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CHAPTER 1

Introduction

By the time Frantz Fanon confronted the white gaze in his now-canonical work of
sociology Black Skin, White Masks, his friend Jean-Paul Sartre had already troubled it, writing
quite defiantly in the face of his own subject position, “I want you to feel, as I, the sensation of
being seen. For the white man has enjoyed for three thousand years the privilege of seeing
without being seen. . . . Today, these black men have fixed their gaze upon us and our gaze is
thrown back in our eyes” (“Orpheus” 219). Thus prefacing Léopold Senghor’s 1948 anthology,
Sartre was, of course, referring specifically to Senghor and the anthology’s other Négritude
poets, but there is a larger social critique at work: speaking to an implied audience of white
readers, Sartre attempted to dismantle assumptions of racialized power within looking practices
and render whiteness visible.

The striking feature of Sartre’s formulation, particularly when compared with Fanon’s, is
its suggestion of instability in the hierarchical structure of the gaze—its introduction of the
possibility for disruption. Specifically, Sartre challenged what George Yancy has recently
identified as the historically aracial embodiment, or invisibility, of whiteness. Interrogating in a
French colonial context the contrasting visibility of blackness, Fanon writes in 1952 about the
arrest of the black body within the white gaze, asking against “an epidermal racial schema” for
the kind of anonymity that comes from racial transparency (Fanon 92, 96). The white gaze, he
notes, is not passive, but actually “w[eaves]” the black body “out of a thousand details,

anecdotes, and stories” (Fanon 91). The typified Fanonian black body of the white imaginary,



Harvey Young reminds us, is distinct from the individuated black body of the living subject, but
if Fanon’s account teaches us nothing else it is that the construction of the image over the
individual is a psychically painful and simultaneously formative event (Young 7).! Fanon writes,
“Disoriented, incapable of confronting the Other, the white man, who had no scruples about
imprisoning me, | . . . gave myself up as an object. What did this mean to me? Peeling, stripping
my skin, causing a hemorrhage that left congealed black blood all over my body” (Fanon 92).
This “Fanonian moment” in the experience of blackness, shapes black subjectivity, or what
Young calls “critical memory,” and demonstrates that the white gaze has historically held the
capacity to hew the psychic terrains of black subjects (Fleetwood 22, Young 5). Sartre, on the
other hand, posits a shift in scopic power, one that subjectifies the black gaze and objectifies the
white body. The French philosopher and the Martinican social psychologist were not alone in
considering the mediation of social identity through looking practices; in the one and a half
decades immediately following the second World War, several U.S. fiction writers also imagined
the ways in which racialized forms of power are variously enacted in and through the gaze.
“Writing the Gaze” addresses the problem of racialized looking, which emerges with
peculiar prevalence in immediate post-WWII U.S. fiction.? It demonstrates that a number of
authors of the period represent the construction and contestation of racial identity through
moments of intersubjective looking. Specifically, it accounts for this intertextual trope by
contextualizing it within the contemporary currents of black enfranchisement, the noir aesthetic,

the rise of existentialist philosophy, and the racial and philosophical darkening of the inner city. |

Young writes, “When popular connotations of blackness are mapped across or internalized within black people, the
result is the creation of the black body. This second body, an abstracted and imagined figure, shadows or doubles the
real one. . . . The shadow overwhelms the actual figure” (7).

2Scholars disagree about the exact end of the post-World War 11 period, or whether in fact such an end exists. In
identifying the years between 1945 and 1965 as the immediate postwar period, | rely largely on bookends provided
by such scholars as Linda Eisenmann, David R. Davies, and Donald E. Nuechterlein.



contend that Chester Himes’s If He Hollers Let Him Go, Ann Petry’s The Street, William
Faulkner’s Intruder in the Dust, and James Baldwin’s Another Country not only represent the
power of the visual exchange to construct racial meaning but challenge racial hierarchies of

visuality.

The Right to Look

Visuality and its complicity in the construction of race are historically-situated and
necessarily contextual. Nicholas Mirzoeff identifies the American plantation as the
“foundational” space of visuality, a term which characterizes the dispersal of power across
hierarchies of observers and observable bodies or—according to Mirzoeff—one which
encapsulates a set of “operations” connected with authority (Right to Look 3, 6). Distinct from
the visual or visual culture, visuality is more closely aligned with what Christian Metz calls the
“scopic regime,” denoting the authoritative confluence of the visual and socio-political orders
(Metz 61). The gaze is racialized in its capacity to translate hierarchies of visuality into racial
categories, and within the specific scopic regime that was the plantation system, racial blackness
was defined, in part, by ineluctable visibility, whiteness by the power to look. “[R]ace works,”
Linda Alcoff explains, “through the domain of the visible,” and the cultural visibility of
blackness served an important function, for the Other had to be perceived in order for
segregation and anti-miscegenation practices to operate (Alcoff 187). The successful governing
of the visual sphere was regarded as a precautionary measure against bodily trangression, and the
gaze of the Other—the black male in particular—had to be often violently policed to protect
white (especially female) purity; thus, lynching was implemented in part to punish and
discourage such offenses as “reckless eyeballing,” or what bell hooks describes as the perceived

ocular “‘rape’ of white womanhood,” punishable by death (Mirzoeff, Right to Look 8; hooks,



Black Looks 118). As the conceptual seat of visuality, the plantation naturalized whiteness and
blackness as viewing position and viewed condition respectively, in the process neutralizing the
fearsome potency of the black gaze and criminalizing inversion. “[T]hese modes of visuality are
psychic events,” explains Mirzoeff, “that nonetheless have material effects” (Right to Look 9).

Among the first theorists of race and visual culture, W.E.B. Du Bois recognized as early
as 1900 that one of these effects was a black identity derived from the view of “one’s self
through the eyes of others” (Du Bois 2). While he would write in The Souls of Black Folk in
1903 about the transformative impact on his young self-consciousness of a white child’s
dismissive “glance,” his American Negro Exhibit at the Paris Exposition three years earlier
responded to an archive of racist images as it also worked to “reconfigure the racialized
structures of the gaze through which [Du Bois] suggested race was formulated and racial
identification negotiated” (Du Bois 2; Smith, Photography 3). Du Bois’s exhibit spoke back to
lynching photography, in particular, as it was a subgenre “central to the consolidation of a white
supremacist vision of whiteness” (Smith, Photography 117). As counterarchive, then, the
American Negro Exhibit represented normative black life and suggested, in the years leading up
to the New Negro Movement, what bell hooks would later call black participation in archival
production (hooks, “In Our Glory” 45-46). It reclaimed the power of self-representation and, in
so doing, rejected the authority of the white gaze. Du Bois’s return to visuality in The Souls of
Black Folk was a continued effort to disengage the black body from the grasp of the white
imaginary.

Defining the gaze as a looking relation between “an active subject [and] a passive
object,” E. Ann Kaplan is admittedly indebted to the ground-breaking of theorists like Du Bois

and Fanon, but she intervenes by exposing the constructedness of whiteness within the racialized



gaze (xviii). She reconfigures Laura Mulvey’s penetrative phallic gaze in terms of coloniality
and race to contend that “the ‘male’ gaze and the ‘imperial’ gaze cannot be separated within
western [sic] patriarchal cultures” (Kaplan xi). Noting the interpellative power of the gaze, she
cites Fanon and Stuart Hall to demonstrate that white projection has the ability to “destabiliz[e]
black subjectivities” (xix).2 However, Kaplan writes, “white subjectivities . . . can also be
destabilized when exposed to the gaze of the Other, since this is a gaze to which such subjects
have not traditionally been subjected” (xix). Whiteness, then, has been historically naturalized: It
has assumed invisibility precisely because it assumed an always-already transcendence.
However, just as the black body has been subject to the projections of the white imaginary, those
projections have reflexively given whiteness its meaning. In positing the possibility for the object
to return the gaze, Kaplan borrows from bell hooks who preferred the term “oppositional gaze,”
and indicates that race itself is a tenuous social construction, finding both its actualization and
the potential for its contestation within the gaze.

In Black Bodies, White Gazes, George Yancy converses with Fanon from a twenty-first-
century U.S. perspective, positing the elevator as a stage for white-on-black inscription and
thereby as a stand-in for Fanon’s Parisian street. Indeed, the author explains explicitly, “I wrote
this text in the spirit of Frantz Fanon’s critical explorations of the lived experiences of Blacks,
experiences weighed down by the white imaginary” (xvi). In a parabolic illustration, Yancy
describes occupying an elevator with a white woman and becoming acutely aware of his black
embodiment under the presumptuous scrutiny of her gaze. Locked in this forced physical

proximity, he attempts to diminish his presence, to minimize his physicality, even as the

3See Hall in Race: The Floating Signifier.

“Fanon describes encountering a white child on a Parisian street and being struck by the tragedy and hilarity of the
child’s reaction as he runs into his mother’s arms screaming for fear of being eaten by the Negro. “‘Look! A
Negro!’” the child famously exclaims (91-93).



Wwoman’s eyes communicate her misidentification of him as untamed body, unbridled criminal
impulse. Yancy’s philosophical study examines similar constructions of racial blackness across
iterations of the intersubjective gaze. Like Maurice Wallace’s earlier Constructing the Black
Masculine, Black Bodies is a mixed-media analysis of racialized looking relations, yet is
especially concerned with the development of self in the visual sphere. Yancy’s reimagining of
the Fanonian moment is epitomized in his conceptualization of the phenomenological return of
the black body: Much as Fanon’s imaged black body is “returned to [him] spread-eagled,
disjointed, redone,” the black body of Yancy’s formulation is “penetrated by the white gaze” and
“returned as distorted” (Fanon 93, Yancy 66). Even as the white gaze demonstrably shapes black
subjectivities, it reflexively forges white racial identity: In both its contradistinction from the
typified image it projects onto black bodies and its seemingly singular power to view without
being viewed, whiteness is constructed (Yancy 46).

While Yancy’s proposition for black resistance to the white gaze is more political than
psychical (and comes with a caution against reactionism), bell hooks posits the social and
personal power of “look[ing] back,” and this reactionary way of looking proves critical to the
ways in which the protagonists in my study establish their subjecthood (Yancy 188; hooks, Black
Looks 116). hooks explains:

Subordinates in relations of power learn experientially that there is a critical gaze,
one that ‘looks’ to document, one that is oppositional. In resistance struggle, the
power of the dominated to assert agency by claiming and cultivating ‘awareness’
politicizes ‘looking’ relations—one learns to look a certain way in order to resist.
(hooks 116)

Thus, what might seem in Yancy’s formulation a “fleeting private moment of joyous



transgression” proves, for the characters in this study, a profound subversion of cultural norms

and a demonstrable means of participation in the construction of self (Yancy 113).

Visual Poetics

What Martin Jay calls the “ocularcentri[sm]” of modernity—or “the ubiquity of vision as
the master sense of the modern era”—Ilargely explains the emergence of visual poetics, a term |
use to characterize varying gestures toward optics across centuries of Western literature (Jay,
“Scopic Regimes” 3). While this literary predilection for the act of seeing goes back at least as
early as the eighteenth century and to the idea of the narrative tableau, shifting historical contexts
have changed the relationship between literature and the visual; much as visuality itself has been
historically-situated, visual poetics has been variously and inextricably connected to its historical
moment.® For example, in Camera Works: Photography and the Twentieth-Century Word,
Michael North calls photography “the context, simultaneously technical, social, and aesthetic,
within which both writers and artists in the avant-garde worked out their ideas about
representation” (North 16). He asserts that it was not verisimilitude that attracted modern writers
to camera vision but rather the ability of photographic technology to go beyond what seemed
immediately true to the naked eye; the photograph precipitated new ways of thinking about
seeing. Thus, F. Scott Fitzgerald’s disembodiment of Dr. Eckleburg’s gaze signifies ubiquitous
commercialism, and W.E.B. Du Bois turned to black aurality in response to racist visual archives
(North 114, 169). While the author’s exploration of this tripartite context helps differentiate

twentieth-century visual poetics from previous iterations, its modern focus does not extend

50n the tableau, see David Denby, Sentimental Narrative and the Social Order in France, 1760-1820 (Cambridge
University Press, 1994) and Martin Meisel, Realizations: Narrative, Pictorial, and Theatrical Arts in Nineteenth-
Century England (Princeton University Press, 2014).



beyond the 1930s

Employing the term “optical imagery,” Karen Jacobs approaches modern visual poetics
as both a disruption and the result of a specific historical intersection. By the turn of the
twentieth century, Jacobs argues in The Eye’s Mind, skeptical philosophies of visuality like
psychoanalysis, advancing visual technologies and consumer culture, and disciplinary
anthropology and sociology set the stage for modern writers like Ralph Ellison, Zora Neale
Hurston, and Henry James to trouble Cartesian assumptions of transparency and embodiedness
that characterized observers and observed respectively (Jacobs 1-4). It is thus that Jacobs frames
Ralph Ellison’s intervention, for example, as he employs Ralph Waldo Emerson’s trope of the
transparent eyeball to imagine the embodied black folk seer, countering both the “flattening”
gaze of “race sociology” and Emersonian racial hierarchies that rendered black folk culture
invisible (Jacobs 168, 158, 165). Furthermore, Jacobs’s discussion of Ellison’s interlocution with
Jean-Paul Sartre illuminates the ways in which existentialist thought both befitted and required
revisions for discussions of race. Especially in its explication of some of the modern West’s most
influential scopic regimes, The Eye’s Mind is useful, yet the limits of its formal scope leave room
for discussing the ways in which new developments (re)shaped visual poetics after the age of
modernism.

Richard Wright’s 1940 novel Native Son—a brief footnote in Jacobs’s modernist study—
is centrally-situated in Maurice O. Wallace’s Constructing the Black Masculine, and while
Wallace’s conception of the “picture-taking racial gaze that fixes . . . or frames” the black body
provides some of the skeletal structure to my own work, his cultural study is not devoted to
visual poetics per se, nor does it account for the racialized gaze in Wright’s noir genealogy—the

works of writers like Chester Himes and Ann Petry (Wallace 135). Examining the social



construction of identity, particularly within visual culture, Wallace interrogates projections of the
white imaginary onto the black body and the resulting visual culture phenomenon theorists like
David Marriott, George Yancy, and Nicole Fleetwood refer to as the black imago: the white gaze
violently obliterates the individuated black body and replaces it with a typified image that,
tattooed over a psychic wound, penetrates black subjectivity. To identify “a chronic syndrome of
inscripted misrepresentation,” Wallace posits the concept of spectragraphia, and describes in
terms that echo Frantz Fanon’s theory of the epidermal schema Bigger Thomas’s vulnerability to
photographic “enframement” by the white gaze (30, 134). Bigger, for reasons that will be made
clear presently, is a foundational figure for the writers and novels | examine, here. Himes and
Petry, in particular, combine Wright’s noir aesthetic with his commitment to urban social
realism, and, in Himes’s case, this literary connection was intensified by a personal friendship
with Wright. Faulkner publicly praised Native Son, and, despite his criticism of the social protest
novel, Baldwin too was under Wright’s influence. Thus, extending the conversation Wallace
opens is both logical and fruitful.

Indebted, in part, to Jacobs’s work, Miriam Thaggert’s Images of Black Modernism
examines Harlem Renaissance visual poetics within the context of New Negro identity politics.
In her discussion of Carl Van Vechten’s literary and photographic images of Harlem life,
Thaggert refers to the white writer and photographer as a cultural “curator” and tour guide, one
whose implied authority to introduce white spectators to black Harlem forced questions like
“Which signs [are considered] representative, [are considered] readable and knowable to those
within and outside the space? Which signs are authentic and ‘true’ to the people he wants to
place on parade?” (115, 118). While the author explains that “[o]ne goal of [the] book is to

understand how the look or the gaze functioned during this early-twentieth-century period of



black writing,” this function is approached largely in terms of representation and the gaze to
which she refers is mostly implied; thus, questions of intersubjective gazing and its formative
capabilities are not foregrounded (26).

Echoing Michael North who noted the aural/visual dichotomy in African American
letters, Lena Hill notes in Visualizing Blackness that while “scholars have principally associated
black literature with vernacular speech acts,” her project explores “visual tropes” across two
centuries of African American literature to demonstrate that black writers have consistently
engaged with visually-constituted epistemologies of race as an exercise in national citizenship
(1).% From Phillis Wheatley to Ralph Ellison, Hill contends, black writers have found agency
within the realm of the visual. She writes, “[In] consider[ing] African American visualizing
practices more broadly, I often uncover the generative nature of black vision” (Visualizing 10-
11). Thus, when Zora Neale Hurston endows her protagonists with “authoritative black vision,”
she employs observational practices consistent with museum culture as she also counters
discourses of black primitivism associated with such culture (18, 127). In interlocution against
Hill’s theoretical and historical breadth, my project focuses on a particular visual trope and a
tighter historical frame as it also benefits from the author’s elaboration of black writers’
continued investment in questions of visuality.

My theoretical focus aligns with Shawn Michelle Smith’s notion of a visual culture
studies objective that “instead of rehearsing a disciplinary canon of artworks, objects, events, or
texts . . . encourages scholars to investigate how people learn to see and come to understand

themselves as viewers”; the objective is to examine “how subjects are produced through

®North writes, “[Du Bois’s] metaphors constitute an argument against judging by appearance, against cultural or
racial definitions that are purely optical in character, and perhaps against the visual itself.” “It is hardly an accident,
then, that the terms in which Du Bois frames his argument for the race are primarily aural” (169).

10



practices of looking” by considering “race as a matter of looking” (“Visual Culture and Race” 1,
2). To what can we attribute postwar U.S. writers’ approach to this consideration? What is
unique about this historical and cultural moment that Himes, Petry, Faulkner, and Baldwin
imagined “subjectivity and social power as mediated by various gazes” (Smith, American

Archives 7)?

Black Enfranchisement

Emphasizing the tumultuous political contexts in which my primary texts were composed
and published, I argue that their representations of the racialized gaze distilled larger U.S. civil
rights struggles into contestations over what Nicholas Mirzoeff calls “the right to look”
(Mirzoeff). While blacks in the U.S., particularly those in the South, continued to face poverty,
discrimination, and violence, the 1940s brought many advancements in the arena of civil rights.
Blacks themselves were responsible for pushing many legislative changes through: A. Philip
Randolph helped secure the 1948 desegregation of the U.S. Armed Forces and Thurgood
Marshall’s legal prowess in Brown v. Board of Education led to the 1954 Supreme Court
decision against public school segregation (Patterson 19-31). Other acts of protest during the
immediate postwar period include Bayard Rustin’s resistance to the draft and subsequent arrest,
Rosa Parks’s now-iconic refusal to give up her seat on a Montgomery, Alabama bus, and lunch-
counter sit-ins at restaurants throughout the Jim Crow South. Against this backdrop of political
boldness, immediate postwar writers imagined what bell hooks characterizes as the
“oppositional” possibilities of the gaze: the potential of the black subject to find “[s]paces of

agency” in the realm of the visual and, in moments of transgressive looking, to “change reality”

(hooks, Black Looks 116).
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The Noir Aesthetic

Situating my project at the intersection of noir’s affective register and E. Ann Kaplan’s
formulation of the gaze, | argue that Himes, Petry, Faulkner, and Baldwin capture the anxiety,
fear, vulnerability, and ambivalence of the variously subjectifying and objectifying racialized
gaze by harnessing the interrelated affect central to noir. Throughout this work, I use the term
hard-boiled to refer to a literary tradition that was the antecedent to WW!|lI-era cinematic noir,
and the term noir in a more comprehensive sense to refer to a literary and filmic aesthetic. Noir
emerged in the interwar period and reached the height of its popularity between 1940 and 1949.
Following Paula Rabinowitz, I approach noir as a more elastic concept than has largely been
admitted by collapsing its literary and cinematic iterations into a catalog of tropes,
deconstructing the aesthetic to its constitutive components, and tracing its imprint across texts
not traditionally included under its rubric.

What | call noir’s affective register, for example, is characterized by Lee Horsley as one
of “fear and anxiety, ambivalence and vulnerability,” capturing the post-World War 11 sensibility
as it also draws on Depression-era pessimism (Horsley 8). Sianne Ngai explores representations
of “the negative affects that read the predicaments posed by a general state of obstructed
agency,” describing noir as “a postwar genre commonly understood (even to the point of clich¢)
as being aesthetically and ideologically driven by an entire spectrum of dysphoric feelings:
paranoia, alienation, greed, jealousy, and so forth” (Ngain 3, 13). Horsley’s terminology, in
particular, is echoed in Kaplan’s formulation of the gaze, and while Horsley regards the
traditional noir protagonist as himself the locus of noir’s fear, anxiety, ambivalence, and
vulnerability, these dispositions underpin the gaze as an intersubjective struggle. The

fundamental predicament of the viewing subject is securing his or her contingent subjecthood
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through the objectification of the other for whom an agential sense of self is suppressed but
potential. The gaze, then, is governed by the anxious need of the subject to maintain a social
hierarchy for fear that its untenable structure will lead to inversion, and by the susceptibility of
the object to exploitation and oppression. Noir is concerned with scopophilia itself as its tight
urban settings and hunted characters imply unsettling visibility. Thus, noir and the gaze intersect
as sites of dysphoria.

Moreover, Kaplan’s discussion of noir representations of coloniality grounds
Rabinowitz’ claim that the aesthetic is itself racially coded, and further demonstrates the aptness
of the aesthetic for framing the racialized gaze. Rabinowitz argues, “The formula for noir—quilt,
knowledge, desire, deceit, vengeance, a past weighing heavily on the present, and a lone man, an
outsider . . . provides a frame for understanding African-American experience. . . . African
Americans already lived the noir world” (79-80). Much as existentialist philosophy—itself an
element of the noir aesthetic which will be elaborated presently—Ilends itself to representations
of race and racial conflict, noir is coded as a manichaean and reverse-manichaean struggle: a
metaphorical contest between powers of light and darkness within which the dark figure is often
cast as the hero. Classic film noir, Kaplan contends, coded race on a colonial level by, for
instance, superimposing the universally-imagined ““dark continent’” of the empire over “the
‘dark continent’ of the human psyche” (100). She explores racialized representations of
psychoanalysis in Hollywood films noir, and her reliance upon Fanon is evidence that the
Martinican’s French-colonial critique of visuality can provide a crucial lens for examining U.S.

looking relations across race.

The Rise of Existentialist Philosophy

While it is certainly important that Stephen Faison argues for noir as an American brand
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of existentialism that predates its European counterpart, | argue only that noir and existentialism
share tropes. These commonalities may be summarized in Faison’s following explanation:
Existentialism is an outlook that begins with the individual’s psychological and
moral disorientation. It emphasizes contingency in a world without transcendent
values or moral absolutes, a world devoid of any meaning except that which the
individual creates. Existentialism has its positive aspects of freedom,
responsibility, and authenticity. The creators of American noir, writing from the
perspective of the estranged working class, were drawn to the negative aspects of
existentialism characterized by alienation, anxiety, meaninglessness, and death.
(11)
Leaving questions of origination to others, I submit in “Writing the Gaze” that the variously
alienated, marginalized, and free protagonists at its heart are products of an atomic, existentialist
zeitgeist.
Relying on interrelated noir and existentialist tropes, I argue that Chester Himes’s Bob
Jones, Ann Petry’s Lutie Johnson, William Faulkner’s Lucas Beauchamp, and James Baldwin’s
Rufus Scott represent varying versions of the exilic existentialist figure—a postwar protagonist
who finds the periphery a visual plane of both vulnerability and contestatory power. Inherently
an exilic existentialist figure, the classic (male) noir protagonist is plagued by a sense of
estrangement from society; herein, he gains his reputation as a loner, an outsider, a man on the
physical and psychical margins (Horsley 8). As readers, we find the noir protagonist in a
moment of existential crisis which both precipitates and is exacerbated by his exile. In his place
on the fringes, he is optimally positioned as an object of scrutiny, and his experience of

outsideness is often signaled through visual cues: “‘Half the time I feel like I’'m on the outside of
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the world peeping in through a knot-hole in the fence’” Richard Wright’s proto-existentialist
exile Bigger Thomas says (Wright, Native Son 20). “[I had] the strange impression . . . of being
odd man out,” reflects Albert Camus’s Meursault, “a kind of intruder” (84). “I had the odd
impression of being watched by myself” (85). The exilic existentialist figure is closely related to
the flaneur of Monika Gehlawat’s Boom: The New York City Flaneur in Postwar American
Literature and Art. The author writes, “[T]he social practice of flanerie occupies the margins of
mainstream culture and pivots along [an] axis of alienation and power” (139-140). Yet, her focus
is on a form of marginality that is “self-imposed” and “open” rather than “cold”; it is
predominantly a place of empowerment rather than of vulnerability (145). While this may well
provide a frame for the author to read the experience of Baldwin’s own transnationalism, it meets
resistance when used to address representations of the gaze as it relates to exile in, for example,
Another Country. From places of conspicuous marginality, the exilic existentialist figure also
gains a critical vantage point in the form of a kind of second sight, an ability to see through the
quotidian to the absurd, unjust, or tragic.

In the early years of existentialist enthusiasm, Richard Wright shared with Gertrude Stein
that the school was garnering a significant following in the U.S., and both Wright and Himes
contended that by virtue of the “absurdity” of racism, blackness could be read as itself a form of
existentialism (Campbell, Exiled 9; Dinerstein 138-142).” Wright, Himes, and Baldwin
descended upon Paris in the same seven-year period after WW1I and all experienced varying
degrees of exposure to the radical Left Bank culture over which existentialist philosopher Jean-

Paul Sartre presided. Just as Fanon revised Sartre, Himes’s, Petry’s, Faulkner’s, and Baldwin’s

"While Jean-Paul Sartre’s Being and Nothingness helped shape existentialist thought in the U.S. after its first
English publication in 1956, early existentialist influences in the U.S. included Sartre’s Existentialism and
Humanism (1948) and Albert Camus’s The Stranger (1946).
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use of the exilic existentialist figure reveals the limitations of ontological thinking in the face of
systemic racism and the revisions the authors of these texts undertook to infuse philosophical
considerations with social urgency. Steven Rubin explains, for example, that motivation
distinguishes black existentialist protagonists from their nonblack counterparts: whereas these
nonblack characters act out of their observations about the universe and human existence writ
large, black exilic existentialist figures respond to systemic oppression (Rubin 16). My argument
is not that there is a lack of metaphysics in the black exile’s existentialism, but that the
“alienat[ion] from the mainstream of society”” which this figure shares with his/her nonblack
counterpart has practical implications rooted in issues of violence and justice (Rubin 12).

While | refer, in part, to Jean-Paul Sartre’s theory of the look to contextualize the postwar
emphasis on the gaze, I incorporate Frantz Fanon’s revision of Sartre and George Yancy’s
update and importation of Fanon to make room for the gaze’s racial implications in a U.S.
context. The power to objectify another through Sartre’s look as well as through Kaplan’s gaze is
the power to simultaneously subjectify oneself. However, as Sartre explains, it is also in this
moment that the subject’s own latent objectness is revealed and self-possession as a subject made
vulnerable. One point which we find Fanon revising is Sartre’s contention that the look does not
present to the object as a constituting moment; Sartre writes, “[T]he Other does not constitute me
as an object for myself but for him. In other words he does not serve as a regulative or
constitutive concept for the pieces of knowledge which I may have of myself.” Rather—
sacrificed to the freedom of the Other—the object feels only “alienation” (Being and
Nothingness 367). There is, indeed, for Fanon, a constitutive effect of the look which, when
deployed against a black body, has the power to inscribe its projections onto the black psyche.

Furthermore, the power disparities within the racialized gaze are not just ontological but socially
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systemic, and carry with them a history of violence and oppression. Yet, even Sartre’s
formulation allows for—indeed recognizes the inevitability of—inversion, and the postwar texts

| take up, here, explore such moments of oppositionality.

