narratives containing tragic and ógrim portraits of black lifeô 

such as Native Son (1940) and her own earlier narrative The Street.
262

 Novels of this 

ónaturalistô genre also underscore the social expanse that divides both the black world 

from the white: óThese two worlds do not know each other and wish to make no effort in 

this directionô.
263

 As an alternative, The Narrows demonstrates Petryôs emergent 

distinctive black female vision that depicts white and black female characters that exist 

textually in order to re-evaluate and modify preconceived myths of white and black 

womanhood.  Petry succeeds in doing this by re-presenting women as autonomous 

personalities without enclosing them within mythical boundaries or patriarchally 

prescribed relationships.  

         Abbie Crunch, one of the main black female characters, is also a widow and the 

adoptive mother of Link Williams. The novel begins and concludes with Abbie, who, 

along with other characters, retrospectively considers a past series of unfortunate 

episodes. In this sense, as Margaret McDowell observes, óno single protagonist clearly 
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dominates; the novel remainséthe saga of a communityô.
264

 Within this community, 

Abbie is initially perceived as resentful and solitary as she recalls her despised neighbour 

and adversary, Bill Hod. As Abbie is described as short, plump and respectably attired, 

Bill is lean, arrogant and domineering. His black masculinity is immediately exemplified 

as the benchmark with which all ensuing male characters, regardless of colour, will be 

compared. Bill maintains control in a scene whereby Abbie and her friend Frances 

attempt to drag eight year old Link from Hodôs bar, óThe Last Chanceô (3). These two 

respectable ladies scrabble on the floor of a bar and are surprised to find there ówas no 

dirt, no dustô in this female-free zone (3). Thus, Petry narratively plays with a chain of 

signifiers as she transforms the arrogant Bill Hod into the sanitary passive purveyor while 

the reputable women actively wrestle with a boy in a bar.  

         This is Dumble Street and óthe signs on the buildings dispelled the illusion of 

beautyô (4). Abbie considers how the ósigns tell the story of changeô (5) in an area that 

has known several ethnic groups. Polish, Irish and Italian immigrants have moved in and 

out of what is now described as The Narrows, a district that has been unimaginatively 

linked to its black inhabitants; Little Harlem, Dark Town and Niggertown having been 

previously used.
265

 Petry óexcelséin her use of concrete detailô
266

, when one considers 

the ironically positioned red neon sign stating The Last Chance, which demonstrates  

neighbourhood identification; The Narrows is thus imbued with disquieting 

discrimination and segregation. The community as a whole continues quietly in its daily 
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life overseen by a large maple tree locally known as The Hangman. Its inclusion acts as a 

marker of passing time and changing seasons, of communal roots and tradition. This 

becomes especially poignant as the tree physically occupies a space near Abbieôs house 

and Bill Hodôs bar, Linkôs two main domiciles. As McDowell suggests, such narrative 

óexpansiveness and flexibilityô serves to elaborate ótheme through the use of extended 

metaphorô
267

; the Hangman acts as a historically silent witness to the injustices against 

black people. 

 

Economics and the American Dream 

 

In an interview with Mark Wilson, Petry discussed her own small community of Old 

Saybrook in New England and described her family as inhabiting a óseparate private 

world that had nothing to do with the townô.
268

 This personal memory of never having óa 

true sense of belongingô stems from a black familial history of slavery that has no 

connection with white New England expectations.
269

 However, Petry felt that Abbie 

Crunch, along with the Treadwayôs butler Malcolm Powther, came close to being the 

archetypal New Englander.
270

 Thus environment becomes significant with regard to 

character representation, since Abbieôs house has óan air of aristocracyô and suitably 

represents its fastidious owner (6). Yet Abbie still turns a critical eye onto herself 

wondering whether others see her as óShabby? Old? Like the toothless old womenéof 

theéThe Narrows? The curve of their backs, the dark wrinkled skinsémade her think of 
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crones and witchesô (7). Abbie complicates issues of how black women are stereotyped 

and the class system that they inhabit. She categorises the old women without considering 

that there may be little difference in age and that only a case of economics separates 

them. Juxtaposed with Abbie is Powther, whose medium brown colour and straight nose 

becomes Abbieôs chosen exemplar of the ócorrectô type of black lodger.  

         Ironically, Powther will fatefully put in place a series of circumstances that will 

conclude with Linkôs downfall. Powtherôs seductive wife, Mamie, his misguided loyalty 

to the Treadways and accompanying desire to elevate himself above other blacks will 

prove disastrous. When drafting The Narrows, Petry jotted down the following thoughts 

in a notebook: óFate as character, good or evilô.
271

 Powther, along with other characters, 

fulfils this position. Thus, economics and social aspirations form the foundation of many 

prejudices in the novel. Link, however, is the one who attempts to make Abbie 

understand that appearances can be deceptive, that just because Powther is a 

ópolishedlooking personô does not necessarily mean that his family are too (14). Further 

economic inconsistencies are illustrated through the well educated Link who chooses to 

work behind Hodôs bar with Hod himself correctly characterised by Abbie as, óillegal, 

immoral, illicitô and ódangerousô (14). Keith Clark explains how the óAfrican-American 

protest novel of the 1940s and 1950s maintained a symbiotic relationship with the mythic 

American Dreamô, arguing that The Narrows deviates from this interpretation.
272

 

However, the underlying economic urgency, the influential inclusion of the Monmouth 

Chronicle photographer, Jubine, and owner, Peter Bullock, continually force this novel to 

focus upon monetary lack, need and greed. It may not be as strident in its social message 

                                                 
271

 Don Dingledine, óñIt could have been any Streetò: Ann Petry, Stephen Crane, and the Fate of 

Naturalismô, Studies in American Fiction, 34 (2006), 87-106 (96-97). 
272

 Clark, óA Distaff Dream Deferred? Ann Petry and the Art of Subversionô, 495. 



