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One of the most definitive aspects of twentieth century literary studies has been
the move to group fiction by ethnic minorities into separate categories according to the
authors’ ethnicities. Among these categories, “African American literature” and
“American Jewish literature” have emerged as two of the most prevalent. This study
suggests that African American authors and American Jewish authors have resisted the
confines of ethnic categorization by imagining themselves as each other and by using
each other’s cultural property within their writing. Previous scholarship on the literary
relationship between African Americans and American Jews tends to position the two
groups in conflict, but the subjects of this study—Franz Boas, Zora Neale Hurston, James
Weldon Johnson, Fran Ross, Bernard Malamud, and Philip Roth—employ cross-ethnic
mediums in pursuit of a common goal: to be considered as American individuals without
the boundaries of their ethnic identities. The literary tactic that indicates each subject’s
struggle with the boundaries of their own ethnic identities is the autobiographical
gesture—the artful use of one’s own experiences. In each subject’s use of the
autobiographical gesture, the self as other serves as a means to work against the bounds

of ethnic identity.
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Introduction

I began this project thinking about Black-Jewish relations in the United States,
and I was particularly interested in the discussion about the Jewish appropriation of Black
music. [ had been caught up in the Klezmer music revival. A band called Hasidic New
Wave played regularly at The Knitting Factory on Leonard Street in New York City, and
their music riffed Parker and Coltrane in combination with Jewish classics. Around the
same time, Don Byron, an African American clarinet player, performed and recorded
with the Klezmer Conservatory Band. What did it mean that Jewish musicians were
playing Black music and Black musicians were playing Jewish music? Klezmer and Jazz
seemed connected in many ways, yet the fusion never felt entirely comfortable; the sound
abstracted for me something about the relationship between African Americans and
American Jews in the twentieth century. I became hooked into trying to figure out what
that sound meant.

Before I could get very far, I encountered a lot of scholarly anger on the subject of
Jews and Black Music, and then I experienced some of my own. Nathaniel Mackey’s
essay “Other: From Noun to Verb” implied that authentic Black music possessed
authentic qualities that Jews poorly imitated in order to capitalize upon Black cultural
property. I thought to myself: it is much more complicated than that, isn’t it? And then I
found Jeff Melnick’s The Right to Sing the Blues, a book which explains without
forgiving the history of the Jewish commodification of jazz, ragtime, and the blues in the
context of Black-White relations. Melnick theorizes that Jewish musicians used an
involvement with Black music as evidence of their acceptability into white America. Yet

unlike Michael Rogin, who contends in Blackface, White Noise that the Jewish



performance of Blackness was meant to signal the Jews’ racial dominance, Melnick
suggests that the production of Black art could serve as proof of the Jews’ acceptability
because Black expressive forms were highly sought after by the American mainstream.
Furthermore, Melnick was one of the first scholars to point out that cultural imitation
between African Americans and American Jews worked both ways, citing Booker T.
Washington’s The Future of the American Negro (1899): “Unless the Negro learns more
and more to imitate the Jew in these matters [unity, pride, and love of race], to have faith
in himself, he cannot expect to have any high degree of success.”’ Washington’s
statement reveals that African Americans sought influence and that copying the Jews
seemed like a way to get it.

The next thing that happened—which might seem like a silly detail but actually
had the most impact upon my decision to pursue this project—is that I realized after ten
years of lessons that I would never be a great saxophone player. On the high school Jazz
band festival circuit, I had won the coveted award for “Best Improvisation.” We were
playing a funk piece, and I stood up for my solo, closed my eyes, and suddenly I wasn’t
just a mousy Jewish girl anymore. I was anyone I wanted to be. My fingers were as free
as Bird’s, and there it was: transcendence. At the moment, I could have been Charlie
Parker. But perhaps I was not ready to leave behind certain comforts I found in the limits
offered by my identity, or perhaps I was tired of competing against other musicians who
seemed more suited for music life. I remember my grandmother saying something like:
“Nice Jewish girls play in Jazz clubs?” While all of my friends went off to study music, I
decided to study literature, to search for a safer sort of transcendence there. And then

what I found in literature was that a bunch of authors were essentially closing their eyes

! Jeffrey Melnick, The Right to Sing the Blues (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1999) 10.




and pretending to be someone else, or at least boundless versions of themselves. More
specifically, I found American Jewish authors and African American authors imagining
themselves as each other in order to escape the bounds of their own ethnic identities.

Philip Roth, the subject of my last chapter, was the author I found first. I read
Portnoy’s Complaint, a novel best remembered for the unabashed sexual exploits of its
Jewish protagonist, so [ understood the basis for Roth’s reputation as a crass Jewish
writer. Then I read The Human Stain when it came out in 2000, and I knew right away
that Roth was much more important than that reputation allowed him to be. Yet when I
proposed Roth as the figure I would study for my comprehensive exams, more than a few
people in my department asked me, “Why Roth? He’s one author I wouldn’t want to
shake hands with!” Sure, American Pastoral had just won the Pulitzer, and he’d received
America’s other three major literary awards in the years just before that, but Roth still
had a negative stigma attached to his name: Philip Roth, American Jewish writer. He just
couldn’t get rid of it, and as every interview with him makes clear, he felt limited by that
stigma.?

I call “American Jewish writer” a stigma because under the rubric of that two-part
identity Roth would never be recognized more broadly as a great American writer like
Melville, Hawthorne, or Thoreau. Though ethnic-American writers have indeed gained a
place in the American canon, as Roth officially did when he became the second living
author to be published by The Library of America series, the inclusion of the ethnic
signifier creates a subtle hierarchy, or at least a perceptible division, in the realm of

literary studies. It is not that the term “American Jewish writer” is anti-Semitic, but it

2 See Philip Roth’s Reading Myself and Others (New York: Farrar, Straus & Giroux, 1975) for a series of
interviews in which he examines this topic.




does imply marginality and suggest how Roth’s writing could be judged by a narrow set
of standards. Right-wing American Jews were the first to inflict a narrow set of standards
upon Roth. By expecting Roth to act as a representative and to be a proper spokesman
for Judaism, they circumscribed his position as a writer of fiction. His fictional
portrayals of less-than-pure-and-perfect Jews were met with reproach. Roth fought back
in his essay “Writing About Jews™: “...looking at fiction as they do—in terms of
‘approval’ and ‘disapproval’ of Jews, ‘positive’ and ‘negative’ attitudes towards Jewish
life—they are likely not to see what the story is really about.” When Roth is dubbed an
“American Jewish writer,” his universal themes, such as human sexual nature, can
become eclipsed by the sense that his work transmits some special knowledge about
Jewish life.

Roth has tried to write and talk his way out of this predicament in many ways.
Half of Roth’s book Reading Myself and Others (1975) is dedicated to Roth’s self-
defense against critics seeking to undermine his individuality and writerly freedom. The
Prague Orgy (1985) relays the idea that the tradition of Jewish writing begun among the
Yiddish writers of the old world was not ideal and pure. Sabbath’s Theater (1995),
which at the very least was a push against the communal pressures that worked to rein
him in, could also be seen as Roth’s desperate attempt to get kicked out of the American
Jewish community; if he could write something raunchy enough, offensive enough to
figuratively desecrate the Sabbath—the holiest of Jewish holies—then maybe the Jews
would revoke his communal membership, freeing him of their presumed right to
constrain his creativity. After Sabbath’s Theater, Roth continued to aim his sights on a

broader perception of his work: Everyman’s (2000) title gives away his intentions to

3 Roth, Reading Myself and Others 194.




invent something unmistakably human rather than just Jewish. But Roth’s most
successful escape from the limitations of his ethnic label was to make the struggle against
ethnic limitations a universal problem in The Human Stain (2000). In that novel, Roth
imagines himself as an African American man who has managed to live his adult life
beyond the confines of his ethnic identity.

Before I go any further, I need to clarify that I am indeed making the argument
that in The Human Stain, Roth imagines himself as African American, and by way of
clarification, I need to introduce a term I have developed that is central to this project: the
autobiographical gesture. The autobiographical gesture is the artful use of a genre that is
most often perceived as factual. Unlike autobiography, the autobiographical gesture does
not necessarily translate the actual events of a writer’s life, although frequently, events
that seem recognizable from an author’s biography pop into the fiction he or she
produces. Rather, the autobiographical gesture has more to do with the way the struggles
of a writer’s conscience and psyche make their way into their written products. The
autobiographical gesture is a tactic a writer uses to reveal or experiment with his or her
own connection to the broader theme being developed in fiction. It can serve as a means
for an author to work out his or her uncertain relationship to that theme.

Of all the writers examined in my project, Roth engages most complexly with the
autobiographical gesture. Not only does his subject matter often stem from the
circumstances of his upbringing, his romantic relationships, and his career, but he creates
alter egos, versions of himself, as the protagonists that enact and the narrators that frame
the creative products of his conscience on these matters. Nathan Zuckerman, who first

appeared in The Ghost Writer (1979) as a writer who had offended the Jewish



community, is Roth’s most famous, or notorious, of these alter egos, but Zuckerman, as a
version of Roth, is not true to life. For example, when asked if Zuckerman’s rage at
Milton Appel in The Anatomy Lesson (1983) expressed the emotions of Roth’s real-life
encounter with his detractor Irving Howe, Roth responded: “There was the real
autobiographical scene, and it had no life to it at all. I had to absorb the rage into the
main character... I wasn’t going to get anywhere with a Zuckerman as eminently
reasonable as myself.”* Though the mention of Milton Appel in The Anatomy Lesson
evokes the actual events of Roth’s life, Roth’s autobiographical gesture is not simply to
recall those events through Zuckerman, but to write an emotional response to those
events that tests the possibilities of his own psyche. Perhaps Roth puts it best when he
explains this kind of gesture as “how [a writer] feeds what’s hypothetical or imagined
into what’s inspired and controlled by recollection, and how what’s recollected spawns
the overall fantasy.” The autobiographical gesture can be a fantasy based on the events
and emotions recollected in one’s psyche.’

When I say that Roth imagines himself as Coleman Silk in 7he Human Stain, |
mean that he uses a fantasy about an African American alter ego to engage with the
issues of ethnic identity that have been part of his own experience. The twist in The
Human Stain is that Roth’s alter ego, Coleman Silk, passes as Jewish as a way to escape
the limits of his African American identity. As Roth experiments with cross-ethnicity—

the fantasy of self as other, and the self’s (usually temporary) adoption of the other’s

4 Roth, Reading Myself and Others 141.

5 Roth, Reading Myself and Others 127.

® Even if Roth’s public biography is one that he has manipulatively constructed—if his public biography is
fictional—even a fictional commentary about ethnic identity deserves to be considered in conjunction with
a novel about ethnic identity. Many critics would say that fiction cannot be evaluated according to the
events and emotions in a writer’s psyche, but Roth has spent too much time explaining the matter of his
American-Jewish identity to make his own experience a non-issue in a work of fiction about ethnic identity.




ethnic properties—so does his Black alter ego. But why would a person who is trying to
escape the limits of his ethnic identity do so by imagining himself as a person of another
ethnic identity? Ironically, American Jews and African Americans take part in the
exchange of ethnic property—which can include music, language, specific behaviors—in
order to be more broadly acceptable in American society. It is similar to the kind of
cross-ethnic phenomenon that Melnick works out in The Right to Sing the Blues:
American Jews adopt African American ethnic properties in order to prove their
acceptability in America, and African Americans adopt certain Jewish behaviors and
paradigms as a means to gain influence in America. Furthermore, as in the case of
Roth/Silk, cross-ethnicity enables one’s foray into the realm of individuality. The
ethnically-bound individual distinguishes himself from a group that is expected to engage
in a set of similar behaviors by constructing an identity beyond the limits of those
expectations.

Perhaps the frequency with which African Americans and American Jews
imagine themselves as each other can be attributed to the rhetoric of shared oppression
and even the rhetoric of a shared gene pool, which has already provided a sort of
metaphoric interchangeability between the two groups. Then again, the language of
Black-Jewish relations has more often than not characterized the two groups as
completely opposite, especially in terms of social and economic class. In my third
chapter, I juxtapose the (unfortunately obscure) writer Fran Ross with Bernard Malamud
to reveal what the perception of these differences has to do with the divergent ways
American Jews and African Americans practice cross-ethnicity and with the ways each

group’s practice of cross-ethnicity is received. Ross’s novel, Oreo (1974), and



Malamud’s novel, The Tenants (1971), are both written as cross-ethnic satire—the
imagining of self as other in a humorous way to achieve a political effect. Like Roth,
Malamud and Ross use cross-ethnicity and the autobiographical gesture as modes of
resistance to the ethnic labels that categorize and limit their writing; each writer imagines
the Self as Other as a means to escape communal identity and express individual identity.
Furthermore, both writers’ production of cross-ethnic satire acts as a commentary upon
the context of waning Black-Jewish relations in their time. The major difference between
Ross’s “African American” novel and Malamud’s “American Jewish” novel is this: Ross
writes with a presumed right to use Jewish cultural property while Malamud writes fully
aware that the Jewish use of Black cultural property is suspect.

The notion that Black cultural property is off limits to American Jews drives the
plot of Malamud’s novel. The problem in The Tenants is that the Jewish protagonist, a
nominally Jewish writer named Harry Lesser who is feeling mentally limited and washed
up, finds inspiration in the raw zeal and sexual energy of a Black writer, Willie
Spearmint. Although Lesser knows better than to assume that he will be granted access
to the privileges of Spearmint’s enigmatic realm, he cannot keep himself away from its
draw. Part of the problem is that Lesser cannot escape Spearmint, who seeks to exploit
Lesser’s special Jewish access to the ways of “whitey.” Spearmint, however, is so
protective over the authenticity of his work that he is never willing to accept Lesser’s
honest attempts at intervention. Though Lesser attempts to treat Spearmint as an equal,
Spearmint expects Lesser’s automatic penance based upon Lesser’s affiliation with the
white world. Spearmint has a Jewish girlfriend, but Spearmint punishes Lesser for

consorting with an African American girl. Though Spearmint refers to himself as an



alter cocker (Yiddish for old guy), Spearmint criticizes Lesser for listening to Bessie
Smith. The two writers cannot share their strengths because Spearmint resents Lesser’s
“white” ethnic status. Ironically, Spearmint so intently guards his Black cultural property
because he believes that as a popular aesthetic it could afford him influence in Lesser’s
white world. But if Black cultural property is off limits to Jews, then the real irony of
The Tenants is that Malamud produces Black syntax, among other aspects of Black
cultural property, in order to compose the form and content of Spearmint’s dialogue, thus
subverting the ideology of the Black character he has so believably created.

While Malamud’s novel intones the by now historical issue of the inauthentic
Jewish use of Black cultural property in a way that is dark and acerbic, Ross’s novel
offers a humorous and rather adept sort of impersonation or embodiment of Jewishness
which implies that the notion of separate cultural property in America is futile. The
protagonist, Christine Clark Schwartz, a.k.a. “Oreo” for reasons that can practically be
explained by her name, is the child of a Black mother and Jewish father. Though Oreo
socially identifies as Black, she uses her repertoire of Yiddish and Jewish culture as the
main shtick in navigating the multicultural obstacle course that is America. The irony of
Oreo’s plot is that the protagonist acquires most of her Jewishness from the Black side of
her family, who passed down the knowledge of Jewish life they attained from their
Jewish business clientele; in a reversal of the Jewish appropriation of Black cultural
property, Oreo’s Black grandparents made their living by overcharging Jews for dreidels
and hamataschen.

Why is it funny when an African American protagonist speaks Yiddish, but

oppressive when an American Jewish protagonist speaks the kind of non-Standard
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English associated with Black English? Why is it okay for an African American writer to
render the intimate details of Jewish culture while an American Jewish writer’s portrayal
of Blackness will forever be considered inauthentic and misunderstood? These questions
apply not only to my chapter on Malamud and Ross; they also act as the subtext of this
dissertation. To answer broadly, one might say that because the circumstances of slavery
all but wiped out any sense of African American property, it is logical that African
American cultural property would be well-guarded; moreover, African Americans require
cultural property in order to be valued and rewarded for their contributions to society at
large. If, as the Black Arts Movement proposed, Black cultural property could serve to
unite African Americans, then it does not make much sense for people outside the fold
get involved, especially not the Jews, who had been habitually regarded as greedy
infiltrators. Of course, these thoughts are rather general, and as Melnick would agree, the
problem with the discussion about Jews and the appropriation of Black cultural property
is that it has become too general. Therefore, in each of my chapters, I question the
relationship between cross-ethnic practices and the subject of cultural appropriation in
order to provide a less blinkered view based on the particular circumstances of my
subjects.

Like Melnick, I believe that the Black-Jewish trade of cultural property has been
reduced to long-standing stereotypes that link Jews to social and economic greed, and
while I recognize the many cases in which Jews have, indeed, used and abused Black
cultural property for their own economic benefit, thus leaving African Americans
unrewarded for their inventions, I also recognize that the blanket of stereotypes does not

adequately cover many instances of cross-ethnic practice that have occurred on both sides
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of the sometimes blurry color line between African Americans and American Jews. My
intention is not to repair Black-Jewish relations, but I do hope to reveal that often African
Americans and American Jews have imagined themselves as each other for similar
reasons, reasons that go beyond the desire to make money from material that belongs to
another. Cross-ethnicity itself is not the practice of appropriation, and cross-ethnicity
does not necessarily imply that a member of one ethnic group wants to become a member
of another ethnic group. Cross-ethnicity is the practice of diffusion, emulation, esteem,
and fantasy; it tests the possibilities of what life might be like and how human experience
might be expressed from an ethnic position outside of one’s own.

One of the most interesting examples of an African American who engages in
Black-Jewish cross-ethnicity is James Weldon Johnson, the subject of my second chapter.
As Melnick points out, Johnson took an “integrationist stance” when it came to the race
question in the United States; Johnson believed that “pure ethnic and racial products
belonged to a ‘folk’ world that was quickly receding into the past.”’ If Johnson had
heard the combination of Jazz and Klezmer that inspired this project in the first place, he
could have applauded his own foresight and the cross-ethnic sharing he saw as the
inevitable, if not hopeful, result of the steps toward racial equality in American society.
But in Johnson’s time, an “integrationist” stance was not as popular with the African
American majority as it was with American Jews. In Johnson’s cross-ethnic imagination,
the American Jewish behaviors often associated with Jewish assimilation—Ilike
diplomacy and social fluidity—served as a model for successful integration. Johnson
employed what he rather openly identified as Jewish behaviors in the management of his

identity and his career.

" Melnick 142, 147.
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Previous scholarship on the subject of Black-Jewish relations in literature,
however, tends to focus on the ways African Americans and American Jews have
imagined each other in contest or conflict. In Emily Miller Budick’s Blacks and Jews in
Literary Conversation, Budick finds that Blacks and Jews imagine themselves as each
other in order to construct and preserve their own ethnic identities as separate:

mutualities of ethnic construction may evidence genuine conflict for cultural

domination, as writers respond to, appropriate, and often displace each other’s
cultural materials... it may produce the repetition within each individual ethnic
construction of those elements of the other’s ethnic position (and of American
culture generally) that each group, in insisting on its ethnic position, would most
like to disown or displace.
When Blacks and Jews use each other to contemplate their own ethnic identities, even the
similarities between the two groups often become points of differentiation and hostility.
As Ethan Goffman points out in /magining Each Other, “the memorialization of trauma
may become a site of contestation, of rivalry, as is occurring in debates about which
people’s experience constitutes the ‘true’ Holocaust.”™ Like Budick, Goffman suggests
that a literary study of Black-Jewish exchanges reveals a pattern in which the two groups
come together to come apart in the constant reinforcement of their heterogeneity. In the
most recent book on Black-Jewish relations in literary studies, Strangers in the Land,
Eric Sundquist contends that “It is possible now to attempt a comprehensive study of
blacks and Jews not simply because the century has ended but because their special
relationship has ended as well.” Though the pattern of Black-Jewish relations in the

twentieth century has ended in stalemate, it is an important subject of study, as Sunquist

argues, because “we are still a long way from an era in which identity determined by

¥ Emily Miller Budick, Blacks and Jews in Literary Conversation (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1998) 4.
? Ethan Goffman, Imagining Each Other (New York: SUNY Press, 2000) 2.
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membership in a bounded ethno-racial group, or several of them, does not appear to

» 10 To examine the

afford a special vantage and therefore to require a certain allegiance.
history of Black-Jewish relations offers major insights into the ethnic-fractionalization—
with its consequences positive and negative—of American society.

Without taking away from the imperative work of this previous strain of
scholarship, my project focuses on Black-Jewish relations from a different perspective.
The African American and American Jewish scholars and writers represented here are not
proponents of ethnic factionalism. My first chapter traces the cross-ethnic
autobiographical gestures of the anthropologist Franz Boas and his student Zora Neale
Hurston and grounds this argument in a realm of cultural anthropology that has heavily
influenced twentieth century American literature. The literary products of
anthropological fieldwork at the beginning of the century claimed “cultures” to be
scientifically knowable. Peoples were understood as separate entities, categorized
according to the pluralist rhetoric eminent at the time. The sense that peoples were
separate and knowable stimulated the popularity of local color fiction and ethnographic
writing, which focused on the description of peoples with regional and ethnic differences.

The assumption largely remains that Boas’ antiracism was connected to the
culture concept that has promoted the flourishing success of multi-culturalism and the
movements to recognize separate cultural wholes; however, Boas’ antiracist ideals and
the theoretical basis of his anthropological critique actually made him a vehement
opponent of cultural pluralism—the idea that the many small ethnic groups in a large

society maintain unique features and identities. Perhaps the best proof of Boas’ anti-

pluralism is evidenced in his choice to elide his Jewish identity, to become ethnically

1 Eric Sundquist, Strangers in the Land (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2005) 2, 16.
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unaffiliated. Complicating this decision and this “proof” of Boas’ univeralism was his
sponsorship of Zora Neale Hurston’s ethnographic research. Under Boas’ direction,
Hurston underwent the constant negotiation of a relationship between her individual
identity and a Black collective. Her own universalist leanings were eclipsed, at times, by
an uber-ethnic affiliation that Boas seemed to have thrust upon her.