The Darkening of the Inner City
Three of the four novels at the center of my study are set in urban spaces (while the single
outlier borrows urban iconography) and this coincidence signals (to borrow Adrienne Brown’s
terminology) the site-specificity of postwar themes of otherness, alienation, and anxiety. With the
ghettoization of the country’s inner cities and white flight to developing suburbs, urban spaces
during and after WWII were increasingly regarded as dangerous and racially othered spaces,
romanticized, on one hand, as centers of postwar cool and denigrated, on the other, as a blight on
American modernity. Eric Avila explains:
As the experience of early 1940s Los Angeles suggests, one of the most striking
features of midcentury urbanization in the United States was the concentration of
African Americans in the vicinity of the downtown core. Black urbanization had
been in effect since the aftermath of the Civil War, but the magnitude of that
process increased dramatically by the mid-twentieth century. From 1945 to 1964,
millions of southern blacks, fleeing an impoverished and deeply segregated South,
sought high-paying jobs and opportunities for advancement in the nation’s largest
cities. (Avila 40)
The black city was of such scholarly and popular interest that several landmark texts on the
subject were published in the immediate postwar period, including Richard Wright’s 12 Million
Black Voices and Horace Cayton and St. Claire Drake’s Black Metropolis. A year after his novel

Native Son explored a fictionalized black Chicago, Wright teamed with Edwin Rosskam to
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represent a condensed geographical black history that traced black life from the plantations of the
rural South to the unforgiving tenements of the urban North. Images of poverty and despair like
those seen in the Farm Security Administration photographs, many of which had been featured in
magazines and newspapers across the country, came to abstractly represent black urbanity.
Cayton and Drake provide a vivid socio-journalistic portrait of black Chicagoans living rich lives
against discriminatory forces. As Jon C. Teaford demonstrates, “[I]ncreasingly the social and
ethnic boundary between rich and poor, white and black, seemed to conform to the municipal
boundary between central city and suburb” (Teaford 118). Racially dogmatic proscriptions of
place dominate the primary texts of “Writing the Gaze.”

Beyond its newly racialized image, many cultural critics saw the inner city as
philosophically fraught, epitomizing anti-humanist industrialism, capitalistic values, and vice.
Horsley notes the influence of T.S. Eliot’s 1922 poem The Waste Land on noir as “fractured
narratives [constituted] the atomised urban scenes of modernity” (Horsley 1). This postwar
appropriation of Eliotesque themes crystallizes the interwar image of the city Raymond Williams
interprets as a site of “[s]truggle, indifference, loss of purpose, [and] loss of meaning” (239).
Williams expounds, “Eliot related loss of meaning in the city to the loss of God. . . . The city, it
seemed, was what man had made without God” (240). In Horsley’s and Williams’ analyses, and
most appropriate for my purposes, the risks of urbanization to the human subject included
“discontinuity . . . atomism . . . a problem of perception which raised problems of identity”
(Williams 241). Against the city’s wasted background, the exilic experience was pronounced.

Together, the racial and philosophical darkening of the inner city made it an ideal setting
for noir, though Faulkner diverged from the urban noir model by transferring ideas of waste and

modern industrialization to a rural Southern landscape. The atomised and gritty city space served
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to variously haunt, fragment and disorient the noir protagonist. Murray Pomerance explains,

“[IIn noir there is something relentless and more essentially urban,” adding, “Once we arrive in

the noir cityscape . . . we move into a space where strangers collide, identities are masked,

performance dominates interaction” (406, 408). According to Nicholas Christopher:
However one tries to define or explain noir, the common denominator must
always be the city. The two are inseparable. The great, sprawling American city,
endlessly in flux, both spectacular and sordid, with all its amazing permutations of
human and topographical growths, with its deeply textured nocturnal life that can
be a seductive, almost otherworldly labyrinth of dreams or a tawdry bazaar of lost
souls: the city is the seedbed of noir. (37)

For my purposes, Christopher’s description of the city as “spectacular” is not merely useful, but

indicative of the unique relationship between urban space and visuality.

In analyzing the city as a space in which raced bodies are seen, it is apt that Maria
Balshaw and Liam Kennedy argue urban space “privileges, even as it distorts, vision and the
visual” (7). In this paradox is both the primacy and unreliability of sight, which simultaneously
codifies and destabilizes social identity. Balshaw and Kennedy explain:

The new forms of visual representation and apprehension have been credited with
accentuating the growing abstractions of space in this century and inaugurating
the ‘society of the spectacle’ in urban form. The design and building of the
cityscapes of New York and Chicago at the turn of the century, for example,
encoded new visual understandings of urban space as spectacle — the expanding
production of monumental buildings visualised progress itself and popularised the

visual delights of the panorama. Attention to the visual components of urbanism
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is essential to an understanding of how cities frame and are framed by

representation. (7-8)
For the individual subject, these urban visual frameworks variously construct social identity.
Thus, while Adrienne Brown makes the case that “all architectures are, inevitably, racial
architectures, producing and maintaining site-specific phenomenologies of race,” I explore the
ways in which site-specific looking practices shape racial identity (Brown 3). Interrogating
geographic frame as a racializing device, I explore ideas of blackness enframed within Himes’s
Los Angeles, Petry’s Harlem, Baldwin’s New York City, and (through a rural dislocation of
urban noir) Faulkner’s Jefferson, MS.

A gap exists between studies of racialized looking such as Smith’s, Yancy’s, and
Wallace’s and studies of racialized geographic spaces such as Shabazz’s and Brown’s. Through a
multimedia approach to representations of racialized individuals across postwar U.S.
geographies, | examine the urban spaces that the authors discussed here use as visual frames
within which to construct the imaged body. Reading alongside my primary texts such
contemporary visual art representations of the cityscape as Jacob Lawrence’s Blind Beggars
(1938), Sid Grossman’s Harlem Tenement in Summer (1939), and Gordon Parks’s New York,
New York. A woman and her dog in the Harlem section (1943), I explore such visual-spatial
configurations as the tenement, the closeness of which impoverished black privacy within, and
the sociological interest of which drew a critical gaze from without. Following from Maurice
Wallace’s observation about early photographic technology, I regard photography as a
“simulation of the modern habits of looking” (Wallace 27). I also bear in mind Sara Blair’s
exploration of the importance of photography to twentieth-century black writers. Yet, because

other modes of image-making also simulate the act of looking, | opt for a more medium-
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inclusive methodology than those employed by some of my interlocutors. Such a methodology

provides for nuanced analysis of the spaces within which raced bodies are seen.

Writing the Gaze

A chronological arrangement of chapters allows for proper emphasis on moments of
intertextuality and makes possible considerations of how these authors were in conversation with
one another. In Chapter One, | argue that in his 1945 novel If He Hollers Let Him Go, Chester
Himes represents the gaze as, variously, a psychical stylus for the inscription of black stereotypes
and a weapon with which the novel’s black protagonist resists, counters, and exploits these
projections of the white imaginary. While the novel depicts black-on-white rape as the
culmination of emasculating Jim Crow prohibitions, Himes’s Bob Jones spends much of the
novel physically dissmpowered and, thus, reliant on the gaze as a way to psychically exercise
both retributive justice and agency. In an ultimate demonstration of the Camusian absurdity of
racism (particularly in its sexualized iterations), Bob becomes increasingly alienated from an
agential sense of self and resorts to acting out caricatures of racial mythology in order to wield
violent black stereotypes against his white antagonists. Finally, avenues of both physical and
psychical resistance break down, and in Himes’s fatalistic vision, Bob falls victim to delimiting
racial proscriptions. Stock elements of noir and absurdist existentialism combine to represent
black masculinity as insuperably encumbered by even those elements of white hegemony with
which liberation and justice have been associated, namely possession of the potentially fatal
white female body.

Breaking from a largely male tradition, Ann Petry maps the exilic experience onto the
congested spaces of WWII Harlem to demonstrate connections between the urban built

environment and the vulnerability of black women. In Chapter Two, | utilize multimedia
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representations of Harlem as | argue that in her novel The Street Petry represents oppressive
visibility as a condition of black urban living. Images by Gordon Parks, Jacob Lawrence, Sid
Grossman, and Helen Levitt represent various looking practices unique to wartime and postwar
New York City, revealing both the impoverishment of privacy in the congested spaces of the city
and the gaze as a signal of black exposure and vulnerability. Petry’s Lutie Johnson is the lone
woman (the single mother to noir’s stock alienated man) who navigates a noir city brimming
with danger and exploitative traps, yet the sobriety with which she does so exemplifies again the
insight of the exilic existentialist figure. Intervening in Rashad Shabazz’s consideration of
Richard Wright’s 12 Million Black Voices as a study in the socialization of space, | demonstrate
Petry’s representation of Harlem topography as precipitous of black women’s victimization to
inter- and intraracial violence.

Chapter Three provides the only evidence here that the black exilic figure’s encounter
with the gaze might indicate or portend his social ascendancy; narratively speaking, only
William Faulkner provides his central character a triumphant denouement. In this chapter, |
argue through Laura Mulvey’s theory of the “ideal ego” that the Lucas Beauchamp of Faulkner’s
Intruder in the Dust represents for an anxiously watchful young Chick Mallison an image of
incongruously racialized model masculinity. Relying on a noir archetype, Faulkner constructs
Lucas as composed, implacable, and placid, yet contrary to convention, black. This implacability
and facility for self-determination are often signaled in and through the gaze, especially between
pubescent white Chick and his Negro antagonist. As a site of masculinized autonomy and
agency, this gaze disrupts a whiteness-centered model of masculine identity, confusing Chick’s
hierarchical worldview and affirming Lucas’s subjecthood.

In Chapter Four, | argue that Baldwin spatializes the optics of marginalization by
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engaging with the dysphoric cityscape of noir and existentialist thought in his 1962 novel
Another Country. Three years after the end of World War 1, Baldwin expatriated from a New
York City in which his queerness and blackness had marked him conspicuously against the
backdrop of the social periphery. While he would describe the black American experience as
exilic, his association with the philosophers of Paris’s radical Left Bank coincided with his
narrative representation of exile as a visually-constituted urban condition. Speaking into a noir
tradition, Baldwin depicts the postwar city as a space of atomized, spectacular human existence
but also of critical clear-sightedness. To capture the violence of postwar urban visuality, Baldwin
interlaces his noir vision with plantation logic, and he uses the archetypal figure of the jazz

performer to represent the confluence of race, existential alienation, and the gaze.
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CHAPTER 2

Stare for Stare, Look for Look: The Violence of Inaction in Chester Himes’s If He Hollers Let
Him Go

“The gaze that the colonized subject casts at the colonist’s sector is a look of lust, a look of envy.
Dreams of possession. Every type of possession: of sitting at the colonist’s table and sleeping in
his bed, preferably with his wife.”

Frantz Fanon, The Wretched of the Earth

Scrawled between the lines of an early typescript for his 1945 novel If He Hollers Let
Him Go is a phrase that reveals the increasing centrality of the racialized gaze to Chester
Himes’s portrait of black masculine identity. With twelve handwritten words amended to the
passage wherein Bob Jones first encounters Madge Perkins—the so-called “peroxide blonde”
who will be the architect of his doom—Himes draws on a long history of racial-sexual myth and
terror as his narrator qualifies the “wide-eyed look” with which the antagonist meets him: “as if
she was a naked virgin and | was King Kong” (emphasis mine) (Himes, “If He Hollers
Typescript” 17). Repeated in various forms throughout the novel, this visual motif abstracts the
relationship between white femininity and black masculinity, yet it is only one manifestation of
the novel’s meditation on the potency of the gaze. In this chapter, | argue that Himes invokes
American prohibitive politics of looking as he uses the gaze to illustrate the absurd condition of
black masculinity—tossed unsettlingly between violence and interracial desire.® Relying upon a
prescient form of existentialist absurdity as a framework for American race relations and upon

noir to signal the precariousness and alienation of black masculine identity, Himes shows Bob

8See Breu.
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appropriating mythologized black masculinity in his penetrative and often violent use of the gaze
but, finally, outdone by a racially-oppressive scopic regime.

Just as Himes himself struggled throughout his life to rise to various standards of
masculinity, the lifeblood of If He Hollers is a variously potent and elusive masculine ideal. The
narrative unfolds over a five-day period and traces Bob Jones’s struggles against racism in
wartime Los Angeles. Having deferred active duty by virtue of his leaderman position at Atlas
Shipyard, Bob faces the collapse of his world when a clash with Madge Perkins leads to his
demotion, the loss of his deferment, and the near-disintegration of his relationship with the
accommodationist, middle-class Alice Harrison. An abandoned plan to rape Madge in revenge
backfires and Bob is forced to choose between military service and a prison sentence. In If He
Hollers, biographer Lawrence Jackson explains, “[Himes] had written a graphic account of rape
as a calculated act of retribution for racism” (Jackson 194). Yet, there are moments in the novel
where, under the emasculating impulse to stifle or restrain himself in the presence of whiteness,
Bob relies on the penetrative violence of his gaze as a kind of psychical phallic scimitar.
Understanding the power of the white gaze to project deformed constructions of black masculine
identity, Bob harnesses that power to look back with retributive violence. However, he finds the
inaction of this self-defense increasingly ineffectual. Across the novel’s narrative arc, readers
find Bob moving from quiet brutality to deflation, fear, and vulnerability, represented through his
deployment of and subjection to the gaze, respectively. The white gaze slowly dominates,
heightening Bob’s sense of the optics of his black embodiment and the unflinching tyranny of
the white world he inhabits. Absurdly, he is pushed to radically appropriate the negative
stereotypes of black masculinity in an effort to eradicate the wall between him and his contested

manhood.
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In what follows, I will demonstrate that Himes’s use of the gaze is situated within an
absurdist critique of racial-sexual hegemony and a noir vision of black masculine alienation. |
will first outline the intersections between If He Hollers and the work of absurdist-existentialist
writer Albert Camus, most notably his wartime novel The Stranger, and the usefulness of proto-
absurdist thought to understanding WW|l-era black male experience.® Himes was an admitted
admirer of Camusian thought, and If He Hollers demonstrates that, whether or not Himes had
read Camus’s work prior to the novel’s 1945 publication, the two authors were engaged in
similar meditations. Like Camus, Himes combines noir tropes and absurdist themes, revealing
the particular suitability of this bricolage for representing Bob’s transgressive use of the gaze and
his ultimate subjugation. I highlight the navigation of space as an intertextual
absurdist/existentialist trope that Himes, again like Camus, employs to express both alienation
and exilic ways of seeing the world from which one has been alienated. I then focus on said
transgression, exploring Bob’s early deployment of his gaze to shift racialized power dynamics. I
submit that Bob responds to racist projections and prohibitions by looking back, often violently,
which challenges the constructedness of racial identity and provides the emasculated Bob with a
psychical rather than physical offensive strategy. Turning my attention to white womanhood and
its meaning in the shaping of black male subjectivities, | examine Himes’s engagements with the
fatal white woman of American protest fiction and the noir tradition; writing into both those
literary modes, Himes depicts the confusion of black masculinity as Bob negotiates the violent

deformation of his body under white projection and the dangerous desire for the white woman

9“As the mean streets of the modern city — and in the case of Cornell Woolrich’s | Married a Dead Man (1948),
suburbia — reveal the absurdity of expecting human kindness in the real world, characters in noir and crime novels
are forced to abandon their illusions and embrace the absurdity of the human condition. Stripped of the ability to
create successful and loving relationships or even friendships, these men and women are forced to face the chaotic
world quite alone” (Becker and Martin 94).
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who is at turns cruel and seductive. Finally, I trace Bob’s psychical collapse under a white gaze
that, coextensive with systemic racism, becomes increasingly insurmountable. | argue that, like
Camus’s Meursault, Bob is ultimately overcome by injustice both too profound and too
unreasonable to resist, and that the preeminence of the white gaze leading up to the novel’s finale
does not diminish Bob’s revolt against hierarchies of visuality, but signals the enormity of the

encumbrance that racial hegemony poses to black masculine identity.

“The Style of the Grotesque”: Himes’s Hard-boiled Absurdity
In his introduction to Da Capo’s 2002 edition of If He Hollers Let Him Go, critic Hilton

Als recognizes Himes’s use of Camusian circumspection to represent a way of being black in the

world. Als writes:
If He Hollers Let Him Go is a portrait of race as an economic and psychosexual
prison—or padded cell. . . . What distinguishes this work from the start—setting it
closer to Camus’s The Stranger than to Native Son or Invisible Man—is that
Jones’s fear is predicated less on these events than on a fascination with his own
marginalization. While he is concretely persecuted for being black, Jones seems,
at times, more affected by the persecution he intuits, by the racism that he
observes and absorbs like a dirty sponge. (Als xv)

Als’s suggestion of intuition to explain Jones’s race-consciousness is but one way of thinking

through the psychical transactions of the gaze as represented in the novel. Though Als recognizes

parallels between the work of Himes and that of Camus, he stops short of exploring the absurd

elements of the novel that precede the first English translation of Camus’s The Stranger by

approximately a year, or the aptness of Camusian absurdity as a framework for representing
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racial identities and black alienation. Indeed, Himes taps into the existential questions lurking
just beneath the surface of conventional hard-boiled fiction by trading the genre’s somber
realism for sardonic surrealism of a sort that would later make the experiences of Camus’s
Meursault so ridiculous. The result is a hard-boiled absurdity that directs its most pointed
mockery at the mythology of black masculine identity and the inescapability of white projection.

In his own life, Himes wrestled—seemingly with varying degrees of sincerity—with the
construction of black masculinity in the white imaginary. In his early adulthood, he enjoyed sex
with white prostitutes, particularly after his seven years in prison for armed robbery diminished
his romantic prospects among the black middle class. When he finally achieved literary and
financial success, “the first thing [he] desired . . . was to sleep with a white woman” and, though
he was married to a black woman named Jean shortly after his release from prison in 1936 and
would remain so until six years before his death in 1984, he had a succession of white women
lovers (gtd. in Sallis 169). Himes was prepared “to provide the exoticism that he believed white
women desired,” but he was simultaneously capable of mocking interracial desire which, for his
part, he often saw “as an interpersonal weapon, [one that] could channel his rage against white
men” (Jackson 336; Sallis 171). Much like James Baldwin, Himes struggled against white
women’s objectification of the black male body within the mythology of black hypersexuality,
yet as an absurd consequence of white-on-black racism, associated the possession of the white
female body with empowerment. Indeed, Himes’s Bob Jones will come to feel about midway
through the novel that the redemption of his diminished manhood relies significantly if not
wholly on his having Madge Perkins. In its ensnarement of the black male psyche in an

insuperable psycho-sexual hamster wheel, such a reliance is demonstrably absurd.°

°Calvin Hernton writes, “[Because of] the absurd idolization of the white woman and the equal absurdity of the
taboo surrounding her -- there arises within almost all Negroes a sociosexually induced predisposition for white
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Camus, too, explored the inescapable forces and futile efforts of human existence,
categorizing them under the rubric of the absurd to capture the laughability of finite industry
unmatched against cosmic mystery. When the French-Algerian thinker published his novel
L’ Etranger in 1942, during the German occupation of Paris, he envisioned it within a three-
volume “‘absurd cycle,”” which would have included the philosophical meditation The Myth of
Sisyphus and the historical play Caligula (Kaplan, Stranger 15). Written out of Camus’s
experiences as a court reporter in Algeria, The Stranger provides a portrait of Meursault, who
murders an unnamed Arab but is convicted and sentenced to death based on his apparent
indifference toward his recently deceased mother. The Myth of Sisyphus, in many ways
grounding our understanding of Meursault’s place in the world and in the colonial justice system,
imagines the classical Greek myth of the king condemned by the gods to spend eternity pushing
a rock up a hill and watching it roll down before pushing it up again as “an allegory of the human
condition” (Stoneman 161). The play Caligula enters this trilogy as, in part, a consideration of
death in the face of Sisyphean futility. For Camus, “[i]t was absurd not only that life was finite
but also that humans were meaningless before the physical world” (Kaplan, Stranger 8). Not
only does the absurd defy reason, but it tends to be bigger and more formidable than the
individual’s reason, whether in the form of macrosystems like the pantheistic order that sealed
the fate of Sisyphus or microsystems like the French-Algerian government and, in the case of
Himes’s novel, Jim Crowism. Though Camus ultimately had “a [humanist] vision beyond the
absurd”—the exultation of the human spirit in the face of cosmic implacability—The Stranger

offers us a picture of one man’s “confrontation with the physical world—with the earth and its

women” (64-65). “There was hatred, envy, love, fear, impotence, desire, and the mixture of emotions that almost
every Negro male learns to feel towards the white woman” (67).
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supreme indifference to mankind” and a protagonist who responds with the chill frankness of a
noir narrator (Kaplan, Stranger 154, 59). Meursault, like Bob, feels himself irremediably tossed
against the unyielding monolith of systemic injustice and understands the smallness of his might
and reason against it. And, like Bob, “Meursault watches the world outside himself with painful
clarity” (Kaplan, Stranger 67).

Appropriately, then, Himes opens the second volume of his two-volume autobiography—
largely an interracial sexual odyssey—»by first citing Camus then loosely characterizing the
absurdity of racism. “Albert Camus once said that racism is absurd,” Himes writes. “Racism
generating from whites is first of all absurd. Racism creates absurdity among blacks as a defense
mechanism. Absurdity to combat absurdity” (1). Himes refers here to both the illogic and the
inescapability of racially-delineated paradigms. In that juxtaposition lies the absurdity of racism.
Much as the Sisyphus of Camus’s philosophical parable works against the inevitability of fate
and gravity, the black subject in Himes’s worldview works against the relative certainties of
injustice, oppression, and racial bigotry, often so absurdly that the very cultural boulder meant to
crush his will becomes the object of his desire. Inverting this same absurd twist, Bob turns
implacable and irrational racist ideologies into instruments of transgressive power: that which
was meant to crush is wielded against the would-be crusher. As Himes writes, “Black people do
show their resentment toward whites by accentuating the characteristics for which the whites
judge them inferior” (Hurt 220). Bob uses the idea of interracial rape and violence—threatened
first within the visual exchange then in the actuality of physical contact—to turn the black
bogeyman of American mythology on American mythologists.*

Himes’s fusion of hard-boiled fiction and the absurd brings together stock characters of

110n the key element of the gaze is where | revise Christopher Breu who argues outside of a visual framework that
the novel’s use of stereotype reveals a “positive political program” (769).
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gritty, urban noir and confrontations with the futility of human existence, the result of which is a
portrait of black postwar American life. The hard-boiled genre of fiction that emerged in the U.S.
during the 1930s and provided the “source material” for much of noir film was an existential
form quite apart, Stephen Faison argues, from what would develop in European philosophy
throughout the following decade (Faison 9). Yet like the Sartrean and Camusian existentialism
that would follow it, hard-boiled fiction was concerned with “alienation, anxiety,
meaninglessness, and death” (Faison 11). Using the language of the absurd, Faison elaborates,
“Our inability to explain human existence is demonstrated by the futility of activity in the noir
world. . . . The failure of these activities demonstrates that human beings cannot control their
world, and their endeavors are ultimately futile” (Faison 11-12).'2 Beyond merely sharing tropes,
absurdist-existentialist literature was often directly influenced by hard-boiled fiction; much as
“Camus was inspired to write The Stranger after reading James M. Cain’s The Postman Always
Rings Twice,” Himes visited William Faulkner’s Sanctuary repeatedly as “his bible of
absurdity,” and both The Stranger and If He Hollers deploy the frankness of tone, the sense of
alienation, and the confrontation with corruption or injustice that are hard-boiled mainstays. In
the case of Himes’s work, the hard-boiled-absurdist aesthetic meets the realities of race relations.
“And I thought I was writing realism,” Himes writes. “It never occurred to me that [ was writing
absurdity. Realism and absurdity are so similar in the lives of American blacks one can not [sic]
tell the difference” (Himes, Absurdity 109). Bob’s story is indeed one of failure and futility,
which is not, as | have noted, to overlook the place of agency and rebellion in the novel. Rather,
the Sisyphean persistence of individual agency is, for Bob, one of the foremost features of his

humanity.

2Horsley writes, “[T]he protagonist becomes involved in a futile effort to restore order to a life that has been
captured by the forces of unreason” (12).
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The absurdity of If He Hollers is envisioned by Gilbert Muller in the context of the
literary grotesque, and this classification helps us understand Himes’s use of black stereotype.
When he argues that Bob “perceives the grotesque anarchy of the universe,” Muller frames
Himes’s protagonist as the exilic existentialist figure for whom the apathy of the universe
exhibits itself with painful clarity (Muller 28). He continues, “Filtered through Jones’s hard-
boiled comic imagination, all people seem to be portrayed in absurd one-dimensional postures.
This is not a naturalistic or realistic style but rather the style of the grotesque” (Muller 28). We
must envision Bob-as-rapist among these absurd postures. As the grotesque is marked by
deformity, hyperbole, and indeed absurdity, Himes’s use of the black bogeyman is grotesque in
the way that the “disjointed” Fanonian imago is always already grotesque (Fanon 93).
Furthermore, the archetypes of noir, in all their exaggerated villainy and Byronism, lend
themselves effectively to Himes’s absurdist project. Alan Spiegel’s claim that physical and/or
mental deformity is a mainstay of (Southern) grotesque maps neatly onto the absurd; Faulkner’s
depiction of an impotent rapist has as its analogue Himes’s transgressive use of otherwise

crippling black stereotypes (Spiegel 428).

Exilic Cartography and Camusian Blindness

If He Hollers is very much about how Bob traverses the topography of wartime Los
Angeles and how raced subjects either belong or do not belong in the spaces they inhabit, how
they correspondingly avoid or attract the attention of critical eyes. Using Bob’s navigation of Los
Angeles to demonstrate that space conditions the ways in which the gaze is variously
encountered, deployed, and circumvented, Himes demonstrably shares concerns with writers like
Ann Petry, William Faulkner, and James Baldwin. Ralph Beliveau, who argues that Chester

Himes “created some of the most significant ways that noir could be used to understand the rage
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that accompanies contemporary urban existence,” also submits:
The relationship between the urban environment and black culture(s) . . . offers

an opportunity to explore American cities at the intersection of race and the

concerns of noir. . . . [F]ilms noir use space to underscore racial tensions. (136,

126)
Rightfully so, since during the peak years of noir’s popularity, United States metropolises
underwent enormous demographic changes, and the cities which saw some of the most
exponential increases in their black populations were also the stock settings for noir tales:
namely, New York and Los Angeles. Furthermore, among the “concerns of noir” are alienation
and outsideness, psychical positions easily mapped onto postwar spaces of interdiction, ethnic
and racial collision, and—opposingly—black community. These spaces are represented in If He
Hollers in such figurations as Little Tokyo (“where the spooks and spills had come in and taken
over” (72)); Central Avenue (“a slick, niggerish block—hustlers and pimps, gamblers and
stooges. . . . [Bob] liked it with [his] folks” (43)); and the home of Alice Harrison and her
affluent black parents (which Bob maps by explaining, “At Vernon I turned west to Normandie,
driving straight into the sun; north on Normandie to Twenty-eighth Street, then west past
Western. This was the West Side. When you asked a Negro where he lived, and he said on the
West Side, that was supposed to mean he was better than the Negroes who lived on the South
Side; it was like the white folks giving a Beverly Hills address” (48)). This exilic existentialist
movement—peripheral but intuitive—reimagines the flaneur in a black, working-class, post-
World War Il context. Fittingly, it also calls upon a noir tradition of urban street wisdom to
respond to the racialization of space.