 114 

as The Street, but ultimately its intentions are clear; the American Dream, and all it 

entails, permeates the lives of all characters regardless of colour or class. Ralph Ellison 

declared that, with regard to the American Dream, óthe values of my own people are 

neither ówhite nor  ñblackò, they are Americanô.
273

 

          With regard to the white female characters in The Narrows, economics and 

consumerism prevail and thus detail the new purchasing power and possibilities of the 

1950s. Camilo may appear an exemplar of generations of inherited wealth; but the 

Treadway Munitions fortune was built more recently by her father. However, the 

secondary character of Lola Bullock epitomises a historical period of time that witnessed 

an increase in technological production and urbanisation which duly continued the 

enforcement of gender roles. In her study of economic and social opportunity for blacks 

and whites, and the expectations both óracesô have for the pursuit of happiness, Jennifer 

Hochschild defines the American Dream as a set of ótenets about achieving successô.
274

 

The ódreamô being óthe great national suggestionô that anyone, with hard work according 

to the rules, has a reasonable prospect of succeeding in life.
275

 The white Treadway 

órulesô appear to be most dominant throughout the novel, with black individuals having 

an equal desire with regard to life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness but maintaining a 

peripheral position to such apparent white supremacy. However, these white rules 

crumble under the weight of their immorality leading toward a sense of uncertainty, after 

all, terms such as ólifeô, ólibertyô and óthe pursuit of happinessô are, according to Michael 
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Schudson, óno less ambiguous and no less mythic than the phrase ñAmerican Dreamò 

itselfô.
276

  

          This lack of morals and ambiguity is further pursued by Petry through the 

representation of the Bullocks. As the name suggests, Peter Bullock óis the castrated 

American maleô of the novel
277

, in direct contrast to the Apollo-like figure of Link. Peter 

and Lola Bullock live in a show home designed to be efficient óto enable housewives to 

have more free time to pursue their own interestséto achieve higher standards of 

cleanlinesséwhile allowing more time for child careô.
278

 The antithesis of this according 

to Elaine Tyler May is how many women reported ófeeling trapped and isolated, 
 
facing 

endless chores of housekeeping and tending to childrenô.
279

 However, despite epitomising 

1950s consumerism, the Bullocks do not have the required amount of children and are 

massively in debt. Their ódream houseô fails to advocate the expectations of the nuclear 

American family and American Dream, thus, Petry again óturns on the play of a chain of 

signifiers, and not on some supposedly transcendental signifiedô.
280

 Lola may appear 

superficial in her taste and her desire for more possessions, however, when Peter is 

blackmailed by Mrs Treadway, Lola tells Peter to stand up to her. Hence, Lola is not 

what Lizabeth Cohen describes as an óisolated idealô type of consumer, but epitomises 

óever-shifting categories that sometimes overlapped, often were in tension, but always 

reflected the permeability of the political and economic spheresô.
281

 Furthermore, Cohen 
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insists that equality was too often omitted in the headlong pursuit of a mass consumption 

society and that as a result of the G. I. Bill, financial institutions that operated the aid of 

home-ownership discriminated against women and often excluded blacks.
282

 

          What is evident is how Petry complicates notions of 1950s home-ownership and 

family by depicting a range of female characters that do not conform to ótypeô. Abbie is 

black, a widow, and an adoptive mother and yet a respectable home owner. Frances 

Jackson is a successful self-employed business woman and local employer. Camilo is 

white, married, and moneyed and in love with a black man, and Mamie Powther leaves 

her husband to fulfill the role of mother to their children. Petry portrays Abbie and 

Frances as autonomously successful and financially independent black women and in one 

sense it could be argued that they subvert the quest for the American Dream and fulfil  

their own version of it. Keith Clark suggests that 

 

           what Petryôs women attain is not emblematic of what the American Dream  

           should produce in its most sanguine form. But [Abbie and Frances] do óget  

           overô, and their actions and choices appear free of the authorôs judgment.
283

 

 

 

In contrast, it is Peter, the white male, who is imprisoned and as Betty Friedan argued, he 

embodies how óit has somehow been understood that men must be thrust into the future, 

[however] the pace has always been too rapid for manôs identity to stand stillô.
284

 

Modernity and media manipulation have enforced an uncertain identity that cannot ótake 

the image of the man they wanted to be from their fathersô.
285

 Hence Peter will 

unsuccessfully strive to achieve the ideals of his abolitionist grandfather in a society 
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where money will prove to have more power than the written word. In consequence, 

Petry highlights the enmeshed nature of black and white communities and particularly 

how the actions of individuals such as Bullock will influence the lives of Link and 

Camilo. The principles implicated in Petryôs retrospective attempt to retell the same 

episodes from other perspectives, while surveying the conditions and experiences that 

have shaped these opinions, is akin to the snap-shots of life that Jubine takes. Employing 

numerous perceptions as a structural and textual device is, as Keith Clark suggests, an 

illustration of óthe black community in its totality, harboring several storiesô.
286

 If the 

reader emotionally observes all that occurs in The Narrows, then Jubine is the impassive 

recorder of such events, the one who óbears witnessô
287

, since he óserves as the conscience 

and critic of the American Dreamô.
288

 

          

Colour Confusion 

 

As Link waits for Jubine, he thinks about the shapely and darker-skinned Mamie Powther 

in conjunction with the ówarm yellow fleshô of a prostitute and Madam named China. 

Mamie has large voluptuous proportions which equally serve to place her in the Mammy 

and Jezebel categories.
289

 She is alluring, vibrant and acts as a textual counterpoint to the 

figure of Abbie. Petry explained that ówhat makes it particularly interesting is the 

dynamics of the interaction between these twoébecause Abbie Crunchéis offended by 

                                                 
286

 Clark, óA Distaff Dream Deferred? Ann Petry and the Art of Subversionô, 503. 
287

 Barry, óñSame Train be Back Tomorrerò: Ann Petryôs The Narrows and the Repetition of Historyô, 144. 
288

 Lattin, óAnn Petry and the American Dreamô, 72. 
289

 Deborah Gray White, Ar'n't I a Woman? Female Slaves in the Plantation South (New York: W.W. 

Norton and Company, 1985), 38. 



 118 

Mamie Powtherô.
290

 Such distinctions between female forms are further complicated with 

the arrival of Camilo, whose bodiless voice is the first thing that Link hears through the 

ówhiteô fog which initially creates a culturally invisible cloak around them both. The fog 

is óthickô, suggesting social impenetrability. The óvisibilityô is ózeroô, as is the viewpoint 

of the whole community when this socially and racially unacceptable relationship comes 

to light (57).           

          Camilo is being chased by the severely disabled and hideously natured Cat Jimmie 

and Link begrudgingly steps forth to help; his first impression of her is that she is óa 

younger fairerskinned thinner more beautifully put together edition of Mamie Powtherô 

(60). At this stage, Camilo acts as a ótragic mulattaô figure, in that Link believes she is a 

black woman capable of passing for white. The tragic mulatta stereotype held that 

mulattoes occupied the margins of two worlds, fitting into either, yet accepted by neither. 

Although clearly more myth than reality, the mulatta/o was rendered tragic in the mind of 

a white society that reasoned that the greatest tragedy was to be almost but not quite 

white and thus a racial gulf away.
291

 Camilo is alien to the area; it had been Jubineôs 

photographs in a magazine that had aroused her curiosity (62). Thus the scope of The 

Narrows is such that Petryôs lens óbecomes more panoramic; other stories encroachô on 

Linkôs life óand take on a tension and drama all their ownô.
292

 

         Now ensconced in a bar, Link fails to see what the waiterôs óall-embracing 

analytical stareô unveils, namely, that Camilo is white (68). Complex cultural 

connotations are suddenly revealed by Linkôs inability to identify this fact. Again, Link 

considers black women he has met or known who have been fair-skinned and pale-eyed, 
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and especially how they were part of their black community: óHe studies the girl again. 