Hurston’s resistance to racial and ethnic categorization has been often ignored
because, as Ross Posnock argues, her refusal “to play by the racial rules of the game”
ruined her chances for fame while she was alive. Even in the auto-ethnographic
fieldwork she produced under Boas’ aegis, she “inhabited the unclassified residuum” and,
ironically, became marginalized because she rejected ethnic classification.'' She ended
her career in obscurity, devoted to writing about the history of the Jewish people as a way
to argue against a system of racial classification. She used the cross-ethnic example of
Jewish assimilation into the American mainstream to make a case for her own
mainstream acceptance, but not until she was rediscovered, reframed and reclaimed as an
African American writer did she achieve literary success. Her cross-ethnic
autobiographical gesture did not foment the post-ethnic reputation she desired.

% % % % % % % % % % % %

In closing, I need to acknowledge my use of the terms “African American” and
“Black” rather interchangeably, though I am aware that each term evokes different sets of
meanings, often depending on the context. Though the term “Black™ tends to appear in
the lower case, I capitalize the word “Black” in order to give it equal status to “Jew,”

which tends to be capitalized in all cases where the term exists respectfully in noun form.

" Ross Posnock, Color and Culture: Black Writers and the Making of the Modern Intellectual (Cambridge:
Harvard UP, 1998) 212.
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I also tend to conflate the terms “Jew” and “American Jew,” not only because it is clear
that this project focuses on Jews in the United States, but because Jews, regardless of
their location in the world, carry with them the same set of stereotypes. Finally, I should
say that I have chosen the term “American Jew” rather than “Jewish American,” taking
my cue from the journal Studies in American Jewish Literature, and perhaps as an
offering of my own autobiographical gesture. Certainly, I have heard the terms
“American Jew” and “Jewish American” used interchangeably and with similar
frequency, but for me, the “Jew” in the noun position of the two part identity (as opposed
to the adjective position) conveys my own sense of ethnicity in America. Despite my
rational understanding that a post-ethnic age could spawn the kind of equality between
peoples that would rid the world of much hatred and suffering, I still imagine myself and
consider myself imagined by others as a “Jew” in America, not an American who is
Jewish. And although I admire the efforts of the subjects of this project, it would feel
false for me to close with the idea that America is ready to hear the message that the
subjects of this project have put forth, partly because I myself am so aware and even

protective of my own set of differences.
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Franz Boas and Zora Neale Hurston:
Universalist Thinkers and their Cross-Ethnic Paradigms

Franz Boas, a major force in American Anthropology, and his student Zora Neale
Hurston, who eventually became recognized as a major American literary figure, both
made their marks on the twentieth century American understanding of ethnicity by
stressing the universality of peoples. It was very important to Boas to achieve his own
sort of universality—in other words, an individual identity not based on hierarchical
ethnic distinctions. Therefore, he tried to separate himself from his Jewish identity and to
promote himself as an ethnically unaffiliated scientist, a sort of “free agent” in a nation
fraught with a post-bellum awareness of difference that was heightened by rising
immigration rates. He needed to theorize about the universality of peoples and deal with
the subject of racial and ethnic distinctions, without appearing motivated by the prospect
of his own social mobility or biased by some assumed ethnic predisposition. Meanwhile,
Hurston negotiated a relationship between her individual identity and a Black collective.
Her journey to prove the universality of peoples and to eradicate the concept of Black
primitivism required, at times, an uber-ethnic affiliation that did not reflect her rather less
static reality, a reality not bound by ethnicity. Her mission was to collect and put to use
the genius of the African American people in order to demonstrate their equal
contribution to culture at large; out of this universality of peoples could rise the
opportunity for individual distinction, which, albeit posthumously, Hurston certainly
achieved.

The irony of Boas and Hurston’s resistance to pluralist boundaries of ethnicity is
that opposition to these boundaries necessitated recognition of and work within them.

Though Boas might have chosen, perhaps by advantage of the color of his skin, to leave
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his Jewishness invisible (if his detractors would have let him), he certainly found uses for
preserving Hurston’s connection to an African American collective. Boas sought to
reconnect African Americans with the history of their own accomplishments and
frequently employed an African American collective as a theoretical model, thus igniting
the speculation that he had simply replaced Jewishness with Blackness in an effort to
shift the focus from ethnically self-serving motivations. But Hurston’s version of
anthropology and her vision of its uses greatly differed from her teacher’s theoretical
model. Her insider ethnography did not produce the purely scientific results that Boas
desired, but instead it produced a meta-narrative—existing as an autobiographical gesture
in the space between fact and fiction—thus signifying a refusal to separate intellectuality
from folk culture. However, this move did not signal Hurston’s contempt for Boas’ use
of an African American collective as a theoretical model. After all, Hurston, throughout
her literary career, used the history of the Jewish people as a way to argue against a
system of racial classification, and she devoted the final years of her life to an analysis of
Herod the Great, who symbolized for her the individual distinction that could emerge
from the successful universality of peoples. In effect, Boas and Hurston preserved and
honored the ethnic circumstances of the other, and by cross-ethnic application, they
avoided granting ethnicity a reductive power.
Franz Boas: The Anti-Pluralist

Walter Benn Michaels, whose seminal work Our America (1995) describes a
society that is essentialist due to its pluralist ideals, devotes a rather long endnote to
distinguishing Franz Boas as an exception to the pluralist rule. Though Boas operated on

the principle that different peoples required diverse methods of critique, he believed that
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all peoples were essentially the same—a stark contrast to pluralist thinking. Michaels
concludes:
...although admirers of Boas’s antiracism (Anthropology and Modern Life was
mainly undertaken as an attack on contemporary racial thinking) often identify
that antiracism with his presumed pluralism, it is, in fact, the racists Boas meant
to oppose whose conception of culture was more purely pluralist. Boas himself
was a universalist, in search of “psychological and social data for all mankind”
and “basal for all culture” (207)."
Despite Michaels’ intervention into Boas’ reputation, the assumption largely remains that
Boas’ antiracism was connected to the culture concept that has promoted the flourishing
success of “multi-culturalism” and the movements to recognize separate cultural wholes,
including the Harlem Renaissance.”” These movements have informed twentieth century
reading practices by organizing literature into ethnic categories, like “African American
Literature,” “Jewish American Literature,” “Native American Literature,” and so on.
Therefore, literary theorists have latched onto Boasian anthropology as a starting point of
these divisions.
In many ways, positing Boasian anthropology as a reference point for pluralist
reading practices makes logical sense if attached to an academic perspective with Jewish
origins. Like Horace Kallen, whose essay “Democracy versus the Melting-Pot” (1915)

helped to establish Kallen as “the father of cultural pluralism,” Boas came to the United

States as an immigrant to escape the limits of anti-Semitism. In Kallen’s view, one of the

'2 Walter Benn Michaels, Our America: Nativism, Modernism and Pluralism (Durham: Duke UP, 1995)
173. Michaels cites George Stocking Jr.’s argument from “Franz Boas and the Culture Concept in
Historical Perspective” (in Race, Culture, and Evolution: Essays in the History of Anthropology [Chicago,
1968]), which stipulates that “Boas was not a relativist in a consistent sense.” Although Boas was a
relativist in the sense that he did not believe in one standard by which to judge peoples, Boas was not a
relativist because he believed that peoples were essentially the same in terms of progress and decline.

13 See Brad Evans, “Where Was Boas During the Renaissance in Harlem? Diffusion, Race, and the Culture
Paradigm in the History of Anthropology,” Central Sites, Peripheral Visions: Cultural and Institutional
Crossings in the History of Anthropology, ed. Richard Handler (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press,
1996) 70.
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benefits of American nationality was that immigrants and their future children did have to
fear the loss of “their ethnic individuality.”* Susan Hegeman notes that Kallen valued
“ethnic enclaves, and specifically their cultural nationalisms, as bright spots of resistance

»15 Kallen’s interest in Judaism was not in

to an encroaching threat: massification.
maintaining the stringent Hebraic religious laws and traditions, but in continuing Jewish
cultural life, specifically in terms of a Jewish intellectual tradition.'® Boas, however, did
not want to escape anti-Semitism so that he would be allowed a Jewish ethnic identity.”
Still, his academic perspective was grounded in the Haskala, or Jewish enlightenment,
and particularly the Jewish social scientific program that began with Heymann Steinthal
and Moritz Lazarus’ study of Volksgeister. The study of Volksgeister, the unique
geniuses of peoples, was meant to elucidate the specific contributions of particular groups
to humanity. Steinthal and Lazarus promoted the encyclopedic categorization of various
Volksgeister in an ethnology-related discipline they called Volkerpsychologie, the
psychology of peoples. Volkerpsychologie, simply put, applied the discipline of
psychology beyond the individual and toward a collective. Its founders intended
Volkerpsychologie to exist as an improvement upon anthropology’s treatment of the
Volksgeist, which, they maintained, “had neglected the core of human existence by

518

explaining human diversity through external factors like environment and descent.”” In

the pages of their journal, Steinthal and Lazarus sought to prove how the products of

'* Horace Kallen, “Democracy versus the Melting-Pot: A Study of American Nationality,” The Nation
(Feb. 25, 1915). 8 of 16. http://www.expo98.msu.edu/people/Kallen.htm Rutgers University Libraries.
6/21/2004.

'> Susan Hegeman, Patterns for America (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1999) 58.

' Carrie Tirado Bramen, The Uses of Variety (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2000) 92.

'” See Douglas Cole, Franz Boas: The Early Years, 1858-1906 (Vancouver: University of Washington
Press, 1999).

'8 Matti Bunzl, “Volkerpsychologie and German Jewish Emancipation,” Worldly Provincialism, eds. H.
Penny Glenn and Matti Bunzl (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2003) 53-54.




20

peoples gave credence to their diversity and served as evidence of a peoples’ potential for
growth.

Steinthal and Lazarus offered their systematic analysis of a variety of Geister with
a focus on the linguistic and literary contributions of peoples, citing, for example, the
peerless ingenuity of ancient Greek poetry and the French influence on modern drama.
These accomplishments were showcased as moments that advanced Bildung, the upgrade
of self and group cultivation, for peoples and, in turn, for the world at large. With
hindsight, however, the eclectic collection of Geister appears as a contextual frame for
Steinthal and Lazarus’ central concern: to define the Jewish Geist. The conspicuous
advertising of Jewish contributions and the meditative critiques aimed at Jewish reform
were necessary, as Matti Bunzl points out, to German Jewish emancipation. In the mid to
late 1800°s, the Haskala presented Jews with a median between types of cultivation
through education: the isolate, religious traditions and the wordly, secular innovations.
Bunzl maintains that Steinthal and Lazarus used the journal to make a case for the
national acceptance of Jews into German society, drawing on the traditions of their
Jewish past as substantiation for their potential contributions to German Bildung and all
humanity. Specifically, Steinthal and Lazarus credited the Jewish Geist with the
invention of monotheism and with the Torah as Jewish history and literature."

Like Steinthal and Lazarus, Boas hoped for a “liberal humanism,” or at least a

German society liberal enough to allow Jews to “overcome their difference” and be

¥ Bunzl, “Volkerpsychologie and German Jewish Emancipation,” 48-51, 70. The founding premise of the
Zeitshrift was a epistolary discussion between Steinthal and Lazarus pertaining to the function of the Torah
as literature. For example, Steinthal published a sixty page review of works by Bruno Bauer as a means by
which to discuss the Old Testament as Jews’ ancient poetry. The “deployment” of this discussion
“functioned as an intellectual device designed to promote and safeguard the ongoing process of Jewish
integration into German society” (51).
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counted as valuable contributors to an overarching Bildung.*® Boas’ mindset upon arrival
to the United States—one informed by the experience of anti-Semitism, the influence of
Volkerpsychologie, and the understanding that science required context—provided the
underpinnings for Boasian anthropology, especially as it applied to the “race problem” in
the United States.”’ Thus Boas became known as the “Father of Cultural Relativism.”
His guiding mission was to promote the idea that differences between peoples were the
effects of historical, social and geographic conditions, and to prove that all populations
have complete potential immeasurable by universal laws of culture in the sense of
Bildung.

Though the Bildung concept foregrounds Boas’ interest in specific cultures, it is
too often conflated with his ideas on race. Had Boas imagined race and culture as one,
perhaps then he could be considered a consistent pluralist. Kallen’s pluralist thinking,
according to Carrie Tirado Bramen, relied on “essentialism...as the rationale for
imagining the permanence of identity culture...Kallen’s nativist pluralism [was] a form of

cultural protectionism, a way to limit the pliability of minority cultures through the

* Bunzl, “Volkerpsychologie and German Jewish Emancipation,” 81-83. Furthermore, Bunzl notes, Boas
cited Steinthal and Lazarus theories in two pieces of his early work, “The Aims of Ethnology” (1888) and
“The History of Anthropology” (1904). See also Brad Evans, Before Cultures: The Ethnographic
Imagination in American Literature, 1865-1920 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2005) 164. Evans
suggests, Boas’ salvage of North American Indian folk tales reflects a break from the opinion of his
mentor, Adolf Bastian, who dismissed the historical importance of the folk tales because they required
psychological intervention. Evans notes that Boas’ reasoning concerning the folk tales aligns with
Steinthal and Lazarus’ approach to ethnology, which insists that “psychological variation...must accompany
the historical development of cultural material in specific places at specific times. [Boas] argued not for
the psychological unity of mankind but for an understanding of universality in terms of the psychological
differences between peoples resulting from historical factors.”” Though this system seems to preserve the
hierarchies of essentialism, it allows for upward mobility toward human equality if social circumstances
permit the recognition and potential growth of a peoples’ Bildung. It also begins to challenge gross
generalizations about biological differences based on race and even begins to subtly unravel the notion of
scienticity.

2! See also Brad Evans, “Where Was Boas During the Renaissance in Harlem?” 81. Evans notes that part of
Boas’ Jewish social science program was his affiliation with Felix Adler’s “Ethical Culture Society,”
another response to racism in Germany set along the course of Bildung.
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22 But Boas was not a pluralist because his theories emphasized

permanence of biology.
first that similarities between racial groups were more common than differences, and
second that “contact and conquest” brought different peoples together; Julia Liss credits
this stance among Boas’ most successful arguments against racism.” In other words,
Boas established that there was no permanent biology to cultural and racial categories,
and that these categories were changing, only existent in passing historical moments and
transformed by the constant movement of peoples. Therefore, Brad Evans suggests that
scholars should replace notions of Boas as a pluralist with a more accurate understanding
of Boas’ promulgation of diffusion. Diffusion fostered an overarching “humanistic
concept of culture” that recognized “borrowing and exchange” between peoples, which
unsettled hierarchical distinctions between peoples that were based on separation.® It is
important to note that although Boas’ response to racism was grounded in a Jewish
intellectual tradition constantly defending against anti-Semitism—the same intellectual
tradition that Kallen relied upon for cultural protectionism—unlike Kallen, Boas willed
upon himself the “borrowing and exchange” of assimilation and diffusion.

Indeed, re-envisioning the Boasian culture concept through the lens of diffusion
aligns more logically with Boas’ personal and ethical stance on the separation of peoples

into static groups; however, it calls into question Boas’ promotion of Zora Neale

Hurston’s anthropological research, especially her collection of folklore. After all, Boas’

** Bramen 82. Bramen cites Kallen: “Men may change their clothes; their politics, their wives, their
religions, their philosophies, to a greater or lesser extent: they cannot change their grandfathers.” Kallen
believed that the “hereditarian character of Jewishness cannot be diluted” due to intermarriage.

* Julia Liss, “Diasporic Identities: The Science and Politics of Race in the Work of Franz Boas and W.E.B.
DuBois, 1894-1919,” Cultural Anthropology 13:2 (1998): 138.

* Evans, “Where Was Boas During the Renaissance in Harlem?” 86. Evans cites Boas’ “Introduction” to
The Handbook of American Indian Languages to clarify Boas’ philosophy that “a whole array of cultural
elements—language, material culture, traditions, folktales, and songs—simply did not match up with race
or each other” (84).
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study of diffusion revealed that folklore, once recognized as a distinguishing element
between cultures and nations, was actually something that traveled across these
boundaries. For example, Evans describes the variants of “Uncle Remus” stories
“located not only in the black South, but also in the West among Native Americans, in

South America, in Western Europe, and even in Asia.”*

Hence, it seems incongruent
with Boas’ anti-pluralism that he should encourage Hurston’s project. Yet ultimately, it
was not that Boas failed to recognize “the amalgamation of African and European
tradition which is so important for understanding historically the character of American
Negro life” implicit in Hurston’s collection of folklore in Mules and Men.*® Rather, the
problem was that Boas affirmed Hurston’s separate-ness by granting her special power to
understand “the true inner life of the Negro.”
Boas’ Afro-centric Promotion of Zora Neale Hurston

Boas’ relationship to Zora Neale Hurston appears to operate according to a double
standard. While Boas avoided the Jewish cause, pleading no special need or power to
investigate or preserve the internal ethnographics of Jewish life in America (though
certainly that investigation was concurrent in local color and realist fiction by Abraham
Cahan and Anzia Yezierska, and later in Boas’ career, by Isaac Bashevis Singer and
Henry Roth), Boas encouraged Hurston’s auto-ethnographic fieldwork, the collection of

folklore from her home town of Eatonville, Florida and then New Orleans that produced

“The Eatonville Anthology” (1926), “Characteristics of Negro Expression” (1934) and

2 Evans, “Where Was Boas During the Renaissance in Harlem?” 84.
2 Franz Boas, Forward, Mules and Men by Zora Neale Hurston, in Hurston: Folklore, Memoirs, & Other
Writings, ed. Cheryl Wall (New York: Literary Classics of the United States, 1995).
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Mules and Men (1935).” William S. Willis delineates Boas’ endeavor to recruit African
Americans into the field of anthropology specifically for the purpose of engaging in the
study of Black life.®® Hurston sometimes acted as a mere technician within the field of
anthropology, conducting physical measurements of African American populations
alongside Melville Herskovitz or collecting folklore using her superiority in “establishing
rapport” with African Americans, but she was also appreciated for her “insider”
advantage when it came to deciphering the material she collected.”” Considering the
importance of psychological aspects in defining collective dimensions, a method Boas
had sustained since the days of Steinthal and Lazarus’ Volkerpsychologie, the logic
followed that African American perspectives would be valuable for a sensitivity to
psychological nuance of their own people. This logic is questionable because, as we shall
see, insider ethnography, or auto-ethnographys, is fraught with tensions concerning the
authority of a representative to interpret the psychology of a group. But the more
immediate question is this: why would Boas promote Hurston’s connection to an African
American identity while making it a rule to forfeit his own collective identity?

Marshall Hyatt might respond with his contention that Boas, “though committed
to equal opportunity for the races, was not a full-fledged egalitarian.”*® Hyatt suggests
that Boas was “haunted” by the idea that the Negro race was “slightly (but inherently)

inferior,” based on the fact that Boas never proposed the complete equivalence of races.

*7 Citations of these texts will appear as EA for “The Eatonville Anthology,” CNE for “Characteristics of
Negro Expression” and MM for Mules and Men, and page numbers refer to Hurston: Folklore, Memoirs, &
Other Writings, ed. Cheryl Wall (New York: Literary Classics of the United States, 1995).

28 Frank A. Salamone, “Franz Boas: The Construction of Race,” CrossRoutes—The Meanings of “Race”
for the 21* Century, eds Paola Boi and Sabine Broeck (New Brunswick: Transaction Publishers, 2003) 712,
100. Salamone retrieved this information from Willis’s notes. Willis passed away before he could
complete the manuscript on Boas on which he had been working.

%% Salamone 67.

3 Marshall Hyatt, Franz Boas-Social Activist: The Dynamics of Ethnicity (New York: Greenwood Press,
1990) 88.
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Yet Hyatt also maintains that Boas believed, like Booker T. Washington and other civil
rights leaders, in the potential for a full equality of races if the conditions necessary for
cultural development could be met. Finally, Hyatt notes that the “revisionist view of
slavery, which points to a vibrant slave culture, calls this view into question.”' It seems
clear, however, that by sending Hurston into the field to salvage folklore, Boas heralded
the revisionist view of slavery. He hoped to evince the Black Volksgeist by circulating
folklore as proof of a vibrant Black culture. The conditions necessary for the acceptance
of African Americans as well as the inner development and group improvement of
African Americans required an understanding of the historical contributions of Black
people. Perhaps Boas believed that Jews and the world at large had easier access to
Jewish contributions, 1) because much of the Jewish Diaspora spread Jews throughout
Europe, thus exposing the West to Jewish history and development while allowing time
for the possible integration of Jews into the ways of the West, and 2) because as Steinthal
and Lazarus had noted, the religious text and ethic central to Western civilization had its
roots in the Torah. Although these conditions had not guaranteed Jews’ equality, the
Jews in America had experienced more privileges than African Americans. Moreover,
until two generations post-Enlightenment, most Jews had been educated in the traditions
and history of Judaism, even if many had eventually rejected it. In other words, Jews had
access to a sense of continuity that African Americans did not.

Because slavery had abruptly severed African Americans from most knowledge
of Bildung on the African continent, African Americans often found it difficult to have
faith in and promote their own potential. Boas sought to reconnect African Americans

with their heritage of accomplishments. In “What the Negro Has Done in Africa” (1904),

3! Hyatt, n27, 101.
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Boas revealed the achievements of kingdoms in Ghana and Songhai to support his claim
that populations of African descent were capable of profound social networks and
creativity. Intrigued by Boas’ method of presenting facts as inspiration for racial uplift,
Du Bois invited Boas to confer the commencement address to the students of Atlanta
University in 1906. Boas’ speech, entitled “The Outlook of the American Negro,” gave
scientific credence to the struggle for African American equality by recalling a past of
ancient African Bildung that had surpassed the European accomplishments of the time,
including technological advances in metal work, farming, political frameworks, and
financial systems. Du Bois felt that Boas had granted him the freedom from shame of his
African past.*> Boas’ speech helped inspire Du Bois to locate an identity unique to
African Americans. Although Boas and DuBois had both personally experienced
marginality and exclusion, Du Bois’ response was to write about himself in The Souls of
Black Folk (1903) and Dusk of Dawn: The Autobiography of a Race Concept (1940) as
the means to afford African American identity; Julia Liss points to this difference
between Boas and Du Bois when she says: “Boas...succeeded in institutionalizing his
ideas at Columbia University, whereas the stigma of race meant that Du Bois’s academic
career remained circumscribed.” The stigma of race, or the lack of a publicly accepted
Bildung, made it difficult for Du Bois to speak with authority outside of his own
experience.