This kind of alienated cartography (what Elizabeth Wheeler calls a “tour-book mode of
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description”) has been iconized in the postwar exilic figure, most memorably perhaps in the
second part of Camus’s The Stranger as Meursault is transported from the court in which he has
stood trial to the prison in which he has been held (Wheeler 41). In the windowless rear of a van,
the despondent defendant relies on sound to orient himself to his surroundings and, thus, to
regain a lost sense of agency. He explains:
In the darkness of my mobile prison I could make out one by one, as if from the
depths of my exhaustion, all the familiar sounds of a town I loved and of a certain
time of day when | used to feel happy. The cries of the newspaper vendors in the
already languid air, the last few birds in the square, the shouts of the sandwich
sellers, the screech of the streetcars turning sharply through the upper town, and
that hum in the sky before night engulfs the port: all this mapped out for me a
route | knew so well before going to prison and which now I traveled blind. (97)
Wheeler attributes such scenes to “the modernist desire to read the city through driving” (40). At
stake in this exercise, for the exilic existentialist, is subjecthood itself as he self-empowers from
a place of imposed limitation. Thus, the blindness to which Meursault refers merely signals
subversive ways of seeing and knowing. In Bob’s case, blindness as a symbolic socio-political
handicap could be resisted through the intuitive mapping of Los Angeles.
Wartime Los Angeles, besides being the stage on which noir drama tended to unfold, was

a racially disharmonious place.™® The city was a great draw for Southern blacks and others as

BThere was “unmitigated racism in Los Angeles during the forties and fifties” (Silver and Ursini 130). “A large
African-American population migrated to L.A. during the Second World War to take jobs in the armament factories
concentrated in Southern California. Consequently, ordinances were passed in various municipalities throughout the
county and covenants written into deeds, bank mortgages, and leases which specified neighborhoods closed to
“people of color.” As a result of this ‘red-lining,” African Americans were confined to traditional ‘colored’
neighborhoods, most notably the area running south from central Los Angeles between the Harbor and Long Beach
freeways, which includes the Watts neighborhood and independent cities such as Compton. With steady incomes
from the war industries, African Americans built up these areas with middle-class housing, shops, and entertainment
districts like Central Avenue which became a mecca for jazz musicians from around the country” (130).
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U.S. involvement in World War Il got underway, since the war industry in California was
booming. The descent of black and brown hordes upon Los Angeles precipitated segregationist
practices and, for all the economic opportunities, denials of employment. When segregation
within the city was not enough, white Angelenos fled for the protection of deed restrictions
offered in neighboring suburbs. Thus, spaces within and beyond Los Angeles were racialized.
Eric Avila expounds:

The blackening of Los Angeles during the war years and their aftermath
sparked a reactionary effort to delineate a new set of spatial and racial boundaries
that materialized throughout the course of postwar suburbanization. . . . The early
1940s thus marked the beginnings of Watts’s transition from a multicultural
community to a black ghetto and the decline of the kind of interracial interactions
that surfaced in the city’s industrial communities. Throughout the postwar period,
the blackening of the South Central portion of the city provoked an effort among
white homeowners to discourage blacks from seeking shelter in their
neighborhoods. . . . [There was] a growing consciousness about the color of urban
space in Southern California and a reinforcement of the borders that divided white
space from black space. As one black migrant to Los Angeles recalled of the city
in the 1940s, “You knew your boundaries.’ (39)

Noir, with its racial coding embedded in iterations of Manichaean opposition, is an apt
representational vehicle for the black-and-white racial dynamics that shaped postwar Los
Angeles culture and topography.

In the course of his narration, Bob is strikingly attentive to street names and to the precise
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work of orienting his audience not only racially, but spatially.** Though there are spaces of
restricted or policed movement, Bob’s intimate knowledge of Los Angeles topography makes
even white neighborhoods legible, and through the advantage of a racial-cartographical
epistemology, he counters the indignities of segregation. He notes that he picked up his co-
workers “in front of the drug-store at the corner of Fifty-fourth and Central,” though such
specificity would have limited significance for anyone outside of Los Angeles. He takes two
white hitchhikers toward Vernon Avenue and finally to “Warner’s at Seventh and Hill” before
heading toward “San Pedro and turn[ing] south” (42). Similarly, his trips to Huntington Park, the
West Side, and the Hotel Mohave where his nemesis Madge Perkins lives are mapped in
meticulous detail. In a sense, Bob moves through a world that, for all its animus toward him, he
owns through intimate knowing. In that way, his relationship with the space of Los Angeles
mirrors his relationship with Madge; in both cases, Bob aspires to increased agency through his
intimacy with terrain that is racially-bounded.

The terrain of Los Angeles—particularly its streets—acts as a backdrop for Himes’s
invocation of noir flight as Bob attempts to escape from the white gaze. What Richard Wright
imagined in the “Flight” section of Native Son as an explicit abscondence intensified by Bigger’s
blackness within a racist criminal justice system, Himes rewrites as a series of terrifying but
intuited encounters Bob has with his own outsideness and, thus, his deeper retreat into exile.
Restless, Bob takes to walking the streets. However, he is snubbed by two Mexican girls who
mistake his glance for flirtation, and the undeserved slight pricks his self-consciousness. “I began
to feel conspicuous,” he notes, “ill at ease, out of place. It was the white folks’ world and they

resented me just standing in it. | crossed the street and went into Leow’s just to get out of sight”

4Jtagaki examines “how wartime racism and classism become coded onto both the spatial geography of Los
Angeles and the racialized body of Bob himself” (66).
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(79). That Bob flees the white gaze as one flees a pursuer suggests its annihilating capacity. His
out-of-placeness is returned to him phenomenologically as a result of which he experiences his
own orientation in space as wrong. The gaze deforms his blackness against the world, and
naturalizes the relationship between race and space, ensuring that rather than feel empowered to
disrupt the place in which his body is situated, Bob is himself disrupted. He later confesses to
Alice, “‘I had to get off the goddamned streets out of the goddamned peckerwoods’ eyes before I
killed some son of a bitch and went to the chair’” (94). Again, Bob’s flight from a place of
conspicuousness is as much about saving himself from his own acts of violence as it is about
reducing his exposure to a distorting mechanism. It is a flight for his life, one haunted by the
ghost of Bigger Thomas on whose psycho-social making Bob remarks at the narrative’s midway
point, and for whom “the irreducibly corporeal burden of visibility” proves disastrous (Wallace
40). By avoiding Bigger’s burden, Bob senses the possibility of avoiding Bigger’s fate and, thus,

paying with his own exile the cost of existing.

Black Gaze, White Bodies

“All T wanted was for the white folks to let me alone” reflects Himes’s narrator long
before his descent into scopic tyranny, “not say anything to me; not even look at me” (4).
Looking, he understands, has the potential to violate, to persuade the black subject of his
impropriety, rapaciousness, misplacement. To seek refuge from the white gaze is to practice self-
preservation, not only against racially-homogenizing inscriptions but against a catastrophic
eruption of rage. Bob is apprehensive about his own violent physicality which remains, at every
turn, a hair’s breadth away. More than wanting to go unseen—as Fanon describes black
experience in the colonial metropolis—Bob wants to maintain a relatively safe equanimity, a

white-knuckle restraint by which his job, his freedom, and his very life are secured: When a gate
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guard calls him “boy,” Bob “start[s]” to retort, but does not “feel up to the trouble” (15); when
offered backhanded praise from his Irish supervisor about the adaptability of “coloured”
workers, he “open[s his] mouth to” disparage Ireland, but decides against it (17). He develops a
habit of stifling himself and thereby upholding the status quo. Indeed, it is only after an
encounter with the white gaze—with a “look of cold hatred”—in the early pages of the novel,
that Bob finds “everything [gets] under [his] skin,” that he begins to waver in what has arguably
been his preservative poise (13). Deploying his own gaze as a weapon of revolt offers him the
opportunity for release without jeopardizing the shield of his placidity.

Though the realities of his job security (both in terms of remuneration and military
deferment) at times recommit Bob to a kind of racialized stoicism, his drive into work on the first
day of the narrative exemplifies the capacity of the countergaze to allow him room to flex the
muscles of his own agency. His carpooling co-workers in tow, Bob approaches a traffic light
which, when it turns from red to green, catches a pair of white pedestrians in mid-cross. Bob
notes that when the couple “looked up and saw we were coloured they just took their time,
giving us a look of cold hatred” (13). He goes on:

| sat there looking at the white couple until they had crossed the sidewalk,
giving them stare for stare, hate for hate. Horns blasted me from behind, guys in
the middle lane looked at me as they passed; but all I could see was two pecks
who didn’t hate me no more than I hated them. (13)
It is important to recall that, though these are the early pages of the novel, Bob’s frustration has
reached its nadir in response to a series of racially-motivated conflicts that precede the central
narrative; we should understand that this Bob Jones—a version of the Bob Jones from Cleveland,

Ohio—was shaped in a Southern California crucible of refusals and condescension. “It wasn’t
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being refused . . . so much,” he points out, “[i]t was the look on the people’s faces” (3). Bob,
then, has lost his patience with the racial intolerance of Los Angeles. What the white couple
communicate through their dismissive glare and body language is a performed version of Chief
Justice Roger Taney’s infamous assertion nearly a century before that the black man “‘had no
rights which the white man was bound to respect’” (qtd. in Ayers et al. 382). The obstinate
slowness of their gait reinforces for Bob their dominion at the cost of his erasure. To the extent
that he is seen by them at all it is as a non-entity, in the very manner in which Ralph Ellison’s
famed protagonist is not invisible per se but seen as such (Yancy 75). The possibility of
suicidally plowing through them notwithstanding, Bob certainly appears powerless to challenge
their crushing hauteur, but he recognizes in the violence of his own obliteration the instrument of
his redemption. Calling upon a truncated version of the slur “peckerwood”—a racially white and
economically poor individual—Bob uses his gaze not just as an announcement that he exists but
as a racial club, in that his very existence as a seeing agent metes out the desired brutality. Far
from averting his gaze in deference to the couple and the long history in which interracial
looking practices had been policed, Bob dares to look back. This action signals a degree of
commensurability (“stare for stare” is, here, measure for measure) and symbolically levels an
agential playing ground that has remained systemically skewed in favor of white subjects. “I
gave them look for look,” Bob tells us about his encounter with another group of pedestrians
moments later (13). He enjoys brief flashes of power as he tests the efficacy of the master’s
tools.t®

The notion of commensurability arises again when Bob is needled by a white co-worker.

“We looked at each other, measuring,” Bob explains. “His eyes were hard blue, hostile but not

15Audre Lorde popularized the phrase “master’s tools” with her 1984 essay of the same title.
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quite angry. I don’t know how mine looked but I tried to make them as hard as his” (25). In this
stand-off between black and white masculinity, Bob recognizes the weaponization of the gaze;
the hardening of his eyes may be understood as not a physical manipulation but a form of
psychical chest-puffing. By sternly meeting rather than passively receiving the gaze of his white
co-worker, Bob equalizes what could have been a hierarchical subject-object relationality. His
countergaze subjects a white man to taxonomic processes historically reserved for racial others:
scrutiny, measurement, circumscription. Bob elsewhere notes of a white colleague, “He looked at
me as | passed, I looked at him; we kept the record straight” (18). Interestingly, Himes uses
similar language in the second volume of his autobiography, and in a congruous context, writing
of his bitterly crossing paths with the Alfred A. Knopfs, “They didn’t see me and I didn’t see
them; we kept the record straight” (Absurdity 30). Absurdly, Himes claims blindness to the
Knopfs; since the anecdote itself demands we not take the claim literally, it is helpful to read
Himes’s blindness as an affront to the audacity of white elitism. Like Himes himself, Bob
recognizes that notions of self and subjecthood are bound up in the freedom one exercises over
his looking relations. Bob and his white colleague accede to one another’s subjecthood, marking
in this moment a minor and short-lived victory in Bob’s efforts to be treated with dignity.

Bob’s struggle toward subjecthood in and through his authority to look is represented in
one passage of the novel through a specular metaphor, the symbolism of which turns us to
psychoanalytic theory. Having decided to murder the white co-worker who struck him during a
crap game, Bob leaves work on a sick pass and slips into a bar where he finds “a number of men
... afew women. . . . all white” (39). Seating himself at the bar, Bob makes eye contact with the
woman beside him. “I turned to look at the white woman at my side. Our eyes met. She had

brown eyes, frankly curious” (39). She is one of several shadows of Madge, the curiosity of her
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gaze intimating her familiarity with myths of black male virility. When the woman looks away,
Bob turns to the bar mirror and notes, “I met the eyes of the man on the other side of her. |
smiled slightly, looked away before seeing whether he returned it or not” (39). Juxtaposed with
this moment of racial-sexual intrigue between white female and black male is the interracial
enmity between males. As if to illustrate the rivalry, the woman is seated at the bar between Bob
and his white counterpart. White female sexuality sits figuratively and literally in the middle.
Lurking just beyond the white female gaze of sexual desire is the Foucauldian gaze of surveilling
white paternalism. Yet what can we take from Bob’s slight smile? Defiance? Pomposity?
Sheepishness? Uncoincidentally, Bob looks not upon the white man, but upon his image
reflected through the bar mirror. The specular image is a postwar trope, used by Ann Petry in
The Street and Patricia Highsmith—with whom Himes worked at Yaddo—in The Talented Mr.
Ripley. (“He caught sight of himself in the mirror,” Highsmith writes of her eponymous
protagonist, “and because the way he looked was involuntary and real, he became suddenly twice
as frightened” (Highsmith 191).) Unlike Ripley, Bob meets in the mirror not his own reflection,
but that of another subject entirely: a strange white man.®

By meeting the white man’s gaze through a specular intermediary, Bob demonstrates the
significance of interracial visuality to the shaping of his subjectivity, and the inherently distorted
nature of white projection. In the developmental processes outlined in psychoanalytic theory, the
mirror should provide an opportunity for “the child [to think] of itself as ‘I’ in relationship with

an image that it starts to understand as representing itself” (Bailly 22). However, in Bob’s case,

18«The mirror mediates between the dream and the real. It offers a virtual space for the encounter with the other -- a
fictive space in which an imaginary scenario is played out. . . . The frontal encounter is eluded or deferred, while the
mirror frees up a margin of interpretation in the face of a truth that cannot be told face to face.”

“The reflection de-realizes the spectacle, and through it, desire is given the legitimacy to express itself
since it no longer fears the sanction of the real” (Melchior-Bonnet 233).
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the mirror provides him only a view of the other. Lionel Bailly writes:
The specular or mirror image is a lure: an unreal character that is also
symmetrically opposed to reality (right becomes left and vice versa). Before the
Mirror Stage, the child was already able to recognise other people in the mirror—
its mother, its brother, another child . . . it could recognise the image of another
fellow human before recognising its own: this means that it arrives at the Mirror
Stage with prior knowledge of the false nature of the image. (Bailly 23)
While 1 do not argue that black consciousness of the white other precedes—as somehow a
priori—that of the self, I find this image in the novel symbolic of the profound influence of the
white gaze on Bob’s subjectivity. It is crucial that Bob apprehends the white man through the
mirror and indirectly. The mirror image is false, in opposition to reality. At a moment during
which Bob seems prepared to explore with the woman at his side the possibilities of interracial
desire, we find a rude intrusion of white male presence, but in a way that can be read as unreal,
or unnatural. That presence is, metaphorically, constructed yet despotic hegemony, within which
Bob’s black masculinity receives its messages about the ideals, limitations, and repercussions of
desire. The potency with which Bob’s gaze has been imbued until this point in the novel should
ostensibly equip him to engage the man at the end of the bar directly; surely, such a gesture
would clearly communicate his sense of agency and self-determination. Yet what we have here is
an abdication of that gesture. Intervening before mere curiosity is allowed to evolve into
reciprocity, the white male presence seals Bob off from sexual potentialities, but in the specular
metaphor is a suggestion that Bob is awake to his confrontation with a constructed rather than
natural system of oppression.

The prohibitive politics of looking names and isolates those things which the black gaze
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is not meant to see. However, Bob pushes these boundaries throughout the novel. In the specular
encounter, Himes signals more literal prohibitions to come. While the catalog of images off
limits to the black male gaze includes the white female body, epitomized for Bob in the figure of
Madge, it also includes the white male body, particularly in moments of that body’s
vulnerability. Underlying this prohibition is the idea that the black male gaze, in particular,
should be denied visions of its own audacity, especially those that might be inspired by or
provide indications of the shortcomings of white men. Bob finds himself in violation of these
restrictions when he has finally cornered Johnny Stoddart—a white co-worker who struck him
during a crap game and upon whom Bob determined to avenge himself. Tossing an iron tool,
Bob startles an unsuspecting Stoddart who, in the settling din, at last recognizes the presence of
his pursuer and freezes in terror. The fear itself is what first amuses Bob—the novel sight of “a
white man scared . . . craven . . . until you couldn’t see the white for the scare” (127). Fear and
the white countenance are so disconsonant for Bob that he sees whiteness (likely both racial and
phenotypical) actually vacate that countenance temporarily. In the moment he has been made
vulnerable to the dissolution of his power for self-making and to the racially-incongruous
inscription of discomposure and terror upon his body, Stoddart is metaphorically blackened; this,
Bob finds irresistibly absurd. Then, there is something else:
The white boy came out of it and colour came back into his face and it got
beet-red. White came back into his soul; I could see it coming back, rage at seeing
a nigger threatening him. Now he was ready to die for his race like a patriot, a
true believer. I could see in his mind he wanted to kill me because | had seen him
lose it. (127-128)

Bob senses that it is the unflattering nakedness of his vulnerability before the eyes of a black
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man that most incenses Stoddart. Given the actual danger posed by Bob’s bloodlust, Stoddart’s
anger is absurdly misplaced. Therein, it ironizes the racial proscriptions against which Bob must
contend.

Himes protracts this moment of visual transgression to include a racially subverted form
of surveillance wherein Bob embodies the noir protagonist hot on the trail of the bad guy. Himes,
like Faulkner after him, utilizes this hard-boiled trope to subversively situate Bob in a position of
scopic power and subject Stoddart to a policing gaze. Horsley explains, “The hard-boiled
investigator not only enquires into entrenched power structures but engages in combat against
them and can choose to inflict punishment. This enforcer element, the individualist ethic of
taking things into one’s own hands, is particularly marked in some of the early Black Mask
stories,” with which Himes was certainly familiar, as he was a great fan of the magazine while in
prison in the nineteen-thirties (Horsley 24; Jackson 92). Following the vehicle in which Stoddart
is traveling home from work, Bob illustrates Horsley’s claim by describing his pursuit as
follows:

The grey Ford had five riders besides the driver. At Alameda Street it turned
north into Compton, and two of the riders in back got out, leaving my boy alone.
When it stopped before a house in Huntington Park | rolled up and parked right
behind it. My boy got out, said something to the fellows in the front seat, and the
car moved off. He glanced idly at my car, took two steps towards the house, then
wheeled about and stared into my eyes. His eyes stretched with a stark incredulity
and his face went stiff white, like wrinkled paper. He stood rigid, half turned, as if
frozen to the spot. (44)

Determined to exact retribution against a white male workplace bully, Bob becomes the hand of
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vigilante justice. He is the embodiment of “working-class anti-hero[ism]” (Dinerstein 77). At the
center of noir, after all, is a Depression-era distrust of governmental systems, and a new ethic in
which even the criminal can be the instrument of the moral good, taking onto his more reliable
shoulders the work of judge, jury, and executioner. Indeed, I emphasize Horsley’s use of the
word “choose” in her description of the noir protagonist’s investigatory ethic; for the working-
class hero of classic noir and for Bob Jones, here, the place of choice in an exploitative and
depersonalizing industrial system on one hand and unjust social system on the other reaffirms the
power of individual will. That such a figure of self-determination and instrument of moral good
wears Bob’s face is obviously a shock to Stoddart, revealing what may be read as his
presumption of the whiteness of scopic power. Initially, Bob garners only a passing glance,
tellingly overlooked, underestimated, before the blackness of his surveilling presence signals a
disruption to visual hierarchy.

For Bob, the gaze substitutes for action, though only temporarily and with decreasing
effectiveness. In the midst of his seemingly productive weaponization of the gaze, there are
subtle indications of the tension between the inactive gesture of looking back and the almost
explosive need to act, which will culminate in Bob’s determination to sexually possess the
peroxide blonde. “I wanted something to do with my hands, action” he explains. “I began
looking for a crap game” (31). The capacity of the gaze to mediate Bob’s manhood, then,
diminishes over the course of the novel and he finds that he must exert physical force, even in
seemingly benign ways. Bob does not immediately look for release in forcible sex with Madge.
Rather, he reaches that obsession by degrees, flirting with action through such moves as revving
his car’s engine at the white couple crossing the road, seeking out a crap game, and later

planning the murder of a white co-worker. Bob’s desire for action—for the occupation of his
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hands—emerges from a profound sense of black masculine powerlessness in the face of
racialized emasculation. It is no coincidence that this dynamic unfolds primarily within the
context of Bob’s workplace, a traditional center of masculine identity. Indeed, A. Robert Lee
writes about If He Hollers largely in terms of its representation of the intersections of race and
labor, explaining:
In Himes’ paradox, white capitalist power, in the triad of government, Army and
Business, mechanicalizes [sic] human vitality to build ships which ostensibly will
destroy external fascism while allowing the brute processes of domestic racism
which devour and cannibalize Bob Jones to pass unchecked, often willfully
encouraged. (Lee 68)
Against the backdrop of industry, Bob experiences a deflated sense of his masculine potency and
uses the gaze to replenish it, though the efficacy of this approach wears thin.

Though seeing in ways historically constructed as infractional, Bob struggles to maintain
his claim to these areas of trespass. On a visit to the office of Supervisor Kelly, he must listen to
a tactless joke about black women while he awaits an opportunity to speak. His mortification is
palpable: “[1]t took all I had to keep standing up straight, to keep on looking at him” (123). When
compared to the language used to describe the novel’s earliest visual exchanges, the language
here is demonstrably attenuated. The nearly irresistible urge to look away is a moment of
Sisyphean clarity about the unyielding cruelty of the (racial) universe. Bob perseveres yet
without quite reducing Kelly to an object. While the objectification of Madge Perkins is the work
of Bob’s gaze par excellence, by the time we find him in the condition reflected above, he
manages only to survive. The need to assert himself more concretely will persist.

Bob pursues Madge in part as a response to the enfeeblement of his gaze and as a means

46



of fortifying his misconstructed manhood. His manhood is at stake throughout the novel; when
he notes after an abandoned attempt to proposition Madge that he “felt castrated,” Bob
articulates the underlying sentiment of his every behavior, including his efforts to resist and/or
meet the white gaze. Thus, his control in the visual sphere is intimately connected to his sexual
liberty—more specifically, his power to possess the forbidden white female body. Leaving
Kelly’s office, he determines that he is at risk of losing his power over the gaze entirely unless he
can redeem himself.

But I knew | was going to have to say something to Madge if | got shot on the
spot. Not to rack her back or to cuss her out. That wasn’t going to be enough. Not
now. Not after having been tricked into listening to that bastard tell that joke. |
was going to have to have her. . .. | was going to have to so I could keep looking
the white folks in the face. (123)

In order for Bob to feel equipped to meet the white gaze, he must possess Madge, must defile her
in retribution for the defilement of so many black women and, relatedly, his own black manhood.
Eye contact is imbued, here, with almost existential significance. Bob is under no illusions that
by raping Madge he might attain the kinds of civil liberties he seeks. This is not a question of job
opportunities or fair housing; rather, Bob wants only to be able to maintain eye contact. His
manhood restored, he will have the confidence to look, and in looking he will impose the weight
of his agency upon tyrannical whiteness. Gone, for the moment, is his sense of mastery, but
somewhere in the depths of Madge’s sex he envisions his salvation. The absurdity of systemic
racism guarantees that the great white hope to which he clings is simultaneously the mechanism

by which he will be abased.
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Mary, Madge, Mayella (Or “Lynched for Looking”)

In 1955, ten years after the publication of If He Hollers, fourteen-year-old Emmett Till, a
black youth from Chicago, walked away from a Mississippi convenience store and into what has
been derisively called Southern justice. Accused of directing sexual overtures at the store’s white
woman clerk, the child was lynched—shot in the head, his “eye gouged out” (Gates 327-328;
Jackson 346). Where reports vary as to the precise nature of Till’s alleged transgression, bell
hooks notes that a “white supremacist structure” had “interpret[ed] his look as violation . . . of
white womanhood” (Gates 327; hooks 118) (emphasis mine). Indeed, the despotism of Jim Crow
was so severe that little more than the suggestion of a glance was necessary for charges of sexual
misconduct to be leveled in such a case; the murder of Emmett Till (complete with the reported
mutilation of the offending organ) epitomizes a scopic regime established with the American
plantation, and founded on the preciousness of the white female body and criminalization of the
black male. As Nicholas Mirzoeff reminds us, “‘reckless eyeballing,” a simple looking at a white
person, especially a white woman or person in authority, was . . . held to be both violent and
sexualized in and of itself, a further intensification of the policing of visuality” (Mirzoeff 8). The
black male gaze, like the black male body writ large, was policed and suppressed under a system
of prohibition that signaled the potency (albeit beastly) of black masculinity and the defensible
value of white femininity.!’

Himes shows us that a protestatory subversion of the plantation’s scopic regime is
possible, if only to limited effect. He responds to the prohibition placed on the black male gaze
by uninhibiting it. When Bob Jones recognizes no other means of expressing his subjecthood or

realizing a sense of self-determination, he relies upon the gaze as precisely the instrument of sex

"There is also the famous Scottsboro Boys case. See Dora Apel.
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and violence that racial hegemony mythologized. While Bob comes to find that he must act in
more concretely physical ways to experience his own agency, his gaze provides him the
momentary opportunity to resist proscriptive forms of racism, particularly as it comes to his
relationship with the white and historically untouchable Madge Perkins. In looking at Madge,
Bob takes ownership of the black bogeyman persona constructed by the white imaginary,
deploying it as a Calibanesque weapon of protest.®

The “‘classic’ protest novel,” as Stephanie Brown defines it, perhaps appropriately
revolves around “the alleged rape and murder of a white woman followed by the inexorable
punishment of the black protagonist” (Brown 66). Himes’s Madge Perkins has, then, a series of
antecedents and descendants in U.S. literature. Most notably, perhaps, are Richard Wright’s
Mary Dalton and Harper Lee’s Mayella Ewell. Certainly, Wright, Himes, and Lee depict their
antagonists and protagonists with varying degrees of sympathy and interracial desire. Mayella,
for example, is arguably not the cruel temptress that Madge is, and acts against Tom Robinson
under the duress of her father’s physical abuse. Furthermore, Tom seems not to share Bob’s
damning lust for white female flesh, and the sexual tension between Bigger Thomas and Mary is
entirely more subtle or even “symbolic” (Jackson 192). Yet, the function of this allegedly
victimized white female figure in the actual experience of black men and in the narrative arcs of
iconic works of race literature is routinely calamitous. Historically, the black male fate has often
been tragically moored to the white woman, with or without the presence of sexual intercourse.
The fate of Bob Jones symbolically bears out, then, Scout Finch’s assertion over a decade later

that “Tom was a dead man the minute Mayella Ewell opened her mouth and screamed” (Lee

8In William Shakespeare’s The Tempest, the indigenous character Caliban responds to Miranda’s boast of having
civilized him with language: “You taught me language, and my profit on’t / Is I know how to curse” (In. 366-67).
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323).19

Madge Perkins’s distinctly more nefarious role in this lineup (for she repeatedly threatens
to bring about Bob’s lynching) shows Himes combining the white female antagonist of classic
protest fiction with the femme fatale of the noir thriller.2° By convention, the femme fatale is a
paradoxical confluence of irresistible sexuality and mortal danger, an lago in heels and ruby
lipstick. She helps enact a kind of morality play in which the protagonist is forced, sometimes
from the place of his own destruction, to face the frailty of superficial beauty and concupiscence.
In the absurd framework of Bob’s world, he will also be forced to consider the unjust and
unsympathetic socio-political order of which the fatal Madge Perkins is an integral part.
Importantly, the femme fatale is also traditionally white; the archetype is characterized by a
comparative liberality of movement and expression reserved for not just white women but white
women untethered to the domestic sphere (Rabinowitz 70). The femme fatale is associated with
an “appropriation of male power” (specifically, white male power), and in the case of If He
Hollers, Madge’s white male power is an extension of a patriarchal system constructed to break
the black male will on a psychical and sociopolitical wheel (Horsley 130).