White? Colored? Her hair had a wonderful shimmer but ï so did Abbieôsô (70). Link acts 

as Petryôs decoder of African American stereotypes, demonstrating that óblackô has many 

shades and definitions. At the same time, Camilo is equally categorised by Link: óThe 

lady is white. That surprised condescension in the voice is an unmistakable characteristic 

of theéfemale Caucasian (72). Despite this, they meet again thus allowing interracial 

relations a new possibility. Akin to Rufus Scott, with a wealth of racial history at his 

fingertips, Link still embarks upon a relationship which is in direct opposition to 

American socio-cultural traditions ï what Audre Lorde describes as the ómasterôsô 

structure.
293

  In this sense, Link does not buy into the masterôs construct and thus he will 

óstand alone, unpopular and sometimes reviledô in both his own and within the white 

community.
294

 Bonnie TuSmith explains Lordeôs argument, that in order to óattain 

freedom from oppression one must be strong enough to reject the crutches offered by the 

master that keeps one down. The masterôs tools, however, are seductiveô.
295

 Freedom can 

only be accomplished by recognising oneôs humanity in common with others but with the 

added impetus of a strong community, for ówithout community there is no liberationô.
296

 

However, with regard to The Narrows, the individuals within an already subjugated black 

community have been sufficiently seduced by the American Dream, just as Link has 

become entranced by Camilo, and thus the community lacks the required effectiveness to 

aid Link, who blindly believes, óHow beauteous mankind is! O brave new world, That 

has such people inôtô (97). 
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          These are Mirandaôs words spoken in Act V scene 1 of The Tempest at the moment 

when Prospero is prepared to relinquish his wand and set Ariel free, knowing that his 

work is completed and that Miranda will bear his sovereignty. Miranda and Ferdinand 

will tackle this Brave New World with a dual sense of insecurity and anticipation. It is no 

Utopia that this place offers, but rather a virginal, unchartered landscape.
297

 The 

association with Link and Camilo is unmistakable; they too are about to embark on an 

unknown journey toward a potentially fearsome and unchartered landscape, enchanted by 

each other to such an extent that love and desire will taint their vision. Link and Camilo 

would normally be fully aware of the racial implications of being involved in an 

interracial sexual relationship, however, emotions rather than political awareness will 

prevail. 

 

Camilo Williams  

 

White women involved in interracial relationships have been sexually typecast by white 

society. Interracial sex has generated its own set of stereotypes. Black men who sleep 

with white women tend to be singularly categorised as a dangerous óotherô, a label that 

was assigned variously to black men in the South.
298

 Archetypes pertaining to white 

miscegenous women basically represent a mode by which society can comprehend 

behaviour that they condemn with a certain sense of anxiety. The óSlutô is a white girl 
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who willingly sleeps with óa man of colourô, and thus Camilo goes against Treadway 

family and conventional socio-cultural wisdom.
299

 Camilo is óperceived to be an affront 

to conventional codes of racial conductô and as far as society is concerned, as a white 

woman with a black man she óis constitutionally deficient, morally permissive, or simplyô 

a sexual freak.
300

 Though the legal consequence of such female behaviour has ended and 

social significance diminished, the stereotype remains; and what remains is a double 

standard that exists around interracial sex. Anglo-American societyôs indignation over 

miscegenation has óits origin in racist concern about the contamination of the White gene 

poolô
301

, and several historical theories have been offered to account for this racial/sexual 

disparity: 

 

           White womenôs mulatto children disrupted the patriarchyéMulattoes 

           in the slave quarters were an economic asset, in the form of slave property, 

           but a racially mixed child in the óbig houseô created havoc and shame.
302

 

 

 

With regard to wider society, Camilo socially positions herself amid disturbing racial 

complexities concerning black men and white women. By choosing Link as a sexual 

partner rather than her white and rather insipid husband, Camilo is culturally translated as 

putting her sexual satisfaction before her racial unity.  

         Link is positively represented as an exemplar of attractive black masculinity. He is 

educated, traveled and more importantly, is made to relate more to Camilo on an 

emotional level than her white husband called Bunny. Love, lust and desire have 
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transpired to soften Linkôs view of the world. Poetry and óa pink-and-red-orange glowô 

pervade the meeting between Link and his óloveô, his Helen of Troy, as Petry ironically 

employs and appropriates traditional and canonical images of doomed lovers. When Link 

quotes, ómake me immortal with a kissô (126), he conjures up Helen of Troy, who was 

perhaps one of the most inspiring female characters in all literature, ancient or modern as 

an exemplar of absolute beauty. However, with what Robert Bell describes as ólittle 

character developmentô, Helen is regarded as a pawn of the gods.
303

 Next, Romeo and 

Faustus are quoted concurrently, two characters that perish prematurely. Finally, the 

sudden inclusion of óFrankie and Johnnieô (127) is especially foreboding considering 

Frankie shoots her lover Johnnie regarding his unfaithfulness and is then accused of 

ómurder in the first degreeô and imprisoned.
304

 

         However, Link and Camiloôs meeting is laced with desire and whilst en route to 

New York, they intermittently discuss their pasts forcing Link to reflect on being forced 

to take part in a school play as óSamboô (130), a stock image depicting óno account-

niggers, those unreliable, crazy, lazy, subhuman creatures good for nothing more than 

eating watermelons, stealing chickenséor butchering the English languageô.
305

 This is 

juxtaposed with a car park attendantôs lack of interest in Linkôs colour who concludes 

that óMoney transforms the black male. Makes him beautiful in the eyes of the white 

femaleô (132). Economics continue to echo during their trip to Radio City; Camilo says 

that the tickets are free which does not convince Link. The show contains óa pair of 
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dancing colored comediansô which mentally transports Link back at school and the play 

in which he refused to take part (133), thus interweaving past and present as a cultural 

perception of blackness is performed on a theatre stage. Such is the importance of racial 

memory, and through subverting stock images, by questioning and highlighting American 

modes of belief, Petry revisions the dominant racial ideology. In a similar vein, Barry 

argues that The Narrows óoften considers what might have beenô and illustrates how 

 

           all humans in Petryôs world are prone to imperfection, and while the discovery  

           of patterns of oppression offers structure to our interpretations, it also, on some  

           occasions, excuses individuals from any part of the blame, and, on others,  

           expresses simple prejudice.
306

 

 

 

         The city streets contain signs that subtly pervade their respective black and white 

consciousness. Shops and advertisements signify an affluence not known in The 

Narrows, and are additionally significant in their use of racial stereotypes. Camilo 

peruses the shop windows, and gazes at a óred evening gownéon one of those incredibly 

thin, very natural-looking figuresô (146). Concomitantly, Link conjectures: 