Of course, it was not easy for Boas to speak outside of his own experience either.
During the House Committee hearings responsible for the increased restrictions on

immigration in 1924, Lathrop Stoddard, who wrote “The Rising Tide of Color Against

32 Mark Helbling, The Harlem Renaissance: The One and the Many (Westport, Connecticut: Greenwood
Press, 1999) 22.
*# Liss 130.
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White Supremacy,” dismissed Boas’ findings as “the desperate attempt of a Jew to pass
himself off as ‘white.””** Stoddard’s comment foreshadows Michael Rogin’s contentious
theory that Jews sought to elevate themselves by way of contrast to Blacks.*” Stoddard’s
charges against Boas imply not only that Boas was encroaching on white academic
territory, but that like the proponents of racist theories, Boas had placed himself above
the race problem by being in the authoritative position of studying it. Even contemporary
critics, like Hyatt, maintain that in order to front a critical distance from the race problem,
“Boas used the Afro-American as a substitute.” Hyatt continues,
When he challenged pseudoscientific theory alleging black inferiority, he was
reacting to his personal experience. Jews had progressed in all areas of American
life, yet anti-Semitism remained alive, fanned by the emotional fires of traditional
prejudice. Boas had experienced this firsthand in his dealings with the Wasp
scientific community, which sought to exclude him. By focusing on blacks, he
could lay siege to the underpinnings of all forms of racist thought while
maintaining scientific objectivity. He surmised that if he could abolish racism as
it pertained to Blacks, Jews would also benefit.*
Hyatt’s assessment aligns Boas with the pluralist agenda that Kevin MacDonald finds
particularly troubling:
Jewish identifications and the pursuit of perceived Jewish interests, particularly in
advocating an ideology of cultural pluralism as a model for Western societies, has
been the “invisible subject” of American anthropology—invisible because the
ethnic identifications and ethnic interests of its advocates have been masked by
the language of science in which such identifications and interests were publicly
illegitimate.®’

The real accusation underlying Stoddard, Hyatt and MacDonald’s comments is that Boas

is at fault for not acknowledging his Jewishness, for leaving his Jewishness as something

** Salamone 74.

3> Michael Rogin, Blackface, White Noise: Jews in the Hollywood Melting Pot (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 1996). Rogin’s theory was that Jews used Blackface to make themselves appear whiter by
contrast.

3% Hyatt 97.

37 Kevin MacDonald, The Culture of Critique: An Evolutionary Analysis of Jewish Involvement in
Twentieth Century Intellectual and Political Movements (London: Praeger Press, 1998) 23.
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“invisible.” However, the critics’ comments reflect their own pluralist mindsets, while
Boas’ invisible ethnicity reflects a decidedly non-pluralist agenda.

It is not that Boas ignored Jewishness as a collective dimension; after all, it should
not be forgotten that much of Boas’ anthropometric work, especially his measurements of

children, investigated “Hebrews.”*

It is because Boas elided a personal connection to
“Hebrews” as part of his public life that critics feel uneasy. Even if Boas experienced a
disconnection from his Jewish identity on many levels, he was still expected to forge a
persona based on it. Perhaps like many academics, who feel, figuratively, that they are
on the outside looking in, in constant analysis of their surroundings, Boas was not a
“joiner”; this idea jibes with Liss’s contention that “Boas’s forging of academic
anthropology in part reflected his own sense of perpetual marginality and experiences of
rootlessness, especially by normalizing the perspective of the participant-observer
method as the central mode of disciplinary practice, if not his own fieldwork.” Or
perhaps, along the lines of his theory on heredity and environment, his academic
environment had influenced him to meld his Jewish identity with an academic dimension.
The bottom line is that in an era of anthropology inspired objectification and
classification of peoples—in science, literature and art—Boas’ resistance to static
categorization was unacceptable. His non-pluralist agenda was a threat to an American
social contract in which races were “invisibly” ranked, and that is exactly what he
wanted.

Though Boas maintained an interest in the geniuses of peoples, he staunchly

opposed general classifications to the point that he avoided the establishment of scientific

3 Franz Boas, Race. Language and Culture (New York: The Free Press, 1968).
* Liss 129.
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laws, concentrating instead on the exceptions to the rule, the understanding of
individuality despite group identity. Ross Posnock notes Boas’ incorporation of a
Diltheyan legacy which stipulates that “the individual’s understanding is inseparable
from experience,” and Posnock cites the opposition to “premature classification” in Boas’
statement: “the object of our study is the individual, not abstractions from the individual

40 Yet the striking contradiction between these terms and Hurston’s

under observation.
role within anthropology is that Boas valued a Du Boisian trajectory—the use of personal
experience—as central to the establishment of unique African American contributions.
During the time Boas worked with Hurston at Barnard (1925-1927) and later, during the
compilation of Mules and Men, Boas figured Hurston as a key player in translating the
African American experience to the rest of the world because of her personal
understanding of the population on which she was to report. Boas had hoped that
Hurston could produce something particularly in-depth, and he was frustrated when she
collected a “repetition of the kind of material that [had] been collected so much,” which
he referred to as “content.” He wanted Hurston to deliver “the form of diction,
movements... the methods of dancing, habitual movements in telling tales or in ordinary

5941

conversation... the manner of rendition.” Boas desired something similar of Ella Cara

Deloria, an American Indian ethnographer who conducted her research largely on the

Dakota people: “the point is to show how motor habits in different races are established

9942

by social habits.”™ Yet Boas’ instructions to Margaret Mead request that she study the

* Ross Posnock, Color and Culture: Black Writers and the Making of the Modern Intellectual (Cambridge:
Harvard University Press, 1998) 210.

4! Franz Boas, letter to Zora Neale Hurston, 3 May 1927, Franz Boas Papers, Firestone Library Collections,
Princeton, New Jersey.

“2 Franz Boas, letter to Ella Cara Deloria, 21 October 1929, Franz Boas Papers, Firestone Library
Collections, Princeton, New Jersey. For further information, see Roseanne Hoefel, “Difference By
Degree” American Indian Quarterly 25:2 (Spring 2001). Ebsco Host, Rutgers University Libraries.
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following aspects of Samoans: “how young girls react to the constraints of custom... the

%3 These instructions

bashfulness of girls in primitive society... the crushes among girls.
require of Mead’s feminine instincts, but they do not ask for stylistics or a particular
insider interpretation. Moreover, Boas was incredibly protective over Mead’s health, and
he acknowledged how the unfamiliar surroundings and climate might negatively
influence her work:

Let me impress upon you first of all that you should not forget your health... be

careful in the tropics and try to adjust yourself to conditions and not work when it

is too hot or too moist in the daytime. If you find you cannot stand the climate, do

not be ashamed to come back. There are plenty of other places where you could

solve the problem on which you propose to work.**
Meanwhile, he assumed that Hurston would already be acclimated to her surroundings,
despite the tropical weather in the deep South of the United States. Hurston had to
remind Boas of the difficulty of her working conditions, including the particular problem
of transporting her heavy typewriter around the oppressive countryside.” Boas, however,
seems frustrated and unimpressed with the prevalence of excuses in Hurston’s letters
despite the fact that there were not “plenty of other places” where Hurston could do her
insider work.

While it may have been Hurston who had imagined her anthropological projects
and ultimately decided to “go and collect Negro folk-lore,” Boas’ Forward to Mules and
Men frames Hurston’s fieldwork as a valuable resource for understanding “the Negro’s

reaction to everyday events, to his emotional life, his humor and passions” (MM 3), thus

encouraging generalizations about Black identity. Hurston’s folklore collections might

“ Franz Boas, Letter to Margaret Mead, 14 July 1925, Franz Boas Papers, Firestone Library Collections,
Princeton, New Jersey.

* Ibid.

4 Hoefel 3 of 18.
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have appeared responsible for promoting the Psychologie of “Blackness” as a separate
whole, insinuating that as a Black woman, she was specifically different from non-
Blacks. Of course, Boas was careful not to assume Hurston’s consummate affiliation
with a composite Black identity. Boas recognized that Hurston was collecting the
folklore of rural Southern African Americans, whom Hazel Carby defines as the
“subaltern group” that “established a folk heritage as the source of, and inspiration for,

% In his forward, Boas writes that Hurston was

authentic African American art forms.
“as one of them,” or in other words, like one of them, but his language seems careful to
imply that she was not actually one of them; she “was fully accepted as such,” but was
not actually “such.” He does allude to the fact that the color of Hurston’s skin and her
roots in Eatonville were advantageous in allowing her acceptance in ways that White
observers would be forbidden, but because Hurston was not actually “such” since she had
migrated North and had been influenced by mass urbanity, the forward also implies that it
was Hurston’s skill as a fieldworker that enabled her insider work. Boas clearly tries to
maintain his professional equability in promoting Hurston, but he transgresses some of
his staunchest non-pluralist ideals in the hopes that her research will locate a unique
African American identity.
Hurston’s Compromised Universalism

Zora Neale Hurston’s career in anthropology as a fact-finder and documentarian
in the pursuit of a collective African American past is ironic because she was prone to

fiction and preoccupied with the construction of herself. Although she was born in

Alabama in 1891, Hurston invented the story of her birth in Eatonville in 1901, thus

% Hazel Carby, “The Politics of Fiction, Anthropology and the Folk: Zora Neale Hurston,” New Essays on
Their Eyes Were Watching God (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1990) 74.
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establishing her academic research and connection to the African American collective
under false pretenses. Cheryl Wall hypothesizes that Hurston subtracted ten years from
her age for practical reasons: to improve her chances at being awarded competitive
scholarships, to promote the “up-and-coming image” requisite to potentially iconic
figures, to shake suspicions that she had been married, and to present the picture of
someone who had been systematically educated according to the norm.*” The fictional
details of Hurston’s birth also made the research package she delivered a neat product.
Folklore, particularly in the 1930s, was a commodity, an object circulating among an
American mainstream hungry for knowledge about others—the rising number of
immigrant enclaves and the post-bellum conditions of African Americans. Hurston
participated in the Federal Writers’ Project under the Works Progress Administration,
which helped to fund the production of this knowledge by soliciting writers to collect oral
histories from undocumented locales in the United States.*® Fitting herself perfectly into
the African American collective she described in Eatonville avoided the clutter of the
object with her personal differences. In the first lines of her introduction to Mules and
Men, the collection of folklore produced by her fieldwork, Hurston makes a great effort
to portray herself as a member of the Eatonville community, calling it her “native
village” and positioning herself as an insider: “just Lucy Hurston’s daughter... just Zora
to the neighbors” (MM 9). Hurston characterizes the folklore—the tale of Brer Rabbit
and the Squinch Owl—as the “negroism” into which she was born. She also makes it
clear that it was not Boas’ idea, but her own, to find a “cross-section of the Negro South

1n one state.”

" Cheryl Wall, Women of the Harlem Renaissance (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1995) 144.
* Christopher D. Felker, “‘ Adaptation of the Source’: Ethnocentricity and ‘The Florida Negro,”” Zora in
Florida, ed. Steve Glassman and Kathryn Lee Seidel (Orlando: University of Central Florida Press, 1991).
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Hurston, the inside ethnographer, often found herself, in reality, as an outsider,
yearning for moments of union with her subjects, but not for a life exclusively based on
nostalgia or race. She reacted to this qualified disconnection with strategic manipulations
of her individuality in particular circumstances—the fiction of her birth story being one,
the tactical erasure of her “Barnardese” during ethnographic research another. In the
introduction to Mules and Men, Hurston’s use of the phrase “going to” reaches out to an
educated audience (MM 10). During her recital of the folklore she collects, she reveals
the insider voice that she employed to elicit the trust necessary to the rural folk’s honest
telling over of the folklore; in conversation with the people of Eatonville, “going to”
becomes “gointer” (MM 19). Hurston would not be able to procure what Boas truly
desired —“manner rather than matter, style rather than substance”—if she approached her
subjects as a white collector would. Robert Hemenway suggests, “what Hurston could
discover, since informants would be more natural with a member of their own race, was
the actual folk style. ‘Habitual movements in telling tales, or in ordinary conversation,’
[which Boas wanted], would be more open to Hurston’s observation than in a

performance with white folks.”*

Hurston’s linguistic performance was half childhood
memory and half mimicry or performance. It was an uncomfortable space “in between,”
and at times, Hurston resented the false notions of anthropological objectivity and
classification that had put her there.

The increasingly resentful, or at least confused, relationship between Hurston’s

chameleonism and her fieldwork is illustrated in 1934, when she published

“Characteristics of Negro Expression” in Negro: An Anthology. Hurston’s essay plays

* Robert Hemenway, Zora Neale Hurston: A Literary Biography (Chicago: University of Illinois Press,
1977) 91.
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with a synthesis of field observation and with the ways that anthropology finds deep
structure and transhistorical themes in seemingly mundane details of everyday life. Her
scholarship represents a reconceptualization of fieldwork that critiques and undermines
the pretension to objectivity that frames the discipline as a whole which responds to
Hurston’s place within anthropology as a race representative. “Characteristics of Negro
Expression” begins with a discussion of “mimicry” as “something that permeates [the
Negro’s] entire self.” Thus Hurston begins a mimicry of anthropological study which
claims to depict the general classification of the Negro race—something Boas allegedly
wanted to avoid despite his request for “style.” Hurston goes on to present the features of
Black identity such as dancing, asymmetry in art, cultural heroes in folklore, the jook
house, and dialect. The dialect section is particularly interesting with special attention to
Hurston’s placement of herself as both insider and outsider of the Negro race:

If we are to believe the majority of writers of Negro dialect and the burnt-
cork artists, Negro speech is a weird thing, full of “ams” and “Ises.” Fortunately
we don’t have to believe them. We may go directly to the Negro and let him
speak for himself.

I know that I run the risk of being damned an infidel for declaring that
nowhere can be found the Negro who asks “am it?” nor yet his brother who
announces “Ise uh gwinter.” He exists only for a certain type of writers and
performers.

Very few Negroes, educated or not, used a clear clipped “I.” It verges
more or less upon “Ah.” I think the lip form is responsible for this to a great
extent. By experiment the reader will find the sharp “I” is very much easier with
a thin taut lip than with a full soft lip. Like tightening violin strings.

If one listens closely one will note that a word is slurred in one position in
the sentence but clearly pronounced in another. This is particularly true of
pronouns. A pronoun as a subject likely to be clearly enunciated, but slurred as
an object. For example: “You better not let me ketch yuh.” (CNE 846)

Paying special attention to the pronouns, one notices that Hurston has located her own

identity as part of the “we” (an educated, liberal readership, not insiders to Negro speech)

versus “them” (those responsible for inaccurate racial stereotyping). Hurston is trying to
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maintain a sense of anthropological objectivity by positioning the Negro as someone she
must “go to,” someone with a voice entirely separate from her own. Interestingly, the
first person voice she slides into fears “being damned an infidel,” perhaps because she
has given up her insider loyalty to the Negro subject. Yet, Hurston’s pronoun affiliation
becomes even more unclear when she claims that the writers of Negro dialect are
inaccurate, because Hurston herself includes that Negro dialect in her nuanced
presentation of Negro folklore within the very essay “Characteristics of Negro
Expression.” Unless Hurtson momentarily considers herself an insider to Negro speech,
it appears that she may be aligning herself with the “them” responsible for racial
stereotyping. The discussion which follows this confusion, centers on the concept of
pronouns in Negro speech; these paragraphs are the stage for Hurston’s performance of
her chameleonic identity. In order to hear the linguistic differences in pronunciation
between “Ah” and “I,” the reader must imagine the writer articulating the two sounds
aloud. The reader must also perform these sounds herself, thus performing his or her
own biology. What Hurston is proving by “speaking” in the first person inside the
reader’s head is that African Americans can certainly produce the “clear clipped ‘I,”” and
by extension, that difference of physical type does not affect linguistic ability. This point
challenges the “two-ness” Boas imposes on Hurston. Through the abstract discussion of
pronouns, clear as the “subject” but slurred as the “object,” Hurston struggles with the
prerogative of status of the ethnographer who objectifies his or her informants.

Hurston was uncomfortable with the duality that Boas’ participant-observer
method required because Hurston did not separate intellectuality from folk culture. As

Hazel Carby suggests, “Hurston identified herself as both an intellectual and as a
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representative figure from the folk culture she reproduced.” The Boasian disjunture
between academia and the folk culture it aimed to interpret implied a hierarchy of
academia over folk culture; Hurston interpreted this hierarchy as “class contradiction.”
For this reason, Hurston deferred from the dominant Harlem Renaissance ideology
espoused in Alain Locke’s The New Negro, which signified a push to “carry ‘folk gifts to
the altitudes of art,”” or to elevate the products of folk culture toward a more universally
recognizable art form.”' Hurston opposed the compromise of the folk’s authenticity and
the inevitable erasure of folk art’s nuances necessary to its commodification. Ideally,
Hurston wanted folk culture to be accorded artistic status without having to meet the class
influenced standards of an urban aesthetic. Dana McKinnon Preu finds that Hurston was
among the first to argue that orality and non-literacy were non-pejorative, not indicators

of a Black “primitivism.”**

Karen Jacobs locates Hurston’s move against the concept of
primitivism as her most salient break from Boasian anthropology, which had not fully
worked out the kinks of cross cultural analogies present in the participant-observer
method.”® Hurston did not imagine folk culture as subaltern; in her opinion, it did not
need to be raised “to the altitudes of art” because it was already whole, an “alternative

standard of civilization and aesthetic accomplishment.”*

%0 Carby 75.

>l Hemenway 50.

52 Dana McKinnon Preu, “A Literary Reading of Mules and Men, Part I,” Zora in Florida, eds. Seidel and
Glassman (Orlando: University of Central Florida Press, 1991) 47.

>3 Karen Jacobs, The Eye’s Mind: Literary Modernism and Visual Culture (Ithaca: Cornell University
Press, 2001). Jacobs writes, “Boas’s insistence that individual cultures be studied on the basis of their
distinctiveness and particularity didn’t insulate him from producing distorting cross-cultural analogies, any
more than his adherence to the participant-observer method prevented him from compromising ‘pure’
observation with subjective perspectives. The primary vehicle for such distortions... is Boas’s retention of
the cultural category of the primitive, the institutional origins of which were inevitably linked with an
evolutionary model of cultural and racial development, and which were arguably methodologically
imbricated in the objectifying gaze of anthropology’s participant-observer practice and its structurally
implicit hierarchies as well” (117).

> Jacobs 123.
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The problem was that Hurston could not navigate a path that circumvented
moments of conflicting ideology between the standards of civilization in the rural South
and the urban North. In order to expose the oral folklore of Eatonville, Hurston had to
write it down, thus implicitly changing its form. Initially, she chose an anthropological
framework as her strategy of interpretation. That Hurston was never fully satisfied with
this strategy was due in large part to the sacrifice of authenticity, especially as it applied
to cross-cultural appropriation of rural Black folk culture. Hemenway notes Hurston’s
frustration with the commercialization of the African American musical heritage she was
trying to preserve, and how she struggled with the financial forces that converted her
research into an inauthentic commodity. For example, Hurston gained access to
recording equipment through the sponsorship, as she recalled, of “two very enthusiastic
Jews who want to take the Spirituals for commercial purposes.” She warned her research
partner, “We can’t let all that swell music get away from us like that... of course I am not

55 .
2> The catch, however, is

going to lead them to the fattiest and juiciest places nohow.
that Hurston intended to use the materials she collected in her own playwriting and
fiction. She privileged her personal interpretations of Black folklore as authentic, despite
their inevitable filtration through an urban-minded publisher and the promotion of her
commercial success among an urban-minded readership.”® Hurston needed the modern
world for self-preservation, not just for the preservation of Black folk culture. Moreover,
Hurston felt that she owned the privilege of deciding what to create out of the materials

she collected; perhaps Hurston felt that she would not distort the materials in light of her

personal connection to her research.

> Hemenway 274-275.
> To Hurston’s credit, one of the reasons she fell into obscurity is because her creative products did not
always meet the objectifying standards of the publishing world.
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It was Hurston’s ironic penchant for authenticity and her claim to the privilege of
representation that caused her to embed an autobiographical gesture into almost every
piece of writing she produced, including her ethnographies, political essays, and fiction.
The autobiographical gesture—the artful manipulation of an allegedly factual genre—
infuses a text with the sense that the events and feelings being reported by the author
actually occurred and are based on the author’s experience. To locate the meaning of
“autobiography” through its root words (autos as “self,” bios as “life,” and graphein “to
write”) is, as James Olney suggests, misleading because the central term, “life,” could
refer to 1) a person’s history 2) a person’s present 3) the “mythic history and
psychological character of a whole group of people” or 4) a person’s “psychic
development,” among combinations of these definitions and other possible interpretations
of the term “life”’; according to Olney, the only promise of autobiographical writing is
that “it cannot fail to reflect and reveal the autobiographer as he is and understands

himself to be and wishes himself to be as he sets pen to paper.”’