Madge is adumbrated in a brief passage that depicts Bob’s arrival at the shipyard, and
Himes intimates in the white female gaze the myth-based racial-sexual tensions that ultimately
bring about the novel’s absurd climax. “There were a lot of white women workers on board,”

Bob observes, “mostly white. Whenever I passed the white women looked at me, some

¥For more on black masculine identity and the white female, see Calvin C. Hernton. “The taboo of the white
woman eats into the psyche, erodes away significant portions of boyhood sexual development, alters the total
concept of masculinity, and creates in the Negro male a hidden ambivalence towards all women, black as well as
white” (58). “Because he must act like a eunuch when it comes to white women, there arises within the Negro an
undefined sense of dread and self-mutilation. Psychologically he experiences himself as castrated” (59).

Elizabeth Wheeler writes, “[I]n creating the noir novel of racial protest, Chester Himes combines the figure of the
femme fatale with another old American story of sexual danger: the myth of the black rapist as pretext for lynching”
(45). She recognizes the generic hybridity of the Bob-Madge dynamic, but her emphasis falls on the mythological
figure of the black rapist rather than on the recurring figure of the white-female-as-downfall.
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curiously, some coyly, some with open hostility. Some just stared with blank hard eyes” (18). In
juxtaposing these varied and in some cases contradictory attitudes within the white female gaze,
Himes invites a reading that considers paradoxical simultaneity: the occurrence of curiosity,
coquetry, hostility, and apathy at once and from a single source. Indeed, Madge will bear this
point out, disordering Bob’s libido and racial-sexual sense of self with dizzyingly confused
overtures and admonitions. Because the black man is supposed the embodiment of both vestigial
carnality and animalistic violence—both narrativized as directed toward the white body—he
inspires fear laced with desire, desire penetrated by fear. Much as Baldwin will nearly two
decades later, Himes explores a black man’s conception of himself as a sexual being through the
gaze of the white other; both Rufus Scott (protagonist of Baldwin’s Another Country) and Bob
Jones play the role of hypersexed savage constructed for them not just “out of a thousand details,
anecdotes, and stories” but through the formative capabilities of the gaze (Fanon 91).
Furthermore, that these seemingly contradictory affective responses to the black male image
engender disoriented self-awareness on the part of the black subject draws on the ambivalence
inherent to the noir aesthetic. What Bob sees projected onto his body he ultimately begins to
perform. Yet, such is Himes’s use of the absurd that we recognize Bob’s actions as psychically
symptomatic of the white gaze and simultaneously as strategically exploitative of its projections.
Irrational though the myth of black rapaciousness may be—and fruitless any attempt to grasp it
logically—Bob determines to use the myth to exact his revenge, thus justifying its projection
onto his body. The circuit is illustrative of the absurdity of racism.

No gaze encounter is more cataclysmic in the shaping of Bob’s racial-sexual identity than
that between the protagonist and the so-called peroxide blonde upon their first documented

meeting. “We stood there for an instant, our eyes locked, before either of us moved,” Bob
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explains, “then she deliberately put on a frightened, wide-eyed look and backed away from me as
if she was scared stiff, as if she was a naked virgin and I was King Kong” (19). Though Bob
meets Madge’s gaze in a retaliative manner I will examine momentarily, it is important to note
the grotesqueness of the association Bob draws from this encounter and, relatedly, the
disfigurement of his black manhood that such an association entails. The story of King Kong,
originally conceived by writer Merian C. Cooper, follows the cast and crew of a Depression-era
film as they set up shop on a primitive island where the indigenous inhabitants ritually sacrifice
female flesh to a gigantic primate. When the blonde, white female lead of the film-in-progress—
kidnapped and offered to King Kong—is rescued by her white lover, Kong becomes enraged at
the loss, but he is seized, shackled, and transported to the U.S. by the crew. Eventually escaping
from the indignities of circus life, Kong retrieves his lost beloved and wreaks havoc on the city
of New York before fatally succumbing to police force and relinquishing the starlet to the arms
of her white savior. In her essay “Exterminating the Brute: Sexism and Racism in King Kong,”
which appears in the volume Simianization: Apes, Gender, Class, and Race, Stefanie Affeldt
writes of the 1933 film version of the story, “The climate of lynchings, in particular, made
inevitable a reading of a film about Beauty and the Beast which connected it to the ‘black beast
rapist discourse’ that ‘rationalized white lynchings of black men as a moral duty to protect white
womanhood’” (Affeldt 141). Like Faulkner and Baldwin, Himes takes up in ways both explicit
and implicit lynching-as-spectacle. In his association of Madge’s image of him with the image of
Kong, Bob recognizes not just the “simianization” of his black body, but the projection onto that
body of all the racial symbolism attached to the anthropomorphic Kong: insatiable interracial
desire, lechery, untamable primitivism, animal violence, and fatal expendability against both the

preciousness of the white woman’s sex and the despotism of white male ego. His black
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masculinity is rendered monstrous, and this image feeds the brutality with which he decides to
avenge himself on Madge’s body.
Before it ultimately fails to bring him satisfaction, Bob’s own gaze provides him a means
of deflecting the violence of such racist projections. Elizabeth Wheeler explains:
Himes rewrites white Hollywood film noir from the viewpoint of the black male
spectator. The novel’s perspective on women grows from this revision of film.
Bob Jones views women with sexism and even with sexual violence in mind, but
also with a racial difference. As bell hooks observes, the movies offered a rare
place in segregated America where black men could commit the rebellious act of
looking directly at white women. Bob Jones’s narrative gaze constitutes such a
rebellious act. (Wheeler 36)
Though I would refrain from casting Bob’s gaze cinematically—which erects a distancing fourth
wall where none exists—I agree with Wheeler’s assessment of said gaze as rebellious in nature.
Indeed, Bob does not respond passively to Madge’s projection of Kong onto his body. We read,
“Lust shook me like an electric shock; it came up in my mouth, filling it with tongue, and
drained my whole stomach down into my groin. And it poured out of my eyes in a sticky rush
and spurted over her from head to foot” (19). In this image, Himes symblically recreates the sex
act, representing in Bob’s ocular ejaculation the orgasm and release of intercourse. Thus, Bob
uses his gaze phallically, penetrating Madge before he has even put his hands upon her. Just as
his gaze substitutes for running his Roadmaster over the couple crossing the road, Bob looks
back at Madge as a placeholder for the physical violence to which he has not quite yet
committed. Through the gaze, he becomes the Kong-figure of her imagination (as he perceives

it). He objectifies her as a body with which to copulate and, as we will later see, a vehicle for his
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vengeance. Such objectification of the white female body by the black male gaze defies
historical hierarchies of visuality and is precisely the kind of violation that racially-inscribed
boundaries of looking are meant to discourage. Bob defiantly subverts the visual relationship
between black object and white subject, but does so using the white-based myth of black-on-
white rape. In a metaphorical contest of wills between Bob and Madge, Bob does not retreat. “A
wild excited look came into her eyes and her mouth went tight-lipped and brutal; she looked as if
she was priming herself to scream,” he explains (27). Then, “I stood there for a moment
swapping looks with her” (27). Again, we see Bob offering stare for stare, crossing the
boundaries set by prohibitive racial politics and asserting his agency against the abstracted
identity for which his black masculine agency had been sacrificed: the sacrosanct white woman.
The white female body dominates Bob’s imagination and his line of vision, so much so
that, at times, he exhibits a kind of blindness to black women. Of his co-worker Bessie, for
example, he explains:
All I knew about her was that she was brown-skinned, straightened-haired, and
medium-sized; she wore a hard hat, clean cotton waists, blue denim slacks, and a
brown sweater. I’d never looked at her any closer. (16)
Later, “Peaches was sitting on the staging at the far end, legs dangling, eating an apple and at
peace with the world. She was a short-haired, dark brown, thick-lipped girl with a placid air—
that’s as much as I’d seen” (21). Bob qualifies his descriptions of these black women with whom
he works daily by minimizing his familiarity with their appearance. There is a distancing effect
in this gesture, as if he dare not give the impression that his sexual attentions lie there. As the
forbidden object of the black male gaze, the white female body, and not the black female body,

commands Bob’s attention. Yet there is an alternative reading of these passages; in light of
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Kelly’s objectification of black women, we may understand Bob-as-narrator to resist functioning
as a mechanism by which his audience would vicariously image the black female body. It is
possible that as a form of racial-sexual defiance, he restrains himself from divulging too much
about his black female co-workers, reserving the field of the visual—with its inherent violence—
for the white female body, the object of his vengeful aggression. In both cases, this incongruity
reveals another absurd level of racial-sexual relations in that Bob’s preoccupation with
whiteness—embodied finally in Madge—reifies its tyranny over his psychic life.
Himes does not let us forget that Madge is no ordinary woman; she is a femme fatale—
the simultaneously titillating and devastating force at work against the noir protagonist. In that
dichotomy lay the absurd vice-grip in which Bob’s masculinity is squeezed, and Madge’s expert
management of these dynamics relies on the push and pull of visual exchange.
So it wasn’t that Madge was white; it was the way she used it. She had a sign up
in front of her as big as Civic Centre—KEEP AWAY, NIGGERS, I'M WHITE!
And without having to say one word she could keep all the white men in the
world feeling they had to protect her from black rapists. That made her doubly
dangerous because she thought about Negro men. I could tell that the first time |
saw her. She wanted them to run after her. She expected it, demanded it as her
due. I could imagine her teasing them with her body, showing her bare thighs and
breasts. Then having them lynched for looking. (125)

In regaining control of the visual sphere, Madge reifies historically conventional hierarchies. She

acknowledges and delights in the power of her function as a symbol of desire, interdiction, and

punishment; such a confluence of messages makes of the inherently ambivalent femme fatale

figure an ideal conduit for the ambivalence of black male subjectivity under the gaze. Racial-
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sexual interdiction ironically fuels Bob’s interracial prurience and energizes myths that both his
penis and, by extension, his gaze are endowed with penetrative potency—the same potency that
will supply him with the method of his vengeance. For the moment, when Bob notes of Madge,
“[H]er eyes were laughing at me,” he glimpses the demoniacal control with which she
manipulates his passions, his self-image, and ultimately his fate (130). The femme is also the
ideal absurdist-existentialist nemesis precisely because she convinces the protagonist to work
against his own self-interest, to be compelled to do so in fact, in spite of himself; her
machinations guide his complicity in his own undoing. Madge laughs because she has rendered
Bob a kind of Sisyphus—the embodiment of absurdist fatalism. Madge’s laughter is the cosmic
laughter of a sado-racist American system bent on black possession and destruction. This, Himes
suggests, is quintessentially the life of the black man.

In true femme fatale fashion, Madge exerts power over Bob’s sexuality in part by
resisting the penetration of his gaze. In the face of that failure, we see Bob test the boundaries of
physical action. In the midst of that steamy first encounter, Bob explains, “[Madge] turned out of
my stare” (19). She does not give herself over to this psychically-intimated intercourse, in other
words, but effectively gives Bob the cold shoulder. She is seemingly unimpressed by him, and,
as a result, Bob’s manhood suffers a blow. “I went sick to the stomach,” he explains of his
response, “and felt like vomiting” (19). This purgative rather than orgasmic emptying thwarts his
sexual release and forestalls the desired expression of his masculinity. “I had started toward the
ladder going to the upper deck,” he continues, “but instead I turned past her, slowing down and
brushing her. She didn’t move. I kept on going, circling” (19). There is but a flash in which Bob
senses that his gaze is sufficiently phallic, a mere moment in that first encounter with Madge

when he appreciates the violence and satisfaction of which he is capable without so much as
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moving a finger. Yet, the sight of Madge’s back nudges him toward physicality and the more
tangible, irresistible forms of protest found there. There is only the faintest whisper of a touch; he
merely brushes her. We don’t know what part of his body makes contact or with which part of
her body he makes contact or how aggressively (though what we come to know about Madge
suggests she would not have tolerated outright abuse) but all of the racial-sexual frustration and
violence of Bob’s imagination resides in that the slightest of touches. Madge turns out of his
stare, implicitly mocks his desire, and incurs a wrath increasingly in search of physical outlet.
Continuing the image of the laughing white female gaze, Himes introduces the tipsy bar
patron, another in the aforementioned series of Madge figurations. While drinking in a
“combination bar and restaurant called the Rust Room,” Bob notices—as we shall see, cannot
help but notice—a “white chick” who, in her dangerous flamboyance, reminds him of Madge.
When the woman enters with two white soldiers, “[e]very eye in the room was on them” (74).
Immediately, their white presence oppresses the space of the visual, commanding the black gaze
for the familiar reasons of desire, rage, and terror. Bob explains that while the black women in
the bar regard the woman with spite, “the men had different reactions. Some studiedly ignored
her; a couple of black boys . . . kept turning around to look at her; two Filipinos sitting directly in
front of her stared at her with hot burning eyes and forgot to eat their scoff” (75). The look/don’t
look paradox of the young woman’s desirability creates an unwinnable situation for the men
around her, and her knowledge of their impossible quandary casts her absurdly as the irresistible
diabolic. Spurred by alcohol and the sounds from the juke box, “she got that frisky white-woman
feeling of being wanted by every Negro man in the joint” (75). Himes categorizes the woman’s
behavior; she is not particular but a type, and her attitude is universal. “She got noisy and began

singing one line over and over in her flat Southern voice—‘“I can’t see for looking”’—rolling
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her eyes about at the black boys in the joint” (75). A shadow of Madge especially in her
Southerness, the woman performs the ambivalent arena of interracial desire, framing the appeal
and danger of her embodiment against the equally ironic song lyrics: her audience is not allowed
to see, but they look; they look, but often do not see the cankerworm beneath the peachy white
flesh. In the vast expanse between her flirtatious leer and the lusty ogling of her audience is the
long American history of racial oppression and so many of the pleasures to which black male
access is denied. In Bob’s recognition of the woman’s Southern accent is a note of derision (he
labels her “Arky Jill”’), not only gesturing toward his conflicted feelings for the blonde Texan,
but invoking the South as a particularly contemptible site of interracial seduction and black
suppression. Behind the flatness of this woman’s twang and, later, the provincial limpness of
Baldwin’s Leona, we see black male subjects’ learned distrust—even phobia—of Southern
culture, the likes of which was earlier captured by Jean Toomer in his portrait of a Northern
black man dislocated in the South and haunted by the specter of lynching; these female
characters portend the great suffering of black men who cross racial boundaries of sexual
desire.?!

Perhaps because of the historical significance of white female sexuality to the shaping of
black male subjectivity, Bob grows to seek some sort of recognition—some acknowledgment—
in Madge’s eyes. He wants her to look at him with reverential fear but outside the distorting
effects of the King Kong projection. He ultimately seeks to surmount the problem he describes as
her seeing him without seeing him (131). He certainly could not have predicted that his showing

up uninvited to her place of residence would render that aspiration impossible. As the two

2n the story “Kabnis,” Toomer’s protagonist so fears he is being hunted by a Georgia lynch mob he verges on
paranoid, checking under his bed and in his closet for hidden assailants before barricading his door at the distant
sound of hound dogs. ““God Almighty, theyre here,”” he cries. “‘After me. On me’” (93).
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wrestle on Madge’s bed, Bob acquiesces, early on, to her demonstrable desire to enact a rape
fantasy. When she utters the words, however (commanding him, “[R]ape me then, nigger!’”),
fear depletes him of his desire. He flees as she descends into bitter, bigoted remonstrances.
Madge has been spurned, but Bob’s need to settle the antagonism between them persists as he
explains, “And then as soon as I got inside the [ship]yard I found myself looking at the white
women, long-faced and urgent, thinking of Madge again. | wanted to see her, to meet her eyes—
even if it wasn’t any more than just walking past her” (154). He has played with the rape
scenario through his use of the gaze. When mere projection fails to satisfy him, he fantasizes
about an actual rape. Yet at the very moment wherein his plans might have been actualized, he
removed himself from what he immediately and rightly perceived as a dangerous situation. He
explains the apparent contradiction this way: “I’d set out to grind her down but in the end | was
the one who was defeated. Maybe I would have been anyway. Maybe there just wasn’t any way
of winning” (154). In other words, Bob’s manhood—which has been on the line throughout the
narrative—has again been sacrificed to the irresistible realities of interracial sexual politics and a
skewed criminal justice system. The desire to meet Madge’s gaze in the humiliation of his defeat
is the desire to master both the realm of visuality and, more specifically, the image of himself
therein. “It was pulling at me, eating into me,” Bob tells us, “to go find Madge” (156). He wants
the opportunity to look back once again; yet he also wants her to see him as one who looks back.
His admission that winning may not be possible for him is a Sisyphean confrontation with the
universe if also a fatalistic forfeiture of his claim to racial justice.

While Madge’s gaze—as the gaze of the white establishment writ large—has the
potential to violently deform Bob, it also has the capacity to confirm for him his social existence.

There are moments wherein these antipodal powers act in concert with one another, and as a
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result, we see the absurd conflict of black masculinity. Frustrated, desperate, and self-
questioning, Bob seeks out eye contact with Madge, but upon finding her, he is disappointed. He
tells us, “She stared at me, stared right through me as if [ wasn’t there, didn’t give a flicker of
recognition” (157). The social existence confirmed for Bob, here, is nonexistence. Again, we
find the black body seen as invisible. Madge looks, but she sees a void, and Bob finds his own
absence reflected back to him in her eyes. His body is erased (and with it his manhood); Himes
suggests that in his being finally seen as presence, Bob might expect a kind of reversal—the
reconstitution of his body and validation of his once-undermined subjecthood. As George Yancy
explains, “There is an upsurge of protestation whereby the Black body begins to make itself felt”
(76). We may recall Bob’s sense of deflation as Madge turned out of his gaze during their first
encounter. In part, that was a result of his social existence falling into ambiguity as it does here.
In the novel’s final claustral moments wherein Bob physically wrestles with Madge to escape her
cries of rape, their mutual gaze figures as a parallel form of combat. Sealed in a cabin with a
woman determined to either possess or destroy him, Bob explains, “There were only the two of
us in pressing chaos. Looking at each other; our eyes locked together as in a death embrace;
black and white in both our minds; not hating each other; just feeling extreme outrage. | felt
buck-naked and powerless, stripped of my manhood and black against the whole white world”
(181). Distilled in the psychical transaction of the gaze, the combination of Madge’s femme
masculinity and her repeated promises to have Bob lynched work to erode Bob’s black
masculine identity. Bob’s feeling his blackness against the white world is a result of that gaze
and its power to create racial experience, its peculiar ability to strip him of his subjecthood and

affix to the nudity of his negation an image of criminality, monstrosity, and suffering.
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White Gaze, Black Bodies

As his gaze loses its disruptive power and the white gaze reasserts its dominance, Bob
experiences psychical subjugation to humiliation, terror, and unfulfilled desire, and physical
subjugation in the form of military conscription. Before he decides to murder Johnny Stoddart
for striking him, he wrestles against the man’s vehement racism and fantasizes about violent
forms of retaliation, all filtered through ocular metaphors; when he finally imagines “the blond
boy’s bloody body . . . one eye hanging out and wrinkled like an empty grape skin,” it is both the
culmination of a fierce visual exchange between the two men and a symbolic inversion of the
kind of prohibitions and punishments meted out on black bodies like Emmett Till’s (Himes 35)
(emphasis mine). After the crap game brings the two men to fisticuffs, it is neither the assault nor
its physical damage that Bob recalls, but Stoddart’s eyes. “Then I remembered the blond boy’s
eyes,” Bob tells us. And only afterward, “I recalled his words, ‘I’ll cool the nigger!’” (34).
Indeed, Himes’s description of the violent confrontation in question is dominated by Stoddart’s
eyes. “He gave me another hard, hostile look. . . . He was working himself up to call me a nigger
and I figured I’d better stop him” (31). “[H]is blue eyes were blistered with hate. I’ll never forget
that bastard’s eyes” (33). Even before the articulation of the word “nigger,” Stoddart’s gaze
projected the epithet. When Bob responds, he likewise directs his attention to Stoddart’s eyes:
“‘If you say another word I’ll knock your eyes out,” I grated in a low voice” (31). His calculation
is precise: “I began thinking of how I ought to cut him. Whether I ought to . . . begin slashing
him across the face, cutting out his eyes and slashing up his mouth” (35). While mutilating
young Emmett Till’s eyes will be a means by which radical Jim Crowism sees fit to punish the
perceived sexual threat of black looking, Bob longs to disfigure Stoddart—the white face

standing figuratively behind every utterance of the word “nigger” —to wrench himself free of
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what has become a maddeningly tyrannical system of visuality.
While the figure of Emmett Till, as bell hooks reminds us, has come to represent the

(133

violence with which white supremacist culture suppressed the “‘reckless eyeballing’” of black
men, black women all-too-often suffered the indignities of the white male gaze without recourse,
and whereas Ann Petry explores the objectification of the black female body through the
experience of a black female protagonist, Himes does so through the third-party observations of
Bob Jones. With this gesture, Himes reveals a black man’s complex psycho-sexual response to
black female objectification and its reification of the preciousness of the white female body.
When Bob takes his fiancée Alice to dinner at “the best hotel in town,” she is prepared for the
kind of repugnance their presence will inspire, though Bob is relatively unperturbed if not
flippant (46). On their way to a table near the pantry, the couple is lead through “a sea of curious
faces,” including “a number of . . . white men sliding furtive glances of admiration at [Alice]”
(58). Bob bristles—nonchalantly at first as he gives Alice a comforting wink, then more
contemptuously as he reflects, “Tomorrow I’'m going to kill one of you bastards” (58). Once
seated, a curious encounter unfolds between the young couple and a neighboring party. Bob
explains:
| looked across at the party next to us. A young ensign with chiselled features
sat across from a very blonde girl in a gorgeous print dress. Her hair was drawn in
a bun at the nape of her neck, showing a small, shell-like ear. | let my gaze rest on
her for a moment, taking in the delicate line of her chin and throat, the sensitive
lines about her mouth and the clean curved sweep of her neck. My gaze moved

slightly and | looked squarely into the eyes of the ensign. There was no animosity

in his gaze, only a mild surprise and a sharpe interest. There were two elderly
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people at the table, probably the parents of one of them, and the man laughed
suddenly at something that was said. After a moment, he switched his gaze to
Alice; it stayed on her so long the blonde girl looked at her too. Her face kept the
same expression. Alice didn’t notice either of them; she was drinking her martini
with a rigid concentration.
I had a sudden wistful desire to be the young ensign’s friend. I would have
liked to send him a note inviting them to join us after dinner and go to some night
spot. Then | met the frosty glare of the elderly lady. I looked away. (59)
Immediately we notice the painstaking detail with which Bob paints the blonde girl, which is in
keeping with his disproportionate attentiveness to the white female form. What isn’t clear
through the opacity of the syntax is the identity of the man whose attention Alice has captured: Is
it the young ensign? Or the elderly man supposed by Bob to be a parent of the ensign or his date?
In either case, Bob’s response to Alice’s objectification within the presumptuous sweep of the
white male gaze is counterintuitive, particularly given the demonstrable irascibility of his nature.
Why does Bob react with desire for the ensign’s friendship? I submit that it is because Alice is
phenotypically white. Because she presents as a white woman, Bob regards her as natural object
of the desirous male gaze. Not only does he not find the white man’s actions objectionable, but—
to the contrary—he finds in Alice’s phenotypical whiteness a form of cultural capital that
elevates him to the level of the ensign’s peer. Bob’s jubilation does not go unnoticed by Alice:

“[T]his is the first time you’ve ever made me feel like an exhibit,” she chides him (59).%2

22Calvin Hernton writes, “My dates were always light-skinned Negro girls, never dark or black ones, no matter how
pretty they might have been. For, | know now, my desire for a girl was affected by the myth and taboo of the white

woman. | know now why | enjoyed the envy of other black boys -- because | had a light-skinned girl friend. As we

walked the streets, all eyes, black and white, would linger or flash quickly upon us. And | was proud. but not proud
enough. | felt a partial fulfillment of my ego as a black boy, but it was only partial -- because although my girl was

very light with long black hair, she was still a Negro” (64).
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The eroticizing effect of the white male gaze is not reserved for the black female body
alone, and just as Bob undergoes a simianization under the ambivalently lustful scrutiny of
Madge Perkins, he is psychically violated by a white male gaze preoccupied with black male
sexuality. After Madge has incited Bob’s wrath by calling him “nigger” and refusing to work
with Atlas’s Negro employees, but before he makes the fateful journey to her apartment with
ideas of rape, he is coaxed to such ends by a voyeuristic white male co-worker. Bob encounters
Madge again at the shipyard and, this time, partly in response to Bob’s invitation “‘Get a load of
this,”” Don is a witness to Madge’s “act”—her display of racialized fear in Bob’s presence. Bob
notes that Don regards him “with that sharp speculating curiosity of white men watching
Negroes’ reactions to white women” (117). But more than a mere social experiment seems to be
at work here. Later in this exchange, once Madge has left the two men alone, Don offers Bob
personal information about the “peroxide blonde,” including her full name, and her place of
residence. Confused, Bob inquires into the purpose of such information. With “a curious little
look,” Don replies, ““Maybe you can cure her’” (119). If Bob and Madge are, in the white
imaginary, enacting the King Kong storyline, Don might be said to embody the cinematic male
spectator who Laura Mulvey argues lives vicariously through the male lead; however, as
salacious images of what is effectively interspecies sex likely unfold before Don’s mental eye
like motion picture frames, his interest in the spectacle is disconsonant with vicarious possession
of the female lead.?® After all, Kong is not a hero in the conventional sense, and Madge is
described by Bob as far less appealing than one would imagine the Hollywood starlet. Instead, |

argue that rather than imagine sex with Madge by proxy, Don enacts the visual-spatial

23“[TThe mass of mainstream film, and the conventions within which it has consciously evolved, portray a
hermetically sealed world which unwinds magically, indifferent to the presence of the audience, producing for them
a sense of separation and playing on their voyeuristic fantasy” (Mulvey 1447).
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arrangement of the historical freak show and demonstrates therein the “enfreakment” of
interracial sex; he envisions Bob’s defilement of Madge with all the sado-curiosity of a carnival-

299

goer (Fahy 67). ““You look as if you made a night of it,””” Don teases Bob the following day,
ostensibly prodding for the particulars (157). Then, more directly, to Madge: ““How’d you make
out last night?’” (158). His lechery is palpable, and his gaze fetishizes Bob’s body as an object
for perverse pleasure.

The white gaze also illuminates for Bob the visibility of his blackness in places where it
does not belong. Upon walking into the hotel restaurant, Bob and Alice attract unwelcoming
stares, and Bob observes, “‘The great white world . . . Now I know how a fly feels in a glass of
buttermilk,” invoking Zora Neale Hurston’s vividly-drawn metaphor of seventeen years earlier:
“I feel most colored when I am thrown against a sharp white background” (Himes 56; Hurston
160). Indeed, the white gaze not only blackens Bob’s body in a way that confirms his position as
exilic existentialist figure, but constructs the whiteness of his background as a space in which his
blackness has been made awkwardly visible. During his excursion through the neighborhood of
Huntington Park to confront Johnny Stoddart, Bob understands again what it means to be
dislocated by the white gaze. He explains, “Out of the corner of my eye I saw two old ladies
coming down the sidewalk with loaded shopping bags, giving me frosty looks. . . . | gave them a
wide, bright smile and said in my best manner ‘It’s a beautiful day, isn’t it?’” (44-45). Though
Bob attempts to soften the bluntness of his black presence with a pleasant but ironic salutation,
he “[leaves] them standing dead still on the sidewalk, twisting their scrawny necks about to stare
at [him] with outraged indignation as [he] climbed into [his] car and dug off” (45). The white
gaze follows him until he corrects the visual-spatial disruption his black presence had created.

Later, outside Madge’s place of residence:
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People passed, glanced at me, then turned to stare with hard hostility when they
saw | was a Negro. It was a rebbish neighborhood, poor white; I’d have felt much
better parked in Beverly Hills.
After a while | became conscious of somebody watching me. | looked around,
didn’t see anyone. Then I noticed that I was parked in front of a rooming house.
Someone inside, maybe the landlady, had noticed the car, and several faces were
peering furtively around the corners of the curtains in the front room. It made me
nervous. I knew if I stayed there for any length of time they’d call the police.
(139)
Not only does Bob reveal the out-of-placeness of his black body, but he gestures toward systemic
tensions between blacks and lower-class whites. On one front, economic rivalry stretching back
to the days of Reconstruction made lower-class whites bitter about their job prospects in the
shadow of cheap black labor. On yet another, anti-black sentiment amongst lower-class whites
was a signpost for racial boundaries in a system of classification wherein lower-class whites
were only liminally white.