 

           Well, Sambo may still be sittinô in the sun, sleepinô in the sun in Radio City, but 

           Mrs Sambo now sits in the windows oféthe exclusive dress shops. Some skilled 

           éhand makes all these store dummies look like colored women, the hair frizzed,  

           the skin color no longer pink and white but the offwhite of a high yaller. (147) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Through an ironic interweaving of signs, and óa rhetorical act that is not engaged in the 
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game of information givingô307, Petry implies that óMrs Samboô is Camilo, a typical 

allegation and racial epithet levelled at a white woman with a black man. The dummies 

are made exotic, the choice of skin colour paradoxical in historical terms because óhigh 

yallerô skin in the slavery era was not only an intraracial issue of contention, but often 

highly coveted with mulattoes bringing óthe highest prices on the slave marketô.
308

 Petry 

plays on a chain of signifiers by narratively juxtaposing óexclusive dress shopsô with 

óoffwhiteô dummies that resemble mulattas in order to sell products to a white clientele. 

Here Petry powerfully conveys the depths of psychological consciousness through Linkôs 

interior monologue depicting his reminiscence of the school play with the emotional 

conflict that he feels on observing the Radio City show and the expensive boutiques. 

Thus, Linkôs juxtaposition of memory and present experience is analogous to 

contemporary issues of race, place and class; Petry, again, effectively demonstrating what 

Lattin describes as the ócorrosive elementsô of materialism and racism.
309

  

 

(Extra)-Marital and Platonic Relationships 

 

Camiloôs behaviour raises suspicion; however, Powther has marital issues of his own in 

the shape of Mamie and Bill Hod. Mamie constantly tests her husbandôs patience, 

positioning him in her considerable shadow. Hence, Powther is the antithesis of perceived 

notions of black masculinity. Shirley Hill argues that ómen from racially and 

economically disadvantaged backgrounds often focus inordinately on physical 
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aggression, sports, and violence as routes to manhood, along with control over and 

exploitation of womenô.
310

 One reason for this phenomenon is given by Michael Datcher 

as the black manôs perceived inability to provide their female partners with the ópicket 

fenceô dream of stable, middle-class family life.
311

 However, Petry characterises a variety 

of black masculinity and moves away from such generalisation. Powther does not resort 

to physical aggression or exploitation; instead, he attempts to provide a homeliness and 

sense of security. He presses and mends Mamieôs clothes, transfers his skills to telling the 

children stories and generally assumes the maternal role in the household acting in direct 

opposition to the likes of the Bill and Link.  

          Cultural myths of black manhood become subsumed and subverted in a text that 

also incorporates the act of storytelling. Petry explained the source of this as being her 

father, a ógreat storytellerô throughout her childhood and one who influenced the 

formation of characters such as the Major and Powther.
312

 Fairy tales and dream 

marriages are portrayed as an illusion in The Narrows, with the subtext of the novel being 

that one does not pander to historical presuppositions of a decade of nuclear families and 

idealistic marriages. Powther may make up stories of fearless heroes and wondrous 

heroines that live óhappily forever afterô, however, his reality is somewhat different 

(176). Mrs Treadway and Abbie are widows, Camilo and Bunny, along with Lola and 

Peter Bullock, have childless sham marriages and Bill Hod encroaches upon the Powther 

union; all that remains are the fairy tales. Thus, marriage is illustrated in several ways in 

the novel, showing that the realities were far removed from the constructed ideal. 
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Historical fantasy is confused with reality. This is especially true when society ponders 

on the ónuclearô institution, the family. Among the most effective myths that pervade 

contemporary society is the notion that divorce, domestic violence, and single parenthood 

are recent phenomena. Donna L. Franklin demonstrates that births to black and white 

unmarried mothers had been increasing, thus challenging the concept that throughout 

American history, most families consisted of a breadwinner-husband and a homemaker-

wife.
313

 Thorough historical investigation has corrected such myths and few subjects have 

been as detrimentally susceptible to fairy tale treatment as the family, contributing to 

improbable expectations about family life and condemnation of families that deviate from 

the dominant norms.  

          Bunny Sheffield and Powther are both in a similar situation regarding their wives, 

therefore colour and class is of no consequence. However, Petry encourages our readerly 

sympathy toward Powther; despite his failings we understand his behaviour far more than 

the rather two-dimensional and impassive Bunny who was óa tame catétoo nice, too 

gentleô (200). Similarly, Camiloôs infidelity appears less a deviation from prevailing 

marital standards because we have a more intense textual connection with Link. As 

Dingledine suggests, this response stems from óthe power of Petryôs empathetic, humane 

naturalismô.
314

 Furthermore, as Petry said herself, ótruthô and óactual events of your own 

lifeéhave to be worked into and a part of the wholeéThey have to be mixed inô.
315

  

          Abbie and Frances K. Jackson form a positive partnership that has stood a socio-

culturally gendered test of time. Both women are financially independent and 
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successfully survive through their own continuing economic means. Abbie has a 

reasonable standard of living from renting out the upper section of her house and 

unmarried Frances runs her own funeral business. Textually they do not play a significant 

role in the American Dream regarding acquisitive gain, however, despite such 1950s 

mass consumption being vilified ófor its crass materialismô according to Schudson, 

individuals such as Abbie and Frances represent óaspirations achieved and goals hard 

wonô.
316

 Schudson continues to argue that óthe actual American Dreaméis very much 

about living in realityô; however, its óliberality of nature and of peopleô is offset by óa 

deep illiberalismésometimes racismô.
317

 This is most apparent in the fact that Abbieôs 

and Francesôs ósuccessô is limited to The Narrows; they are certainly not neighbours of 

Lola Bullock. Despite such limitations, these two women epitomise the óblack womanô 

catapulted  

 

           from the confines of a patriarchal, dehumanizing America to another country,  

           where they can operate businesses, keep a roof over their heads, and move  

           beyond restrictive and male-dominated literary configurations.
318

 

 

 

Petry succeeds in challenging and transforming preconceived notions of 1950s black 

womanhood and manhood, offering a more órealistic version of the American Dreamô by 

depicting characters who duly fail.
319

 Success can come at a cost and for Abbie and 

Frances it will be the loss of Link whose mythical black masculinity will act as a 

determining factor in his demise. 
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Black Masculinity, Echoes of Slavery 

 

Petry portrays the adult Link as influenced by his childhood and by his ethnic cultural 

history. As a black mother, Abbie always reminded Link of his blackness and hence his 

racial responsibility, whereas Hod removed the weight of colour consciousness, 

accordingly emancipating and allowing Linkôs male self-esteem. As Nellie McKay 

indicates, Hod and his cook Weak Knees both óteach Link about his black heritage, 

offering a perspective different from Aunt Abbieôsô.
320

 McKay proposes that this diverse 

parenting also suggests an interesting critique of ónontraditional versus traditional child-

rearing practicesô.
321

 Despite their conflicts, Hod and Abbie actually help to facilitate a 

positive education for Link who, unlike Wrightôs Bigger Thomas, is not a peripheral 

member of his community. Petry counters what is considered a ónaturalisticô formula.  