That the meaning of
“life” is so utterly controlled by the perspective of the writer holding the pen troubles any
text’s potential for accuracy and scientific pure objectivity. Yet Hurston chose to insert
herself into her writing as a move toward accuracy based on first-hand experience.
Hurston sets up Mules and Men by establishing her perspective on the meaning of Negro
life as being the only legitimate one:

...the Negro, in spite of his open-faced laughter, his seeming acquiescence, is

particularly evasive. You see, we are a polite people and do not tell our

questioner, “Get out of here!” We smile and tell him or her something that

satisfies the white person because, knowing so little about us, he doesn’t know
what he is missing. [...] I knew that even / was going to have some hindrance

>7 James Olney, “The Value of Autobiography for Comparative Studies: African vs. Western
Autobiography,” African American Autobiography: A Collection of Critical Essays, ed. William Andrews
(Englewood Cliffs: Prentice Hall, 1993) 213-214.
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among strangers. But here in Eatonville, I knew everyone was going to help me.
(MM 10)

Not only is Hurston the privileged insider because she is Black, but because she purports
to know the people whom she is going to study. Instead of her preconceptions of her
subjects being problematic, she positions herself as the perfect fieldworker, able to go
where no ethnographer has gone before. In the numerous instances when Hurston’s
“between-story conversations,” or the contextual transitions between folk tales, appear
contrived, the reader, situated as outsider, has no recourse except to believe Hurston,
because, after all, she is the insider.”® This “immersion” strategy is key because,
arguably, the “between stories” are what draw the reader into the scenario, making the
reader feel like she has been privileged to witness the conversation during the revealing
of the contextual stylistics that Boas encouraged.” As participant, Hurston removes one
level of distance between the reader and the action: if the reader is observing Hurston as a
participant instead of reading Hurston simply as an observer, then the reader is the
ethnographer/observer and Hurston is the friend who allows the reader to watch. In this
way, Hurston’s inclusion of self in an ethnographic text is not a presentation of
autobiography, but merely an autobiographical “gesture” in the same way that sending

flowers, for example, is an acting out of a sentiment for communicative efficacy.

¥ Marc Manganaro challenges Hurston’s “between-stories” as they appear in chapter 2 of Mules and Men;
he asks, “was there really a church meeting nearby that led to the telling of takes about preachers, which
segued into gender talk that was broken by a prayer from the church (exactly textually rendered), followed
by the ring of the Baptist church bell, followed by a discussion on the diversity of ‘denominations’ and
debate over the whether the church was built on solid rock, followed by, in a sense verified by, a tale of
how the Christ ‘was built it on a rock, but it wasn’t solid... and on and on?” See Culture, 1922: The
Emergence of a Concept (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2002) 182. For a discussion of Hurston’s
“between stories,” also see Robert Hemenway, “That Which the Soul Lives By,” Zora Neale Hurston, ed.
Harold Bloom (New York: Chelsea Press, 1986) 92.

% Manganaro uses the term “immersion” to suggest that what makes Hurston’s work different from
Malinowski’s is that she could get inside “the native’s point of view” and inhabit it (185).
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Hurston’s use of the autobiographical gesture in combination with ethnography
produces ‘“autoethnography,” a study that allows a reader intimate knowledge of a group
of people by way of one of its member’s story of self. The term “autoethnography”
carries with it a history of critical debate that is well-rehearsed in James Buzard’s essay
“On Auto-Ethnographic Authority.”® As Buzard backtracks through the evolution of
autoethnography, he pauses to find that the concept maintains the kind of essentialist
theory that scholars since the 1960s and 1970s hoped to eliminate, that it falsely assumes
a peoples’ shared mentality “overriding all (epiphenomenal) internal differences.”®'
Buzard then reads the scholarly discourse between James Clifford and Mary Louis Pratt
and ultimately challenges Pratt’s conception that autoethnography is “the ways colonized
people portray themselves using a mix of imported and indigenous terms, symbols, and
genres, reinventing their cultures through critical engagement with external

62 Pratt’s definition, Buzard contends, ignores peoples’ mobility, thus

representations.
confining a collective dimension to a certain place and time and allowing the collective
only a static voice, which in turn, produces a very limited understanding of a peoples’
diversity and potential. In other words, if a people can import terms and be influenced by
an external force, then it follows that their cultural status is not as fixed as
autoethnography makes it out to be. Clifford’s response to Pratt in “Traveling Cultures”
and Routes promotes the idea that culture is “trackable” through the ability of people to
tell their own stories; Clifford is aware that his reliance on “culture” evokes the

essentialist rhetoric of human differences, yet he argues anyway for “discrete cultural

repertories having the capacities to inter-act,” communication based in ethnic identity

5 James Buzard, “On Auto-Ethnographic Authority,” The Yale Journal of Criticism 16.1 (2003).
®' Buzard 63.
52 Buzard 67.
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politics.”® Clifford tries to hold onto a moral high ground of “culture” that at least affords
the opportunity for “cultures” to speak for themselves through their own representatives.
Buzard’s problem, however, lies beyond Pratt and Clifford’s essentialism with the
contention that there are “insiders” who can be trusted to convey their own differences:
“we need to know more about why we should trust this particular insider’s angle of
vision on his own culture. We need to look at the rhetoric by means of which
autoethnographers indicate their fitness for their task, and even at the degree to which
they take for granted their right to perform that task.”®*

Logically, Buzard turns to Hurston’s version of autoethnography for the answer;
he finds that Hurston’s work offers an alternative version of Pratt’s autoethnography,
citing Frangoise Lionnet’s view on Hurston’s work: “[the] author ‘opens up a space of
resistance between the individual (auto-) and the collective (ethno-) where the writing
(graphy-) of singularity cannot be foreclosed,” in which that author ‘simultaneously

65 .
> In this sense,

appeals to and debunks the cultural traditions she helps to redefine.
Hurston’s version of autoethnography could be characterized as a constant negotiation
between the self and the group, a discussion meant to elicit an agreement between self
and group that is never resolved. In the case of Hurston’s autoethnography as
negotiation, the discussion is enough to produce an idea of the group that is not static
because it is being implicitly challenged by a member of the group who signifies the

dissent or difference among the group. As Hurston’s work models autoethnography as

negotiation it dissolves the Boasian requirement of “pure objectivity” due to its

5 Buzard 70-71.
% Buzard 71.
% Buzard 79.
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“dialogical style.”® Hurston presents an entire sequence of reactions which are
consecutively influenced by turns; she must offer her contributions to the discussion
based on her constant introspection in order to reach the depths of group members in
response.”” That Hurston was expected to turn out an academic product, which forced
her to tailor these sequences to fit a model, constrained her work’s authenticity.

Deborah Gordon suggests that Hurston, known as a “literary artist / folklorist”
instead of an anthropologist, never attained the academic status of the men in her field
due to her race and gender, unable to gain the financial support to finish her doctorate due
to her marginal social and political position.® Part of the explanation for Hurston’s
marginality is that she dismantled her academic authority in the field in order to better
negotiate, the result coming off as too much identification with her allegedly subaltern
subject, not enough critical distance, and ultimately the inability to negotiate her research
with the academic community.”” Hurston’s expression as a literary artist is most
successful because, ironically, her fiction is the truest mode for her cultural
representation. Though Alice Walker distinguishes Hurston as a “cultural revolutionary,”
she implies that Hurston’s cultural representation lies not in her “weird” politics, but in

her prose: “I think we are better off when if we think of Zora Neale Hurston as an artist,

66 Roseanne Hoefel, “Different By Degree,” American Indian Quarterly 25:2, Academic Search Premier.
(Spring 2003): 5 of 18.

67 See Benjamin Orlove, “Surfacings: Thoughts on Memory and the Ethnographer’s Self,” Jews and Other
Differences, eds. Jonathan Boyarin and Daniel Boyarin (Minneaploic: University of Minnesota Press,
1997). Orlove reflects on his experiences as an ethnographer in Peru and evaluates the moments when he
made the decision to open himself up to his subjects in order to glean their most honest responses.

58 Deborah Gordon, “The Politics of Ethnographic Authority: Race and Writing in the Ethnography of
Margaret Mead and Zora Neale Hurston,” Modernist Anthropology: From Fieldwork to Text, ed. Marc
Manganaro (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1990) 150.

69 Perhaps it is for these same reasons that, as Liss maintains, Du Bois’ academic career was circumscribed.
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period—rather than as the artist/politician most black writers are required to be.””

Critics wary of Walker’s statement understandably fear that it dismisses the political
significance of Hurston’s work.”' But the merit of Walker’s assertion is that it does not
privilege Hurston’s version of “culture”—nor does it assume that Hurston’s personal
motivations can always be trusted to supply a supremely representative version of
“culture”—over other emerging definitions of “culture,” none of which define the term
completely. Hurston’s version of “culture” is deeply rooted in the literary arts, which is
not only evident in her quest to transform folklore as the African American Geist into a
literary art, but also in her presentation of facts in, to use Marc Manganaro’s term, a
“meta-narratological” context, and in her continuing application and production of
folklore in her drama and fiction.”” Hurston, it seems, found the literary arts to be the
soul of culture because the space between the (arti)facts and one’s personal take on them
produced fiction, which could capture the indefinable essence of what shaped a person’s
identity.
Jewishness and Hurston’s Soul of Culture

In the Introduction to Mules and Men, Hurston recalls a piece of folklore from her
childhood that is meant to preface or characterize her mindset upon entering her
fieldwork in Eatonville. As she imagines herself about to embark on the study of the
genius of a people, Hurston remembers how God made souls for people, but did not hand

them out; God reasoned: “Folks ain’t ready for souls yet...if Ah give it out it would tear

0 Alice Walker, I Love Myself When I am Laughing, ed. Alice Walker (New York: Feminist Press, 1979)
3.

" See, for example, Timothy Caron, Struggles Over the Word: Race and Religion in O’Conner, Faulkner,
Hurston and Wright (Macon: Mercer University Press, 2000) 87.

72 Manganaro, Culture, 1922, 183. In other words, Hurston constructed a narrative to guide her
ethnography, and there was not a clear distinction between literature and ethnography in Hurston’s work.
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them shackly bodies to pieces.” For thousands of years, people’s souls existed only as
“talk” and “songs” in the winds above the mountains, images that foreshadow the
centrality of oral lore and music to Hurston’s soul of culture. In Hurston’s tale, “De
white man...De Indian and de Negro” already existed as separate groups although they
had not yet been granted the soul, thus an insinuation of the difference between race and
culture. These groups were enticed by the soul; it was “de light of diamonds,” but none
would try to acquire it, until “De Jew come past and heard de song from de soul-piece
then he kept on passin’ and all of a sudden he grabbed up de soul-piece and hid it under
his clothes, and run off down de road.” The Jew had no special right to it, and his taking
it evokes stereotypes of Jews as inherently greedy—biologically greedy since race is
different than culture. The soul-piece, Hurston writes,
burnt [the Jew] and tore him and throwed him down and lifted him up and toted
him across de mountain and he tried to break loose but he couldn’t do it. He kept
hollerin’ for help but de rest of ‘em run hid ‘way from him. Way after while they
come out of holes and corners and picked up little chips and pieces that fell back
on de ground. So God mixed it up with feelings and give it out to ‘em. ‘Way
after while when He ketch dat Jew, He’s goin’ to “vide things up more ekal. (MM
11-12)
This passage portrays the Jewish people in Diaspora, leaving pieces of the “soul-piece”
wherever the journey took them. That God mixed up the pieces of the soul “with
feelings” before distributing them to the other groups implies that each group receives
some feeling or genius that makes its own soul unique. Even when God finally grants
other peoples their share, the Jew retains a disproportionate amount of soul. The
promise—or threat—to divide things more equally symbolizes the guiding force of

Hurston’s research: Hurston’s inclination as she began her expedition, it seems, was to

discover Eatonville’s share of culture, perhaps before the Jews claimed it. Yet the Jewish
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genius or “soul-piece,” which included the tales of Hebrews in the Old Testament, was
one that Hurston often claimed as her own.

Hurston’s gathering of folklore was fruitful, especially when sown into her first
two novels, Jonah’s Gourd Vine (1934) and Their Eyes Were Watching God (1937). The
titles and content of these novels, as well as her later novels Moses, Man of the Mountain
(1939) and Seraph on the Swanee (1948), reflect the education of her Baptist upbringing
and preoccupation with Old Testament religious sensibilities. But Hurston did not
endorse a particular religious deity; John Lowe suggests that as Hurston matured, “she
was increasingly drawn to a form of Deism, if not agnosticism,” following a trajectory
away from forms of Black religion as it existed apart from folk culture, performance and
‘[rope.73 Hurston was, however, keenly interested in religion and the Old Testament as a
historical past. Moses, Man of the Mountain and Hurston’s unfinished assessment of
Herod (upon which she was toiling at the time of her death) illustrate her aim to use the
lessons of a biblical past toward the revision of the present and future. While Moses
retells the Exodus narrative as a metaphor-laden instruction manual on communal
deliverance and individual emancipation from hegemonic oppression, her pedantic work
on Herod offers step by step guide on “How to Achieve Success as a Minority.” These
works reflect what Ross Posnock calls Hurston’s “psychological identification with
Jews,” not in terms of religious belief or custom, but in terms of her sense that Jews

struggled “to live their lives in their own way.””*

Jewish identity, in Hurston’s view,
simultaneously allowed a person a collective identity as well as individuality; Hurston

maintained that the Jewish people possessed an “exceptional aesthetic genius” from

73 John Lowe, “Seeing Beyond Seeing: Zora Neale Hurston’s Religion(s),” The Southern Quarterly 36.3
(Spring 1998): 77.
7 Posnock 214.
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which the world could learn.”” Hurston, however, does more than simply learn by
example from Old Testament parable and Jewish governance. She codifies her
perspective, like a great Talmudic scholar, one influenced by African tradition.

In Moses, Hurston appropriates the Exodus narrative—resuscitates it by the
mouth of Africa and her own pen—as a metaphor through which to confront and cure the
self-loathing, non-productive slave mentality perpetuated by the American South’s Jim
Crow laws designed to prevent African American autonomy.’® She describes, for
example, emasculated slaves fist-fighting each other to settle a dispute over the best way
to gain autonomy from Pharoah; Moses, who had a week prior killed their Egyptian
taskmaster, observes that the slaves are not heeding the newly appointed Hebrew foreman
and intervenes:

The foreman approached Moses respectfully and shook his head sadly as
he explained, “Some of them want to knock off early to hold a protest meeting,
and the others agree with me that it just wouldn’t do. It would look very bad to
my over-boss that just as soon as a Hebrew got to be foreman, the men left work
whenever they got ready to hold meetings.”

“Your foreman is right,” Moses agreed, speaking to the men. “This sort of
thing is just what I am working for. Hebrew foreman first and keeping up the line
until you have Hebrew state officials. But if you start leaving work and creating
disturbances, you will find yourself worse off than before.... You must be united
among yourselves and you must obey your foreman. You must respect
yourselves if you want others to respect you.” (Moses, 69)"

This advice, rather, this plea for advancement through unity, comes through the mouth of

Moses, but is actually what Mark Christian Thompson locates in Moses as Hurston’s

simultaneous “critique of fascist power and her model of black cultural nationalism,”

> Lowe, 85, quoting from “Herod.”

7% In her own introduction to the text, Hurston sets up the Mosaic myth as an international inheritance, but
characterizes her own vision of it as heavily influenced by the legends passed along from the African
continent. [ use the word “resuscitate” here because she writes of an African version of the Mosaic myth:
“Then Africa has her mouth on Moses.” I wrote the word “resuscitate” in the margins of my own text
during a class with Alicia Ostriker in 2001, but I do not remember if there was a more original source for
this note.

" Zora Neale Hurston, Moses, Man of the Mountain (New York: Harper Perrenial, 1991).
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paradoxical because both fascism and black cultural nationalism require “the

demonization and the murder of the racialized other.” ’®

The difference, Thompson
suggests, between fascism and Hurston’s brand of black cultural nationalism is that
Hurston does not perceive the enemy as a “biologically racialized other.” For this reason,
Moses reaches beyond the meaning of James Weldon Johnson’s canonization of the
Exodus narrative in his poem “Let My People Go,” which evokes the familiar imagery of
triumph shared between Jews and African Americans in recognition of their similar
histories of oppression. Hurston’s version, in 1939, provides a timely commentary on the
Hitlerian politics of racial purity as they applied in Egypt, the American South, and
Europe.

The Moses in Hurston’s understanding of the Exodus narrative, after all, is not
necessarily Jewish, but Egyptian, the tale of his being taken up as a Hebrew castaway by
the Egyptian princess probably nothing more than Miriam’s childhood fantasy. Intra-
novel discussions of Moses’ uncertain racial ancestry are important, Deborah McDowell
suggests, because “in sustaining the ambiguities of race throughout the text, Hurston
effectively argues against a system of racial classification whose validity she disputes.
This tactic squarely positions the novel against Nazi blood myths and for those Jews who

lost their lives to this mythology.””

The confusion over the novel—perhaps one reason
it is disparaged as Hurston’s least important work of fiction—is that it contains this

abhorrence of biological essentialism but appears to “essentialize race along cultural

lines,” a move that Thompson recognizes as a departure from her Boasian training since

"8 Mark Christian Thompson, “National Socialism and Blood-Sacrifice in Zora Neale Hurston’s Moses,
Man of the Mountain,” African American Review 38.3 (2004): 407.

" Deborah McDowell, forward, “Lines of Descent/Dissenting Lines,” Moses, Man of the Mountain (New
York: Harper Perrenial, 1991) xvi.
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it does not realize the potential for human equality that Boas imagined.** Timothy Caron
suggests that Moses does push for a separation of peoples along cultural lines.

Through his encounters with the Book of Koptos and the burning bush, Moses’

accumulation of power serves as another analogy of the struggles of southern

blacks: his folk beliefs (i.e. his conjuring skills) both augment and adapt the
regions dominant religiosity (the Christianity of the burning bush) so that African

Americans might have the necessary anthropological means for constructing a

separate, nurturing community.®'

By extension, Hurston appears to imagine herself as a Moses figure, using her conjuring
powers (i.e. ethnographic fieldwork) to fully emancipate African Americans: whereas
Moses’ conjuring powers establish community through magic, Hurston’s conjuring
powers establish community through folk culture and its application in Moses.

If Hurston’s revision of the Exodus narrative did not achieve this end, Moses can
still be lauded for its attempt to voice over the Protestant American South’s “racist
hermeneutical strategies” of biblical interpretation.*” Indeed, Hurston was very
concerned with providing “the revision of our Sunday School literature” when she began
planning a book on Herod the Great between 1945 and 1947.% Initially, Hurston
imagined the book would be called “Just like Us,” ostensibly a move to analogize the
African American and Jewish experience. The book, Hurston told Carl Van Vechten,
“[would] be highly controversial. I want to write the story of the 3,000 years struggle of
the Jewish Peoples for democracy and the rights of man.” She also characterized it as a

book about “the history and philosophy of the Hebrews,” serving to “alter the slovenly

and inimical attitude towards the modern Jew.” Ultimately, her research led her to the

% Thompson 408.

*! Timothy Caron, ““Tell Ole Pharoah to Let My People Go:* Communal Deliverance in Hurston’s Moses,”
The Southern Quarterly 36.3 (Spring 1998): 55.

82 Caron, “Tell Ole Pharoah to Let My People Go,” 49. Caron discusses the Protestant use of biblical
stories to support the institution of slavery.

% Hemenway 343. This is how Hurston herself characterized and marketed the idea to her publisher. For
all subsequent quotes in this paragraph, refer to this citation.
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conclusion that Herod was not ethnically Jewish, but in fact assimilated into the ways of
Hellenism and quite secular for his time; he was simply a great man who happened to be
responsible for Western Civilization. As Hemenway describes it, Hurston was utterly
obsessed with Herod, her manuscript of material on Herod spiraling out of her control.
Perhaps her fascination with Herod’s persona at the end of her life reflects her
disillusionment with the kind of success Hurston never felt she accomplished. Hurston
imagined herself as an important player in the quest for human equality and civil rights;
she desired to bring about as a major change in public policy, and worked to be a leader
in establishing a productive African American cultural movement. Certainly, Hurston
admired Herod for his ability to achieve similar gains as a person unbound by social
categorization, for at the end of her life, she fought for a rejection of the racial labels that
she Alain Locke and Richard Wright had accused her of perpe‘[ua‘[ing.84

What most interests me here is that Hurston’s yearning for “individualism
unharnessed to race or to fixed identity,” as Posnock defines it, led her to a defense of
and identification with the Jewish people. She writes in “Herod,” “even their earliest
history shows the Jews to have been an individualistic and free-minded people, as even
Moses found out to his annoyance. They followed no man blindly.”®* John Lowe finds
that “Hurston seems to be making a case for a people who have been given only one role

5986

in history, which consequently eclipses their considerable accomplishments.”™ Lowe is

correct in alluding to Hurston’s view of Jewish history as a model for African American

% See Posnock, 214. He quotes Hurston: “I do not wish to close the frontiers of life upon my own self. I
do not wish to deny myself the expansion of seeking into individual capabilities and depths by living in a
space whose boundaries are race and nation.” Posnock goes on to note Locke’s complaints of Hurston’s
oversimplication’ in Their Eyes are Watching God in her presentation of the “pseudo-primitives” that
populate her work. Posnock cites Wright’s argument that Hurston had revived “‘the minstrel technique’”
that delights the “‘white folks.””

8 Quoted in Lowe, 85.

¥ Lowe 86.

1333
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potential, but I would suggest that Hurston’s relationship with the Jewish people is
manifest in two ways more salient than this analogy. First, if Steinthal and Lazarus had
distinguished the Pentateuch as proof of the Jewish contribution to the world at large, and
Hurston had distinguished folk culture as a defining African American contribution to the
world at large, then Hurston had commandeered the Jewish contribution as a guiding
ideology, especially in all four of her fictional works, in combination with and often as a
basis for African American folklore. During an era in which American Jews have been
placed under scrutiny for an appropriation of Black art forms, Hurston serves to
exemplify the productive sharing and transformation of cultural contributions. Second—
and this is something I feel is even more impressive—what Boas tried to do for the
advancement of African Americans, Hurston tried to do for the advancement of the Jews.
If Boas has been accused of using African American studies as a way to ameliorate the
situation of the Jews, then Hurston can be accused of using Jewish history as a means to
ameliorate the situation of African Americans. Really, these accusations should be
considered as acclamations for the Black-Jewish effort for equal human rights, the Black-
Jewish cultural contribution to the United States and the world at large.
Conclusion

Boas and Hurston’s contribution to United States literature was to challenge the
pluralist aesthetic turn to divide literature into fixed ethnic categories. This contribution
has been confused by cultural theorists in literary studies who connect the popularity of
local color and ethnic fiction with the presumed pluralism of Boasian anthropology. The
confusion is understandable considering Boas’ tendency toward the Afro-centric

promotion of Hurston, but scholars should note that Boas’ intentions were to secure the
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acceptance of African Americans based on their cultural contributions so that those
contributions could be recognized for their diffusion into a universalist society. Hence,
any American readership that locates Hurston solely as an “African American writer,”
without considering her individual identity and her cross-ethnic leanings, is missing out
on the cross-ethnic paradigm that Boas and Hurston present. This cross-ethnic
paradigm—specifically as it works between African Americans and Jewish Americans—
is one in which other ethnically categorized writers, including James Weldon Johnson,
Philip Roth, Fran Ross and Bernard Malamud, take part as a method of avoiding the
limitations of ethnic boundaries. It is significant that this cross-ethnic paradigm does not
elide the fact that ethnicity exists, and it helps explain why Boas could recognize ethnic
boundaries while being a universalist. Writers engage in cross-ethnic rhetoric as a means
of sharing and diffusion, empathy and esteem, and most importantly, recognition of
similarity. A pluralist definition of ethnicity seeks to protect differences, and a
universalist definition of ethnicity seeks to acknowledge and honor difference through
adaptation. The universalist definition does not pretend that there exists a pure and
separate set of ethnic boundaries to protect.