If an abiding question in the novel is where a black man can truly belong, Bob discovers,
like Meursault, that the universe is largely intolerant and exile is his existential lot. After Madge
alleges sexual assault, Bob elects military conscription over prison, a physical fulfillment of the
psycho-social conscription to which he has long been subjected. ““If I let you join the armed
forces,’” the judge asks, “‘will you give me your word you’ll stay away from white women...?’”
(203). Kong-as-allegory persists as a racially-biased criminal justice system makes the interloper
pay for allegedly violating a white woman. In the final absurdity, then, the thing Bob was most

determined to outrun (namely, the draft) claims him at last. The novel’s meditation on racial
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becoming within the transaction of the gaze concludes with a noir flourish: Himes’s hero is “as

isolated at the end of his narrative as he was at the beginning” (Horsley 153).
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CHAPTER 3

The Flap That Won’t Close: Black Urbanity and the Gaze in Ann Petry’s The Street

“Outside of the church, many of our black women drift to ruin and death on the pavements of the

city.”
Richard Wright, 12 Million Black Voices

“[G]eography has performed the role of fate.”
Ralph Ellison, “Going to the Territory”

Ann Petry despised being looked upon. In a memoir published a decade after the author’s
death, daughter Elisabeth Petry reflects on her mother’s perception of looking as injurious and,
consequently, her almost obsessive regard for her own privacy. As a black woman, in particular,
she was keenly aware of the threats of violence that often lurked beneath even the most passing
of glances. It is strikingly uncoincidental, then, that during the 1992 campaign to publicize a
novel about, among other things, the effects of the urban gaze on black female subjectivities,
Ann Petry would write in her journal, “‘I feel as though I were a helpless creature impaled on a
dissecting table—for public viewing’” (qtd. in E. Petry 1). While Lutie Johnson, the protagonist
of Petry’s first novel, would live peripherally as a woman whose sexual appeal was so great it
placed her under dangerous scrutiny, the author long understood herself conversely as an ugly
outsider (Griffin, Nocturne 84). But lessons in the distinctly objectifying gaze attended her
relocation from the middle-class and relatively pastoral Saybrook, Connecticut to the congested

avenues of Harlem, New York in 1938. The move exposed Petry to looking practices firmly
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situated within black, urban propinquity and the impact of those looking practices on black
subjectivities. Her first novel, The Street, was composed during Petry’s Harlem years—was
forged, that is, in the crucible of that neighborhood’s spatial poverty and the racial-sexual
constructions formed therein. In this chapter I rely, in part, on multimedia representations of
wartime and postwar Harlem to imagine the visual-spatial contours of this area of the city and to
contextualize the vulnerability of black womanhood as it is defined by and spectacularized
against those contours. In asking what happens to a black sense of self when the body is
perpetually on display, | demonstrate that Lutie, for one, comes to feel that ineluctable,
oppressive visibility is what it means to be poor, black, and female in the wartime city. | argue
that Ann Petry’s Harlem is an image enframed sometimes by the ubiquitous apartment window
but always at the expense of privacy, personal dignity, and a sense of safety; it is an exposed
terrain in which black bodies are surveilled but unprotected. Against this terrain, Lutie is made
spectacle to gazes that affirm the precarity of her subject position and reify blackness as site of
sociological observation. Yet as the novel’s exilic existentialist figure, Lutie is in a position to
both be looked upon and also deploy a kind of second sight to critically assess her own
outsideness.

Several scholars have variously observed the function of the gaze, the violence of sexism,
and the significance of the cityscape in Petry’s novel, but a thorough exploration of the ways in
which these currents of the narrative intersect is still wanting in existing Petry scholarship.
Heather Hicks rightly points out that Wright and Ellison sit at the center of scholarly discourses
around twentieth-century visual poetics and race, but that Petry offered her own relatively
understudied interpretation of the intersections of optics and blackness (Hicks 22). Hicks relies

on bell hooks’ “black looks” and Kaplan’s formulation of the gaze as she contextualizes Petry’s
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novel in a racially-contentious sociopolitical system, but she does not connect the novel’s violent
looking practices specifically to the topography of wartime Harlem. Nor does she examine the
racializing capacity of the gaze—its capacity to construct urban blackness; it is what
distinguishes urban blackness from suburban whiteness—the former constructed in spaces of
intrusive visibility and the latter in fenced spaces of exclusive privacy. This is a crucial
contextual element of the novel’s visual poetics. In his contribution to Yoshinobu Hakutani and
Robert Butler’s The City in African-American Literature, Larry R. Andrews describes the urban
forces against Lutie as “a kind of rape,” explaining, “The dominant images of the novel are
claustral and suffocating—walls, cages, cellars, even other people’s stares. Alienation and
isolation are a corollary of this spatial deprivation” (Andrews 200, 196-97). Taking Andrews’
claims further, I submit that the closeness of the poor, black city—the deprivation of privacy
inherent to its contours—is a simultaneously racialized and spatialized rape in which the gaze is
phallus and the black woman is rendered particularly vulnerable. Keith Clark explores the ways
in which Petry’s representation of “cloistral” spaces in The Street intersects with her naturalist
representation of the shaping of black subjectivities (Clark 100-101). However, where The
Radical Fiction of Ann Petry shows Clark attributing such tropes as cloistered living conditions,
gendered dichotomies of vulnerability and villainy, and a haunting sense of terror to a gothic
mode of writing, | situate similar tropes within the contemporary context of noir.

While its use of the noir aesthetic places the novel in a markedly wartime and postwar
context, it takes as a kind of pre-text the Gilded-Age oeuvre of Horatio Alger, whose novels
about good old fashioned tenacity inspired belief in the American Dream. The Horatio Alger
aspirations of Lutie Johnson take her, over the course of the novel, from domestic work in the

pristine suburbs of Lyme, Connecticut to the struggle and filth of Harlem, where she finally and

70



violently both prevails against and falls victim to a socioeconomic system characterized by the
abuse of black women. Lutie is at the center of a cyclonic network of exploitative forces, at once
targeted by a lecherous building superintendent, a surveilling procurer, a nightclub manager, and
a band leader who stokes her dreams of jazz stardom. When her son’s legal troubles compel her,
in desperation, to seek help from the most distasteful of sources, an attempted sexual assault
ensues, and Lutie Kills her attacker in self-defense. It is a fate—Ilike the fates of so many hard-
working mothers, lonely men, and unsupervised children—for which Lutie blames the street
itself. In what follows, I demonstrate Petry’s distillation of racialized and sexualized violence
against black women within the psychical transaction of the gaze, and her employment of noir’s
affective register to represent the threat of this violence in a uniquely urban context. Whereas
Rashad Shabazz uses Richard Wright’s 12 Million Black Voices to examine the effects of
“policing, surveillance, restrictions on mobility, and the enforcing of territory . . . on the
production of Black masculinity in Chicago,” I employ a similar methodology to explore Petry’s
representation of the (de)construction of black womanhood in wartime Harlem (Shabazz 2)
(emphasis mine). Petry’s representation of Harlem looking practices corresponds to
contemporary representations rendered by Gordon Parks, Jacob Lawrence, and Sid Grossman,
and a comparative study of these representations reveals these looking practices as culturally-,
economically-, and topographically-situated.

Furthermore, I situate the novel’s juxtaposition of place and looking relations within the
context of contemporary visual modes—namely, the sociological gaze of documentary realism.
In this way, my exploration of Petry’s Harlem picks up where Sara Blair’s Harlem study leaves
off. In Harlem Crossroads, Blair explains that documentary—*"“the definitive genre of the era”—

was a method of cultural record-keeping that “inadvertently naturalized” the very “racial and
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class conditions” it strove to remedy (5, 114). Depression- and WW!|I-era documentary may be
said to find its acme in the combined work of FSA photographers whose melancholy yet heroic
images of working- and farmer-class Americans graced the mainstream pages of Life and Look
magazines, and black urban poverty was an especially poignant thematic focus. While Blair
discusses Harlem in terms of its “representational possibilities” in this age of documentary, I
explore how certain representations suggest the gaze functioned within the space itself (7). That
is, I approach Petry’s rendering of Harlem with a sense of not only how documentary and other
modes of representation gazed upon the neighborhood, but how topography shaped (in some

cases to parallel effect) looking practices within the neighborhood.

“That Now-1-Wonder Look”: Ocularized Sexual Violence and the Vulnerability of Black
Women

Bringing together Frantz Fanon’s carceral language, Toni Morrison’s theory of
Africanism, and Laura Mulvey’s feminist conception of intersexual looking practices, Tracy
Sharpley-Whiting writes in Black Venus, “The gaze ‘fixes’ the black female in her place, steadies
her, in order to decode and comfortably recode her into its own system of representation. . . .
[T]he (black) female caught in the male gaze will always signify male desires” (6). However,
while Sharpley-Whiting’s study of French cultural production, like many other such studies,
focuses on the (de)construction of the black female body in the white imaginary, Petry’s The
Street explores the subjection of black women to both inter- and intraracial scenes of dangerous
desire. Within Petry’s intersectional representation of black women’s precarity, we find Lutie
Johnson exposed to racialized, sexualized, and economized forms of violence. Furthermore, her
exposure is heightened in relation to the impoverishment of personal space within her

propinquitous urban living conditions.
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Studies reveal that, historically, poor, black, inner-city women are at increased risk of
sexual violence compared to middle-class, white, and/or suburban women. Carolette Norwood
provides historical context, writing:

In urban Jim Crow, violence is the mortar that lies between the brick and stone
constructing this space. Violence is a daily reality that seems to exist just about
everywhere. For a woman living within the confines of Jim Crow, violence
resides in and outside of home: the bed where she sleeps, the space in which she
strolls, the environment where she works, and even the places where she goes for
recreation. (Norwood 97)%*
What we understand from this is that the construction of black urban space inherently
(topographically and architecturally) works against black womanhood by creating spaces of
visual exposure, spatial deprivation, and economic frustration. Lutie demonstrates that, for black
women in the WWII U.S., danger emerges from various sources, but is concentrated within the
ghettoized city, and is signaled through assaultive looking practices.?® Such moments of
assaultive looking in the novel represent the threat—the potentiality—of actualized sexual
violence that haunts female inhabitants of poor black neigborhoods. In other words, they animate
through psychical transactions the claim that Carolyn West and Kalimah Johnson make in
“Sexual Violence in the Lives of African American Women,” namely that “there is a complex
interconnection between poverty and sexual violence. . . . Poor women are more likely to live,

work, and travel in low-income communities where they are exposed to all forms of violence,

24“['Y]oung girls and women in communities with concentrated disadvantage, high levels of segregation, and low
collective efficacy are additionally challenged by a coercive sexual environment, whereby street and sexual
harassment and threat of sexual exploitation and violence is unsparing and usual” (Norwood 103).

253ee also “Female Victims of Violent Crime” by U.S. Department of Justice, Bureau of Justice Statistics (January
1991). See Intimate Justice: The Black Female Body and the Body Politic by Shatema Threadcraft.
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including sexual assault” (4). Indeed, the novel forces the consideration that within the very brick
and stone of black urban construction is the mechanism for trauma against black bodies and
psyches.
While Petry’s description of the Johnson home suggests it could not be regarded properly
as a kitchenette, Shabazz’s articulation of the kitchenette’s effects on black urban identity is apt
for our consideration of how race and space are constructed on Harlem’s 116th Street. Using
Wright’s 12 Million Black Voices as a starting point and Bigger Thomas as exemplar, Shabazz
argues that the carceral logic of black urban areas has historically mutilated black male identity.
In the confined blocks of South Side Chicago kitchenettes, for instance, crime and rage grew out
of a sense of containment, scrutiny, and economic impasse. The shaping of the gaze within these
spaces of confinement is of particular importance. Gesturing to Wright, Shabazz explains:
If protection from the gaze of others is a central function of autonomy,
kitchenettes negated that autonomy by maximizing physical intimacy and making
intimate, mundane information—"I need to get dressed,” “I’ve got to wash,” and
so forth—public. By creating close associations between people the kitchenette
made privacy of any kind impossible, shaming its residents by putting all actions
under the forced gaze of others in the room. In the same way that expanding
policing into the Black Belt to stamp out vice placed all Blacks under the watchful
eye of the state, kitchenettes brought surveillance into the domestic space, making
it inescapable. (Shabazz 50)

Just as spatial impoverishment and a challenged sense of personal dignity helped construct an

image and a conception of black masculinity, black female identity suffers, in the close and

wasted spaces of the ghettoized city, diminished claim to modesty and disproportionate exposure
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to exploitation. Petry’s Harlem helps shape for Lutie a notion of her black womanhood as
tenacious but expendable, strong but violable, virtuous but denuded.

Far from positing that the ghetto is the singular site of racially/sexually-violent looking
practices, Petry traces Lutie’s exposure to the gaze from the sylvan lanes of suburban
Connecticut to the littered blocks of Harlem, and establishes the foundation of my intersectional
reading of Lutie’s experience by rooting her susceptibility to interracial violence in a mythos of
black womanhood. Though when Lutie leaves behind a husband and child to work as a
housekeeper in New England she is enamored with the surroundings, there are aspects of being
black and female in a “strange [white] world” that both anger and perplex her. As a black
woman, she is the focus of sexualized white curiosity and anxiety, often expressed in and
through the gaze. In the presence of her mistress’s friends, the narrator explains, Lutie is
examined as a potential sexual rival:

Whenever she entered a room where they were, they stared at her with a
queer, speculative look. Sometimes she caught snatches of their conversation
about her. “Sure, she’s a wonderful cook. But I wouldn’t have any good-looking
colored wench in my house. Not with John. You know they’re always making
passes at men. Especially white men.” And then, “Now I wonder —”

After that, she continued to wait on them quietly, efficiently, but she wouldn’t
look at them — she looked all around them. (40-41)

A long history of racial oppression and the very narrative within which Lutie’s subjectivity is
shaped is implied in that extended dash. That Petry leaves this history unuttered stirs the reader’s
imagination in ways that mirror the construction of black female sexuality in the white

imaginary. Where the dash presents the reader the opportunity to invoke and reflect upon racial-
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sexual violence against black women that dates back to colonialism, it simultaneously
symbolizes the kind of tabula rasa the abstracted black female body has been—one upon which
narratives of promiscuity, cunning, and sexual witchery have been written. Both the
reconstruction of a history and the creation of a black female imago unfold in that dash. Spoken,
yet unspoken, remembered, yet dismembered, Lutie experiences the gaze as the apparatus in and
through which she is both racialized and sexually objectified. She is conscripted into the de-
individualizing pronoun “they.” Fittingly, her response to the gaze is to avert her own; it is a
response that appears to acknowledge the gaze as a sphere of white (exploitative) power and not
as an instrument of black agency. She will not, as we shall see, always opt for this response, and
will strategically take opportunities to use her own gaze defensively.

The imago of black womanhood Lutie resists may best be illustrated by the French Louis
Frangois Charon’s 1815 cartoon “Les Curieux en Extase” [“The Curious in Ecstasy”], which
depicts the so-called Hottentot Venus—Sarah Bartmann—surrounded by white spectators, one of
whom exclaims “Oh! godem quel rosbif” [“Oh! goddamn, what roast beef’] as he surrenders to
an obviously irresistible impulse to grab her posterior (Sharpley-Whiting 21). Sarah Bartmann
was a southern African woman who, in or around 1810, was brought to Europe and subsequently
installed in a series of shows before white audiences. Of particular fascination were Sarah’s
steatopygia, or prominent buttocks, and the augmentation of her labia and nymphae, a tribal
tradition that was commonly called among white Europeans the “‘Hottentot apron’” (Gilman
213). One-hundred-thirty years and 5,000 miles of distance between the image (which Sharpley-
Whiting’s Venus takes as its cover) and Petry’s representation of Lutie Johnson notwithstanding,
the sight of the black woman’s body in both cases piques sexual curiosity based upon a

hypersexualized projection from the white imaginary. The kind of hungry fascination with which
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Sarah Bartmann’s audience scrutinizes her is revisited by Petry as the “now-l-wonder look,” a
figuration that captures what is simultaneously the great erotic mystery and the utterly legible
sexual narrative that is the black female body. The author writes:
Here she was highly respectable, married, mother of a small boy, and, in spite of
all that, knowing all that, these people took one look at her and immediately got
that now-1-wonder look. Apparently it was an automatic reaction of white
people—if a girl was colored and fairly young, why, it stood to reason she had to
be a prostitute. If not that—at least sleeping with her would be just a simple
matter, for all one had to do was make the request. (45)
There is a gaze upon the black female body laden with aggressive sexual desire and anxiety, a
gaze that asserts itself as natural, irresistible, self-authorized, and that conscripts Lutie into a
conception of her social identity as one that is chronically and ineluctably visible. Moreover, this
visibility—or visual availability—nhas as its corollary the fantastic hypersexualization of the
black female body.

The Street shows visibility and proximity to often go hand in hand. The novel is a
markedly claustrophobic one; beyond Lutie’s own sense of imprisonment, the apartment
superintendent Jones has been throughout his life—whether in building basements or ship
holds—*buried alive,” and though the suburbs is a place wherein the gaze is deployed, the
seemingly-inescapable closeness of city living shapes the sui generis nature of the region’s
visual-spatial landscape (Petry 86). In representing the city as menacing in this regard, Petry
relies upon classic noir themes, but frames them racially, and the generalized urban menace
which sets the mood for such iconic works of noir as Robert Siodmak’s film Phantom Lady

(1944) and Raymond Chandler’s The Big Sleep is, in Petry’s formulation, the particular

77



condition of black urban womanhood. She writes of Lutie:
She got off the train, thinking that she never felt really human until she reached
Harlem and thus got away from the hostility in the eyes of the white women who
stared at her on the downtown streets and in the subway. Escaped from the openly
appraising looks of the white men whose eyes seemed to go through her clothing
to her long brown legs. On the trains their eyes came at her furtively from behind
newspapers, or half-concealed under hatbrims or partly shielded by their hands.
And there was a warm, moist look about their eyes that made her want to run.
(57)
One of the benefits of Harlem, this passage suggests, is its provision of escape from the gaze that
de-individualizes: outside Harlem (in the realm of racial conspicuousness) in other words, Lutie
is simply a black body without personality. However, within Harlem, she is prey. While the very
title of Petry’s first novel illustrates Brian McDonnell’s observation that much of noir takes
titular inspiration from urban topography (The Street with No Name, One Way Street, etc.), Petry
also calls upon a noir tradition of latent urban danger hiding in plain sight, as the above passage
demonstrates (McDonnell 47). Paula Rabinowitz explains that noir “tracked urban anxiety,
contracting the city into a region of inner terror as [it] spread [the city’s] claustrophobia across
the vast landscape of the nation,” and this terrible sense of contraction is felt in the subway
passage—much as it is elsewhere in the novel—as the narrowness of the subterranean space is
intensified with the rapacious insistence of the white male gaze (Rabinowitz 13). If the city is
where noir’s classic “lone, alienated man” is misunderstood and disillusioned, Petry represents
New York as a sexualized system of surveilling traps targeting the lone, alienated woman

(Wheeler 2). As a site of spatial impoverishment, the city presses the black woman into close
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proximity to those who mean her harm, exposes her without remedy to a gaze that violates. Yet
Petry does not free the black community from culpability in the construction of Lutie’s precarity.

In her naturalist representation of Harlem, Petry assigns responsibility for the intraracial
violence perpetrated against Lutie to postwar systemic racism but as she indicts the white
establishment, noting “Streets like the one she lived on were . . . the North’s lynch mobs . . . the
method the big cities used to keep Negroes in their place,” she also holds a mirror of
accountability up to the black urban community itself (323). Using their blustery setting to
immerse the reader in a world of noir malaise, the first pages of the novel introduce us to the
threat posed by an objectifying gaze deployed by black subjects. Lutie is in search of a safe and
affordable home for herself and her young son, but faces a brutal wind that “[finds] all the dirt
and dust and grime on the sidewalk and [lifts] it up so that the dirt got into [pedestrians’] noses,
making it difficult to breathe; the dust got into their eyes and blinded them . . . It wrapped
newspaper around their feet entangling them” (2). Not only does the force of the wind figure as
the socioeconomic resistance Lutie faces as a black single mother but in its personification the
element itself foreshadows the violations she will suffer at the hands of other persons: it “lifted
[her] hair away from the back of her neck so that she felt suddenly naked and bald . . . She
shivered as the cold fingers of the wind touched the back of her neck, explored the sides of her
head” (2). One imagines Lutie slightly stooped as she considers her prospects and guards against
the cold. Entering the building at 116th Street by first passing its self-appointed sentry Mrs.
Hedges, she meets superintendent Jones, a letch whose gaze alone reminds her that safety, for a
black woman, is an elusive thing:

He was a tall, gaunt man and he towered in the doorway, looking at her. It isn’t

the bad light, she thought. It isn’t my imagination. For after his first quick furtive
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glance, his eyes had filled with a hunger so urgent that she was instantly afraid of

him and afraid to show her fear. (10)
In thinking about black women’s sexual victimization as represented in literary history, one
recalls the experiences of young Jennie in W.E.B. Du Bois’s “Of the Coming of John” or the
harrowing tale of Harriet Jacobs which describes the corruption of the slave girl’s virtue at the
hands of a plantocratic “fien[d]” (Brent 470). However, Petry intervenes in this history by
making it clear that the exploitation of black women is not always at the hands of white men.
Here, she explores the pervasiveness of violence against black women by moving from the
quaint but quietly hostile white New England suburbs to the menacing black city. What is
particular to the black city is the architectural, topographical, and demographic closeness which
deprives her of a sense of control over her personal space and access to her body. This closeness
provides no means of escaping availability to the gaze.

Lutie experiences the gaze viscerally, as if it were a physical assault. That her first
violative encounter with Jones is mapped onto the cramped space of a Harlem apartment
building is not coincidental. Rather, as Lutie’s personal journey on 116th Street over the course
of the novel will demonstrate, it points to the relationship between the space of black urban
struggle and the systemic vulnerability of black women. Climbing the stairs to the vacant
apartment she hopes to inspect, Lutie anxiously senses the gaze of the super as he trails behind
her. Petry writes, “She didn’t need to turn around, anyway; he was staring at her back, her legs,
her thighs. She could feel his eyes traveling over her—estimating her, summing her up,
wondering about her. As she climbed up the last flight of stairs, she was aware that the skin on
her back was crawling with fear” (13). The closeness of the space and of Jones’s gaze are

mutually exacerbating, and this becomes clearer as they move from the stairwell to what Lutie
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imagines will eventually be her bedroom, noting that “by the time there was a bed and a chest of
drawers in it there’d be barely space enough to walk around in” (14). This claustral space
parallels the carceral that Shabazz argues is so formative for black male subjectivities. In this
case, “tight and incommodious geography” is more than just “an assault on Black dignity”; it is
an encroachment upon the black female body, a mechanism by which Lutie’s corporeal
boundaries are breached (Shabazz 33).

Petry does not ignore the plight of black men, as Farah Jasmine Griffin shows, but the
weight of her sympathies falls on her black female protagonist, whose raced and gendered
subject position had been largely overlooked in the great male-authored works of contemporary
social realist fiction.?® After all, Petry witnessed first-hand through her husband’s enlistment into
a WWII-era Army the tragic incongruity of black male patriotism, and she subsequently
“portrayed a Harlem that sent its sons off to a Jim Crow military and left its daughters to fend for
themselves in a world that saw them as easy prey” (Griffin, Nocturne 89).% Still, Petry’s
representation of Lutie recalls Zora Neale Hurston’s words of just a decade earlier: “‘De nigger
woman is de mule uh de world’”—although, as a poor black woman of the wartime city, Lutie is
exposed to a uniquely trying set of circumstances (Hurston 14). Lutie, in effect, reframes
Hurston’s aphorism in a wartime context when she considers, “[H]ere on this street the women
trudged along overburdened, overworked, their own homes neglected while they looked after
someone else’s while the men on the street swung along empty-handed, well dressed, and

carefree” (65). By virtue of her social identity and urban situation, she is beset by all manner of

2«African American women were also contributing to the exploration of black identity through literature. Ann
Petry’s The Street (1946) flips the story presented in Richard Wright’s Native Son (1940) as her female protagonist
kills the man who tries to rape her. Petry argues that African American womanhood is as fraught with violence as is
African American manhood and that women must symbolically bludgeon the men that try to control them” (Becker
and Martin 102).

27“George’s treatment as a black man in uniform was not lost on Petry. Indeed, black soldiers and their experiences
in a Jim Crow military found their way into much of her fiction” (Griffin 88).
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antagonists—envious white women of privilege, lustful white men, scheming black women, and
rapacious black men. However, no antagonist is more formidable for Lutie than black poverty
itself, which Petry would have us believe is partially responsible for the creation of not only this

cast of characters, but the circumstances under which they are permitted and/or forced to operate.

Street Theater and Window-Watching in WWII-Era Harlem

“[T]here is so much to see in Harlem!” exclaims Mary Bradley, the speaker in Langston
Hughes’s 1955 lyrical contribution to the collaborative work The Sweet Flypaper of Life. “Yes,”
she goes on, “you can set in your window anywhere in Harlem and see plenty” (86, 98). The
poem accompanies the photographs of Roy DeCarava, and the passage above demonstrates an
interest in the cultural function of the urban window that extended across literary and artistic
realms of the wartime and immediate postwar periods. Jacob Lawrence, Sid Grossman, and
Gordon Parks, among others of the time, joined Hughes by representing in painting,
photography, and scribal text the centrality of window-watching in the WWII-era urban black
community. In The Street, Mrs. Hedges is not only Petry’s Mary-figure but an embodiment of
noir’s haunting sense of surveillance. Her ever-present gaze and the increasingly-constricted,
visually accessible urban spaces in which it is deployed draw upon a tradition of urban
scopophilia in noir. Moreover, although in her function as a window-watcher Mrs. Hedges
participates in vernacular forms of social interaction available to her, she simultaneously reifies
Lutie’s vision of the black city as a space of oppressive visuality, of nightmarishly diminished
demarcations of personal privacy, and of ocular violence against black women. Reading the
figure of Mrs. Hedges alongside contemporary literary and visual-art representations of urban
window-watching, we find that the city window (and the Harlem window in particular) routinely

figures in postwar cultural production as a frame through which poor, black life is
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spectacularly—even theatrically—known. Petry’s characters enact an urban tradition that signals
the spectacularization, the theatricalization, of poor, black and brown urban life.