Instead, Petry employs characters such as Abbie to retrospectively consider how past 

experiences unpredictably facilitate and formulate who we eventually become and thus 

how we lead our lives. In this sense, history and stereotypes can be considered in the 

same way, how they contain the power to manipulate an individual. As Petry states, óThe 

past. The answer [is] in the pastô (246).  

         Both personal past and historical notions of black menôs relations with white 

women suddenly become intermingled with contemporaneous issues of interracial 

relationships and mythical images, especially the sexual image of the black male that has 

been óexaggerated to produce a very stereotypical notion of his sexualityô.
322

 So, when 
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Abbie finds Camilo in Linkôs room and unceremoniously throws her out of the house, 

Petry illustrates Link as being victimised in multiple ways. Past and present intermingle 

with negative snapshots of Abbie, Camilo and Hod making a surreal section of narrative. 

During a recent argument, Camilo called him a óblack bastardô (257) and further back in 

Linkôs past, Bill Hod whipped him for sneaking to Chinaôs place (258). These memories 

float in and out of Linkôs consciousness. The historical implications of these separate 

incidences are unavoidable as we see Link emotionally, racially and physically abused 

and punished for no externally apparent reason other than the individual fury of the 

perpetrators. Petry emphasises these issues by textually representing these events through 

stunted staccato sentences that connect the multifarious people in his life, and pull 

together his past and present: óAbbie: Out of my house. Camilo: Black bastard. Bill Hod: 

Iôll cripple you for life. And Mamie Powther? SureéChina? SureéExecutioners, allô 

(260). Petry significantly and continually confuses all racial expectations and 

representations.  She presents the reader with multifaceted characters in a novel that for 

its time is ócontemporary in the intricacies of its literary, philosophical, and social 

implicationsô.
323

  

         Petryôs complex characterisation utilises and ruptures stereotypes, Bill Hodôs 

persona particularly involving several ótypesô. This ranges from the patriarchal instructor 

of life to the over-sexed and ówily, dangerousô savage.
324

 Hod has violent tendencies, as 

Link would testify, and the relationship with Mamie and China proves his overt sexuality, 

but one directed toward black, not white, women. Stuart Hall writes that the 

representation of óhypermasculinity has a long history, shaped by a pathologizing of 
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blackness, and has been the site historically of pronounced fantasies about black menôs 

sexuality and physical prowessô.
325

 Petry further confounds this ówhiteô construct by 

making Link a romantic character, not an aggressive individual. It could be argued that 

his dangerousness is perceived through his relationship with Camilo and what this forces 

a white and black community to consider. Thus, Petry enables the reader to reflect upon 

the associations involving ócultural representations of black masculinity, the importance 

of those representations in the production and maintenance of white male power and 

privilege, and the real institutional practices that marginalize men of African descentô.
326

 

Through Link, Hod and Powther the reader has access to how stereotyping, white 

attitudes and economics have helped to forge the differing notions of masculinity in the 

novel and how these will affect Link in particular.  

          Hall argues that the representation of the black man works on two different levels: 

óa conscious and an overt level, and an unconscious or suppressed levelô.
327

 He proposes 

that white society has infantilised the black male and that this merely camouflages a 

deeper concern, that óBlacks are really super-men, better endowed than whites, and 

sexually insatiableô.
328

 As Petry demonstrates through Link, the African American man is 

caught within the óbinary structure of the stereotypeô being both óñchildlikeò and 

ñoversexedòô; thus Hall continues, ójust as black youth are ñSambo simpletonsòô, as 

demonstrated by Linkôs school play, they are also brutish barbarians óand/oréUncle 

Tomsô.
329

 Petry proves the pointlessness of such narrow categorisations by consistently 
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challenging their validity through what Emily Bernard describes as a depiction of 

ómultiple and competing historical conditions, cultural imperatives, and professional 

ambitionsô.
330

 

          Hodôs cultural and racially motivated imperative is to make Link aware of 

Camiloôs hypocrisy, showing Link a year old newspaper that contains a feature section on 

Camilo as an exemplar of ócredit-to-the-country kind of millionaires, no scandals, no 

divorcesô (270). Link wonders whether Camilo was óout hunting for a new muscle boyô 

(271) which duly makes him feel as though Camilo idly contemplated an affair because 

of his colour. Here, Petry employs historical images with all the sexual insinuations that 

being black and masculine suggests: ósold to the lady for one thousand dollars. Plantation 

buck. Studô (280). Camiloôs suspected financial transactions and expensive gifts run 

parallel to Linkôs dreams of love, marriage and children, and thus Linkôs ódistaste for 

everything, the girl, the car, The Hotel, everything, himself includedô (281) has stemmed 

not only from his educated knowledge of slave history, but also from the general racial 

power struggle that he, as a black man, has experienced.  

         Petry positions Link beyond the stereotype that claims that he will avenge himself 

for the harm she has caused: óRape her? He couldnôtô (284). However, Camilo has forced 

Link to re-locate himself within the stereotype of óbig black menô (288). Link questions 

Camilo as to why she has stayed with Bunny, sardonically remarking that it was in order 

to sexually compare a white man with a black man, óï for Kinseyô (290). Considering the 
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contemporaneous nature of the Kinsey Report and Linkôs comment
331

, it is interesting to 

note that only young white adults provided the data.
332

 Link would not have been 

interviewed which further emphasises his sexual óothernessô. Link feels enmeshed within 

current cultural stereotypes and the historical myth that surfaced during the slavery era: 

 

           For a black man who was enslaved, everythingéwas stripped from his being 

           until all he had left that was potent and powerful was his physical, sexual selfé 

           The act of sex assisted the enslaved man in maintaining his masculinity and 

           gave the freedom to prove his power while in bondage to the white man. 
333

 

 

 

Initially, Link naïvely believed that he was at liberty to love Camilo, but economics 

became the barrier rather than colour. On a personal level, their relationship negated the 

stereotyping of black men used by white male slave owners as a ótactic to keep white 

women from sleeping with the black slavesô.
334

 However, wider cultural attitudes toward 

black men historically echo white slave mastersô negative comments that óserved to 

reinforce the black manôs imageéas he listened in silence, unable to respondô.
335

  

         Linkôs masculinity has been dented in several ways. Not only does he feel sexually 

exploited, but he also has to suffer the indignity of Camilo having the ability to pay for 

and retain those in her service; the bellboys, restaurateurs and parking attendants. 