It is also significant that Hurston and the writers listed above engage in this cross-
ethnic paradigm in the realm of fiction produced specifically out of personal experience.
Boas tried to approach ethnicity as a science outside of his personal experience. *’

Meanwhile, Hurston’s brand of science—auto-ethnography—and its expression in her

7 However, as Arnold Krupat defines it, Boas “operated according to an ironic paradigm of a sort that was
inconsistent with the establishment of any kind of science whatsoever.” Krupat contends that Boas’
scienticity was thoroughly ironic, a vein of aporia, or doubt; his objectivity was relative, and so he
produced what Krupat calls “a sort of realist / scientist modernism.” In other words, Boas sometimes
produces a simulacrum of science, similar to the way realist literature produces a simulacrum of real life.
See Arnold Krupat, “Irony in Anthropology: The Work of Franz Boas,” Modernist Anthropology: From
Fieldwork to Text, ed. Marc Manganaro (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1990) 135-144.
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fiction, produced a version of ethnicity in literature often valued as authentic ethnic
representation. Though Boas, and a major contingent of Hurston’s readership, have
considered Hurston’s perspective as representative of African American ethnicity,
Hurston managed to produce a literature less totalizing because of its connection to her
separate, personal experience. First person ethnic writing should be viewed as resistance
to collective representation, despite reading practices that locate truths about ethnic
collectives based on some authentic vision in first person ethnic writing. Moreover,
when first person ethnic writing exists as fiction, there can be no pretense for the
objective facts required in scientific ethnic categorization; thus, fiction more accurately
represents ethnicity because it recognizes no real ethnic boundaries, no objective
collective truths. First person ethnic fiction actually works to deny its author’s ability for

totalizing representation because it is, factually or not, aligned with only one experience.
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“Make Me a Jew:”
James Weldon Johnson’s Autobiographical Gestures

Introduction

As James Weldon Johnson composed his autobiography Along This Way (1933),
he felt compelled to consider charges that he, like the protagonist in his novel The
Autobiography of an Ex-Colored Man (1912), had a desire to be a member of the white
race. After a great deal of hesitation and introspective angst—carefully crafted, no doubt,
to diffuse any offense which his revelation might arouse, and to build suspense toward
his grave conclusion—Johnson forced upon himself an ultimatum:

All of us have at some time toyed with the Arabian Nights-like thought of the

magical change of race... If the jinnee should say, “I have to come to carry out an

inexorable command to change you into a member of another race; make your

choice!” I should answer, probably, “Make me a Jew.”*®
The quote above appears as a final thought in Johnson’s contemplation of race-shifting in
Along This Way. The words “Make me a Jew” have no precedent in the discussion and
are left hanging without further comment. Too easily and too suddenly, Johnson shifts
into a new paragraph about his career ambitions, as if “Make me a Jew” was nothing
more than a playful musing. But Johnson’s decision deserves further evaluation,
especially in conjunction with the publication history of The Autobiography of an Ex-
Colored Man and the politics of first-person representative writing that make his novel so
intriguing. “Make me a Jew” suggests Johnson’s belief that Jewish identity afforded the

kind of social fluidity that he willed upon the narrator of his novel and upon himself as an

author.

88 James Weldon Johnson, Along this Way (1933; New York: Viking Press, Inc., 1968) 136.
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Though there is little evidence for this theory in the plot of The Autobiography
itself, the ex-colored man’s only encounter with a Jewish man serves as a key moment in
the text. Johnson’s nameless narrator meets the Jew along with a “cross section” of types
in the smoking car of a train, a setting which negates segregation and allows for a
colorful discussion of the race question. He describes him as a “fat” and “Jewish-
looking” businessman whom he decides is “probably” Jewish, though the businessman
never officially displays or acknowledges his Jewishness. Despite the ex-colored man’s
rather anti-Semitic assumptions about Jewish identity, he observes the Jewish man’s
actions with high regard: “In his discussion of the race question, the diplomacy of the Jew
was something to be admired; he had the faculty of agreeing with everybody without
losing allegiance to any side... Long traditions and business instincts told him when in
Rome to act as a Roman” (AECM 158). The Jewish “traditions” he recognizes here—
diplomacy and social fluidity—inform the ex-colored man’s ultimate decision to blend
into White New York and “neither disclaim the black race nor claim the white race”
(AECM 139). Moreover, diplomacy and social fluidity are the two main elements
Johnson himself considered tactful in the writing and marketing of The Autobiography,
and in the writing of his autobiography Along This Way.

In “Passing Like Me,” Daniel Itzkovitz characterizes the Jews’ successful
performativity of dominant American culture in terms of diplomacy and social fluidity
using the early 20" century language that ascribed to Jews “chameleonic blood,” which
allowed them to modify their behavior in terms of their environment, yet still granting
them a mysterious, separate quality. The difference, Itzkovitz argues, between the Jewish

use of chameleonism and the Black use of chameleonism is this: “the Jew’s skill at
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blending into his surroundings is attributed to both ‘tradition’ and ‘instinct’” but Black
passing is deemed the “betrayal” of “true race.” ™ Certainly, Johnson was aware of these
pitfalls of diplomacy and social fluidity; therefore, Johnson strategically marketed The
Autobiography in 1912, choosing anonymous authorship and a small white publishing
firm as his own means of chameleonism. But proof that Johnson had authored 7he
Autobiography became public in the early 1920’s, and the official acknowledgement of
Johnson’s authorship in the 1927 edition of the novel invited speculation about the
differences between facts and fictions in the novel; more importantly, Johnson’s “Black”
authorship made public stimulated reflection upon the role of representative authorship
and of racial categories as identity markers. Though Johnson’s audience was willing to
accept the novel’s events as fictive, many readers believed that The Autobiography’s
nameless narrator was Johnson’s mouthpiece for political views on race and ethnicity.
Johnson’s autobiography, Along This Way (1933), was, in part, his attempt to
differentiate himself from the nameless narrator in his fiction. Yet as the ambiguity of
“Make me a Jew” implies, Johnson’s diplomacy tended to cloud the meaning of his
autobiographical gestures, whether he presented them as artful or factual. The following
chapter traces the diplomatic and often manipulative nature of Johnson’s
autobiographical gestures during this two-decade period to show how Johnson used the
chameleonism he attributed to Jewish identity as a means to escape the limitations of his
own ethnic identity. The autobiographical gesture allowed Johnson to construct his own

identity rather than allow it to be thrust upon him from outside forces.

% Daniel Itzkovitz, “Passing Like Me,” South Atlantic Quarterly 98:1-2 (Winter/Spring, 1999) 38-42.
Itzkovitz explains that “The commonsense notion that Jews were ‘highly imitative and adaptable’ as one
Atlantic Monthly author put it, permeated American culture in films, high-modernist texts, popular fiction,
and the press.”
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The 1912 Edition of The Autobiography: The Diplomacy and Social Fluidity of
Anonymity

As The Autobiography first came to fruition, Johnson himself orchestrated its
anonymous authorship very carefully for a variety of reasons. His most crucial move was
to choose a small, white-run publishing firm that agreed to keep his identity a secret. Not
only did Johnson wish to avoid the possible complication of his position as a foreign
consul and to protect his burgeoning music career, but as Jaqueline Goldsby asserts in her
critical account of the novel’s publication history, “[Johnson] wanted readers to believe
that the phenomenon of a racially mixed man passing as white was one that was
widespread and possibly at play in every community (and, possibly, in any and every

% By implying that the ex-colored man and the

white family) throughout the country.
anonymous author were the same person, Johnson challenged the apriorism of
segregation and the one drop rule that limited African Americans’ social fluidity. If, as
Izkovitz argues, Jewish chameleonism is “culturally and naturally determined” since “the
‘natural place’ of the Jew is in passing,” then Johnson’s anonymous authorship signaled
that African Americans’ chameleonism is also a part of their “tradition” and “instinct.”

The tradition of anonymous authorship has roots in the slave narrative, so it was
easy for Johnson to provide a credible justification for his narrator’s namelessness as
well. As Robert Cataliotti explains,

The narrator relates that he was born in a ‘little Georgia town... because there are

people still living there who could be connected with this narrative’ (4). He

actually calls his story a ‘narrative,” and his refusal to reveal names echoes the
anonymity that Douglass and other slave narrative writers often employed to

% Jaqueline Goldsby, “Keeping the ‘Secret of Authorship’: A Critical Look at the 1912 Publication of
James Weldon Johnson’s Autobiography of an Ex-Colored Man,” Print Culture in a Diverse America, eds.
Danky and Wiegand. (Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 1998) 257.
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protect those left behind in the South, as well as those seeking refuge in the
North.”!

This explanation for necessary anonymity was so convincing that Jessie Fauset, in her
1912 review of The Autobiography for The Crisis, described the book’s anonymous
authorship as what “might be expected.”®* The false marketing of the novel’s
authenticity as a slave narrative has a complex connection to the history of the

(133

publication of slave narratives. According to Ann Fabian, “‘true stories’ of slavery...
helped to counter increasingly vocal slaveholders,” but the accuracy of these first-person
narratives were tested by anti-abolitionists who sought to catch fugitive and freed slaves
in lies, thus proving the natural inferiority and depravity of the Black race.” Former
slaves’ testimonies were doubly scrutinized because in print and on the abolitionist
lecture circuit, former slaves had often confessed to duplicitous behavior in the course of
their servitude and as a means of escape. Slaveholders contended that the slave
narratives continued the former slaves’ tactics of mendacity and manipulation, but under
the aegis of their abolitionist sponsors, the former slaves insisted on the truth of their
stories and argued that even though they had lied in the past, they had reformed their
moral standards in accordance with their human status in freedom. Indeed, Johnson’s
protagonist deals with a similar set of challenges to his veracity: though he characterizes
himself as a gambler and admits to duplicitous tactics in his passing over the color line,

he maintains that his account in The Autobiography is true. Johnson published his novel

through the small Boston firm because, Goldsby suggests, the author of an autobiography

1 Robert Cataliotti, The Music in African American Fiction (New York: Garland Publishing, Inc., 1995)
59.

%2 Jessie Fauset, “[Review of] The Autobiography of an Ex-Colored Man.” Reprinted from The Crisis 5
(November 1912): 38, in Critical Essays on James Weldon Johnson. Kenneth M. Price and Lawrence J.
Oliver, eds. (New York: G.K. Hall and Co., 1997) 21.

% Ann Fabian, The Unvarnished Truth: Personal Narratives in Nineteenth Century America (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 2000) 80.
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would likely have chosen a publisher that accommodated “amateur” authors. Furthmore,
the protagonist would have selected a white firm because “going to a black job printer
would have signaled the ‘ex-colored man’s’ return to the world he had forsaken in order

%4 Like the Jew on the train car who never actually revealed his

to pass for white.
Jewishness, Johnson had to act out the central lie of The Autobiography—his own racial
identity had to be hidden—in order to for the novel to be accepted by a double audience.

The Autobiography’s publication through a white publishing house is also
significant considering the publication history of slave narratives in the two decades that
surround Johnson’s 1912 publication. Between 1900 and 1922, twenty-six slave
narratives are known to have been published in North America.” Of these twenty-six
narratives, seven cite the author as the publisher, fourteen were printed by small job
printers, three were printed by small Christian publishing houses, and two, both by
Booker T. Washington, were published by Doubleday, a major publishing house.”® One
would infer that these post-bellum narratives, except the two books by Washington, were
privately funded and not widely circulated.”’ That The Autobiography was taken on by a
publisher, albeit a small one that neither publicized the book nor circulated it, is a step
that legitimized and elevated it as Black writing of the autobiographical genre in the

larger literary sphere.”® It is true that Johnson had African American forbears who had

published with distinguished firms and enjoyed widespread circulation: William Wells

* Goldsby 255.

% See Documenting the American South, University of Chapel Hill, May 9, 2006.
http://docsouth.unc.edu/neh/chronautobio.html#1900.

% Doubleday published Booker T. Washington’s Up From Slavery (1901) and My Larger Education; Being
Chapters from my Experience (1911).

7 Booker T. Washington’s Up From Slavery is a highly modified version of the slave narrative in that it
describes the development and philosophy behind the Tuskegee Institute.

% Johnson probably could have been published by a major publishing firm, but that would have destroyed
the credibility of his plot.
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Brown’s Clotel, or, the President’s Daughter (1853) was eventually published by
MacMillian in 1855, Charles W. Chesnutt had published The House Behind the Cedars
(1900) with Houghton Mifflin, Paul Lawrence Dunbar’s The Sport of Gods (1902) was
published by Dodd Mead, and W.E.B. Du Bois had received widespread circulation and
praise for The Souls of Black Folk (1903) and had published the much reviewed but less
critically successful novel, The Quest of the Silver Fleece (1911). However, these texts
had not been marketed as autobiography, even if they did rely heavily on the author’s
personal experience and use the slave narrative as a prototype.” Furthermore, as William
Andrews explains, these texts did not “resolve the dilemma that their double audience
presented for them—the one demanding protest against racial injustice, the other
expecting a pleasant excursion into black life as local color.”'” Though Andrews
contends that Johnson decided to disguise his novel as autobiography based on his belief
that American whites were more receptive to black autobiography, the publication
statistics cited above make it clear that fiction that utilized the autobiographical gesture—
not more straightforward versions of autobiography—were widely received by the white
public and publishers alike. It may be that the white public was more interested in fiction
because “the pleasant excursion into black life” did not as directly indict them as
participants in racial injustice. Still, by marketing the novel as autobiography and
connecting it to slavery, Johnson falsely maintained the superiority complex of a

readership that felt safe in their assumptions that Black writers would always, even in a

% See Marva J. Furman’s “The Slave Narrative: Prototype of the Early Afro-American Novel,” Art of the
Slave Narrative, eds. John Sekora and Darwin T. Turner (Illinois: Western Illinois University Press, 1982)
100 William Andrews, introduction, The Autobiography of an Ex-Colored Man, by James Weldon Johnson
(New York: Penguin, 1990) xvi.
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removed way, maintain the status of slaves and therefore occupy a lower place in the
literary realm.

Yet Johnson’s attempt at diplomacy through anonymous narrative, or more
specifically, his attempt to please a double audience, gives a false sense of agency to
readers. On the receiving end of any story, readers are in the position to cast judgments
upon the characters and the author. When reading autobiography, a reader’s inclination
to judge is amplified by the one-on-one relationship of reader to author. Johnson
intensified this relationship by setting up the novel in such a way that readers feel like
they are being made privy to a secret. Johnson opens the novel: “I know that in writing
the following pages I am divulging the great secret of my life, the secret which for some
years I have guarded more carefully than any of my earthly possessions” (AECM 3). The
ex-colored man, in his singular form, was meant as someone divulging the secret of an
African American collective, a reading practice that fits with the widespread interest in
representative writing by ethnic minorities popular at the beginning of the century.'"!
The commodification of local color fiction and ethnographic writing—writing that
focused on descriptions of peoples with regional and ethnic differences—fed the middle-
class, urban American appetite for an ethnographic transcendence into alterity. White
readers’ sense of agency is spurious, not only because the character they judge is not
authentic, but because they are being tricked into believing that their transcendence into
alterity is authentic. Ironically, white readers’ false sense that they are being allowed

access to the ways of a Black collective speaks against the social fluidity of whites.

101 Prominent examples include Sui Sin Far, Zitkala Sa, Abraham Cahan, and Anzia Yesierska.
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But Johnson’s reach for a double audience had potentially worse consequences
for his African American readers, who feared they would be unfairly represented as a
collective. As Goldsby explains,
What distressed these readers was precisely what most piqued white readers’
attention: the depictions of the “inner life of the Negro.” Relating the text of
Father John Brown’s soul-stirring sermon, verbally diagramming the exuberant
high steps of the cakewalk, or explaining the complicated rhythms and chords of
ragtime piano were cultural habits that merited description... But delving into the
dens of gambling and drinking, celebrating the shams of thieves and con artists,
analyzing the bigoted attitudes of blacks towards one another—these were
cultural secrets that ought not to have been exposed, especially to a white
readership.'*
For Johnson’s African American readership, the narrator’s namelessness causes him to be
“prototypical” in white readers’ imaginations, part of what Houston A. Baker, Jr. calls the
“nameless abyss in which all black Americans at one time or another find themselves.”'”*
Johnson enhanced the individuality and universal appeal of the narrator by giving him
plenty of space to offer first-person confessions of his human nature, including general
accounts of first love, insecurity, and self-loathing. Whereas slave narratives and other
early writing by African Americans rarely discuss moments outside “the narrator’s
troubled social identity,” The Autobiography is powerful, as Henry Louis Gates points
out, because Johnson ventures “to show that even the most race-conscious character
experiences the world, on a daily basis, as does every other human being.”'®* In effect,

the narrator’s merits are more believable in the context of his less virtuous admissions,

and the story seems less controlled by an agenda.

192 Goldsby 258.

19 Houston A. Baker, Jr. “A Forgotten Prototype: The Autobiography of an Ex-Colored Man and Invisible
Man,” Virginia Quarterly Review 49 (1973): 434.

104 Henry Louis Gates, Jr., introduction, The Autobiography of an Ex-Colored Man, by James Weldon
Johnson (New York: Vintage Books, 1989) xxii.
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In 1912, Johnson was aware of the way that white abolitionists had delimited the
slave narratives by exerting editorial control and shaping stories to suit their own
agendas. Frederick Douglass made his anxiety over this practice well-known in his 1855
autobiography, My Bondage and My Freedom, in which Douglass revealed the
abolitionist pressures that led him to conform his self-portrayal to that of a stereotypical
ex-slave in his first autobiography, Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, An
American Slave (1845).' However, as Priscilla Wald suggests, Douglass did not always
follow the abolitionists’ dictates in his first autobiography; in the Narrative, “his
discomfort surfaces... in textual disruptions: a revealing word, a surprising juxtaposition,
an awkward sentence through which the repressed—or the suppressed—returns. These
disruptions shape his narrative, as they tell an alternative story about his enslavement and

his authorship.”'*

By extension, for those who could read Douglass’s subtly planted
innuendos, Douglass told the truer story of his beliefs beneath the false context.'”’” Like
Douglass, Johnson feigned adherence to the prescribed form of autobiography, thus
appeasing audiences that do not want a harangue about the “race-problem.” In this
historical moment, the autobiographical form has the power to be taken seriously as a

kind of anthropological evidence, but Johnson’s false autobiography—his fabrication of

scientific data—is, as he termed it on the first page, a “practical joke on society” (AECM

19 1n his factual account of his own experiences, Along This Way (1933), Johnson acknowledges the
intensity with which he read Douglass, and he recalls the inspiration he felt hearing Douglass speak at the
“Sub-Tropical Exposition” in Jacksonville, FL.

1% priscilla Wald, Constituting Americans: Cultural Anxiety and Narrative Form (Durham, North Carolina:
Duke University Press, 1995) 15.

17 For example, Wald cites a moment in the Narrative when Douglass cannot hide his cultural critique of
the North. “... ‘I was quite disappointed at the general appearance of things in New Bedford’ (NFD, 101).
The word ‘disappointed is a dramatic irony, turning on the expectation of the fugitive slave that
nonslaveholding whites must be poor, as such a class is in the South... But the narrator quickly recounts his
inability to find work among the practitioners of his trade, ship caulkers, who refuse to work alongside a
black man. The word disappointed lingers as an echo, a whispered critique of Northern racism just under
the surface of the text” (Wald, 87). Douglass is not just writing a narrative, but rather slyly leaking
denunciations of the North from his well of frustration over not having full editorial control.
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3). Johnson used the autobiographical form, like Douglass in the Narrative, to trick
readers into thinking they were not getting a denunciation of race-relations even though
they were.'”™ For example, there is nothing overtly remarkable about the following
passage from The Autobiography, in which the narrator ponders the “slave songs” he
hears in Georgia:

As yet, the Negroes do not appreciate these old slave songs. The educated classes

are rather ashamed of them and prefer to sing hymns from books. This feeling is

natural; they are still too close to the conditions under which the songs were
produced; but the day will come when this slave music will be the most treasured

heritage of the American Negro. (AECM 182)

However, Eric Sundquist suggests that this passage “sounds like an extract from an
editorial rather than a novel” and notes that Johnson reiterated this viewpoint in his non-
fiction introduction to the first Book of American Negro Spirituals.'” Johnson
chameleonically slides between his roles as a fiction writer and editorialist almost
imperceptibly.

A similar sort of chameleonism is found in the Preface to the first edition of 7The
Autobiography, which frames the text with an agenda that is allegedly offered by the
publishers:

Special pleas have already been made for and against the Negro in hundreds of

books, but in these books either his virtues or vices have been exaggerated; this is

because writers, in nearly every instance, have treated the colored American as a

whole, each has taken some one group of the race to prove his case; not before has

a composite and proportionate presentation of the entire race, embracing all of its

various groups and elements, showing their relations with each other and to the
whites, been made... it is as though a veil has been drawn aside: the reader is

1% Goldsby cites Johnson’s intentions as he revealed them to his publisher: “No one can read this book
without feeling that he has been given new light on the complexities of this social problem; that he has had
a glimpse behind the scenes of this race-drama which is here being enacted; that he has been taken upon an
elevation and has caught a bird’s eyes view of the conflict which is being waged” (Goldsby 257). The
publishers use Johnson’s words to introduce to the 1912 publication of the novel.