Five years before the publication of The Street, Richard Wright teamed with Farm
Security Administration photographer Edwin Rosskam to publish 12 Million Black Voices, and
despite the authors’ laudable exploration of systemic racism and its effects within a kind of
condensed geographic black history, the photo-text exemplified a sociological way of looking at
black life—a way of looking that later works like Sweet Flypaper and Ralph Ellison’s Invisible
Man would variously resist. Indeed, Horace Cayton—whose sociological study Black Metropolis
would be published in 1945—worked in an advisory capacity on the project. Routinely
inscribing blackness as pathology, the sociological gaze was regarded by some as oppressive. It
suggested that black life could be known from observation, but it was ironically complicit in
creating a narrative of black life, reducing it to typology. Writing about Eudora Welty’s
intervention in mid-century candid photography, Harriet Pollock reminds us that the sociological
gaze deployed by the FSA’s documentary photographers, for example, while accomplishing
some good work, rendered its subjects “types,” among which she includes the laborer, “the
wounded proletarian” and the “statuesque noble agrarian figure” (82, 83). Such a gaze, then,
examined the black subject within his or her surroundings as a product of those surroundings,
and as a project for sociological inquiry and intercession. When the images produced by this
gaze were published for public study, or consumption, as they so often were, the black body was
(re)iconized as site/sight of suffering and cultural retrogression. Behind its fences and hedges,
white suburban life, on the other hand, remained sacredly invisible or was rendered visible in the

context of a more quintessentially American iconicity, or ideal.?®

28See Dianne Harris.
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While images of rural, agricultural life and poverty produced by such New Deal
photographers as Dorothea Lange and Walker Evans in many ways epitomized documentary
looking leading up to the WWII period, the Northern cityscape had a special relationship with
the sociological gaze. Apart from the work done by Wright and Rosskam, and Horace Cayton,
studies such as Robert Ezra Park’s “The City: Suggestions for the Investigation of Human
Behavior in the Urban Environment,” Ernest Burgess’s “The Growth of the City: An
Introduction to a Research Project,” and Frederic Milton Thrasher’s The Gang contributed to a
sociological vision of poor urban life as pathology. Images and reports of declining living
conditions among increasingly compressed ethnic urbanites drew attention from social activists
and proponents of urban renewal; for many thinkers, the combination of these studies, images,
and reports resulted in a reduction of poor black life, in particular, to a field of research—a
specimen for public scrutiny whereby an entire people could be known and aided out of, on the
one hand, their degeneracy or, on the other, disabling socioeconomic apparatuses. A vision of
blackness as social problem was, in other words, injurious in its limitations. On this, Sara Blair
writes:

[T]he legacy of New Deal and commercial documentation, with its iconic images
of black poverty, disenfranchisement, and despair, had distinctive resonances for
African Americans; even as it heightened black skepticism about visuality and
cultural visibility, it also made the will to power through the image all the greater.
In spite—and because—of its instrumentality in ‘exposing’ the racial and class
conditions it inadvertently naturalized, documentary photography invited black
writers to counter its dehumanizing trends, to use images to wrest the fullness of

experience out from under the rubrics of poverty, delinquency, and oppression.
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(Blair 114)
Among those countering the dehumanizing vision produced through the sociological gaze was
Ralph Ellison, who insisted on “adopt[ing] a literary aesthetic that would complicate the
sociologically determined images that documentary photography and protest-realist writing often
reified” (Hill, “Ellison” 777). Like Ellison, and despite her naturalistic, social realist approach to
fiction, Petry demonstrably sensed the ways in which being looked upon could be—for better or
for worse—formative in the lives of poor blacks of New York City.

Yet for all the resistance to an oppressive sociological gaze, the idea of black urban life
as a spectacle to behold was one that artists affirmed even in a celebratory mode of black
representation. The image of Lutie’s first encounter with Mrs. Hedges—the former looking up
from the street to see “a faint light somewhere in the room . . . and the enormous bulk of a
woman . . . silhouetted against the light”—recalls, for example, Jacob Lawrence’s Blind Beggars
(1938), in which a couple surrounded by a troupe of spirited children are watched over by an
ambiguously-featured figure in an apartment window. Ambiguity is apposite, here, for the figure
is not important as a distinct personality but rather as a synecdoche for vernacular means of
engagement. The figure exists specifically in the closeness and economic deprivation of the
black and brown cityscape, signaling directly the vernacular forms of social engagement that
emerge out of apartment and tenement living and, indirectly, the spectacularization of minority
life. This type of figure is common in Lawrence’s paintings of wartime and postwar Harlem.
Tombstones (1942), Brownstones (1958), Harlem Street Scene (1959), and Street Shadows
(1959) provide evidence of the window-watcher as motif in Lawrence’s urban works. Compared
to these later works, however, Blind Beggars figures the window-watcher prominently and

centrally enough that it competes with the primary subjects for the position of focal point in the
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composition. It is enough that the primary subjects of the painting command the attention of the
viewer with their gestural comportment and such accoutrements of gaiety as drums and batons,
but the presence of the all-but-faceless figure in the window further confers onto the activities
below the status of parade. The image celebrates black Harlem, but through a Petryan reading of
it we understand that part of the cost of that celebration is a degree of spectacularization of black
urban life: black urban life, these representations indicate, unfolds under a series of gazes.?°

In many of his paintings—rather than portray attempts by indoor subjects to see out—
Lawrence allows the viewer (and in effect the central compositional subjects) to see inside; this
inside/outside dynamic, comparably reflected in Petry’s representation of Mrs. Hedges’s
relationship with the rest of the street, demonstrates the permeable boundaries of private and
public space for the socioeconomically depressed. Brownstones and, before that, Lawrence’s
1942 Harlem provide examples. Various activities unfold at the foregrounds’ street levels while
buildings in the compositions are dotted with unshaded windows, behind which domestic life
plays out. Lawrence’s and Petry’s configurations are parallel in the sense that personal space—
restrictive partitions of any kind, real or imagined—seems to fall away. All becomes equally
available to the eye as domesticity and publicity meld. Privacy, Petry and Lawrence would agree,
is a racial and economic luxury. “Going up the stairs with Bub just ahead of her,” Petry writes,
“Lutie thought living here is like living in a tent with everything that goes on inside it open to the
world because the flap won’t close. And the flap couldn’t close because Mrs. Hedges sat at her
street-floor window firmly holding it open in order to see what went on inside” (68). The

language, here, ironically signifies the exposed insideness of the outdoors. In this double gesture

PWindow-watching in the black urban setting emerges, in part, out of the “enclosed quality of the [apartment]
space” and the need for fresh air (Wojcik 238). I do not suggest that Petry is unsympathetic to the causes of window-
watching in the black community, only that she also sympathizes with those whose spectacularization is one of its
effects.
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we find represented the spillage of black private life into public space where it is then vulnerable
to both the sociological gaze and the kind of local gaze implied by the shadowy figures in
Lawrence’s works.

Sid Grossman’s Harlem Tenement in Summer (1939) offers us another image of the
indoor/outdoor tension in WWII-era Harlem, representing window-watching as a means of
community participation, as the photographer himself reifies the spectacle of poor black urban
life. The setting for the black and white photograph is an active city block where, around a
centrally-situated stoop, neighborhood children and adults alike engage in varying degrees of
play and socialization. From two windows in the background of the image, building residents
lean out to observe the action below. As much as the ostensibly indoor subjects occupy a kind of
liminal space between apartment and street below, the activity on the street is invited indoors.
The stoop, like the window frame, becomes a liminal living space—an urban iteration of the

(13

sofa. Describing the stoop as a neighborhood’s “communal institutio[n],” John G. Clark
explained in a 1967 article that “three rooms and a bath could be terribly restraining,” and the
outdoors were a kind of respite for cloistered urban families (Clark 99, 106). Deconstructing
notions of inside and outside, the subjects in the image enlarge the compressed world of
apartment-living. In the process, though, they enact before the sociological eye of white America
the utter visibility of black urbanites. Petry, I submit, marks the dichotomy that Grossman
knowingly or unknowingly captures in his photograph; both conjure a history of exposure and
observability that goes back to what Nicholas Mirzoeff calls the original site of visuality—the
American plantation (Mirzoeff 3). Black life was and continued to be disproportionately denied

privacy both in its subjection to exploitative, disciplinary, and/or scientific scrutiny, and in its

confinement within the spatial impoverishment of urban ghettos.
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Certainly, Petry is interested in interrogating the exploitation of blacks by white urban
planners who devise architectural means of racial oppression but the people of the street
themselves—in this case Mrs. Hedges—subject one another to acts of ocular violence that
mirror, in their effects, the sociological gaze (Petry 232). As an urban perpetrator of violence and
a reflection of racialized policing practices, Mrs. Hedges brings to the street a noir sense of dis-
ease and vulnerability. One of the most iconic representations of window-watching in popular
culture is probably Cornell Woolrich’s “It Had to Be Murder,” brought to life on screen by
Alfred Hitchcock with 1954°s Rear Window. Surveillance—particularly in the context of the
city, explains Dimendberg—is a concept that undergirds much of noir (Dimendberg 7). Yet,
while Woolrich’s short story exemplifies noir’s conception of ever-watchful urban eyes—its
immersion in a secretly felonious and furtively scrutinized urban world—the protagonist’s
voyeurism unfolds in the comparatively generous space of white Greenwich Village. The
privilege of space is signified in and through his binoculars, as the far more constricted space of
Harlem makes black life more directly accessible without intermediary. A transplant to this
constricted space from the suburbs of Connecticut, Petry was aware of the ways in which optics
worked against privacy and, according to the rules of noir, a sense of personal safety. Thus, Mrs.
Hedges lurks darkly over the narrative, her gaze apprehending the deepest secrets and initiating
the most diabolical of schemes.

Citizens of the noir city, explains Spicer, “act out their lives in public spaces,” and those
public spaces are dominated by an often disembodied gaze, or implied system of surveillance
(Spicer, Film Noir 67). The embodiment of this gaze in the oppressively public space that is
116th Street, Mrs. Hedges is often regarded, in the novel, as seeing all and thereby knowing all.

Her surveilling presence, combined with her personification of an urban noir landscape Murray
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Pomerance describes as often “the locus of despicable behavior, greed, anxiety, and mistrust,”
reifies the space of the black city as one defined by the precarity of its inhabitants (Pomerance
415). She is, after all, a procurer who uses her perch as a recruitment center. In Jones’s case,
however, Mrs. Hedges’s noir figuration imports from the aesthetic mode the “pathos of feeling
‘busted’” which, Ngai reminds us, “abound[s] in film noir and its generic descendants” (Ngai
17). Petry writes:
Now standing here on the street watching Lutie walk toward the corner, he was
aware that Mrs. Hedges was looking at him from her window. He was filled with
a vast uneasiness, for he was certain that she could read his thoughts. Sometimes
standing out on the street like this, he forgot she was there, and he would stare
hungry-eyed at the women who went past. Some movement she made would
attract his attention and he would look toward the window to find that she was
sitting there blandly observing him. (89)
Nothing, this passage suggests, is ever really done in the dark. Vice will out. The knowing gaze
of noir has the effect of assuring the vicious of his discovery. Though Jones’s behavior is
reprehensible, his subjection to Mrs. Hedges’s scrutiny underscores the absence of privacy in
ghettoized Harlem, and mirrors the disciplinary forms of surveillance most often attributed to
police presence.

The view from her window provides Mrs. Hedges with opportunities to build her criminal
enterprise—a house of prostitution—and it is from her window that she wickedly devises a plan
to profit from the sale of Lutie. Her gaze enacts a noir conception of the city as a den of “vice
and corruption,” and black women are her victims (Spicer 68). When she decides to take on live-

in help, she surveys prospects from her window, and when this process brings Mary into her

89



fold, the new live-in is in due order repackaged for a would-be suitor as a lover-for-hire. Mrs.
Hedges keeps a close eye on Lutie not out of a maternal or sororal instinct to protect her but out
of a capitalistic desire to corner a promising market.

As a social realist construction, however, Mrs. Hedges was a sufferer under this scopic
regime before she was an exploiter; she is both a perpetrator, and a product of systemic racism,
deprivation, and trauma, leading even Lutie to consider sympathetically that she may in fact have
had nothing “else to do” but look out of her window, that “perhaps she was sick and the only
pleasure she got out of life was in watching what went on in the street outside” (5-6). As Lutie
and Bub likewise indulge in the view from their apartment window to the street below, we find
Petry making a larger claim about the socio-economic context for window-watching, suggesting
that even as spatial partitions fell away, poor blacks in the wartime city found themselves
occupying a suffocatingly small world, one which demanded the ability to easily and regularly
move between spheres. Lutie is partly right about Mrs. Hedges, we discover: even before being
burned and scarred in a fire, Mrs. Hedges met the “uncontrollable revulsion in the faces of the
white people who looked at her,” the “stare[s of those] amazed at her enormous size, at the
blackness of her skin” (241). She is searching for food in garbage cans when Junto first spots
her, when she catches him “staring at her”; she enters his world as object of his gaze and it is the
boldness of his gaze on her enormous black body that intrigues her (242). After surviving a fire
in one of Junto’s rental properties, Mrs. Hedges is immediately concerned that “never . . . would
any man look at her and want her,” and she becomes determined to avoid “the prying, curious
eyes of the world” (246, 247). Instead, she herself embodies curious eyes. She moves onto 116th
Street and sets up her post at the window through which she will engage, however nefariously,

that world which she cannot bear to have turn its gaze upon her.
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The doubling of the gaze, then—in the passage wherein Jones is certain Mrs. Hedges can
read his thoughts—takes on complex feminst implications, not only figuring Mrs. Hedges as a
woman whose scopophilic power is wielded against a voyeuristic objectifier of women but
conjuring Lutie’s shrewd grandmother and the long history of black female empowerment
against such objectification. This feminist reading bears out as the novel continues, for we read:
And so there was nothing he could do about Mrs. Hedges. He had resigned
himself to just looking at the young girls who lived in her apartment and the sight
of them further whetted his appetite for a young woman of his own. In a sense
Mrs. Hedges even spoiled his daily airings on the street, for he became convinced
that she could read his mind. His eyes no sooner fastened on some likely looking
girl than he became aware of Mrs. Hedges looming larger than life itself in the
window—Ilooking at him, saying nothing, just looking, and, he was certain,
reading his mind. (92-93)
Jones’s voyeurism, here, does not go unchecked. Furthermore, the check on his behavior has the
effect of diminishing his sense of satisfaction. That Mrs. Hedges figures as both villain and
villain’s villain further situates the function of her gaze in a noir tradition that blurs lines
between legality and illegality, between the heroic and the criminal (noir characters, explains
Horsley, are seldom one or the other). Her ambiguity, while darkly complicating, foils more
overt elements of urban danger. Finally, “[t]here was nothing for [Jones] to do but go inside”
(288).
Through Gordon Parks’s 1943 photograph New York, New York. A woman and her dog in
the Harlem section, we gain a new perspective on Mrs. Hedges’s precarious subject position and

on window-watching as a remedy for the peculiar loneliness of close urban living. The close-up
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shot captures a young black woman and her dog resting against a Harlem windowsill, half their
bodies emerging through the aperture, as they survey the street that stretches beyond the frame of
the image. The dog gazes in one direction, the young woman in another, indicating that whatever
has caught their attention has done so in a sweeping gesture. The grandiosity of the scene thus
implied, Harlem again becomes a site of theatrical display. Perhaps there is a procession moving
through the street. Perhaps only a game of stickball. Like Grossman’s Harlem Tenement,
[W]oman and her dog represents the ways in which black urban living presses against domestic
boundaries in its reclamation of more space. Unlike Harlem Tenement, however, it leaves much
to the viewer’s imagination. It leaves, in fact, little for us to rely on except the human subject’s
facial expression as whatever unknown activity or spectacle transpires before her (but outside the
frame) and leaves its impression upon her countenance. On one hand, we may read Parks as
neutralizing the spectacular function of this street scene by focusing his camera not on the object
of the gaze below but on the subjects of the gaze themselves. On the other hand, the void may in
fact catalyze the spectacular nature of the unseen as it forces the viewer to create an image, to
people it, to animate it, and thus to experience it vicariously through the window-watchers.
Perhaps most important in the composition of Parks’s photograph, and most germane to my
present point, is the loneliness it captures. One can read in the human subject a look of longing,
want of participation—nher eyebrows slightly raised in anticipation, her lips only half-smiling,
gently curled with a somewhat hopeful melancholy. Perhaps she awaits a visitor. Perhaps she has
bid a visitor farewell. Or perhaps, like Mrs. Hedges, she simply has nothing else to do. Perhaps,
in this young Harlemite, we read something of Mrs. Hedges’s certainty that genuine love and
human connection will always be elusive (246).

Many of the characters in The Street are afflicted with the curious condition of urban
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loneliness. Despite its facilitation of radical human proximity, the city is often the site of great
human alienation and despair as corporeal abundance leads to personal indifference. Richard
Wright remarks about this phenomenon in 12 Million Black Voices, noting, “There are so many
people. For the first time in our lives we feel human bodies, strangers whose lives and thoughts
are unknown to us, pressing always close about us. We cannot see or know a man because of the
thousands upon thousands of men” (100). Due, in other words, to the constant and often invasive
presence of other bodies, one becomes blinded to other persons. This personal indifference leads
to the sense of urban isolation, an urban condition adopted as noir conceit. Sharon Becker and
Wendy Martin explain:
[T]he men and women who populate the mystery and noir novels of the late
1940s and 1950s are . . . infected by anxiety, loneliness, and even violent
tendencies. The lonely creatures of these novels haunt city streets committing
crimes or stalking the perpetrators of these crimes in a singular pursuit of justice
that does not always pay off in simplistic good guy/bad guy terms. In direct
opposition to the shiny portrait of domesticity being sold in magazines, movies,
and television shows across the country, the noir novels admit to a deep sense of
division among Americans that could not be healed with the popular edict of
homogenization being trumpeted at the time. The authors of these novels offer
instead an existentialist portrait in which everything springs from the nothingness
of the moment. As the mean streets of the modern city . . . reveal the absurdity of
expecting human kindness in the real world, characters in noir and crime novels
are forced to abandon their illusions and embrace the absurdity of the human

condition. Stripped of the ability to create successful and loving relationships or

93



even friendships, these men and women are forced to face the chaotic world quite

alone. (Becker and Martin, 94)
Mrs. Hedges exemplifies the urban character bereft of meaningful relationship—an urban
character who uses the spectacle of the urban street to fill an emotional void. Indeed, even her
exploitative gaze has about it a sense of despair and alienation, as the author describes her entree
into the prostitution business as one precipitated by her fragile health and near-agorophobic self-
consciousness. “[S]he decided that she would have to have someone living with her to do her
shopping, to run errands for her. So the first few days in the new apartment she sat at the window
seeking a likely-looking girl” (247). Her gaze here, I submit, toes a thin line between lonely
desperation and predatoriness. The line, in fact, is the width that separates two sides of the same
coin. | further submit that her acquisition of the live-in Mary and her hand in the devolution of
Mary’s romantic life to transaction were acts of emotional trauma and spite, embedded in urban
alienation and a weakened grasp on the mechanics of healthy relationship.

Bub and Lutie are not exempt. Indeed, while their attraction to the window’s view is
without the depravity of Mrs. Hedges’s and is far less compulsive, Petry frames it as similarly
situated in restless urban seeking brought about by loneliness and the somewhat deflated
decision to settle for sensorial fulfillment. As Lutie prepares dinner, Bub “walked over to the
window and stood there looking out, his chin resting on his hands” (72). Lutie soon joins him,
wrapping her arms around him and inquiring, “‘What are you looking at?’”’ (73). He is involved
in a private game, Bub explains to her: amid “the rusted tin cans, the piles of ashes, the pieces of
metal from discarded automobiles” lay the two dogs Bub had heretofore quietly called “Mother
Dog” and “Father Dog,” a stray family sleeping in trash heaps (73). That he has constructed a

family unit around these animals is, perhaps, the most bittersweet aspect of the game, as his
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window-watching demonstrably serves the purpose of fashioning from the tramps and detritus of
116th Street the familiar signs of the domestic ideal he has lost. After dinner, a sorrowful Lutie
sends Bub off to watch a film and, when the emptiness of the apartment finally overwhelms her,
makes her own escape to the more distractingly populous Junto Bar and Grill (“I can’t stay here
in this little place for another minute,” she decides (82)). The smallness of the space from which
they had been viewing intensifies the need to escape out of isolation and into community. Bub
escapes through his imagination and Lutie through shallow companionship. Yet this desperate
reaching-out was catalyzed in and through a view from their apartment window. Through the
aperture, their own want and dissatisfaction become plain, and the possibilities for relationship
are glimpsed.

As much as it provides a form of escape, wartime and postwar window-watching—from
a cultural perspective and as represented in Petry’s novel—also facilitates self-empowerment.
Indeed, if resistance to spatial, economic, and social proscription can be regarded as
empowering, fluid black mobility across domestic and public spheres has certainly been that.
Petry writes, “Mrs. Hedges was staring out of the window, brooding over the street like she
thought, if she stopped looking at it for as much as a minute, the whole thing would collapse”
(121). Through this passage, we understand her gaze from the window provides Mrs. Hedges a
sense of control, a sense of her own capacity to determine and maintain the order of that which is
under her observation. If Mrs. Hedges is the novel’s original victim (or one of them), its first
casualty to the street, window-watching may be read as her countergaze in the very hooksian
sense of the term. hooks writes:

[A]Il attempts to repress our/black peoples’ right to gaze had produced in us an

overwhelming longing to look, a rebellious desire, an oppositional gaze. By
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courageously looking, we defiantly declared: “Not only will I stare. I want my
look to change reality.” Even in the worse circumstances of domination, the
ability to manipulate one’s gaze in the face of structures of domination that would
contain it, opens up the possibility of agency. (Black Looks 116)
The creative capacity of the countergaze—even when, in the case of Mrs. Hedges, that creation
is malevolent—empowers. The view from Mrs. Hedges’s apartment window provides her the
opportunity to manipulate circumstances—to see a project through from conception to
execution—and to profit from her own design. For Bub, the view enters into his fantasy life
where it undergoes the imaginative strokes of a self-motivated agent. Though his actual home
life is less than fulfilling, though he faces prohibition at every turn, Bub finds that by gazing
upon the neighborhood strays, he can without restriction create something magical.

Though there are ways in which the gazes of Mrs. Hedges and Bub differ, Petry
represents, late in the novel, an exchange between the two that suggests “communion” (348).
After Mrs. Hedges calls out from her window to chase away a gang of bullies with which Bub
has been bravely contending, the boy is bloodied but safe. As the attackers retreat, Mrs. Hedges
adds a final word of caution: ““You go on outta this block,’” she says. ““*And don’t you walk
through here no more’n you have to’” (348). It is a territorial defense, a marking (or mapping) of
unofficial district lines. Against forces of confinement which relegate her not only to the four
walls of her apartment but to the ghetto, Mrs. Hedges exercises agency over boundaries through
an act of creative rezoning. Then, “[s]he and Bub looked at each other for a long moment. They
appeared to be holding a silent conversation—acknowledging their pain, commiserating with
each other, and then agreeing to dismiss the incident from their minds” (348). Understanding

Mrs. Hedges and Bub very specifically as products of an urban wartime environment facilitates a
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reading of their mutual gaze distinct from the one offered by Heather Hicks, who argues this
“meeting of eyes becomes a means of mutually resisting the forms of cruelty and oppression that
the attacking boys represent” (34). We must, in fact, recall Bub’s experience from his own
apartment window and the isolation and tragic sense of desire that unite the boy and the madame
in this exchange. They understand, in this moment, not just an abstract sense of shared injustice
and survival, but traumas associated with the space of the street itself, with their being thrown
together in what Wright regarded as an alienating propinquity. They are psychically locked in a

gaze dictated by the spatial-economic circumstances in which they are both physically trapped.

“That’ll fix you, Mister William Jones”: Petry’s Noir Critique
If, as Paula Rabinowitz contends, black life mirrored the noir world even before the
aesthetic sprang into being, the lives of black women may be more easily found in the noir city
Dimendberg calls an “alienating system of exploitative drudgery permitting few possibilities of
escape” (14). It is not anachronistic to connect Petry’s noir world with the Alger mythology of
which her protagonist is a devotee; the intersection of modern urban decay and fin de siécle
optimism is found in the mode of noir itself. Spicer explains:
The noir city has a fundamental ambivalence, dangerous, violent, squalid and
corrupt but also exciting and sophisticated, the place of opportunity and
conspicuous consumption. . . . Noir protagonists may occupy dingy rooming-
houses, grimy diners and run-down smoke-filled bars, but they are drawn to the
world of smart money . . . like moths to a flame. (Spicer 67)
Lutie aspires to success on the stage. And to a flame is precisely where that aspiration leads her.
More than that, though, the city itself has historically been unforgiving toward black women, and

noir provides Petry the register in which to represent the wartime hardships of black women and

97



the structural conditions of the black ghetto that worked in opposition to aspiration. Noir unfolds
in (and in many ways in response to) the pressing and unyielding closeness of the cityscape, and
Petry uses the claustral, urban elements of the noir aesthetic to convey the precarious
overexposure of black womanhood, to harness the anxiety, fear, and vulnerability associated
with the gaze.

Looking, Petry demonstrates, is not only a part of Harlem’s tightly-packed built
environment but a practice that is variously violative and deadened through both overuse and the
devaluation of black life. As Lutie makes her way home one afternoon, she happens upon a
crowd gathered around what she only lately discovers is a dead body. She notes that “a handful
of policemen and cameramen and reporters” were among the numbers surrounding the
unfortunate man, and as the onlookers “simply stan[d] there looking,” one can imagine a scene
much like those captured in the 1930s and 40s by famed photojournalist Weegee (196).%
Weegee, who photographed violent crime primarily in immigrant communities, has come to
represent a time in American visual culture not only when moribund black and brown bodies
were evidence to mainstream America of their own degeneracy but when the act of viewing itself
was a subject of interest. Thomas Mallon writes:

The voyeur-exhibitionist dynamic reached its peak when Weegee was . . .
“watching the watchers”—an interest that grew over time. His pictures of people
observing crime, accident, and even happy spectacle extended what Westerbeck
and Meyerowitz see as street photography’s long tradition of memorializing the
crowd instead of the parade. In 2007, the New York State Supreme Court

affirmed the street photographer’s right to take pictures of people in public,

30See Spicer, who notes that noir was influenced by the work of Weegee.
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something that had never much worried Weegee. “Poor people are not fussy about
privacy,” he declared. “They have other problems.”
Weegee made three of his greatest views of viewers between 1939 and 1941.
The first of them shows people neatly arranged in the windows of a Prince Street
apartment building, looking out into the night as cheerfully as if they’d just been
revealed from behind the little paper flaps of an Advent calendar. Below them, in
the doorway of a café, is what’s brought them to the windows: a corpse claimed
by the Mob and a handful of well-dressed police detectives. “Balcony Seats at a
Murder” ran in Life, portraying harmless, guilt-free excitement, a carnival
inversion of what a generation later might have been recorded at Kitty Genovese’s
murder. (Mallon)
Weegee’s work, explains Spicer, influenced the noir aesthetic (Spicer 67). In the hard-boiled and
noir traditions, dead and dying bodies are part of the decline of modern urbanized culture—an
image, we may understand through Horsley, of Eliot’s Unreal City (“I had not thought death had
undone so many,” the poet writes (Eliot 1.63)). The city is a place of death, and as a black
Harlemite, the dead man on Petry’s pavement is in no position (existentially or
socioeconomically) to be “fussy” about his own spectacularization, but it is the “resignation” of
the spectators Lutie finds most troubling, particularly that of a young girl who steps forward
claiming to be the dead man’s sister (197). He had been killed—according to reports—in the
commission of a robbery. So, that settles it, Lutie supposes. The dead body on the pavement is
no man at all, but a narrative. “The reporter saw a dead Negro who had attempted to hold up a
store, and so he couldn’t really see what the man lying on the sidewalk looked like” (199). The

body is an image of urban decay that only demonstrates the unassimilability of black urban life
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with mainstream society. It is a justification of containment.

But Lutie wants out. As James Baldwin will do with Ida Scott, Petry attaches to Lutie a
jazz Venus persona, combining the image of the Hottentot with a noir figuration constructed
around notions of black female spectacularity and seductiveness. Petry herself was a jazz
aficionado, frequenting Harlem’s musical outposts during her time there and publicly protesting
the closure of Harlem’s famous Savoy nightclub (Griffin 86; Lowney 85). During her casino
audition for Boots’ band, Petry’s protagonist is in an uneasy relationship with the jazz songstress
role—idealizing, on one hand, its economic returns, and resisting on the other, its sexual
commaodification of her body. Petry sets the scene this way: Lutie is greeted by Boots, whose
hungry “eyes traveled slowly from the curls piled high on top of her head to the red sandals on
her feet” (221). Then, as she takes the stage:

She avoided the eyes of the men in the orchestra because what they were
thinking was plain on their faces. The fat pianist grinned. One of the trumpet
players winked at the drummer. The others nudged each other and nodded
knowingly. One of the saxophonists was raising his instrument in mock salute to
Boots. It was quite obvious that they were saying to themselves and to each other,
Yeah, Boots has got himself a new chick and this singing business is the old
come-on. (221)

What Lutie regards as, perhaps, her singular opportunity to escape the ghetto is, simultaneously,
a degrading exercise in spectacularity. It is a uniquely female predicament. Jirgen Grandt calls
Lutie’s audition the novel’s “central event”—"located precisely in the middle of the book™ (23).
But we may also think of this moment centrally because it is here that Lutie is figuratively

cornered by her subject position; she senses acutely the impasse of her poor black womanhood,
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and this figurative cornering foreshadows the literal cornering that will conclude the novel.
Grandt writes, “The collapse of her ‘fantastic structure’ is caused by Boots’s and Junto’s male
gaze of sexual desire that imprisons Lutie at the very moment she sings of liberation.
Significantly it is jazz—Lutie’s singing of ‘Darlin’’—which enhances her good looks. At the
same time, jazz also enhances the danger confronting her because it invites the objectifying male
gaze of desire” (27-28). Lutie as jazz songstress is immediately and reductively legible before
the male gaze; she occupies the male imaginary as what Stacy Holman Jones calls a
“constructio[n],” a “productio[n] of . . . desire”; she is a “cas[e] of appearance” (39).