However, Camilo cannot conceal her true self indefinitely; the duality of her existence 

can only lead to problems. As visions of Bill, Mamie, Powther, Camilo and Link collide, 

what remains is a sense that the self-perpetuating universal themes of pain, lust, loss, and 
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love are eternal and do not racially discriminate. Camilo genuinely loves Link, his 

reaction to her deceit is completely understandable, and yet he fails to believe and 

acknowledge that her emotions are authentic. Link may feel like a óMECHANICAL 

TOYô, yet he is quick to locate Camilo in a generalised category of óthe filthy rich, the 

rich who had pale yellow hair and wore mink coats and cheated at cardsô (291). Socio-

cultural and gendered presumptions weigh heavily on Camilo, although negative racial 

expectations leveled at Link by far exceed Camiloôs problems.  

 

The Last Chance ï Black Communal Attitudes 

 

In The Last Chance, Mamie turns to see óa white girl in a mink coatéthe one that Crunch 

pushed down the front steps, and she felt laughter well up inside her, all over againô 

(300). Despite Camiloôs obvious agitation, Mamie has little sympathy, for after all ówhy 

should a white girl have Link Williams?ô (300). Mamieôs reaction raises further 

interracial issues detailed by William H. Turner: 

          

           Black men dating/married to white women are perceived by other members of 

           society (especially other Blacks) as doing óitô at the expense of some other  

           potential mate - his own Black womanéwhite women who engage themselves  

           with Black men are either constitutionally deficient, morally permissive, or simply  

           sexual freaks acting as though the ómythô of Black male sexuality were real.
336

   

 

 

Moreover, Turner continues, the óBlack man who mingles with white women, prima 

facie, implies his vote of ñno confidenceòô and non-participation in the plight of black 
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people. Summarily, as black poet Don L. Lee puts it: óYou can't talk Black and sleep 

whiteô.
337

 For Link, no matter how clandestine his relationship with Camilo had initially 

been, he was always caught in the same fundamental colour contradiction. 

         A potential female solidarity surfaces when Mamie realises that Camiloôs feelings 

for Link are genuine, especially as Camilo reminds Mamie of a three year interracial 

relationship she had with a white man (301). However, Mamieôs subsequent inaction is in 

addition to the comment made by the barman that black and white relationships should be 

óin some other countryô (304). This, as Turner suggests, sequentially leads to the 

complementary assumption that labels Camilo a ówhite bitchô and a óbrokedown whoreô 

(305). When Camilo finally finds Link, all that echoes in his mind are her words: black 

bastard. The general response in the bar reflects a general cultural non-recognition of a 

black man with a white woman, the situation being defined socially and racially. As 

Turner argues, subsequent to centuries of white womanhood being positively nurtured 

and that of the black man having been denigrated, the reaction itself has transcended the 

concept of mere social definitions; he advocates that a dialectic has evolved, and in such 

a dialectic, interracial relationships become fundamental biological contradictions rather 

than manifestations of a social incongruity. At the core of that dialectic is Anglo-

American ideology and its philosophical system which regards all things as static and 

eternally remote from one another.
338

  

          Historically, the black community has been broadly defined in purely racial terms 

and artificially made into a separate grouping, as The Narrows illustrates. However, 

nowhere óelse in the world does a single race encompass people whose skin color ranges 
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from white to blackéand whose facial features reflect the broadest possible diversityô.
339

 

This is not a static and eternally remote community; however, the vestiges of racism are 

such that Linkôs and Camiloôs attempt to reverse an ideology in which they remain 

socially, physically and biologically separate, can never succeed. The nature of such 

instinctive attitudes and enduring principles is evident during Linkôs and Camiloôs 

conversation; in fact they are inescapable. When Link comments that he felt óone of a 

collectionô, he historically evaluates how: 

 

           Back in the eighteenth century I would have been a silver-collar boyéladies 

           of the court collected monkeys and peacocks and little blackamoors as pets. 

           Slender young dark brown boys done up in silk with turbanséand silver collars 

           around their neckséthe name of the ladyéengraved on the silver collar. (315) 

 

 

Camilo argues otherwise: óIt wasnôt like thatô; Link responds with óWasnôt it? Isnôt it?ô 

emphasising her historical, political and racial ignorance as well as Linkôs inability to 

challenge assumptions regarding black maleness. Link should be attempting to forge new 

and positive male images; however, one individual has little chance against the social 

power of a white majority rule. Ironically, by loving Camilo, Link unconsciously reflects 

a social affirmation of her colour thus opposing values held by many of his own ethnic 

group. Franz Fanon echoes Linkôs irreparable situation when he wrote, óto caress white 

breasts is to hold white civilization in the palms of (black) handsô.
340

 Therefore, for Link 

to court or marry Camilo becomes, for black men, a refutation and contradiction of the 

black race and of any future radical value system. 

         The end of the relationship leads to Camiloôs unexpected accusation of rape. Link is 
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now caught in one of many self-perpetuating myths allotted to black men, óA white lady 

says I tried to rape herô, he tells Bill during his phone-call (321). Gerder Lerner wrote that 

the ómyth of the black rapist of white women is the twin of the myth of the bad black 

woman ï both designed to apologize for and facilitate the continued exploitation of black 

men and womenô.
341

 Originating from the historical stereotype of the aggressive black 

male, Angela Davis explains that the use of rape was a ówhite-supremacistéroutine arm 

of repressionô.
342

 For Link, what remains are confused thoughts and a system of beliefs 

that have become twisted and torn; Petry is not just playing with a chain of cultural 

signifiers, but rendering them asunder. A downward spiral of barely disguised racial hate 

will ensue as Link considers what could have been.  

          Camiloôs accusation appears in the Monmouth Chronicle and the white response is 

surprisingly unsupportive: ówhat was she doinô on the dock in Niggertown, at three 

oôclock in the morninô? Just like she was askinô to be raped by a niggerô (337) are the 

dually gendered and racist reactions. Powther realises that he has forgotten how other 

people consider colour, the Treadway chauffeur especially epitomising a white American 

manhood that has been grounded upon the exclusion of others, in particular, blacks and 

women, Powther initially dubbing him óthe Naziô (162). This character is representative 

of óa postwar political climate of patriotic fervourô
343

 and paranoia as discussed in Zami, 

an era of McCarthyism and uncertainty. Donna L. Franklin considers how this exclusion 

of blacks and women is associated with sociocultural changes that affected menôs 

working lives, work being one of the main anchors of male identity. The wartime boom 
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had provided both blacks and women in general, significant gains in the employment 

market; however, by the late 1940s, this had been erased.
344

 Furthermore, for the 

chauffeur, the position of women as socially and economically dominant in the 

workplace threatens his traditional sense of masculinity.  