19 Eric Sundquist, The Hammer of Creation: Folk Culture in African American Fiction (Athens: Georgia
University Press, 1992) 1-2. For a full explanation of the editorialist voice, see F. Patton Walker’s “The
Narrator’s Editorialist Voice in The Autobiography of an Ex-Colored Man,” CLAJ 41.1 (1997): 70-92.
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given a view of the inner life of the Negro in America, is initiated into the inner
freemasonry, as it were, of the race ''°

This preface overtly references W.E.B. DuBois’ concept of “the veil” from The Souls of
Black Folk, which suggested that white audiences would not be able to glean a true
understanding of Black life. When white publishers promise that the “the veil” has been
swept aside, they affirm that The Autobiography serve to make a true understanding of
Black life finally available to a white audience, themselves included. The twist to this
particular preface, however, is that Johnson himself “dictated” this agenda in a letter to
his publishers that describes the way he wants the novel to be read; the publishers had
asked for a statement from which they could “extract” their own preface, but then
formatted Johnson’s text from letter to preface verbatim. As Donald Goellnicht notes,
The Preface...declares this autobiography of an Ex-Colored Man to be more
representative of black life than the earlier narratives of ex-slaves, thus
positioning the text as anthropological, but it also consciously evokes the
authenticating prefaces common to slave narratives... Such prefaces, written by
white patrons or publishers, seek to verify the authorship of and the facts
presented in the tale; they thus serve as authorizing texts that themselves vie for
control of slave narratives, just as the Liberal white publishers of the North reaped
profits from anti-slavery and abolitionist writing. """
Knowing now what one could not have known in 1912—that Johnson’s text is fiction,
and that he composed what serves as the preface—the preface is complicated on two

"2 First, it is unclear whether or not Johnson actually intended for

closely related levels.
the novel to be representative in its sweeping aside of “the veil,” if he simply meant to

parody the format of previous Black autobiography, or if his trick reifies the notion that a

"% fames Weldon Johnson, letter to Sherman, French & Company, 17 February 1912, James Weldon
Johnson Papers. Yale Collection of American Literature, Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library.
" Donald C. Goellnicht, “Passing as Autobiography: James Weldon Johnson’s The Autobiography of an
Ex-Colored Man,” African American Review 30.1 (1996): 4 of 17, Academic Search Premier, EBSCO,
Rutgers, The State University of New Jersey, Lib System, Feb. 2006.

"2 Both of these conditions were called into questions in 1927 when Johnson publicly revealed his
authorship of the text, but only recently has information about Johnson’s authorship of the Preface been
publicly widespread.
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white audience will never decode that which is hidden in Black writing.'"> He was either
assuming the right to portray his race, or deriding the notion that one can represent an
entire race. Second, if the storyline of The Autobiography claims that the narrator is
passing, then a Preface in which Johnson’s writing passes as the writing of white
publishers implies that Johnson, like his protagonist, was successful at crossing the color
line. In order to push against the representation of African Americans as a homogenous
population, both Johnson and his narrator required the social fluidity to move among the
“various groups and elements” of the population. After all, the novel offers a “composite
and proportionate presentation of the entire race” into which neither Johnson nor the
narrator fit.

Regardless of whether Johnson intended or simply allowed his words to be
published under white pretenses, his chameleonic behavior is like that of the Jewish
businessman he described in The Autobiography. Johnson and the Jewish businessman
passively pass; that is, neither actually pretended to be white, but just wanted to be
socially equal. Neither wanted to be limited by an ethnic categorization, and both use
business instincts to make themselves socially fluid. For example, Johnson’s choice of a
small job printer did not offer “prestige,” but because Sherman, French did not usually
publish literature on the race question, it helped to disseminate Johnson’s message to a
variety of audiences. Goldsby writes that Johnson’s choice of publisher “would
legitimize the book’s non-partisan approach to a thorny and disquieting political

5114

problem. The difference between the Jewish businessman and Johnson as

'3 Here I am adopting Goellnicht’s use of the word “parodic,” which he gets from Bakhtin’s dialogic: an
“internally dialogized interillumination of languages [in which] the intentions of the representing discourse
are at odds with the intentions of the represented discourse” (Goellnicht 4 of 17).

"4 Goldsby 255.
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businessman is part of the anti-Semitic stereotype that causes the ex-colored man to
identify the Jew on the train car as Jewish: Jews in business are expected to be
manipulative out of greed. Johnson as a businessman, manipulative in his quest for
literary equality, would be described with the same inventiveness of Olaudah Equiano,
who masterminded the promotion of his self-published autobiography, The Interesting
Narrative of the Life of Olaudah Equiano, or Gustavas Vasses, the African. Written By
Himself (London 1789), on the commercial book market. Vincent Carretta explains that
Equiano’s text was a groundbreaking addition to the African-British canon in 1789
because, even though there already existed a tradition of African-British autobiography at
that time, Equiano was the first author to strategically market his narrative in ways that

115

undermined white authority over his text. ® Unlike Johnson, Equiano proved especially

ingenious when it came to keeping the financial profits of the book for himself instead of
routing them through a white publisher, who may have exercised editorial control over

the book’s content.''®

"5 Vincent Carretta, ““Property of Author:’ Olaudah Equiano’s Place in the History of the Book,” Genius
in Bondage: Literature of the Early Black Atlantic, eds. Vincent Carretta and Philip Gould. (Lexington: The
University Press of Kentucky, 2001).

¢ To circumvent an outside publisher, Equiano “convince[ed] buyers to commit themselves to purchasing
copies of his book prior to its publication, with booksellers effectively acting as agents in accepting
subscriptions, probably receiving a commission for doing so” (Carretta 132). Collecting advanced payment
on his book was possible because Equiano, well known, as Johnson was, for his advocacy for racial
equality, banked on his controversial persona whereas Johnson could not. Partially, this difference reflects
the discrepancy between writerly climates for non-whites in England and America. After writing caustic
editorials against pro-slavery newspaper articles in 1788, Equiano “mentioned in print that he might soon
‘enumerate even my own sufferings in the West Indies, which perhaps I may one day offer to the public,
[though] the disgusting catalogue would be almost too great for belief.” The advertising ploy is almost too
obvious” (Carretta 131). Equiano even advertised and followed through with the inclusion of his picture on
his book’s frontispiece to entice voyeuristic curiosity. Equiano’s publicity—Tliterally, his public self and
the selling of himself—are precisely what caused his book to achieve non-autobiographical ends: an
abolitionist campaign under Black authorial control. Johnson, on the other hand, to make the
autobiography seem more authentic and get his political message across, must accept the loss of income he
may have received from a more established firm, suffering economic disenfranchisement and silently

claiming victory in the sphere of judgment.
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The most important element of Equiano’s publication history in relation to
Johnson’s project was that Equiano registered his publication as the “Property of
Author,” thus asserting his intellectual property rights and taking the phrase “Written by
Himself” to an unprecedented level in the genre of Black autobiographical narrative. As
Wald notes, “‘Written by Himself,” a convention of slave narratives, of course
underscores the narrator’s literacy, an important part of his story of liberation, and it
asserts his authenticity to a characteristically dubious white audience.”''” In titling The
Autobiography at the beginning of the Harlem Renaissance, Johnson did not need to use
this convention, but he was trying to demonstrate the capabilities of Black literacy and to
achieve a sort of literary liberation. After all, the philosophy of the Harlem Renaissance,
which Johnson helped to cultivate, stipulated that representations of African American
creativity “contribute to a reassessment of African Americans, and that such a
reassessment might help undermine the racism that was still prevalent in American

. 118
society...”

Johnson’s anonymous authorship of The Autobiography kept his text from
fully achieving these goals. Just as the phrase “Written by Himself” denotes an implicit
social inferiority when Equiano and Douglass used it, Johnson’s anonymity produced the
same effect that Wald attributes to “Written by Himself.” Wald explains that “Himself”
is a substitute for the author’s name, and the nameless author, in the very act of trying “to
preserve a sense of his identity,” risks “disappearing into a historically reconstructed

5119

unrecognizability. In order to take hold of his intellectual property, thereby fulfilling

117
Wald 85.
18 Anne Carroll, “Art, Literature, and the Harlem Renaissance: The Messages of God’s Trombones”
College Literature 29.3 (Summer 2002) 57.
9 Wald 85.
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the ultimate goal of The Autobiography as an artful work, Johnson attached his name to
the text for its 1927 republication.
The 1927 Edition: Johnson as an African American Representative

By the time Knopf republished The Autobiography in 1927 with Johnson’s name
on the cover, it was the height of the Jazz Age, and Black aesthetics had become popular
as a mainstream urban aesthetic. African Americans such as Jean Toomer, Langston
Hughes, and Countee Cullen, to name only a few, produced fiction and poetry that
participated in a burgeoning Black literary tradition that reached Black and white
audiences between 1919 and 1940. Johnson’s name on the 1927 edition of The
Autobiography signaled that African Americans had been successful in their artistic
literary endeavors during Reconstruction and the New Negro Renaissance from 1865 to
1919, before the mainstream popularity of a Black urban aesthetic. The republication of
The Autobiography laid claim to a literary tradition that had evolved from the form and
marketing practices of the slave narrative into a space for Black voices to express
themselves on their own terms and topics. Indeed, Johnson himself recognized this
turning point in his essay “Negro Authors and White Publishers,” which appeared in the
Crisis in 1929.'* In this piece, Johnson repudiated the claim that white firms only
published Black writers who depict Africans-Americans as a “lower” race. First, Johnson
explained that Black writers’ use of “lower” characters made for a more dramatic story,
perhaps in a subtle self-defense of his not always upstanding protagonist in The
Autobiography. Second, Johnson listed Black authors’ fictional and non-fictional work
published by white firms since 1920, and confirmed that more Black writing about the

“upper” echelon of African American life had been produced. Finally, Johnson

120 Reprinted in The Crisis Reader ed. Sondra Kathryn Wilson (New York: Random House, 1999) 263-266.
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concluded: “I believe that Negro writers who have something worth while to say and the
power and skill to say it have as fair a chance today of being published as any other
writers.” Interestingly, in his list of fictional works by Black writers, Johnson omitted
Knopf’s 1927 republication of The Autobiography, though he included his anthologies of
Black poetry and spirituals in the non-fiction list. Perhaps Johnson did not include his
novel because its original publication date did not correspond to the timeline of his list,
but if he had listed it, he would have signified The Autobiography as a text that made it
possible for Black writers to attain the literary equality that his essay professes. After all,
Johnson’s name on the novel brought it from the slave narrative genre connected to the
“lower” status of African Americans into the “upper” level of creative genius possessed
by celebrated writers in general. His business instincts had been right on track.

Yet as Johnson officially attached his name to the autobiography in 1927, Jews
were busy changing their names to sound less ethnic, less representative of Jewish
identity. Al Jolson (a.k.a. Asa Yoelson) has just gotten a big break as the star of the first
“talkie,” The Jazz Singer (1927). The film’s plot affirms the practice of Jewish
assimilation happening at the time of its release: Jolson plays a cantor’s son who chooses
to perform in blackface rather than lead Yom Kippur davening. On one hand, Jolson’s
blackface was originally intended to be a largely inconsequential convention of the
movie. The ethnomusicologist Mark Slobin cites that by 1927, Al Jolson’s blackface was
merely an atrophied version of minstrelsy that vaudeville talent brokers took advantage of
because a “pseudo-southern accent” obscured Yiddish-English.'*' On the other hand,
Michael Rogin suggests that the Jewish performance of blackface utilized a regression in

racial status in order to ultimately elevate Jewish social status on par with white

121 Mark Slobin, “Putting Blackface in its Place,” Unpublished Draft, 2002. 44-45.
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Americans.'” The median of these two theories is Itzkovitz’s idea that by performing an
identity other than one’s own, the Jewish person actually accentuates his own Jewishness:
“Successful assimilation...made the Jew more Jewish” because it reinforced his

reputation as elusive, manipulative and transient, and impossible to define among various

. . 123
diasporic contexts.

If Jews like Jolson were using blackface to obscure their ethnic
identities in one way or another, then perhaps Johnson had the idea that he could evade
his role as an African American representative by adopting the resistance to ethnic
definition attributed to Jews.

After all, though Johnson had met one challenge of the 1912 edition of The
Autobiography—to secure the widespread reception of the Black novel—in 1927, he was
left with the problems that came with serving as a representative of the African American
population. The Autobiography had achieved its reputation as fiction, which protected
Johnson from being criticized for his protagonist’s decision to pass as white, especially
since Johnson was head of the NAACP in 1927.'* However, Carl Van Vechten’s
introduction to the 1927 edition obscures the lines between the facts and fictions of the
novel and situates Johnson as the autobiographer of an entire people:

The Autobiography, of course, in the matter of specific incident, has little to do
with Mr. Johnson’s own life, but it is imbued with his own personality and
feeling, his views of the subjects discussed, so that to a person who had no
previous knowledge of the author’s own history, it reads like a real

autobiography. It would be truer, perhaps, to say that it reads like a composite
autobiography of the Negro race in the United States in modern times.'*

122 Michael Rogin, Blackface, White Noise (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1996). Rogin writes:
“Blackface emancipated the jazz singer from Jews and blacks by linking him to the groups he was leaving
behind... By giving Jack his own voice, blackface propels him above both his father and African Americans
into the American melting pot... Jack Robin plays a person of color instead of being confused for one. By
painting himself black, he washes himself white” (100-116).

12 Ttzkovitz 45.

124 Goldsby 263-264.

125 Carl Van Vechten, “Introduction to Mr. Knopf’s New Edition.” Reprinted in The Autobiography of an
Ex-Colored Man, by James Weldon Johnson (New York: Vintage Books, 1989) xxxiii-Xxxiv.
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This paragraph is problematic because Johnson’s “views” are conflated with the “real
autobiography” of an individual. This notion is problematized further when Van Vechten
attempts to correct himself, equating an individual’s story to “composite autobiography,”
giving an individual power to represent the “views” of a collective. The distinction
between facts and fictions would have helped Johnson to realize his ambitions to prove
the creative capacities of Black writers and establish a literary tradition of fiction; instead,
Van Vechten’s framing of the text finds fiction by one person representative of an entire
collective, thus promoting the very homogeneity of populations that Johnson specifically
wanted to avoid.

Van Vechten might have been purposely confusing in his introduction in order to
tantalize a readership drawn to Modernist voyeuristic reading practices that objectify “the
Other” in the name of anthropological research. But Van Vechten’s introduction was
equivocal when he further conflated “the Autobiography,” the form, with 7The
Autobiography, the novel:

When I was writing Nigger Heaven I discovered the Autobiography to be
an invaluable source-book for the study of Negro psychology. I believe it will be

a long time before anybody can write about the Negro without consulting Mr.

Johnson’s pages to advantage. Naturally, the Autobiography had its precursors.

Booker T. Washington’s Up from Slavery (1900) is a splendid example of

autobiography...'*®
Throughout his introduction, Van Vechten refers to The Autobiography as “the
Autobiography,” and when he cites “the Autobiography” here his intentions are to cite
Johnson’s book. But the lower case “t” opens up the possibility that Van Vechten is

talking about an entire genre, not a singular novel, especially when he equates it to Up

from Slavery, in which Booker T. Washington is more directly discussing the events of

126 Van Vechten xxxv.
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his own life. Van Vechten believes, from the perspective of a white writer, Johnson’s
book offers a peak behind “the veil” of “Negro Psychology,” and he suggests that
“anybody,” even a black writer, needs to consult Johnson’s book for information about
the Black community. These ideas show that the autobiographical gesture, fiction or fact,
is a literary mode that is privileged with the power to create the reputation of a collective.
White readers are expected to find definitions of Black people from which to learn, and
Black readers are expected to find definitions of themselves in Johnson’s book.
Johnson’s protagonist attempts to evade being a representative at all; after
witnessing the lynching of an African American, he makes the decision to avoid
identifying himself as a member of any particular race. The ex-colored man confesses:
All the while I understood that it was not discouragement or fear or search for a
larger field of action or opportunity that was driving me out of the Negro race. |
knew that it was shame, unbearable shame. Shame at being identified with a
people that could with impunity be treated worse than animals. (AECM, 190-191)
Though Cataliotti suggests that “The Ex-colored Man ultimately cannot stand being
‘identified with a people;’ he cannot handle being an individual tied to a community,” the
ex-colored man’s explanation for passing implies that he does not have a problem being
associated with the people who lynch.'?” If he really is not bound by the confines of
racial identity, then the narrator can ostensibly gain equality as a writer: ultimately, he
can write without being limited by allegiances to either side of the race-drama and can
strive for the kind of truth that strong fiction delivers by being responsible to no one. He

can be, in a more universal sense, a writer. The irony is that the narrator’s racial history

is given away in the title of the book, and even as an “ex-colored man,” his writing, at the

127 Cataliotti 71.
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outset, is still considered to come from a black perspective.'”® Moreover, the narrator’s
chosen separation from his people does not disqualify him from offering the “bird’s eye
view” of African American life that is promised in the introduction to the first edition,
nor does it keep Van Vechten from promoting “how a colored man lives and feels” in the
second edition once Johnson’s name is attached to The Autobiography. In fact, one might
say that the narrator’s chosen separation from his people gives him the distance needed to
offer the bird’s eye view.'*’

If Johnson presumed that Jewish identity could solve the dilemmas that
representative authorship posed, then parallel problems in the fiction of Abraham Cahan
negate that notion. For example, Abraham Cahan’s auto-ethnographic fiction 7he Rise of
David Levinsky (1917) is comparable to The Autobiography because it provides a first-
person account of social transformation in America. As Werner Sollors points out,
McClure’s Magazine, where Levinsky first appeared in 1913, advertised Cahan’s insider-
ethnography as “the most intimate knowledge of Jewish life... his story reproduces actual
characters, occurrences, and situations taken from real life... as no invention could do.”3
The protagonist, David Levinsky, adapts from greenhorn Jewish immigrant from Russia
into an assimilated American business man, who experiences pangs of remorse about the
Jewish identity he leaves behind. Cahan’s portrait of the Jewish immigrant experience is

based on his own experience as a Russian immigrant and his insider knowledge of the

Lower East Side Jewish population he serves as editor of The Daily Forward. In The

128 The revealing of his ties to community, as the ex-colored man explains, is his way of “seeking relief”
from his unsatisfactory choice to hide them (AECM 3).

12 1t might be said that the narrator’s decision to pass actually reinforces his identity as Black; after all,
Johnson’s preface describes passing as a “Black” activity, an activity in which other races do not partake as
often.

10 Werner Sollors, Beyond Ethnicity: Consent and Descent in American Culture (New York: Oxford
University Press, 1986) 168-169. Taken from McClure’s Magazine (April 1913: 92-93).
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Daily Forward and in other syndicates, Cahan published numerous short stories, in which
the formula was always the same: “the superior narrator explaining to the reader, whose
values he presumably shares, some inside information about the Jewish immigrant culture

. . 131
in America.”

When Cahan’s audience is limited to a Jewish readership, his stories are
met with a sentimental recognition. Once Cahan aims to share values with those beyond
a Jewish readership, he goes from being an editor/reporter to being a writer, aloof from
his community. In The Autobiography, the “bird’s eye view” of “how a colored man
lives and feels,” even though it evidently comes from a fictional narrator in the guise of
autobiography, is read as Johnson’s personal knowledge once he attaches his name to The
Autobiography in 1927. Whereas the ex-colored man’s offering of his insider knowledge
affirms that he is a member of the African American community, Johnson’s offering of
insider knowledge distances him from the community he portrays. In order to supply a
“bird’s eye view,” he appears to have elevated himself above the community in social
status through judgment and betrayal.

Perhaps this sense of betrayal in Johnson and Cahan was exacerbated by the fact
that they had attached themselves to famous white writers. William Dean Howells, who
Cahan revered as something of an American literary guru, mentored Cahan through the
writing of Levinsky; for Cahan, identification with a well-known American writer meant
that he himself was more than just a Jewish writer. It is not that Cahan wanted to cast off
his Jewish identity in favor of a fully assimilated one, but that in commodifying the

experiences of Jewish immigrants, he automatically became more American, more

Levinsky. Despite Cahan’s vehemently anti-Capitalist posture, his superior narrator

! Jules Chametizky, From the Ghetto: The Fiction of Abraham Cahan (Amherst: Massachusetts
University Press, 1977) 49.
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syndrome made him susceptible to what Brad Evans identifies as “local color’s charge
within the space of the market—a space filled with mobile and consumable cultural

» 132 For Johnson, the white perspective of Van Vechten’s 1927 preface, and Van

forms...
Vechten’s framing of The Autobiography as a source of insider knowledge about Black
life, sparked the novel’s “charge within the space of the market.” The catering to a
market bent on the gathering of anthropological evidence took away from the genius of
the fiction, and Johnson’s name on the cover became equated with his narrator’s views.
For example, during the ex-colored man’s visit to the South, where he hopes to immerse
himself in the ways of black people for musical inspiration, he critiques poor Black
communities for their living conditions: “everybody slept on pallets on the floor...The
food was at times so distasteful and poorly cooked that I could not eat it. I remember that
once I lived for a week on buttermilk, on account of not being able to stomach the fat
bacon, the rank turnip-tops, and the heavy damp mixture of meal, salt and water which
was called corn bread” (AECM 169). Here, the narrator is not a social scientist, but a
social critic. Moreover, the narrator invests in a first experience of black life in order to
capitalize on black tradition in his own work.

Critical response to The Autobiography in the past decade has been particularly
interested in framing Johnson’s text as a sort of documentary on Black music—as does
the cover art to the 1989 Vintage edition, which features a piano keyboard—especially

since Johnson himself was an accomplished, and published, musician.'*® Edward Berlin,

a historian of music, cites Johnson’s description of ragtime as definitional: “Although this

132 Brad Evans, Before Cultures: The Ethnographic Imagination in American Literature, 1865-1920
(Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2005) 114.