Such is the condition of the jazz performer. “[S]cenes of jazz performance are structured
around patterns of looking,” writes Nicolas Pillai, “gazes between musicians and audiences that
are sometimes mutual, sometimes yearning, sometimes unacknowledged and hidden” (7).
Flipping Laura Mulvey’s feminist theory of scopophilia, Pillai argues the “erotic” in jazz and the
black jazz body (Pillai 8). Lutie correspondingly embodies a noir character often called the torch
singer (in the tradition of Ida Lupino’s Lily and Mattie Comfort as herself in Kiss Me Deadly),
the sexualized spectacle that animates male virility and self-awareness. Yet like iconic black
torch singer Billie Holiday (whose image, Farah Jasmine Griffin argues, is often associated with
“tragedy, sexuality and appetites,” perpetuating “ideologies of black womanhood and of jazz
music”), she brings to this character the complexity of racialized visibility and hypersexuality,
the kind of imagined eroticism that Sarah Bartmann now symbolizes (Griffin, Billie Holiday
33).3! These black men in the casino are no better than the white women of Lyme who construct
from the raw material of Lutie’s body the imago of a whore.

Though Paula Rabinowitz argues that race prevents Lutie from fully embodying noir’s
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31See “The Politics of Sexuality in Billie Holiday’s ‘Strange Fruit
Holiday.

by Fumiko Sakashita. See also Dinerstein on
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femme fatale, | submit that Petry does indeed figure Lutie as a rare black female noir
protagonist—an exilic existentialist figure—harnessing the tropes of the aesthetic mode to create
not just a sense of unease and objectification but the circumstances for Lutie’s self-assertion.
Rabinowitz points out the uncommonness of the black femme fatale—the classic noir figure that
Himes’s Madge Perkins so epitomizes, explaining, “Lutie’s poverty and race have sent her on the
trajectory prepared for her by the jealous wives of Lyme, Connecticut; she’s on the way to being
the femme fatale of noir film. Yet, as a black woman, all she can hope for is the bit part as her
maid, the one who covers her trail, helps cover up her crime, backs up her alibi, sings her torch
song” (Rabinowitz 69). However, Lutie possesses great clarity of vision about the established
order of things, her place within it, and mechanisms whereby she might transgress. Even as she
is cornered by this order (figuratively and literally), forced into spaces of what Richard Wright
calls “unbearable closeness of association,” she uses this clarity of vision as a tool for
self-possession: where there exists her power of understanding the instruments of oppression
wielded against her, there exists also her (momentarily) quiet triumph over them (Wright, Voices
108). When she describes feelings akin to those reported by her grandmother—*tales about
things that people sensed before they actually happened”—she tacitly refers to a sixth sense that
will at times help her navigate the margins of her dangerous world (15). Indeed, much of the
knowledge she uses to avoid the unwanted advances of men was passed down from the
grandmother who warned her as a child to never allow a white man to touch her (45). This quiet
intuition and bravery belongs to a noir figure Dinerstein—quoting Camus—describes as
“‘always fighting for the integrity of one part of his being’ against social forces over which he
has no control” (130). Lutie’s exilic existentialist figuration exemplifies the critical function of

noir; according to Lee Horsley:
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Noir is ‘the voice of violation’, acting to expose the inadequacy of conventional
cultural, political and also narrative models. It expresses fears and anxieties but
also has the potential for critique, for undermining complacency and illusions (the
false promises of the American dream; the hypocrisy of the . . . establishment). . .
. [T]he noir sensibility may come to the fore at any time of discontent and anxiety,
of disillusionment with institutional structures and loss of confidence in the
possibility of effective agency. (12-13)
Without mentioning Petry, Horsley captures the author’s naturalistic use of the noir aesthetic in
her novelistic critique of black urban conditions and their effects upon women in particular.
While she never entirely abandons hope in the American dream, Lutie is increasingly aware of
its illusiveness and of the systemic binds which render it difficult or impossible for her to possess
it. As the insightful outsider, Lutie is able to view Harlem panoramically and deconstruct the
forces working against its inhabitants.

Moreover, contrary to Rabinowitz’s reading of Petry’s protagonist, Lutie’s countergaze
against Jones in the early pages of the novel prefigures her final stand against sexual
objectification and violence, and in both these gestures we find more than a suggestion of noir’s
deadly femme figure. As Lutie feels herself exposed to superintendent Jones’s groping stare,
Petry writes:

Then she forced herself to look directly at the Super. A long hard look,
malignant, steady, continued. Thinking, That’ll fix you, Mister William Jones,
but, of course, if it was only my imagination upstairs, it isn’t fair to look at you
like this. But just in case some dark leftover instinct warned me of what was on

your mind—just in case it made me know you were snuffing on my trail,
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slathering, slobbering after me like some dark hound of hell seeking me out,

tonguing along in back of me, this look, my fine feathered friend, should give you

much food for thought. (25)
Nowhere else in the novel do we find Lutie deploying this kind of countergaze. Perhaps nowhere
is she as stalwart in her resistance to objectifying looking practices. Why? And to what effect? In
the early pages of the novel, we find a Lutie still very much convinced of the Horatio Alger
model of achievement. She still believes that she can win against injustice and economic
disparity. In the moments wherein we witness Lutie’s conviction buckle, it is concomitant with
her intensified desperation and decreased idealism. The result is that the reader not only
witnesses the deterioration of Lutie’s austerity under the strain of oppressive circumstances but
cheers for the Lutie s/he glimpsed at the start.

Characterized by Petry in quintessentially noir terms, Boots Smith enters the narrative as
the slick bandleader whose largesse promises to redeem Lutie from desperation and lack, and
exits as the supreme villain who precipitates her downfall. His is a twist on the gangster
narrative, one that Dinerstein observes is marked by tension between the audience’s aversion to
and fascination with the central character, for the gangster figure is both dangerous and
admirably transgressive (Dinerstein 82-83). On their first meeting at the bar of Junto’s nightclub,
Boots reminds Lutie of a feline elongated for the pounce, “so knowing, so hard” are “his eyes on
her face” as he offers to pay her bar tab (150). Petry writes:

His face was tough, hard-boiled, unscrupulous. There was a long, thin scar on
his left cheek. It was a dark line that stood out sharply against the dark brown of
his skin. And she thought that at some time someone had found his lack of scruple

unbearable and had in desperation tried to do something about it. His body was
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lean, broad-shouldered, and as he lounged there, his arm on the bar, his muscles

relaxed, she thought again of a cat slinking quietly after its prey. (152)
Boots is metaphor; his noir characterization enables Petry to frame the danger in which Lutie is
situated, its affective register twinning the effects of the gaze by constructing the anxiousness
with which Lutie faces projected ideas of her black female body. Leading up to her meeting with
him to take possession of a loan for Bub’s legal defense, she is overwhelmed by a sense of
foreboding. “She was afraid of something,” Petry writes. “What was it?”” Then, more ominously,
“[The stillness] would walk down the street with her and into the apartment. Or it might . . . seep
into the apartment before she got there . . . . Formless. Shapeless. Waiting. Waiting” (413). This
affective response is associated with not just what Elizabeth Wheeler characterizes as the
“nameless dread” of noir, but Horsley’s more concrete notion that noir characters are “afraid,
and . . . find it difficult or impossible to escape from . . . the ‘sense of disorientation and
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nightmare’” of modern culture (Horsley 3). The fearsome something is, in fact, waiting in
Boots’s apartment where, when Lutie refuses to trade sex for money, she becomes the victim of
an attack. Certainly, Petry conjures the sympathetic gangster figure as Boots considers raping
Lutie as a form of rebellion against Junto’s white foot upon his black neck, but Petry bets on her
reader routing for Lutie. “‘I don’t take that kind of talk from dames,’” says Boots, slapping a
defiant Lutie, and ventriloquizing a dozen noir scenarios. Lutie kills Boots to protect herself
from rape, then decides to flee Harlem for Chicago, leaving Bub to a life she imagines as more
advantageous without her. Thus, Boots’s noir villainy aptly facilitates the culmination of Lutie’s
chronic sexual objectification.

Boots is the kind of noir character defined by Joel Dinerstein as a reworking of the Alger

figure—which makes him a tragically ironic foil for Lutie (Dinerstein 82-83). Whereas Lutie
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extrapolates from middle-class discussions in the suburban Chandler home the advantages of
honest work and virtuous perseverance, Boots circumvents a system predisposed against him by
relying instead on manipulation, deception, and cunning. Citing George Grella, Jonathan
Mitchell explains:
[O]n this urban frontier the gangster replaces the cowboy, and while he notes the
surface differences between the two, [Grella] argues that “like the cowboy, the
gangster 1s admired because he is a ‘natural,” untutored, proud of his ignorance,
responsive to the clear call of his instincts”. . . . [A]gain like the cowboy he also
“lives by a code and a gun and inhabits a lower, and fundamentally, more
corporeal level of existence”. The gangster is the non-conformist, “the tough guy
in open rebellion against society”. . . . The noir gangster fiction and film is not
[sic] an engagement with the dark side of life, no matter how much it seems to be.
The use of noir is to put in relief the “light”— the necessary triumph of order over
chaos, of the Symbolic reduction of the Imaginary. Being on a more complex
frontier, a densely populated urban garden, the gangster has to deal more directly
with conflicts that are a part of a mass population and he does so as a man with a
gun. (58)
Rebellion is quintessential to wartime and postwar sensibilities, and it is no coincidence that the
noir gangster came of age just before Albert Camus’s anti-totalitarian treatises on revolt were
published to much fanfare. Mitchell further reminds us that the noir gangster is a figure of the
urban landscape, explaining, “He immerses himself in the criminal underworld to confront the
‘nature’ of the city and he plays by the rules of this underworld, dealing with it by the use of his

‘own unique and inherent resources’” (Mitchell 58). I would argue, contra Mitchell, that Boots

106



does indeed represent the dark side. Along with Mrs. Hedges and others, he embodies through
his noir figuration the systemic oppression facing poor black woman—the malignancies arising
from urban conditions. His dangerousness is attached to his efficiency in this urban wasteland.
As one equipped to move with ease and confidence through the menacing city—to navigate its
nightmarishness and exploit it—Boots is the antithesis of Lutie Johnson, the extreme example of
all that she cannot or does not access. Indeed, Boots’s adroit movement through the city (“The
act of driving the car made him feel he was a powerful being who could conquer the world”)
contrasts Lutie’s sense of incarceration within a “circumscribed map of central Harlem,” and is
akin to the kind of empowering cartography in which Himes’s Bob Jones is often engaged (Petry
157; Griffin 110). In gendered terms, this gives him the upper hand over Lutie.

As it turns out, Boots received his scar in a lovers’ quarrel—one that precipitated his later
descent into a habit of domestic abuse—and he received help from Junto to criminally avoid the
draft. Later, he accepts money from Junto meant to facilitate the delivery of Lutie to Junto’s bed.
But Petry encourages her reader to find himself in Boots, reminding him of the ease with which
he might one day be in Boots’ shoes, hateful though they might be: “He never realized before
what a thin line you had to cross to do a murder. A thin, small, narrow line. It was less than a
pencil mark to get across” (271). His representation of the thinness of the line between morality
and immorality sets up Lutie’s own navigation of that line, and to Boot’s own eventual loss. He
is the human struggle with the damning elements of the modern urban scene. He is repulsive, but
still the everyman—even the ideal, as he drives around New York in his expensive car. A
playboy, but “principled”—refusing to participate in the war abroad because of racism at home
(Lowney 86). Depraved, but a hustler—surviving in a hostile world.

Understanding the dangers facing black women and cheering for their triumph over
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patriarchal structures are demonstrably Petry’s greatest expectations from her reader. To that
end, we may regard Min as another of Lutie’s antitheses: the invisible black (dark-skinned)
woman who suffers, under the violence of colorism, not sexual objectification but effacement as
the male gaze is withheld. In her erasure we find exemplified the traumatization of black female
sexual desire. As Jones transfers his affections from the “shapeless,” homely woman whose
“dark knotted legs superimposed themselves on his dreams of Lutie’s long brown legs,” Min
recognizes the shift (95). We read:
[H]e never looked at her any more. She could have stood his silence because she
was used to it; could even perhaps have grown more or less accustomed to the
rage that forever burned inside him, but his refusal ever to look in her direction
stabbed at her pride and filled her with shame. It was as though he was forever
telling her that she was so hideous, so ugly, that he couldn’t bear to let his eyes
fall upon her, so they slid past her, around her, never pausing really to see her. It
was more than a body could be expected to stand. (354)
We know from Bob Jones’s example that just as looking has the capacity to objectify, it also has
the power to affirm. What Min seeks in Superintendent Jones’s admiration of her body is
affirmation of her sexual and aesthetic appeal. When the reader is introduced to her she has been
saving—in the underside of a hand-me-down table—maoney for false teeth. The toothlessness of
this minor character not only signals her socioeconomic position but (according to cultural logic)
disfigures a personal aesthetic already hardened by phenotypic blackness. Describing colorism as
a malignant byproduct of systemic racism, Margaret Hunter points out that there is a gender bias
in colorist attitudes: women of color are more likely than their male counterparts to be

discriminated against based on phenotype, and in the arena of romance, in particular, whiteness
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is often the ideal against which black female beauty is weighed (Hunter 238, 246-247). Whereas
the brown and beautiful Lutie Johnson must withstand the assault perpetrated in and through an
inundation of the male gaze, Min must fight to regain the gaze of one. Lutie exists in visual
excess, Min in dearth. Yet Min ultimately survives in a way that Lutie does not. She decides to
leave Jones on her own terms, vacating his apartment while he is away and striking off on her
own with little else but her table. She has had no compromise foisted upon her, no deadly choice.
In fact, in one of her final gestures, she offers Mrs. Hedges a “toothless” farewell smile,

triumphantly mocking the ideal of female beauty and exulting in her own audacity (369).

Lions and Tigers
In one of the novel’s final visual metaphors, Petry unites notions of racialization with

social constructions of space and therein intimates Lutie’s revolt. Reflecting on ghettoized urban

blackness through the analogue of the local zoo, Lutie recalls:
She and Bub had gone there one Sunday afternoon. They arrived in time to see the
lions and tigers being fed. There was a moment, before the great hunks of red
meat were thrust into the cages, when the big cats prowled back and forth,
desperate, raging, ravening. They walked in a space even smaller than the
confines of the cages made necessary, moving in an area just barely the length of
their bodies. A few steps up and turn. A few steps down and turn. They were
weaving back and forth, growling, roaring, raging at the bars that kept them from
the meat, until the entire building was filled with the sound, until the people
watching drew back from the cages, feeling insecure, frightened at the sight and
the sound of such uncontrolled savagery. She was becoming something like that.

(325)
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It is easy to focus, as Lutie seemingly does as she quietly laments being “neatly caged,” on the
metaphor of racial othering and confinement (324). However, for the purposes of critiquing
socialized space qua space, there are more likely analogues than the zoo, including the prison.
No, Petry would have us consider the especially spectacular conditions that characterize the zoo
as a space of oppressive and exploitative containment; the gaze exacerbates and is itself
exacerbated by the delimited contours of the space. Those in the viewing position take pleasure
in their power to observe from a distance, to move freely and without concern of the gaze being

returned, until of course, it is.
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CHAPTER 4

“Just Intractable and Composed”: Postwar Cool and Racial Unmaking in William Faulkner’s
Intruder in the Dust®?

“And, under and above it all, there was the fear of death before which he was naked and without
defense.”
Richard Wright, Native Son

During and after World War 11, French intellectuals like Jean-Paul Sartre, Simone de
Beauvoir, Albert Camus, and others famously devoured American crime fiction and were
especial fans of William Faulkner’s most marked foray into the genre: Sanctuary. James
Naremore notes that Faulkner was often in the company of writers like Hammett, Chandler, and
Cain as French thinkers constructed from this comprehensive body of work an existentialist
literary ethos (Naremore 23). Sartre wrote several critical essays about Faulkner’s work, in 1956
Camus adapted for the French stage the author’s Requiem for a Nun, and novelist André Malraux
wrote in 1952, “Sanctuary is the intrusion of Greek tragedy into the detective story” (Malraux
94). Although Sanctuary has been thoroughly analyzed from the perspective of hard-boiled
crime fiction, Faulkner’s later Intruder in the Dust affords opportunities to expand Faulkner’s
contribution to noir, particularly as it relates to his renderings of masculine identity, or what
Naremore calls “tough-guy modernism” (Naremore 23). These renderings evoked the tenets of

stoic liberty held by existentialist thinkers and spoke back to these thinkers about the

32Some of the language of this chapter first appeared in “‘As out of a Seer’s Crystal Ball’: The Racialized Gaze in
William Faulkner’s Intruder in the Dust.” Copyright © 2016 Johns Hopkins University Press. This article first
appeared in The Faulkner Journal, Volume 30, Issue 2, Fall 2016, pages 19-39. Published with permission by Johns
Hopkins University Press.
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characteristics of idealized manhood. On this point, Joel Dinerstein writes, “The inherent hyper-
masculinity of literary noir was central to its transatlantic translation and its philosophical
overlay. There is an internal satisfaction to living one’s own masculine code, and the social
reward is an admiring audience of readers for a literary romance of pure existential freedom”
(Dinerstein 151). Noir was able to capture through its construction of masculinity the
existentialist idea of individual liberty.

Where Dinerstein describes the postwar period’s existential cool as the masterful and
phlegmatic assumption of “responsibility for one’s own identity and choices,” we might find the
figure of William Faulkner’s Lucas Beauchamp as case-in-point (Dinerstein 124). Not simply
Lucas Beauchamp as he is rendered broadly across Faulkner’s “Black trilogy,” but this
character’s iteration in the particularly postwar, hard-boiled context of 1948’s Intruder in the
Dust (Walker 150). It is difficult to overlook the traces of Bogartian smugness in Faulkner’s
description of Lucas “taking time to groan over a stiffness in his back” even in the face of
impending lynching (Faulkner 57-58). Indeed, in Lucas’s oft-noted composure and implacability,
we are reminded of the Sam Spade whose “face did not change” but who “shrugged” as he stared
down the barrel of Gutman’s pistol, and it is significant that this image of idealized yet grating
machismo is constructed through the eyes of the pubescent Chick Mallison (Hammett 250).
Elsewhere in Faulkner’s oeuvre, Lucas is defiant, proud, irrepressible in his black manhood, but
Intruder shows the author employing noir tropes to more transgressively decentralize whiteness,
particularly as a racialized corollary to Southern masculinity. I argue that Lucas’s marginalized
cool and Chick’s budding manhood meet within the gaze, a site of masculine control and racially
deconstructive power. As archetypal exilic figure of noir narrative, Lucas is a model of postwar

cool and self-making, harnessing the heterodoxy that Norman Mailer would a short time later
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attribute to the hipster and that appealed to Sartre’s circle of French existentialists.>® This model
throws into racial awe and anxiety Chick’s developing sense of self, and the gaze itself creates
the contested environment under which preconceived ideas of whiteness and blackness are
variously constructed and deconstructed.

Intruder in the Dust, set in the author’s fictional Y oknapatawpha County, follows
sixteen-year-old Chick Mallison as he—with the help of young Aleck Sander, elderly Miss
Habersham, and (at times) his uncle Gavin Stevens—sets in motion the exoneration of Lucas
Beauchamp from a murder charge that certainly would have ended in his lynching. Arrested for
shooting in the back the white Beat Four resident Vinson Gowrie, Lucas cooly dispatches Chick
to summon attorney Stevens. Yet Lucas has something more than legal representation in mind,
and after Stevens censures Lucas for repeatedly failing to address any white man as “mister,” the
condemned but equanimous prisoner turns to Chick for help. The bulk of the novel transpires
across this clandestine errand, as Chick and his confederates travel by night out to Beat Four in
order to dig up Vinson’s body and prove to authorities he was not shot with Lucas’s gun. In fact,
the body they uncover in Vinson’s grave is that of Jake Montgomery—xilled by Crawford
Gowrie, Gavin speculates, to prevent the latter from exposing Crawford’s murder of his brother,
whom the sleuths find re-buried nearby. Redeemed from the gallows if not worse, Lucas closes
the novel with a final gesture of postwar masculinity, asserting with a protracted pecuniary
flourish a sentiment not unlike that behind his reminder to Zack Edmonds in “The Fire and the
Hearth”: namely, that he is “a McCaslin . . . and a man-made one,” a paterfamilias perfectly able

to pay for the legal services of one Gavin Stevens (Faulkner, Moses 41).

33Mailer writes, “And yet crazy is also the self-protective irony of the hipster. Living with questions and not with
answers, he is so different in his isolation and in the far reach of his imagination from almost everyone with whom
he deals in the outer world of the Square, and meets generally so much enmity, competition, and hatred in the world
of hip, that his isolation is always in danger of turning upon itself, and leaving him indeed just that, crazy.”
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The centrality of looking practices to the function of race in Intruder in the Dust has
remained relatively unexplored, and those scholars who have examined the noir elements of the
novel have neglected to mine them for Faulkner’s interconnected reflections on looking, race,
and masculine identity. Masami Sugimori writes convincingly about the ambiguity of Lucas’s
racial classification which liberates him from white-centered racial ordering as it also disrupts
the system of naming power on which whiteness is situated; in its recognition of the function of
specular imagery to portray Lucas’s self-image, Sugimori’s primarily linguistic study touches
only briefly on Faulkner’s use of the gaze to construct racial meaning (Sugimori 55-56). Esther
Sanchez-Pardo approaches the crucial entanglements of noir and racial (un)making when she
writes, “The mystery at the heart of this ‘detective’ novel is not necessarily who killed Vinson
Gowrie . . . but rather what precisely is going on in the mind of this black man whose individual
subjectivity resists being categorized, contained, and understood by whites”; yet, her exploration
of what she calls “Lucas’s inscrutability” is disappointingly truncated, leaving space for my
present study of the subversive construction of masculine cool within that inscrutability and the
gaze as the stage on which this masculinity is performed (Sanchez-Pardo 114, 115). In his
parallel study of Intruder in the Dust and its film adaptation, Robert Jackson notes the traces of
noir in “the threatening presence of Lucas, who competes with Stevens as a rival for Chick’s
respect and admiration,” thereby alluding to but not sharpening the focus on Faulkner’s vision of
noir masculinity and its racial implications (Jackson 44). Chick, we must not fail to consider, is a
developing young man—one coming of age in the South and in the shadow of his lvy League
uncle’s gradualist pomposity. Gavin’s postwar foil, then, is the roughly hewn but placid Lucas
Beauchamp, a loner, the gold toothpick between his lips substituting for the noir cigarette, and

this racial incongruity exposes Chick to a noir ideal embodied as a black man. The inexorability
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of Lucas’s noir construction entails moments of looking in which he embraces the social margins
and resists conscription, simultaneously transfixing and infuriating the novel’s white teenaged
protagonist.

Lucas’s reappearance in 1948 (six years after Go Down, Moses) is contemporaneous with
a series of landmark moments in the U.S. civil rights struggle, and into this milieu Faulkner
writes a Negro character unlike any he had written before or would write after. Inspired, in part,
“by the crisis . . . between Negroes and whites and by the recently proposed legislation for
guaranteeing Negro rights,” Faulkner imagines black masculinity in newly disruptive ways
(Wilson 335-336). The author was at times notoriously embroiled in matters of racial justice—as
when he publicly threatened violence against Negroes to defend states’ rights from federal
intervention, yet Faulkner’s work demonstrates that the wounds of slavery remained for him a
lifelong moral and intellectual problem. His treatment of race in Intruder bears the indelible
mark of postwar black enfranchisement, revealing not only Faulkner’s readiness to think of white
masculine identity as contingent but his openness to black self-making.

Intruder in the Dust was published the same year A. Philip Randolph persuaded President
Truman to desegregate the U.S. Armed Forces, and Lucas represents a noir brand of masculinity
mapped over the kind of black empowerment Faulkner would have seen represented across the
media. His fictive defiance is, for example, congruous with that of the very real Irene Morgan
who, in 1944, four years before Faulkner sat down to write the novel, refused to give up her seat
on a Greyhound bus boarding in Virginia and, two years later, made headlines when the United
States Supreme Court ruled against “segregated seating in interstate bus lines” (Goldstein).

Despite the pushback by states’ rights Dixiecrats like Strom Thurmond, Jim Crow, it seemed,
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was slowly dying.®* President Truman intimated as much when, in his speech to the NAACP
from the Lincoln Memorial in June of 1947, he said, “Our immediate task is to remove the last
remnants of the barriers, which stand between millions of our citizens and their birthright”
(Truman). He further noted, “[ W]e can no longer afford the luxury of a leisurely attack upon
prejudice and discrimination. . . . [W]e cannot, any longer, await the growth of a will to action in
the slowest state of the most backward community,” a pronouncement likely aimed at the kind of
moderate position exemplified by William Faulkner (Truman). Truman briefly outlined, in the
speech, the work of his Committee on Civil Rights, recently dispatched to devise a national
program. In October, it released its report, stating, in part, “To strengthen the right to equality of
opportunity, the President’s Committee recommends . . . [t]he elimination of segregation, based
on race, color, creed, or national origin . . . [I]t is inconsistent with the fundamental
equalitarianism of the American way of life” (President’s Committee). The trajectory of
American civil rights over the next twenty years was demonstrably set; on the heels of the
Committee’s report, Ada Lois Sipuel Fisher won the Supreme Court’s decision in Sipuel v.
Board of Regents/University of Oklahoma. Upon the Court’s ruling that she could not be denied
admission to the University of Oklahoma School of Law on the basis of her race, Sipuel Fisher
exclaimed, ““O, it’s a wonderful Constitution. . . . Somebody had to be first. It will be hard but
maybe soon there’ll be other Negroes with me,”” thus setting the stage for Brown v. Board of
Education some six years later (qtd. in Brown Wattley 475).

I will begin this chapter by tracing Faulkner’s relationship to the noir tradition and

elaborating the mode’s unconventional uses for the author’s depiction of raced and gendered

34In his bid for the presidency in 1948, Thurmond insisted, “‘[A]ll the laws of Washington and all the bayonets of
the Army cannot force the Negro into our homes, into our schools, our churches and our places of recreation and
amusement’” (Clymer).
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tensions in the postwar South. Faulkner not only superimposes the urban grit of noir over his
rural setting but relies heavily on the figure of the marginal individualist to construct postwar
conceptions of masculine identity; | explore the ways in which Lucas’s embodiment of the lone
individualist both transgresses against whiteness-centered popular culture norms and catalyzes
Chick’s maturation into manhood. Finally, I connect Lucas’s iteration of this individualist
ethic—more broadly conceived throughout my project as exilic existentialism—to the
implacability of his gaze. | demonstrate Chick’s preoccupation with Lucas’s embodiment in a
moment of developmental flux, and argue that Faulkner uses the gaze as a field of agential

assertion that variously constructs and contests racial-sexual meaning.