         The conversation resorts to a disconcerting examination of white male attitudes 

toward white women who transgress from the social norm of good female behaviour, one 

that demands one does not ódebaseô oneself sexually.
345

 Therefore, the only interpretation 

the servants can accept is that she, despite her wealth, must be óa whoreô (340). This 

becomes a repeated motif, óniggerô, órapeô and ówhoreô becoming synonymous in their 

white male minds (341). Angela Davis examines the history of the ómyth of the Black 

rapistô and argues that óthe central role played by the fictional Black rapist in the shaping 

of post-slavery racisméimplies the mythical whoreô.
346

 However, Davis means that 

black women become subsumed within this accusatory atmosphere, that they are labelled 

whores. In this historical discussion, the role of white women is relatively overlooked. 

The reality is that Linkôs and Camiloôs interracial love and desire would not be socially 

acceptable in any era and thus the denigration of their individual reputations appears to be 

the only recourse. Powther eventually uncovers the truth of their relationship and hence 

the false accusation of rape. He is appalled at how Link makes such racially and 

economically óseparate worlds coalesceô; in actuality, colour, myth and truth, fairy tales 

and óhuman fleshô, fatally collide (345). The news spreads through the Treadway house, 

factory and the wider community, and interestingly, it is Camiloôs actions that are 

questioned, because it was Link, not Camilo who was in his ócorrectô black location.  
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Media (Mis)Representation 

 

Words may have an element of authority in diminishing a personôs reputation; however, 

the true power must lie in that of the photographic image. The media has absolute control 

as to how that representation is depicted and Peter Bullock, whose newspaper was 

formerly an abolitionist paper, will be instrumental in how Camilo and Link are 

portrayed. Mrs Treadway threatens to remove her advertising from Bullockôs paper if he 

were to print Camiloôs óunfortunate accidentô of drunkenly knocking down a black child 

(356), óSo he personally pulled the storyô (358). Bullockôs guilt is interrupted by Jubine 

who has an important picture to show him; however, Bullock tells him to go away. The 

next day, a photograph of the accident is on the front page of a New York tabloid. As 

Vernon E. Lattin discusses, Jubine refuses to óturn away from the truth his camera 

reveals; he refuses to be bought and sold, to let illusion blur his lensô.
347

 However, Jubine 

is certainly happy to sell his version of the ótruthô, and after all, his is literally just one 

perspective of the situation. The newspaper in question appears particularly class 

conscious in its treatment of the story. Camilo, in her ógolden coachô, óthe Duchess of 

Moneylandédrunk on her wealthy lifestyleéknocks down an innocent poor black child 

(362). The image encapsulates Camilo in the mythical realm of fairy tale but now her life 

is being dragged through the mire of media reality. The implied suggestion is that Jubine 

constructed the photographic image in order to make it more sensational, that the 

representation of Camilo does not illuminate the broader narrative.    

         Stuart Hall proposes that the meaning of events depends upon how they are 

represented; therefore, whoever dictates the process of representation governs the 
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meaning, for instance, Jubine or Peter Bullock.
348

 In this sense, representation signifies 

the creation of aspects of órealityô such as people, locations, objects, occurrences, cultural 

identities and other nonfigurative concepts. Jubine is known to patiently wait for an event 

to happen, get what óhe wanted, and thenô click óhis shutterô (365). Therefore, an 

intoxicated wealthy, young white woman is unlikely to obtain the sympathy of either 

black or white working-class readers to whom the tabloid is aimed. Ironically, a 

photograph that is juxtaposed with that of Camilo portrays Link in all his black glory and 

ensures óevery woman wouldédrool over it. Every white manéwould do a slow burnô 

(365). Bullock racially anticipates the negative affects this will have on the Treadway 

reputation; óJubine hadémade the Treadway girl look like a whore and made the nigger 

look like Apollo it was planned, deliberateô (365). Petry plays with modes of 

representation duly challenging the reader to consider their response to the given 

situation. In óThe Novel as Social Criticismô, Petry wondered whether there was  

 

           a streak of masochism in all of us; or perhaps we all feel guilty because of the 

           shortcomings of society and our sense of guilt is partially assuaged when we are 

           accused in theépages of a novel, of having done those things that we ought not 

           to have done ï and of having left undoneéthings we ought to have done.
349

 

 

 

 

Bullock will be forced to run a series of articles highlighting the black community and 

crimes ócommitted by Negroesô (372), thus taking the onus and emphasis away from the 

Treadways. With enough óspotlightingô and óunderliningô, the image of a black Apollo 

will be reduced to that of The Criminal, and accordingly, Camiloôs drunken features will 
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be miraculously transformed into that of The Victim (372). Thus, Mrs. Treadwayôs public 

image, her wealth and power exemplify what Lattin describes as óthe illusion of the 

American ideal that supports the materialism that supports the racismô.
350

 

         A front page story containing an image of a black convict that would not normally 

be given prominence accordingly illustrates Bullockôs media authority and desperate 

effort to re-present and control órealityô. In this vein, Stuart Hall argues that the 

hypothesis of hegemony and ónegotiationô allow us to:  

 

           rethink the real and representation in a way which avoids the model of a fixed 

           reality or fixed sets of codes for representing itéto conceptualize the production  

           of definitions and identities by the media industries in a way that acknowledges  

           both the unequal power relations involved in the struggle and at the same time the  

           space for negotiation and resistance from subordinated groups.
351

  

 

 

Petry makes the reader aware of the multiple significance of the fixed reality of Bullockôs 

represented ócrimeô. It may appear to simply highlight the social and racial divide by 

playing on white presuppositions; however, Petry narratively juxtaposes a debilitating 

image of black masculinity with that of Link as Apollo, thus creating a space for racial 

re-negotiation within the mind of the potential white reader. Bullockôs production and 

construction of negative black images may be fixed in print; however, the positive reality 

of Link is also indelibly portrayed.  

         Historical issues of black bucks and innocent white womanhood become 

resurrected as media representations feed into the realm of social myth. Cultural myths, 

such as a latent fear of black male sexuality, illustrate and reveal the suspicions, fantasies 

and desires of those who create them. The myths endure because they allow and resolve 
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social contradictions and conflicts that otherwise would remain troublesome. Thus Linkôs 

and Camiloôs relationship must be re-presented as that of white female victim being 

overpowered by black brutality and lust, because the truth of their interracial love is 

inconceivable. According to Hall, the media is the arena where such racial ideologies are 

both produced and transformed, producing órepresentations of the social world, images, 

descriptions, explanations and frames for understanding how the world is and why it 

works as it is said and shown to workô.
352

 In her 1950 essay Petry argued that when 

ósociety is given the role of fate, made the evil in the age-old battle between good and 

evil, the burden of responsibility is shifted away from the charactersô and onto the 

readers.
353

 Thus positive and negative representations of society are ultimately ours to 

translate. The reader must be aware that media images are just two-dimensional 

depictions and not true multi-faceted representations of the social world. In this way, 

Petry is most effective in employing everyday phenomena such as newspaper reports, 

advertisements and shop window displays in her narrative so as to challenge and question 

the readerôs response to such subliminal messaging when it often uses a latent use of 

detrimental representations of race, class and gender. 