133 See Christina Ruotolo, “James Weldon Johnson and the Autobiography of an Ex-Colored Musician,”
American Literature 72.2 (June 2000).
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passage is from a work of fiction, its serious justification as a historical document is

justified.” **

The reception of The Autobiography as an artifact that authenticates a
Black musical tradition engages in the popular debate over the appropriation and
commodification of Black music, similar to the way that locating The Autobiography’s
roots in the slave narrative takes part in a reading that acknowledges a set of controversial
historical circumstances in which abolitionists are held accountable for the appropriation
and commodification of Black writing. In major works on the subject of the Black
musical tradition, American Jews have been pitted as the chief appropriators and

135

commodifiers of ragtime, blues and jazz.”> Nathanial Mackey locates Jews’

performance of Black music as the cause for “the erasure of Black inventiveness” and the

sterilization of Black music.'*¢

In this particular build up of social circumstances, The
Autobiography becomes a testimonial in the case of Black-Jewish relations, with the
narrator’s views set in comparison with Johnson’s views. If Johnson would command
“Make me a Jew,” then it is important to make the appropriate distinctions between
Johnson’s views and his narrator’s views about the Jewish appropriation of Black music.
In The Autobiography, Johnson’s narrator searches for the roots of ragtime music
so as to develop a musical tradition with origins in the Black South because he realizes it
is being appropriated by non-Black musicians. Though the narrator does not specify the
race of the musician who causes him to reclaim ragtime as a Black art form, he describes

him as “a big, bespectacled, bushy headed man.” The raceless-ness of this person is

coupled with other stereotypically Jewish characteristics. The narrator says, “I made up

13 Edward Berlin, Ragtime: A Musical and Cultural History (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of
California Press, 1980).

133 See Jeffrey Melnick’s A Right to Sing the Blues (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1999).

136 Nathenial Mackey, “Other: From Noun to Verb,” The Jazz Cadence of American Culture, ed. Robert
O’Meally (New York: Columbia University Press, 1998) 514.
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my mind to go to the very heart of the South, to live among the people, and drink my
inspiration first-hand. I gloated over the immense amount of material I had to work with,
not only rag-time, but also the old slave songs—material which no one had yet touched”

(AECM 142). Echoing this sentiment in his preface to The Book of American Negro

Poetry, Johnson expounds upon the influence of ragtime on popular American music,
locating its origins in spirituals and Negro Folk Songs; he writes, “These Negro folk
songs constitute a vast mine of material that has been neglected almost absolutely...And
there will yet come great Negro composers who will take this music and voice through it
not only the soul of their race, but the soul of America.”"®” This call for Black artists to
claim the tradition of their art, to prove its legitimacy among a general public, is precisely
what Johnson’s narrator gave up “for a mess of pottage” that equates to Jewish raceless-
ness (AECM 211).

If the ex- colored man, or Johnson himself, were to choose Jewish raceless-ness,
not only would he then be ineluctably cut off from Blackness, but he would be the
nemesis of Blackness. But a different reading of Along This Way and The Autobiography
questions the very idea that there can be a purity of “Blackness” and reveals that
Johnson’s musical metaphors promote the idea that Blackness necessitates fusion with
aspects of an American mainstream if it is to succeed. Though Johnson does mourn, in
his preface to The Second Book of Negro Spirituals, that “The first so-called Ragtime
songs to be published were actually Negro Secular Folk songs that were set down by
white men, who affixed their names as composers,” thus validating the past existence of a

separate Black culture and lamenting the loss of credit for its popularity in the American

137 James Weldon Johnson, preface, The Book of American Negro Poetry, ed. James Weldon Johnson in
The Norton Anthology of African American Literature, ed. Henry Louis Gates, Jr. (New York: W.W.
Norton and Co., 1997) 868.
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138
In

mainstream, he does not mourn the music’s development into a national music.
Along This Way, Johnson says of Ragtime: “This lighter music has been fused and then
developed, chiefly by Jewish musicians, until it has become our national medium for
expressing ourselves musically in popular form, and it bids fair to become a basic

element in the future great American music.”"’

Jeffrey Melnick reads Johnson’s rhetoric
as characteristic of Johnson’s general thinking. When Johnson says that “With Jews
serving as intermediary, African American music has become the only truly national art
that exists in America,” then Johnson is evoking the “one constant of [his] aesthetic
system,” which is “that transcendent art came from a group process filtered through an

140 1 ike the ex-colored man, who

appropriate medium to become singular expression.
needed to realize that his musical vision was filtering through another musician’s hands
before he could reclaim it, Johnson was willing to allow the successful fusion of Black
traditions into an American mainstream before reclaiming them. This kind of organic
timing is the reason Johnson could publish The Autobiography anonymously and then
wait until later to attach his name to it.

Werner Sollors’ reading of The Autobiography alongside Cahan’s The Rise of
David Levinsky reveals that the fusion of Black traditions into an American mainstream
and the fusion of Jewish traditions into an American mainstream proceeded along much
the same course, which is evidenced by the autobiographical gesture produced by both

writers. Sollors identifies this trend as a genre of “bluish” (Black and Jewish) literature.

The bluish writers’ strategy, according to Sollors, of “presenting fiction as truth...

138 James Weldon Johnson, preface, The Books of American Negro Spirituals: Including the Book of
American Negro Spirituals and the Second Book of Negro Spirituals ed. J.R. Johnson (New York: Da Capo
Books, 1969) 11.

13 Johnson, Along This Way, 328.

1 Melnick 149.
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promise[s] a symbolic initiation into ethnic riddles” for a mainstream American audience.
This “symbolic initiation into ethnic riddles” is also an initiation for the writers
themselves, who must prove their worth as writers within an explanation of their
difference, because the writers’ difference is what provokes and captivates their
readership. The writers’ literary products are symbolic as attempts to gain equal
recognition in an age of cultural relativism, which allowed for difference but aimed for a
“melting pot” of acceptance. As Sollors suggests of Johnson and Cahan, “Their ideal
vision was that of a synthesis of specific descent and cosmopolitan consent, a synthesis

best expressed in musical metaphors.”'*!

Perhaps reading Johnson’s depiction of music
as a metaphor versus reading his depiction of music as a history is the closest we can
come to defining the difference between reading The Autobiography as fiction versus
reading it as fact.
Along This Way: Staging the Facts

Reading The Autobiography as Johnson’s life story made no sense in 1927; after
all, the ex- colored man did not write as the United States’ consulate to Venezuela, which
was Johnson’s position at the time of the novel’s inception. The more pressing issue was
to discover whether or not Johnson’s narrator was a mouthpiece for Johnson’s political
views on the race question. But in Along This Way, Johnson stages “the facts” with the
same kind of diplomacy that he employs in The Autobiography. Hence, readers may not
be getting at an authentic Johnson in the pages of his factual autobiography any more
than they are getting him in his novel. Along This Way reads with what Robert E.

Fleming calls a “temperate tone,” where the social commentary is not a “vitriolic”

editorial on race relations but a diplomatic interpretation of particular moments which

41 Sollors 173.
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Johnson aims at a double audience.'** This form is clearly one that Johnson had
practiced in The Autobiography and thus, Along This Way does not clarify Johnson’s
views as well as it could.

The ex-colored man, for example, manages to extol the virtues of an openly racist
Texan in an effort to show an understanding for both sides of the race question. As
Fleming discovers in Johnson’s notes for Along This Way, Johnson writes, “Southern
white people—as a whole—I hate so cordially it is going to be very difficult for me to be
fair with them.” Yet this hatred never surfaces in his autobiography. Johnson makes it
very clear in Along This Way that his philosophy, even as a song writer, had always been
to reach the widest possible audience. He explains why the tune “The Maiden with the
Dreamy Eyes” had been popular enough to make a profit:

It needed little analysis to see that a song written in exclusive praise of blue eyes

was cut off at once from about three-fourths of the possible chances for universal

success...So we worked on the chorus of our song until, without making it a

catalogue, it was inclusive enough to make any girl who sang it or to whom it was

sung to fancy herself the maiden with the dreamy eyes.'*’
His books, like his song, aim for universal success, which would not be granted to
someone who favors or disfavors particular racial groups. By catering, even in the lyrics
of “Dreamy Eyes,” to many racial groups, Johnson had successfully marketed his talent.
Moreover, the song lyrics proclaim that a maiden’s inner-thoughts cannot be represented
by the color or shape of her eyes; it is the “dreamy” quality of the maiden’s eyes that

reveals her true thoughts. He thinks beyond race into the universal themes of courtship

and love. In contrast to The Autobiography, however, with its emotional account of first

142 Robert E. Fleming, “James Weldon Johnson’s Along This Way: Text and Subtext,” Critical Essays on
James Weldon Johnson, eds.,Price and Oliver (New York: G.K. Hall and Co., 1997) 225.

'3 Johnson, 180. The lyrics of the song are as follows: “There are eyes of blue,/ There are brown eyes t0o,/
There are eyes of every size/ And eyes of every hue;/ But I surmise/ That if you are wise/ You’ll be careful
of the maiden/ With the dreamy eyes.
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love, Along This Way does not expose the intimate details of Johnson’s experiences in his
private life; for example, Johnson acknowledges his wife, Grace Nail, if only to thank her
for her support. The “temperate tone” of Johnson’s autobiography makes it feel like
much is being held back from the reader.

If Johnson ever felt anti-Semitic due to Jewish involvement in the production of
Black music or otherwise, he never revealed it in Along This Way. Despite the fact that
Johnson worked alongside many Jews in the music business and in the NAACP, Johnson
labeled only one figure in his autobiography as Jewish, “the strikingly beautiful woman”
who, for a stint, was his friend D—’s girlfriend:

D— took in the homage I silently paid her... When she had gone, D— proceeded

to enlighten me fully on what I had already guessed to be the main point. The

young lady was a Jewess; she belonged to a very nice family; she knew that he

was colored but her family did not; he was deeply in love with her; she was

deeply in love with him. He enlarged on the last two points.'**
Johnson, like his protagonist, seemed to have some special radar for recognizing Jewish
people. (Perhaps Jews are not as chameleonic as the stereotype makes them out to be.)
Like the Jew on the train car, there was nothing overtly Jewish about this woman, whose
“face was symmetrically perfect.” Yet somehow, Johnson had “already guessed” she was
Jewish. The main point that Johnson does not highlight but insinuates is that his friend
D— had once again been on intimate terms with people outside his own race, people who
were “very nice” when he was passing, but who might not have accepted him otherwise.
Jewishness did not have the same status as whiteness, but there was enough of a social
separation between D— and the Jewish woman to merit a relationship that needed to be

kept from her family. Johnson’s tone reveals his suspicions about D—’s affairs, but he

otherwise keeps his judgments to himself. Just as D— chooses to emphasize “the last

144 Johnson, Along This Way, 241.
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two points,” Johnson diplomatically keeps much to himself. He never displays the kind
of anti-Semitic assumptions in Along This Way that the ex-colored man does in The
Autobiography, which could signal that Johnson inserted the anti-Semitism typical of the
era into the novel though he did not feel anti-Semitic himself. But considering Johnson’s
statement, “Make me a Jew,” and the close dealings he had with so many Jewish people,
the absence of Johnson’s discussion of Jews is surprising.

What is not being said about Jews in Along This Way is not being said for a
reason. Perhaps diplomacy kept Johnson from making offensive judgments, or perhaps
he chose to judge people as individuals, the way he would want to be judged himself,
without the static racial and ethnic stereotypes. Moreover, many Jews in the throes of the
assimilation process did not call attention to their own Jewishness, so it makes sense that
Johnson did not call attention to it either. But in subtle ways, Johnson does call attention
to the difference of racial status between Jews and African Americans. At one point in
his autobiography, Johnson recalls Florenz Ziegfeld, the famous vaudeville producer
known for “Ziegfeld’s Follies.” Johnson recalls an incident in which he and his brother
Rosamond, because of their race, were denied access to the elevator that would take them
up to Ziegfeld’s apartment for a business meeting:

Ziegfeld came down at once and for some minutes had the stormiest kind of

scene... He protested and threatened. Mr. Ziegfeld escorted us to the elevator,

ushered us in, stepped in himself and ordered the boy to take him up to his
apartment. Up we went... This incident was indicative of Zeigfeld’s attitude on
race. As a producer, he not only recognized that there was Negro talent, but he
dared to give that talent an opportunity.'*’

Johnson never mentions Ziegfeld’s Jewishness because Ziegfeld had fully assimilated

into show business much the same way that Jackie Robin did in The Jazz Singer.

145 Johnson, Along This Way, 181.
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However, the driving subtext of the scene above is that Ziegfeld has the racial status to
literally elevate the Johnson brothers. Johnson says nothing about how about the
frustration and anger he must have experienced while being denied the use of elevator
without Ziegfeld’s sponsorship. Johnson does not use this moment to complain about the
unfair position of Jews as the middlemen of Black success. Instead, he praises Ziegfeld’s
daring attitude on race. As Olivier Asselin explains in “Autofictions, or elective
identities,” it is plausible that “any autobiography contains elements of fiction.”'** When
remembering actual events, the process of imagination is imperfect in the retelling of a
situation as it actually occurred. In the case of Along This Way, Johnson causes the
reader to get a skewed sense of his actual feelings; he “remembers” events in a way that
fits with his diplomatic agenda, thus manipulating facts to produce a more broadly
appealing self.

The process of writing fictional alter-selves was integral to Johnson’s creation of
the autonomous self he presented in Along This Way. In Joseph T. Skerret’s seminal
essay “Irony and Symbolic Action,” Skerret close reads Along This Way in juxtaposition
with The Autobiography in order to reveal that Johnson’s narrator is not a mouthpiece for
Johnson’s views, but rather an ironic version of Johnson’s psyche, which “served as a
therapeutic—or symbolic—slaying of a hesitant and reluctant old self, and fortification of
confidence for the years of leadership work that lay ahead.” Skerret finds that “The
narrator...is a projection of Johnson and his alter ego, D.; through the duality of the
tragic/ironic narrative, Johnson ‘outers’ and then exorcises the weakness he saw so

clearly in (and shared with) D.—the temptation to desire and to seek a less heroic, less

146 Olivier Asselin, “Autofictions, or elective identities,” Parachute: Contemporary Art Magazine 105.1-3
(January, 2002): 10-19.
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painful identity than their blackness imposed upon them.”'*” Indeed, Johnson draws
upon experiences of his life and aspects of his psyche in creating fiction, as do most, if
not all, fiction writers. But the ex-colored man is not an embellishment of Johnson’s
demons; he is a means for Johnson to follow those demons to their logical end in order
for Johnson to know why and how he must reject them. Like the continually passing
back-and-forth narrator, and the stereotypically chameleonic Jew, Johnson tests out
multiple possibilities of self-definition.

If Along This Way clarified nothing else except the fact that Johnson had multiple
selves—and that he indeed valued his chance to play a rather extreme variety of roles
such as educator, writer, musician, leader, scholar and politician so long as he got to
reach a variety of people—this information should have been enough to daunt a
readership intent on exfoliating Johnson’s texts down to some pure truth despite the
layers of facade. Yet perhaps when Johnson wished upon the jinnee to make him a Jew,
he was not simply craving to be “that which could become anything,” but to be that

148 .
Johnson could have chosen Jewishness

which remained mysterious and unknowable.
for the quality that kept them as constant “outsiders,” because that way he could write
without having to be representative. But Black authors and Jewish authors share the
problems inherent in representative writing by ethnic minorities. As we shall see, when
Bernard Malamud, Fran Ross, and Philip Roth develop the “autobiographical gesture” as

a signatory strategy—without any notion of diplomacy—they deal with even harsher

consequences of ethnic representation.

17 Joseph T. Skerret, “Irony and Symbolic Action in James Weldon Johnson’s Autobiography of an Ex-
Colored Man,” Critical Essays on James Weldon Johnson, eds. Price and Oliver. (New York: G.K. Hall and
Co., 1997) 85-86.

18 Ttzkovitz says, “the wish to become a Jew might be read here as a desire to become that which would
become anything—not unlike wishing for an unlimited number of wishes” (42).
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Bernard Malamud and Fran Ross:
Satirical Definitions of Self as Other

In most categories commonly employed to distinguish identity—including
gender, race, and class—Bernard Malamud and Fran Ross have nothing in common; they
do not even share writerly status. While Malamud’s oeuvre has earned him a widespread
popular and academic readership, a serious body of critical response, a Pulitzer Prize for
fiction and two National Book Awards, Fran Ross’s lone novel—despite its genius—is
practically cast off as a literary fluke born out of her desire to be a comic writer for
Richard Pryor, and it has been just barely rescued from the obscurity that left Ross
impoverished at the end of her lifetime. Yet the unlikely juxtaposition of Malamud’s The
Tenants (1971) and Ross’s Oreo (1974) not only helps to resurrect Ross’s important
contribution to American literature, but it also reveals the shared tactics of a “Jewish”
author and a “Black” author who reject the limits of ethnic labels. In both texts, satirical
inversions of Self as Other (Jewish self as Black other and vice-versa) express the ironic
realities of multi-cultural sampling in America, thus challenging the divisive nature of
ethnic identity. The Tenants and Oreo are certainly timely in addressing the contexts of
1970s America: post-war ethnic identity, the consequences of the Black Arts movement,
and waning Black-Jewish relations. But Malamud and Ross also use cross-ethnic satire
as a mode of resistance to the ethnic labels that categorize and limit their writing; each
writer imagines the Self as Other as a means to escape communal identity and express
individual identity.

The Historical Context of Cross-Ethnic Satire in the 1970s
Malamud and Ross take up the theme of Black-Jewish relations in the 1970s as

the foundation of their novels. Though Jewish citizens were by no means free of anti-
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Semitism in the United States, they were, by and large, catapulted out of the marginal
space that African Americans were left to occupy after World War II. Though elements
of cross-resonance remained, Black-Jewish relations often became synonymous with
Black-White relations, in which Jews were an ethnic extension of an overall white
oppressor that denied Blacks from participating in the growing middle class and post-war

9 Tn The T enants, Levenspiel, a Jewish landlord, seeks to renovate and

economic boom.
upscale the tenement which serves as the setting for the novel, thus displacing the poor
ethnic population that inhabited it. Meanwhile, he refuses to renovate his property in
Harlem and balks about rent control in Black neighborhoods; his antagonism toward
African Americans evokes images of the Jewish slumlord in Ralph Ellison’s Invisible
Man (1952) and Amiri Baraka’s “owner-jews” in his poem “Black Art” (1969), both of
which criticize Jewish-Americans for the post-war opportunism that Levenspiel
exemplifies. Malamud’s creation of Levenspiel, however, is clearly type-driven;
Levenspiel’s over-zealous use of Yiddishisms and “the Jewish guilt trip” are intended as
a satire on Jewish stereotypes. After all, he does not share these characteristics with the
other Jewish characters in the novel. Translations of the name “Levenpiel” further
suggest that he is a symbolic character designed to play a part. The name Levenspiel is
reminiscent of Philip Roth’s character Dr. Spielvogel from Portnoy’s Complaint (a novel

which certainly employs satirical typecasting). Both names derive from the Yiddish for

“aplay” or “to play.” Spielvogel and Levenspiel are stereotypically Jewish characters,

9 To some extent, Black-Jewish relations already followed this paradigm, but before the war, it was more
probable that Blacks and Jews related on terms of minority status. See two essays on “Historical
Impressions of Black-Jewish relations prior to World War I1” in Strangers and Neighbors: Relations
between Blacks and Jews in the United States, eds. Maurrianne Adams and John Bracey (Amherst:
Massachusetts University Press, 1999) 34-50. These essays explore the tensions and cross-empathies of
Blacks and Jews before the war.




87

the Freud-like intellectual and the greedy landlord/businessman, who are, as Edward
Abramson suggests, lebin spiel, “playing life” to fit into a non-Jewish world.”® I would
suggest that Levenspiel might also translate into lavan spiel, “playing white,” enforcing a
binary that makes him racially superior to the African American tenants who will take the
Jewish place in the ghetto. Oreo plays on a reversal of this binary. Ross begins her novel
with a genealogical description of her protagonist’s Black maternal grandfather, James,
who hates Jews: “After the war, James had enough money saved to start his own mail
order business. He purposely cultivated a strictly Jewish clientele, whom he overcharged
outrageously... His mind usually jumped then to ways in which he could take advantage
of Jewish children” (Ross 5, 16).">! The products central to James’ mail order business,
which include latkes, dreidels, hamantaschen and dartboards that feature “all the men
you love to hate from Haman to Hitler,” commodify Jewish identity (Ross 6). When
Ross sets up the African American who takes on stereotypical opportunistic
characteristics of the Jewish-American, she reveals the nature of and diminishes the
power of the stereotype. The fact that Ross knows so much about Jewish identity
demonstrates that cross-ethnic trading is more common than the stereotype suggests.
That Ross’s knowledge is cross-ethnic—that it is not constrained by ethnic
identity—challenges certain aspects of the Black Arts Movement of the 1960s. The
Black Arts Movement promoted the creation of a Black aesthetic meant to capture the
essence of the Black experience as a means of uniting the Black population in diaspora.
This occurred in tandem with many ethnic groups’ reclamation of ethnic identity; because

the war had made ethnics feel American, it had also made them feel it was acceptable to

0 Edward A. Abramson, Bernard Malamud Revisited (New York: Twayne Publishers, 1993) 94.
151 Fran Ross, Oreo (1974; Greyfalcon House, Inc.; Boston: Northeastern University Press, 2000).
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be ethnic-American. It was especially important in the post-war United States to honor
ethnic distinction in direct opposition to the kind of thinking that led to the genocide of
the Holocaust."”> Despite the harsh resistance to desegregation, the aims of the Civil
Rights Movement were achieved partly because they resonated with country’s post-war
desire to espouse anti-Hitlerian ideology. There was a new kind of national value placed
on ethnic distinctions, a pluralism that further divided the arts into the ethnic categories

133 The African American aesthetic was

established during the rise of local color fiction.
particularly representative of the times because the struggle for equality and ethnic pride
symbolized post-war sentiment.