         Powther, however, desires to affiliate himself with those who produce and maintain 

racial ideologies by pointing the finger of blame at Link. This novel, however, does not 

enable the reader to affix the blame easily, for Powtherôs reason is to demonstrate that 

óNegroes are not criminal, some of them are goodô (386). Barry suggests that because all 

óhumans in Petryôs world are prone to imperfectionô not one individual has full 
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responsibility for Linkôs death.
354

 However, in the Treadway car, Link finds himself 

ensconced between two white men, quickly appreciating that this is ósomeédark 

midnight deedô (390). Photographic images of Camilo and of Bullockôs black convict 

swirl through his consciousness as Link partially censures the power of media 

representation, but apportions the bulk of the blame to óthat Dutch man of warre that 

landed in Jamestown in 1619ô (399). The purpose of this historical fact is in order to 

emphasise the commencement of the demarcation of colour and gender, as 1619 denotes 

when óthe first White women disembarked at Jamestown, and in that same year the first 

shipment of Africans arrived, tooô.
355

 Thus Link does not óblameô one individual and 

Petry succeeds in re-focusing the readerôs attention toward a history of white oppression.  

         Subjugation and domination intermingle as Link is unceremoniously taken into a 

small sitting room in Treadway Hall; the main danger being Mrs. Treadway herself, not 

the three men. The tremor running through her body is óNot fear but hateô (399-400). 

When Link does speak, the mere resonance of his well-educated voice shocks, he does 

not sound like óAmosAndySamboô as they expect (401). However, Link now realises the 

seriousness of the situation and how the interracial consequences of his relationship with 

Camilo means he will never óget out of this room aliveô; after all, in pure Shakespearian 

style, the óold black ram has been tupping her white eweô (401). Linkôs racial offence can 

be neither forgotten nor forgiven, just as Othello initially offended the white sensibilities 

of Venice and Desdemonaôs father.
356

 In this scene and within the nature of the several 

white characters, ómoralisms do not live and let live, they insist, hector, demand, cajole, 
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arm-twist, or, of course, much worseô.
357

 They desire a confession that would state that 

Link did rape Camilo. Link refuses and watches in disbelief as Mrs. Treadway reaches 

for a gun, then óheard the explosionéñwe were in loveòéHe tried to laugh, and pitched 

forward onto the floorô (406-7). In an interview with John OôBrien, Petry said she had 

trouble writing Linkôs death, after all, óhere was this man who in so many ways had to 

battle to survive; and he had  survivedéfairly whole as a personô, but regarding Camilo, 

óthere was no way, logically, that he would not have been killedô.
358

 

          The murder committed by Mrs Treadway comes to light and with ultimate dramatic 

effect, the reader along with Abbie imagines Mrs. Treadway drive the ócarefullycaredfor 

oldfashioned carô unknowingly toward the river and the site of Linkôs and Camiloôs first 

meeting, caught by a traffic policeman with Linkôs wrapped body on the back seat (413). 

After the funeral, Abbie contemplates the murder, the motives and the cause and 

considers how much Link was hated by the white family, surmising that ówe all had a 

hand in it, we all reacted violently toéLink and that Girl, because he was colored and 

she was whiteô (419). Barryôs view is that The Narrows óis grimô, that óthe social 

commentary does not aspire to great changeô.
359

 However, I argue that Petry is not 

necessarily calling for ógreat changeô but rather she is asking for individual change 

through Abbieôs solitary stand at the end of the novel against the aggressive, hating likes 

of Mrs Treadway and Bill Hod. In an interview with Mark Wilson, Petry mentions the 

ótremendous influenceô
360

 that Henry Thoreau had upon her early reading and one must, 

in relation to Abbie, consider one of Thoreauôs central arguments: óthe only obligation 
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whichô one has óa right to assume, is to do at any time whatô one thinks is right.
361

 

Furthermore, Thoreauôs Walden poignantly states that: 

 

           The mass of men lead lives of quiet desperation. What is called resignation 

           is confirmed desperationéa stereotyped but unconscious despair is concealed 

           even under what are called the games and amusements of mankind. There is  

           no play in them, for this comes after work. But it is a characteristic of wisdom 

           not to do desperate things.
362

 

 

 

Abbieôs former resignation has been racial in essence, her present quiet desperation 

stemming from both historical and personal foundations. Her awareness of her prejudices 

has, through Linkôs death, become a realisation that the wise thing to do is curtail 

potential desperate acts. So, Abbie, in true Thoreau tradition must do what she thinks is 

right and go to the police and ótell them she believed the girl was in dangerô (427). Thus 

Petry reverses readerly and cultural expectations that Abbie would understandably have 

desired revenge and stood back and allowed Hod to act accordingly. However, Abbie will 

insist that someone listen, her voice must be heard now Linkôs black voice has been 

silenced, therefore illustrating Petryôs compelling visualisation of the complex dynamics 

of African American womenôs lives and survival techniques.  

          Abbie, at least, attempts to racially envisage more than just pale yellow hair and 

blue eyes and not merely see a stereotypical stock image, and in this sense offers hope 

that some of the wounds inflicted on the African American community may heal. The 

first step is personal awareness, so as to conceive that individual autonomy is a basic 

human right regardless of the colour of your skin. Petry employs and enmeshes historical 
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elements of racial stereotyping and the 1950s American Dream ideal; she amalgamates 

multiple personal introspection and retrospection and media representation in a tale that 

concludes that individual race and class consciousness must transform and adapt. Bonnie 

TuSmith argues that Americans verbally isolated themselves from one another and óhave 

been creating ideological barriers for some timeô.
363

 Thus, through its interracial theme 

and cast of characters, The Narrows succeeds in engaging in a cross-cultural debate that 

while cultures may change and adapt regarding an individual groupôs social 

circumstances, there is still a sense of a lack of commonality among group members. 

Petryôs narrative points out the pitfalls and states that this must not be the case. 
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CHAPTER FOUR:  

ALICE CHILDRESS  (1920 ï 1994) 

Wedding Band: A Love/Hate Story in Black and White. 

Interracial Relationships ï Black women, White Men and Community. 

        

 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                       

              

          

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                   Figure 6. The Statue of Liberty, New York. Herman and Juliaôs chosen 

                   destination for their marriage and home (Wedding Band, 32).       

                   Photograph taken by the author, 2007. 

 