It is important to note, however, that the Black Arts Movement did not produce a
singular aesthetic. Rather, an array of political countercurrents within the movement
formed something fuller and more elastic: a complex set of ideologies and modes of
expression that managed to serve the diversity of the Black population rather than reduce
it to “race.” Hence, I will discuss the products of the Black Arts Movement and the
Black aesthetic as “ethnic”—despite the fact that BAM experts typically link the Black

S 154
aesthetic with race.

Ethnicity is created when differences come in contact. A group
might be defined by its difference in relation to other groups by an aesthetic that is a

product of racial difference, but an aesthetic is only concerned with the biology or

12 This is true despite the fact that the United States never fully recovered the losses of the Asian-
Americans who were rounded up and held in internment camps.

'3 See James Smethurst, The Black Arts Movement: Literary Nationalism in the 1960s and 1970s (Chapel
Hill: UNC Press, 2005). Smethurst examines the connection between the Black Arts Movement and the
Chicano, Nuyorican, and Asian American movements: “The continuing influence of African American,
Chicana/o, and Asian American nationalism can be seen in literature produced since 1975 (2). Literature
is categorized by the ethnicity of the person writing it.

'3 The Black Arts Movement, as Smethurst defines it, emphasized “the need to develop, or expand upon, a
distinctly African American or African culture that stood in opposition to white culture or cultures” (15).
Though Smethurst’s use of the term “white” invokes race as the basis for “culture or cultures,” the terms
“African American or African” categorize Blackness in terms of nationality. Moreover, the plurality of the
term “cultures” ascribed to whiteness dismantles the essentialist or race-based linkage of culture and race.
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physiology of a race itself insofar as the racial experience is part of a social or political

realm. The evolution of an aesethetic is not genetic, but social.'>

If it is transregional, it
is due to circulation and commodification, not blood. As I hope to demonstrate, Ross’s
novel seems set up to reveal that because a group’s aesthetic remains in contact with
other aesthetics, the aesthetic is constantly adopting and diffusing “difference.” Her
response to the 1960s search to capture the Black experience is a satire on the notion of
deterministic group identity.

When Malamud approaches this problem from the other side of the color line, he
explores the Jewish attraction to the Black ethnic aesthetic. For Jewish-Americans
coming of age in the 1950s and 1960s—the first post-Holocaust generation in America—
making sense of the Black experience in America was a way to make sense of events
that, although they occurred on a different continent, deeply affected their ethnic identity
in America. Before the war, many Jews in America had calculated that assimilation was
necessary in order to achieve economic and social equality. Edward Shapiro maintains
that after the war, “traditional Jewish defensiveness was replaced by a vigorous espousal
of Jewish interests,” and that a renewed dedication to the upkeep of old world traditions
and to equal rights was especially prominent among Jews because “assimilation appeared
to be a cowardly betrayal of the six million European Jews who had been murdered.”'*

Yet it is more evident that while post-Holocaust guilt/inspiration among American Jews

may have sparked up pride in ethnic identity, few returned to old world practices of

193 See Paul Gilroy, The Black Atlantic: Modernity and Double Consciousness (Cambridge: Harvard UP,
1993). Paul Gilroy’s seminal work, The Black Atlantic, concludes by juxtaposing Blacks and Jews to
examine the way that diaspora produces, specifically, “ethnic identity;” he cites Benjamin’s argument that
“social memory creates the chain of ‘ethnic’ tradition.” The Black Arts Movement was, indeed, concerned
with publicly remembering and drawing upon a shared past and experience as a means of reconstructing
communal identity. 212.

1% Edward S. Shapiro, “World War II and American Jewish Identity.” Modern Judaism 10:1 (Feb. 1990)
73.
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Jewish observance. Rather, many Jewish-Americans pursued various agendas of social
action in connection with the concept of tikkun olam—fixing the world. Jewish-
Americans participated in the Civil Rights Movement in alignment with tikkun olam, but
also because the African American struggle for social equality helped Jews to come to
terms with their own past in a way that was current. In other words, most traditional
symbols of Jewish life—tzit-tzit, the yarmulke, Jewish women’s hair coverings, klezmer
music—did not become vogue inside or outside the Jewish community from the 1950s
through the early 1970s. The Black aesthetic—which included the dashiki, the Afro,
jazz—was a current expression of the struggle for ethnic equality, one that was widely
copied and commodified. For all these reasons, The Tenants’ Jewish protagonist
maintains a guilt-ridden and fraught relationship with the Black writer despite the
obvious disdain and disrespect the Black writer shows him. But if The Tenants portrays
the Black aesthetic as an unattainable vogue, Ross makes the Jewish culture vogue as
well. Ultimately, though, Malamud and Ross illustrate the faultiness of ethnicity and
ethnic stereotypes as vogue and trendy.

Malamud and Ross’s use of cross-ethnic satire is meant to advocate post-ethnic
identity. Post-ethnic identity does not require the absolute abandonment of ethnicity or
complete assimilation into a unified national identity, but rather it permits ethnic
categories to be fluid, less binding, and open to forces of cultural diffusion. In Beyond
Ethnicity, Werner Sollors’s discussion of ethnic writing is useful as a way into an
examination of post-ethnic identity:

Writers of national fame or of striking formal accomplishments or of international

fame are often categorically excluded from the realm of ethnic writing... Ethnic

writing is equated with parochialism... The forms of American ethnic literature
surely deserve to be treated more seriously than if they were humble and
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involuntary by-products of ‘genuine’ ethnic themes or unmediated results of a
minor author’s parentage.'’

If to be considered equal is to have an equal chance at being considered truly great, then
according to Sollors, ethnicity is a hindrance to the potential for equal recognition. But
Sollors goes on to say that ethnicity does not actually limit writing; rather, ethnicity
provides opportunities for authors to play different roles for insider and outsider
audiences, and ethnic identity also affords authors special insight into sub-cultural
innovations and avant garde movements. Malamud and Ross, it seems, use cross-ethnic
identity as an escape from the trap of static identity, but simultaneously they rely on
conventions of ethnicity to be innovative. Cross-ethnic satire connotes that an author’s
art is “mediated;” when Malamud and Ross employ ethnic materials not their own, they
are not dismissive of ethnicity as a major force in American life; they simply
circumscribe the boundaries of their minor parentage. Both The Tenants and Oreo rely
on protagonists that reflect the author’s Self as Other in experiment with post-ethnic
identity.
The Autobiographical Gesture as Post-Ethnic Self-Fashioning

Unlike Philip Roth, whose autobiographical gesture is transmitted through his
overt employment of doubles and alter egos, Malamud and Ross have a less open
relationship to their protagonists. The autobiographical gesture has thus far been defined
as the infusion of an author’s “real life” experiences into a text 1) as a means for that
author to work out personal issues in the space of fiction or 2) as a series of “meta-
narratological” moments. Marc Manganaro describes “meta-narratological texts” as

those that shift between fiction and fact because the facts are actually more easily relayed

57 Werner Sollors, Beyond Ethnicity: Consent and Descent in American Culture (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1986) 241-243.
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through fiction."®

Malamud and Ross employ the autobiographical gesture in these
ways, using fiction as political protest against the ethnicized roles into which they have
been cast. Malamud, however, strictly opposes the presumption that his protagonists
serve in any way as doppelgangers despite the personal details that seem to inform their
creation; yet, in The Tenants, the protagonists’ signification of Malamud’s particular craft
of writing and its connection to ethnicity is impossible for critics to ignore. Similarly,
Ross’s Black female protagonist in Oreo could be considered an alter ego. It is not the
details of Oreo’s life that make this so, but the political message that Ross has breathed
into her. It is not that the protagonists equal their authors, but that both novels work on a
“meta” level, reflecting on their own creativity in a sort of artistic self-promotion. In
other words, both Malamud and Ross construct fictional texts that relay their own
circumstances concerning the fraught relationship between writing and ethnicity.

The Tenants takes on the Black Power politics of its literary era, as well as issues
concerning Jewish literary assimilation and appropriation, by positioning protagonists
Harry Lesser and Willie Spearmint together in an allegorial Jamesian (i.e. American)
House of Fiction. As Lesser painstakingly attempts to perfect his third novel, which is to
be the redemption text after his bomb of a second book, he suffers two major distractions.
Lesser’s landlord, Levenspiel, wants Lesser out, but Lesser is afraid that to finish the
book elsewhere would interrupt its continuity. Lesser fends off Levenspiel but is again
antagonized when Willie Spearmint, a Black writer pounding out a first book on an old
typewriter, squats in the otherwise abandoned building a few floors below. Lesser’s
relationship with the Black writer is fraught on both sides with racism, self-hatred, and

confused but sometimes friendly moments of cross-ethnic identity appropriation.

'8 Marc Manganaro, Culture, 1922 (Princeton University Press, 2002) 183.
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An examination of the autobiographical crossovers between Malamud and Lesser
reveals that Lesser embodies Malamud’s own writerly fears. As Emily Miller Budick
explains it,

the story of the Jewish writer, whose Jewish identity extends no further than his

identifying himself as genetically Jewish and taking offense at the occasional anti-

Semitic utterance, is an allegory of Malamud’s own career as a nominally Jewish

writer... The Tenants expresses the worry that the fertility and vitality of the

American Jewish imagination may be doomed to sterility..."”

Certainly, as The Tenants was coming to fruition in the late 1960s, Malamud could
recognize the mainstream influence and popularity of the Black Arts, and the waning
sense of “otherness” that characterized the Jewish subjects of his fiction. Malamud did
not regard himself as Other. He usually denied self-identification with his Jewish
characters, claiming them only as a means to tell an all-American story.' Malamud
maintained that his Jewish characters were not true depictions of his insider knowledge,
but symbolic and without the ability to be part of the American New World in which
Malamud imagined himself. Besides, Malamud’s nominally Jewish identity, shortly after
the beginning of the Civil Rights Movement, generally qualified him as white according

1! However, Malamud’s writerly identity was

to mainstream American society.
constantly classified as Jewish because of his Jewish subject matter and due to the

aesthetic turn to classify American literature according to an ethnic rubric. Furthermore,

American Jews felt the right to claim Malamud as part of their ethnic collective with or

1% Emily Miller Budick, Blacks and Jews in Literary Conversation (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1998) 15-16.

160 See Alan Cheuse and Nicholas Delbanco, Talking Horse: Bernard Malamud on Life and Work (New
York: Columbia University Press, 1996). Malamud explains, ““the story of the Jews, their history and
culture, and the Jews themselves as people, are so rich in the ingredients of drama, so fruitful as a source
image, idea, and symbol, that I feel I can at present more fully, even more easily, achieve my purpose as an
American writer by writing of them” (184).

161 See Karen Brodkin Sacks, How jews became white folks and what that says about race in America
(New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 1994) 138-174.
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without his consent because they felt fortified by the mainstream success of his Jewish
subject matter. As Evelyn Avery suggests, despite Malamud’s claim that he was “‘a
writer who happened to be Jewish’...he had been adopted to represent a tribe of

wanderers, the tribe of American Jews.”'®*

Malamud’s representation of the condition of
wandering Jews defined them as part of a place and a historical moment, which
paradoxically diminished the condition of Jews as outsiders. The Tenants does less to
describe Lesser’s “Jewish” homelessness and more to emphasize the quality of
Spearmint’s “African American” homelessness. Lesser’s Jewish landlord, for example,
offers to pay him to move out of the tenement into the real world, yet Spearmint is never
even legitimately allowed into the tenement. The quality of Jewish wandering that
Malamud represents has been passed along to other outsiders in America.
In some ways, the connection between Malamud and Yiddishkeit simply typifies
the American trendiness of collective ethnicity. He says,
As for collective experience as a subject matter, there are sometimes advantages
of great inspiration, as well as scope, if one is committed to a cause he wants to
write about. For instance, if one has talent, and is committed, it is for obvious
reasons an advantage to be black now, as it was to be Jewish (and is
diminishingly) when I began to write. I say “if one has talent” because I am told
by some editors that too many manuscripts by young blacks are little more than
agit-propaganda. Thus far there is only one Ralph Ellison. Not all blacks, merely
because they are black, can write well about the racial and political problems of
blacks.'®
Malamud’s explanation here translates into Lesser and Spearmint’s experience. For
Lesser, this means that his old methods of writing are out-dated; he admires Spearmint’s

writing for the raw, fresh edge that his own lacks. Each time he is about to land the

perfect ending to his novel, thoughts of Spearmint—his Blackness especially—fill Lesser

162 Evelyn Avery, introduction, The Magic Worlds of Bernard Malamud (New York: SUNY Press, 2001)
XVIi.
163 Cheuse and Delbanco 115.
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with self-doubt about his writing. Yet like Malamud, Lesser recognizes the flaws in
Spearmint’s approach, especially his inexperience with form; for Malamud and Lesser,
Black writing is not good writing just because it is contemporary to the social sympathies
or aesthetics of a moment. Malamud is not insinuating that there will always be “only
one Ralph Ellison” due to lack of talent, but rather pointing to the problems inherent in
naive representations of collective identity that sell because “race and ethnicity” are
fashionable forces in popular culture.

In an attempt to escape the fate he might encounter as a prototypical Jewish
writer, Malamud uses Lesser and Spearmint to experiment with the relationship between
ethnic aesthetics in American fiction and to philosophize on the ways that writing creates
ethnicity and ethnicity creates writing. Certainly, their writerly issues reflect Malamud’s
own experience. However, throughout 7Talking Horse, a compendium of interviews and
insights that perhaps stands in for the autobiography Malamud never wrote, Malamud
does not mask his annoyance with readers who locate his work as autobiographical.
Malamud sums up his intentions for The Tenants by claiming that he just meant to “say a
word” about Black-Jewish relations in the sixties, and offers an emphatic (read: sarcastic)
“Oh, no!” when asked if he is anything like the two main characters in the novel.'®* Yet I
maintain that Lesser and Spearmint are vehicles through which Malamud extends an
autobiographical gesture. Lesser serves as a means to explore the craft of writing from a

nominally Jewish perspective. Spearmint is Malamud’s African American double—an

1% Cheuse and Delbanco 126. In Talking Horse, Malamud says, “There are people who always want to
make you a character in your stories and want you to confirm it” (11); he complains that although Dubin’s
Lives evolved significantly from autobiographical details, readers interested in his personal connections to
the text are basically prone to “gossip” (121). Malamud’s easy explanation here, however, begs re-
examination, especially coming from a writer who ardently warns “that one ought not to trust the author’s
explanation of the tale” (51). During a telling moment between the writers inside The Tenants, Lesser says
to Willie, “The book has the tone of autobiography, but even if it’s pure fiction the point is that something
is not coming off right or you wouldn’t have asked me to read it” (73).
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uber-ethnicized vehicle through which to explore the craft of writing. The Malamud-
Spearmint doubling most saliently emerges when Malamud must imagine himself as a
Black writer to compose the lines that Spearmint writes as a Black writer. The Malamud-
Lesser doubling echoes this aspect of the Malamud-Spearmint doubling because Lesser
imagines himself as Spearmint in an attempt to capture the raw zeal of Spearmint’s Black
literary voice and to gain inspiration from Spearmint’s masculinity and sexual energy.

The Tenants can be read as a sort of meta-novel in which the doubling of
characters symbolizes Malamud’s tedious drafting process. In his real life creative
writing workshops, Malamud had stressed the importance of the tedious drafting process
and maintained that he composed “many more than I call three” drafts of each idea.'®
Malamud takes both his novel and his characters through this struggle step by step;
hence, readers of The Tenants get to see at least three different endings, which are

166

difficult to place as belonging either to Lesser’s novel or Malamud’s. ™ The first ending

that The Tenants includes comes after only 20 pages of text and relays a sense of
resignation due to failure.

The writer stands on the roof in the midst of winter... Up goes the place in roaring
flames. The furnace explodes not once, but twice, celebrating both generations of
its existence. The building shudders, but Harry, at his desk and writing well,
figures it’s construction in the neighborhood and carries on as the whining fire
and boiling shadows rush up the smelly stairs. Within the walls lit cockroaches
fly up, each minutely screaming. Nobody says no, so the fire surges its inevitable
way upwards and with a convulsive roar flings open Lesser’s door.

END OF NOVEL (Malamud 23)'%’

19 Cheuse and Delbanco 23.

1% See Edward A. Abramson, 99. In the larger discussion of The Tenants’ multiple endings, many critics
seem to work off of or along the same lines as Abramson’s perspective on the issue.

17 Bernard Malamud, The Tenants (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1971). All references to this
text will be cited with the author’s name and page number.
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In this passage, Lesser seems to be imagining his own death, or killing himself off with
his imagination—unless there is someone else writing his death, like a publisher, a harsh
critic, or some alternate narrative voice in Malamud’s self-doubting creative mind. It
could simply be Malamud’s voice that stipulates “END OF NOVEL,” making him a
character in his own novel. But if it is the end of one novel, it is the beginning of
something else; on the next page, the Black writer enters the text, thus commencing
Lesser and Malamud’s re-casting of self as the Black writer.

The relationship between the re-casting of Self as Other and the autobiographical
gesture is key to the doubling that occurs in The Tenants. If it were up to Malamud, his
drafting process would not stop at his text. In trying to emphasize the importance of
drafting to a group of writers in Knoxville, Malamud admits: “What you say the first time
is generally off the top of the head... This is why you write second drafts... For example,
if I could reinvent myself, I would re-invent myself with more thought between what I
say and what I think.”'®® In The Tenants, Lesser’s yearning to reinvent himself echoes
Malamud’s own sentiments concerning self-revision. For example, after one of Lesser’s
socially awkward attempts to communicate with socially hip African Americans, we get a
first person stream of Lesser’s conscience: “I write it right but I say it wrong, Lesser
thought. I write it right because I revise so often. What I say is unrevised and often
wrong” (Malamud 124). This quest for reinvention is what interests me most in terms of
Malamud’s autobiographical gesture; Lesser expresses Malamud’s frustration with a
socially non-progressive, played out Jewish voice. In The Tenants, Malamud

experiments with the Black aesthetic in order to make his voice new again. Elisa New

18 Cheuse and Delbanco 119.
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credits Malamud with the “watershed moment when the tendency to a particular
‘impurity’ in Jewish art became a defining feature.” She writes,
...it was Malamud more than any other Jewish writer who opened the novel to
emerging forms of representation and did so precisely by narrowing novelistic
scope... [The Tenants] traded the edifying moral persuasion that had been
Malamud’s earlier specialty for simple, often bluntly violent force—the same
force we now associate with rap videos, or with Spike Lee joint productions.'®’
While many critics link discussions of The Tenants with “Angel Levine” (1955) and
“Black Is My Favorite Color” (1963), the two short stories that foreground Malamud’s
interest in Black-Jewish relations, New seems to recognize The Tenants as a point of
departure from these earlier, more equality-based expositions of the issue. Malamud’s
novel has a vendetta more personal than a story and wants to find a way to say something
that Jewish literature was too polite to say before. The novel keeps trying to end in order
to express something beyond what narrative form can contain, which is why Spearmint’s
Black aesthetic, despite its questionable form, has such power. Spearmint, indeed,
evokes the “bluntly violent force” of which New speaks; Malamud and Lesser imagine
themselves as Spearmint in order to integrate that force into re-cast and revised selves.
Yet Malamud is ultimately cynical about the cross-ethnic recasting of the Self as
Other because the ethnic labeling of individuals is inevitably devisive. In a highly
cinematic ending—the second ending of the three major endings in The Tenants—
Malamud presents the violent deaths of both Lesser and Spearmint:

One night Willie and Lesser met in a grassy clearing in the bush. The
night was moonless above the moss-dripping, rope entwined trees. Neither of
them could see the other but sensed where he stood. Each heard himself scarcely
breathing.

“Bloodsuckin Jew Niggerhater.”
“Anti-Semitic Ape.”

19 Elisa New, “Film and the flattening of Jewish-American fiction: Bernard Malamud, Woody Allen and
Spike Lee in the City,” Contemporary American Jewish Literature (Fall 1993) v34 n3, 425.
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Their metal glinted in hidden light, perhaps starlight filtering greenly
through the dense trees. Willie’s eyeglass frames momentarily gleamed. They
aimed at each other accurate blows. Lesser felt his jagged ax sink through bone
and brain as the groaning black’s razor-sharp saber, in a single boiling stabbing
slash, cut the white’s balls from the rest of him.

Each, thought the writer, feels the anguish of the other.

THE END (Malamud, underline mine, 230)
The “grassy clearing” is a neutral space outside of the tenement as house of marginalized
American fiction; the adjectival description of this space evokes the universality of the
writerly imagination. Both writers are equally threatened here, however, by the ambiance
of a lynching among “rope-entwined trees,” trapped by ethnic perceptions of themselves
and each other. The protagonists feel an intense need for revenge. Blinded by anger and
pride, each accuses the other of the same crime with a sort of puerile, preemptive insult
that evokes the negativity of ethnic labeling. The twist in this ending, as both Black and
Jew relate to each other’s anguish, is the mysterious “writer” who forgets to stop
recording the voice-over of events in his mind; he serves to imagine the climactic
moment of empathy between two writers who understand the universal quality writing.
Whether or not Malamud has written his actual voice into the text as this mysterious
writer, or as the writer who officially closes the scene with “THE END,” he has extended
his opinion on the divisiveness of ethnic labeling among writers in The Tenants. Hence,
the novel truly ends with the landlord’s plea for “mercy” repeated on the final page 113
times. Readers are not only meant to hear the call, but to visualize it—to see something
that Malamud has not been able to convey in the novel’s form: a quality of universalism

among peoples in which the human imagination exists transcendent of forms and

boundaries.
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Ross’s novel responds to some of the more exclusionary definitions of ethnicity
within the Black Arts movement in the 1960s, a large branch of which sought to establish
a Black literature and culture as a separate sort of nationalism. One trend within the
Black Arts Movement was to define Black difference through an angry casting out of
anything lacking Black authenticity. Ross Posnock describes Amiri Baraka’s
propagation of this ideology: “Rejecting white, embracing black: these are the
exclusionary moves mandated by his zero-sum ‘supremacy game.” The absolutism...
testifies to his need for expiation and the futility of finding it.”'"® Oreo, the story of
Christine Clark Schwartz, speaks to the futility involved in locating and living according
to an originary ethnic identity. As her protagonist’s name suggests, and as the