“A Desert and a Witness”: Faulkner’s Dislocation of the Noir Narrative
While working on the 1946 film adaptation of Raymond Chandler’s hard-boiled novel

The Big Sleep, Faulkner told the film’s director Howard Hawks that he had been formulating his
own detective story about “‘a Negro in jail accused of murder [who] . . . solves the crime
because he goddam has to to keep from being lynched’” (qtd. in Blotner, Vol. 11 1245-47).
Between 1932 and the early part of 1950, Faulkner made frequent trips to Hollywood to write for
the screen, and his output during this period reveals “the generative processes of creative
exchange that took place between his fiction and screenplays and, by extension, modernism and
Hollywood genre cinema (in this case, film noir)” (Robbins 56). Of Faulkner’s wartime and
postwar writing, Stefan Solomon explains:

At least some of this output was influenced by his writing at Warner

Brothers in the early years of the decade: both the unifying tendency of the war

film, on the one hand, and the disrupting aspects of noir, on the other, equally

worked to alter Faulkner’s representation of a region that had seemed at least a
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little surer of itself before the United States had joined the global battle. (117)
Much of the criticism of Faulkner’s engagement with noir has focused on his female characters
and the influence thereupon of the femme fatale figure. For example, Scott Yarbrough intervened
in previous Sanctuary scholarship to argue Temple Drake as the archetypal noir figure, and
Lucas Tromly argues ten years later that “[t]he figure of the femme fatale also informs Joanna
Burden in Light in August” (Tromly 461). Yet, with Intruder Faulkner utilizes the conventions of
detection to think through the intricacies of social identity. Philip Weinstein argues in the edited
volume Faulkner and Mystery that with Intruder Faulkner moves “away from race as mystery”
(or the place “where identity glimpses its own limits, its own shattering”) as he engages with
generically conventional processes of reason (22, 21). However, | would argue quite the
contrary: with Intruder Faulkner uses the conventions as apparatuses through which to
deconstruct the very mysterious intersections of race and masculinity.
One such convention is what Lee Horsley calls the “enforcer element, the individualist
ethic of taking things into one’s own hands”; Faulkner speaks into the activism of his own socio-
politcal moment by capitalizing on noir’s reliance on the civilian to exact justice, to implement
law and order (24). As the author writes from the perspective of his teenaged protagonist:
[H]e thought again She’s too old for this, to have to do this: only if she hadn’t
then he and Aleck Sander, what she and his uncle and the sheriff all three and his
mother and father and Paralee too would have called children, would have had to
do it—not would have done it but would have had to do it to preserve not even
justice and decency but innocence. (114)

The righteous vigilantism embodied in Chick is counterpoised against the mob justice that never

quite materializes. At the center of this tension is the mystery of what it means to be black or
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white and male in the South, a mystery largely hinging on the theretofore masculine trait of
individualism. Descended from the ur-individualist figure of the rugged cowboy, the noir hero
fulfilled a mythically-constructed image of masculine identity as self-sufficient, capable, and
liberated. Elsewhere in his oeuvre—as in his short story “The Bear”—Faulkner is demonstrably
concerned with what Richard Slotkin describes as the legacy of Daniel Boone, with the
connection between one’s sturdy competence and one’s “initiation” into manhood (Slotkin 22).
Out of this colonial mythology emerges the postwar detective:
Many private eyes, adhering to an individualistic core of values, are distanced
from the world investigated by qualities that ultimately distinguish them from
those ‘on the wrong side of the fence’. Their characterisation can be seen as based
in ‘romantic images of the lone male—strong, brave, independent—a
compendium of the macho values apparently so popular in American society’.
(Horsley 24)
Against a backdrop of social activism and triumphs of the common folk, Faulkner makes the
already self-sufficient Lucas Beauchamp responsible (to a limited degree) for his own salvation,
and uses a child civilian to catalyze law and order. In the process, he challenges the racial
construction of the individualist ethic.®®
The individualist, then, is an antecedent for the rebel outsider which, while appropriating
some of the affect found in black culture, was archetypically white. As | have explored
elsewhere, thinkers like Chester Himes and Richard Wright recognized elements of black life in
the development of the exilic existentialist figure, and bell hooks argues separately, “Black

masculinity, then and now, was seen as the quintessential embodiment of man as ‘outsider’ and

%Breu explains that noir masculinity resists “by maintaining a rigorously individualist stance, by being self-directed,
and by rebelling against all forms of authority and social connection” (Masculinities 5).
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‘rebel.” Black males had access to the ‘cool’ white men longed for” (Cool 13).%® Indeed, Mailer’s
portrait of hipsterism is in part an appropriation of affect borne of uniquely black experience.
Julian Murphet explains:
The most significant achievement of this cycle of films was to have invented
(principally in the person of Humphrey Bogart) a new kind of character, a new
white man, whose existential gravity, misogyny and hard-boiled cynicism cohered
into a new and arresting paradigm of American identity (from which African-
Americans are perforce excluded, and to which the French intellectuals of the
period were inordinately attracted). (Murphet 24)
Thus, while many thinkers of the period and beyond saw blackness represented in postwar
existential exile, the archetypal noir hero was almost always constructed as racially white, not
least because the radical Sartrean freedom he embodied required it. It is this archetype that
Faulkner in Intruder in the Dust attempts to untangle from its racialized conventions.

If traditional urban noir envisions the city as the space through which industrial
modernization breeds waste, “fragmentation and alienation,” Faulkner recontextualizes this
framework within the space of the rural South, with the racialized construction of masculinity as
a focal point (Abbott 2). With an interest in the conditions that shape the masculinities of “poor
Whites, Blacks, and families of the dying aristocracy,” the author uses noir as the aesthetic
language through which Yoknapatawpha’s racial, sexual, and economic milieu come to bear on
Chick’s maturation (Glissant 37). Borrowing the mode’s lexicon of urban desolation, Faulkner
captures an Eliotesque vision of modern industrialization and decay, even harnessing the hard

urban scenes ubiquitous in noir cinema and fiction. His Beat Four and its surrounding

3%n Hard-Boiled Masculinities, Breu discusses noir’s “secret borrowing from the iconography of black masculinity”
(2). This borrowing was secret precisely because noir masculinity was embodied through whiteness.
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countryside are strikingly like the Hell’s Kitchen constructed by Hollywood in the years leading
up to the publication of Intruder, and the “lawless hill-country [Gowrie] clan” akin to noir’s
underworld gang (Rigsby 391). In the age of noir, Norman M. Klein reminds us, neighborhoods
like New York’s Hell’s Kitchen served as models for the gritty backdrops audiences saw on
screen. Embellished though they were by the “nihilism” and urban “distrust” of the time, these
spaces represented in the popular imagination otherness, criminality, and danger (Klein 87). In
the artistic decision about “where a murder should take place,” Klein observes, one often
considered “the alienated space where no neighborhood can survive, where no friends can be
trusted, where all crooks are in business, and where all businessmen are crooks” (Klein 86). The
“road [that] lay pale and empty before and behind [Chick] . . . the lightless houses and cabins
squatt[ing] or loom[ing] beside it, [and] the dark land [that] stretched away into the darkness” as
uncle and nephew make their way to the Gowrie cemetery create outside Beat Four just such a
space (93). Dislocating the traditional narrative in this way allows Faulkner to draw attention to
the intersecting and clashing traumas of race, sex, and economy that are particular to the modern
South.

As the aesthetic of modern disillusionment, noir serves Faulkner’s project of tracing the
effects of urban industrialization and its attendant economic frameworks on conceptions of
Southern whiteness, blackness, and masculinity. If the pale and empty roads of Jefferson are the
wasted places in which a murder (or two) might take place, they also create the setting for
Chick’s passing from youth to manhood, for the demise of his racial innocence and his
confrontation with untenable constructions of raced and gendered meaning. The urban desolation
that in conventional postwar urban noir represents isolation, marginalization, and the perils of

progress, signifies in Intruder the uniquely Southern American ethos in which Chick feels
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alienated from both the racially-entrenched white masculinity he stands involuntarily to inherit
and the idealized but confusedly blackened masculinity he cannot subjugate. The setting in
which these poles compete for possession of his soul is painted in noir hues, Faulkner invoking
noir’s existential despair as Chick considers “the struck match which doesn’t dispel the dark but
only exposes its terror” or “the empty road’s the dark and empty land’s irrevocable immitigable
negation” (94). In place of the traditional urban labyrinth which will so bedevil Baldwin’s Rufus
Scott, Faulkner gives us an equally formidable scene: “this land,” he writes, “was a desert and a
witness, this empty road its postulate,” thus capitalizing on the haunting topography of the rural
South while implying a disembodied gaze familiar to the noir cityscape (95). In this crucible of

regional, cultural, racial, and sexual forces, Chick’s identity takes shape.®’

Marking Spaces of Alienation

In an attempt to frame the exasperating equanimity with which Lucas’s masculinity
grates against the white male sensibilities of Yoknapatawpha County—including his own—
Chick reflects on an episode from his earlier childhood. While the particulars of the story have
been variously lost or confused, from Chick’s perspective, the substance of it is as follows:
dressed in his “black broadcloth suit” and adorned with “the worn fine hat and the heavy watch-
chain and the toothpick,” Lucas enters the local store, purchases a package of gingersnaps,
then—for perhaps no articulable reason whatsoever—provokes outrage on the part of several
white men in the vicinity. Whether in his “speaking to no one” as he made his entry and his
egress he broke with regional etiquette or whether doing “nothing was enough,” Lucas becomes

the object of scorn as one of the slightly drunk white men cries out, ““You goddamn biggity

$7Baldwin what can be described as a noir picture of the South in his 1959 essay “Nobody Knows My Name.”
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stiffnecked stinking burrheaded Edmonds sonofabitch.’”” A quietly defiant correction to the
drunkard’s erroneous genealogy notwithstanding, Lucas responds with only a look of “calm
speculative detachment,” upon which the offended party attempts to bludgeon Lucas and is
prevented only through the strenuous effort of the store proprietor’s son.
‘Get out of here, Lucas!’ the proprietor’s son said over his shoulder. But still
Lucas didn’t move, quite calm, not even scornful, not even contemptuous, not
even very alert, the gaudy carton still poised in his left hand and the small cake in
the right, just watching while the proprietor’s son and his companion held the
foaming and cursing white man. ‘Get to hell out of here, you damn fool!” the
proprietor’s son shouted: and only then did Lucas move, without haste, turning
without haste and going on toward the door, raising his right hand to his mouth so
that as he went out the door they could see the steady thrust of his chewing. (20)
It strikes this reader that a vast incongruity exists between the action (such as it is) and the
reaction, between Lucas’s cool detachment and the red-faced, violent fury of the unnamed white
man. The two represent, in fact, polar images of American masculinity—one occupying quite
demonstrably the realm of brute physicality, while the other maintains an almost preternatural
poise, seemingly impervious to the vicissitudes of human emotion. Furthermore, by leaving the
white man unnamed in this confrontation, Faulkner diminishes him, dwarfs and trivializes him in
contrast to the proudly named Lucas. The black man, and not his white counterpart, embodies the
cool rebel of postwar noir. Three years later, when Chick is twelve, Lucas will again subvert
racial-masculine assumptions not only by saving Chick’s life but by refusing to take Chick’s
money in compensation.

Lucas’s inexorability is everywhere in the novel a point of great consideration and
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disconcertion for both Chick and the cast of supporting characters, but in it lies his postwar cool,
which Dinerstein defines in part as “self-control to the point of detachment” and “insolent
defiance as registered in facial expression and body language” (Dinerstein 76). Lucas refuses
impassioned response—rejects telling bodily expressions—and therein communicates the
resilience and sobriety necessary for a postwar Bogartian image of masculine cool. His face is
described as “not arrogant at all and not even scornful: just intolerant inflexible and composed,”
his tone both “inflexible and calm” (13). Though the narrator attributes Lucas’s sleeping in jail as
invisible lynch mobs form outside to his being, “after all,” a “nigger,” I submit that the epithet is
deployed here out of Chick’s lack of linguistic dexterity—signifying not the cultural blackness of
which Lucas’s behavior might be indicative but Chick’s racially limited points of reference and
gendered frustration that finds uncomplicated release in convenient, ambiguously-referential
slurs. Questioned by Gavin and needled by the lawyer’s use of the Gowrie name as a rhetorical
lash, Lucas “made a gesture [with his hand] which completely dismissed Gowries, mob,
vengeance, holocaust and all. ‘I’ll worry about that when they walks in here,” he said” (58). The
language, here, frames the intensity with which Chick would expect Lucas to respond in that it
elevates the threat to Lucas’s life to the level of merciless, catastrophic slaughter; yet the
incongruous practicality of the condemned man’s response reflects Dinerstein’s assertion that
postwar cool often presented in the form of “gritty pragmatism” (77). Later, having been
dispatched by Lucas to settle the whole affair, Chick conjures an image of “the old kinless
friendless opinionated arrogant hardheaded intractable independent (insolent too) Negro man
alone in the cell” (78). Lucas keeps his own company, bucks authority outside his own social
code, and maintains a Platonic despotism over his passions, demonstrating the untroubled self-

control that icons of postwar cool like Bogart had made quasi-synonymous with masculine
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identity.

In many ways, Lucas is a foil for the archetypal black bogeyman of American mythology.
His thoughtful but reserved demeanor stands in stark contrast to the wild violence of a black
imago that is a creature of not rational thought but untamed primitivism, pure animal instinct.
We might think of him, in fact, against the absurd figure of Bob Jones, though it is just as useful
to contrast him—as Faulkner himself may have preferred—with Bigger Thomas, the anti-hero of
Wright’s 1940 novel Native Son. In 1945—during a season in which Intruder was germinating—
Faulkner wrote to Richard Wright to comment on Black Boy, which he thought a commendable
work but one inferior to the author’s earlier novel. As early as 1940—about the time readers
were following Bigger down a path of social despair, hopelessness, criminal desperation, and
condemnation—Faulkner was shopping a story about a Negro amateur detective who saves
himself from a lynch mob (Blotner, Letters 122, 128). Though distinct from Bigger in important
ways, Lucas was certainly born out of Faulkner’s contemplation of the forces that shaped the
doomed character and the methods of resistance and self-determination that, in an alternate
universe, might have been available to him. Intimating obliquely the great significance of the
gaze in Intruder, George Hutchinson notes that from a post-Bigger Faulkner we find “stories
[that] convey more of a sense of the whites being watched and judged and manipulated by the
black characters. The black characters withhold speech from the whites even as they claim
agency and in various ways seek to manipulate or defeat the whites who subordinate, dominate,
or oppose them” (Hutchinson, “Tracking” 67). Yet where Wright’s protagonist claims his
humanity by means of what James Baldwin called “those brutal criteria bequeathed him at his
birth,” Lucas withholds not only violence but any discernible passion (Baldwin, “Protest” 23).

His calm speculative detachment is from a whitened brand of pop-culture masculinity which
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favors self-mastery over savagery.

While in his construction of a racially nightmarish world Wright seems to be conscious of
the noir ethos inherent to black experience, Faulkner leans into the racial subversion afforded by
the more redemptive and empowering elements of noir masculinity. Sharon Monteith explains,
“[Wright’s] protagonists personified racial alienation and rebellion, as when Bigger Thomas . . .
describes himself as a ‘man born for dark doom, an obscene joke happening amid a colossal din
of siren screams and white faces and circling lances of light under a cold and silken sky,” an apt
description of many a film noir anti-hero” (Monteith 150). Though we have no access to his
inner life, Lucas is represented to us as far less dark (far less fatalistic) and far more in command.
While the hard-boiled and noir traditions are often characterized by terse first-person narration,
in Lucas’s third-person representation (in the very inaccessibility of his psyche) the noir cool of
his manhood is shaped.®® In place of Bigger’s suffering we have placid dignity through which
Faulkner imagines the power that an existentialist freedom from suffering can have on the
experience of black masculinity. Whereas an entire book of Wright’s novel (“Fear”)
monumentalizes Bigger’s terror, Lucas is himself a monument (as he, for example, emerges from
the creekbank like a statue of Paul Bunyan)—providing no affective expression of fear, even at
the nearness of death. Indeed, more than fearful, Lucas is practical and prepared against the
threat of violence, demanding of the sheriff the return of his pistol as the sheriff leads a small
contingent out to Beat Four to clear up the Gowrie problem. Finally, we have in Intruder the
important figure of the witness. Although Wright at times provides Bigger a narratively-
represented audience (particularly in the jail cell scene), he is a protagonist whose own

experience is centralized. Chick, on the other hand, is Intruder’s protagonist while Lucas is its

38Sam Spade is, conspicuously, another exception to the first-person narrator rule of noir.
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central figure, a juxtaposition that forces Chick to testify on Lucas’s behalf. In a sense, Lucas’s
narrative irruption in Chick’s coming-of-age tale reflects the brusque irreverence of his
masculinity as it also shapes the novel as a racial bildungsroman. In Chick, Lucas has a witness,
an impressionable but maturing youth for whom a Negro’s quiet but inexorable masculine
assertion engenders racial frustration and filial discontent.

Using a noir model, Faulkner subverts the cultural geography of Jim Crow South by
writing into Lucas’s character an inter- and intra-racial self-segregation. In part in response to
Faulkner’s description of Lucas as “not only without friends even in his own race but proud of
it,” Keith Clark argues (Faulkner, Intruder 23):

[T]he black man can only achieve full “manhood” by becoming a black superman
who inhabits a space not merely on the outskirts of any identifiable black
community, but a space completely outside of that community. . . . Lucas’s status
increases in direct proportion to how far he distances himself from other blacks.
(Clark, “Margin” 26)
Whereas Clark sees Lucas’s being “push[ed] . . . to the periphery” as a symptom of Faulkner’s
devaluation of or blindness to the integrality of black community to the shaping of personhood,
Faulkner in fact clears new frontiers of black masculine identity by co-opting ready images from
white popular culture. Indeed, Christopher Breu notes that “primarily, though not exclusively,
white . . . hard-boiled masculinity” often valorized a “pathological version of individualism . . .
that repudiated connection and community at every turn” (Breu, Masculinities 2). The periphery
is for Lucas a place of power, and his silence is a smokescreen for the true self-mastery he wields
in and through the gaze. If we view through a noir lens Thadious Davis’s vision of a racially-

mapped “southscape,” the result is Lucas’s reconfiguration of racialized spaces purely by virtue
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of his composed yet unyielding presence.®® In other words, by frequenting the store not “on
Saturday when all the other Negroes . . . came in . . . but on weekdays like the white men who
were . . . planters,” and by just as proudly occupying the social margins, he challenges spatial
ideologies, marking spaces of whiteness with his blackness and spaces of alienation with his
hauteur. Lucas does not want friends—is liberated from even that expression of human
fragility—and exists on the outskirts of community by election. Faulkner is careful to represent
the character as neither the abject, thrown by Jim Crow into the seclusion of his own society, nor
a psychologically-wounded misanthrope. Rather, Lucas exerts the force of his will upon the
phenomenon of social alienation and, thereby, becomes the ideal of self-determined, noir
masculinity. He does not belong, and therein makes the place of belonging unremarkable, almost
facile, as the archetypal loner is wont to do. It is his not belonging that shapes Lucas’s
individualist manhood and positions him as the postwar masculine ideal.

Chick’s preoccupation with Lucas from the moment he becomes indebted to the Negro
for his redemption does not escape the reader, but what may require our closer reading is the
relationship between this preoccupation and Chick’s developing white manhood. It is true that
the debt itself (and to a Negro to boot) causes Chick a fair degree of frustration. Rescued from an
icy creek by the hide-clad and axe-wielding Lucas and having tasted a necessary but racially-
inferior brand of hospitality, Chick attempts to recompense this proverbial Samaritan with four
coins proffered at first confidently then abashedly. His offer is promptly declined, and on his

journey home a wilted Chick discards the coins in the very creek wherein his manhood was first

%1n Southscapes, Davis explains, “Within the regime of segregation, place is a spatial marker conveying quite
specific meanings. Place is a powerful signifier of identity that cannot be overestimated, particularly in terms of the
South with its specific history and sociology. . . . [T]he place of blacks, though not necessarily static, was by
necessity lower and less than, narrower, contained, and limited. The clearly marked ‘place’ for blacks was both
subtly and brutally enforced. From the signs that read ‘For Colored’ to those that said “Whites Only,’ signages
created the iconography of separation and designation of the ‘subsurface’ reduction of blacks into clearly marked
areas corresponding to the psychology or race segregation and racism” (6-7).
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challenged. What ensues is a near-comical exchange of gifts between the two—exchanges meant
variously to establish the appearance of honor and self-sufficiency and to forever eliminate even
the suggestion of debt. This last point will arise again in the novel’s closing scene. Yet the
narrative reveals Chick’s intense scrutiny of Lucas’s physicality, comportment, and affect—far
beyond that which would be necessary for his contemplation of the misery of indenture. Rather,
this scrutiny suggests Chick’s careful study of the performance of idealized masculinity, a
performance that unfolds in Lucas’s case as uncommon dignity, inflexible autonomy, and
unemotional efficiency. Lucas’s performance of gender, more than the fact of the debt itself,
dominates Chick’s attention. Lucas is both a subject of study and a potential object on which the
growing boy may exercise his agency. In turn, Lucas refuses objectification, and does not yield
his gaze in deference. Between the pubescent white boy and the inexorably cool Negro, the gaze

becomes a terrain wherein each wrestles the other for the power to define self.

“Ideal Ego”: Race, Masculinity, and the Gaze

The defining feature of Lucas’s noir masculinity is his resistance to a gaze that arrests—
the gaze that Fanon argued was a fact of black colonial existence and to which Maurice Wallace
argues Bigger Thomas too was subjected. Fanon described feeling “fixed” by the white gaze as a
preparation is fixed with a dye, while later, Wallace would write “Mrs. Dalton’s look arrests
Bigger dead in his . . . tracks,” adding, “The protagonist’s criminal arrest . . . is only a
formalization of his fetishistic enframement as spectacle and specter in white eyes prior to and
following this moment” (Fanon 95, 89; Wallace 36, 40). Lucas resists this experience by
deploying a countergaze, but one that (more than attempting to read the white other) defies
reading. It is a flinty, muteness of countenance that forefends facile objectification and

categorization. His countergaze is, in other words, largely unconcerned with the white body qua
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white body but rather insistent upon Lucas’s self-mastery as a corollary to his self-making; this
self-making is, in fact, nowhere more apparent than in moments of visual exchange between
Lucas and the novel’s white characters.

In the wake of his fall into the creek, Chick's waterlogged, almost feminized, limpness is
counterpoised against the erect, provincial masculinity of his axe-wielding black redeemer, and
the gaze through which their subject positions begin to contend with one another is markedly
contextualized by their literal spatial positions.

‘Get the pole out of his way so he can get out’—just a voice, not because it
couldn’t be anybody else but either Aleck Sander or Edmonds’ boy but because it
didn’t matter whose: climbing out now with both hands among the willows, the
skim ice crinkling and tinkling against his chest, his clothes like soft cold lead
which he didn’t move in but seemed rather to mount into like a poncho or a
tarpaulin: up the bank until he saw two feet in gum boots which were neither
Edmonds’ boy’s nor Aleck Sander’s and then the legs, the overalls rising out of
them and he climbed on and stood up and saw a Negro man with an axe on his
shoulder, in a heavy sheep-lined coat and a broad pale felt hat such as his
grandfather had used to wear, looking at him and that was when he saw Lucas
Beauchamp for the first time that he remembered or rather for the first time
because you didn’t forget Lucas Beauchamp; gasping, shaking and only now
feeling the shock of the cold water, he looked up at the face which was just
watching him without pity commiseration or anything else, not even surprise: just
watching him . . . (Faulkner 6-7)

Lucas appears by degrees—his boots, his legs, his overalls incrementally brought into focus.
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Faulkner does wondrous things with space, here, protracting the entire revelation of Lucas’s
person not just as a reflection of his monumentality but to syntactically mimic the act of looking
up. The movement of language over Lucas’s body from his feet to his eyes replicates the panning
motion of a movie camera and relocates readers to the mud alongside Chick, reminding them that
this is no encounter between peers; there is no suggestion of equality or commensurability
between the two. Chick is low and Lucas is high. Forced upon him as a matter of circumstances,
the necessity of looking up in itself attenuates Chick’s agency, and is rendered all the more bitter
by Lucas’s comparative freedom from necessity—the necessity for similar physical adjustment,
for permission, for salvation. The stillness and always-alreadiness of his gaze make him the more
controlled, the more masculine of the two.

Commanded by Lucas to take sanctuary from the cold in the Beauchamp home, Chick
does not escape the oppressive sufficiency of Lucas’s masculinity. Again focusing on the
implacability of Lucas’s gaze, this time by proxy, Chick marks a portrait group in the corner of
the cabin:

[H]e saw for the first time because he happened to be facing it now the gold-

framed portrait-group on its gold easel and he went to it, stooping to peer at it in

its shadowy corner where only the gold leaf gleamed, before he knew he was

going to do it. It had been retouched obviously; from behind the round faintly

prismatic glass dome as out of a seer's crystal ball there looked back at him again

the calm intolerant face beneath the swaggering rake of the hat . . . (Faulkner 14)
Certainly, much of the significance of this passage emerges upon reflection of the role portraiture
has played in visual culture writ large and in black representation in particular. Based in a

tradition that belonged first to the Western aristocracy then to the bourgeoisie, black portraiture
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reflected increased economic access and agency which engendered strategic choices about the
portrayal of self. As a form, black portraiture promised “a counterarchive [to challenge] a long
legacy of racist taxonomy . . . by offering competing visual evidence” (Smith, Photography 2).
Through a carefully curated image (one, in Lucas’s case, marked by the watch-chain, the
toothpick, the hat, and even the uncovered wife), black subjects could announce their self-
creative power. Yet the precision of Faulkner’s language in this passage forces us to consider the
particular tone of Lucas’s self-stylization and what this tone means for Chick in the wake of the
rescue. That the narrator uses the term “again” in this circumstance suggests the scene at the
creekside is being rehearsed (one could even argue protracted), and through his representation
Lucas himself continues to wield his inexorability against Chick like a club. The face looking
back at the boy is not calm and intolerant but “calm intolerant”—with hardly a breath separating
the two words, we can read the former as an adjective of the latter; we may understand Lucas’s
brand of intolerant as calm. Therein, in fact, lies its potency. He creates, as we have seen, a
masculinity with impenetrable boundaries, establishing ideal manhood as a marginal and at the
same time an insular space into which Chick may not enter. If the gaze is as intolerant as Chick
perceives it to be, it is so in relation to the boy’s desire to partake; though he is prohibited from
doing so in a multiplicity of ways, from the unyielding gaze of the portrait to his frailty under
Lucas’s redemptive power.

Here begins a process whereby Lucas’s intervention in Chick’s misfortune and his
display of calm efficiency subvert culturally-accepted constructions of noblesse oblige,
translated from the French as “nobility obligates” (Merriam-Webster). An historically male
commandment, noblesse oblige is variously embedded in hierarchical thinking, the Great Chain

of Being, and (however perversely) the Judeo-Christian notion of charity, communicating the
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moral imperative for those of superior class—and in many instances genetic stock—to bear what
Kipling referred to as the white man’s burden: to care for his dark charges. In the plantocratic
system of the U.S. South and its residual iterations, blackness occupied the place of sometimes
perpetual need and whiteness the place of sufficiency and holy generosity (consider Quentin
Compson’s gift of a quarter to the man on the mule in The Sound and the Fury); however,
Lucas’s position within the landed class and his patrician, “baronial” features (his “nose high in
the bridge and even hooked a little”) provide evidence of his heterodox nobility (36, 13).4°
Needful of nothing but ostentatiously cool in his fulfillment of the needs of a white other, Lucas
shames Chick by viewing him—»by witnessing and arresting him—in his frailty (Faulkner,
Intruder 36, 13).

It is by virtue of his commanding entry into Chick’s nascent white male world that Lucas
usurps power to scopically arrest the white body. We may attribute Chick’s acute vulnerability to
this arrest to the fact that his white male subjectivity is not yet fully developed and therefore has
not assumed for itself the kind of paternalistic authority espoused by Gavin Stevens later in the
novel. Although the youth recognizes at the narrative's midway point that his heritage “was still
shaping him into not just a man but a specific man . . . of a specific . . . race,” when Lucas meets
him by the creek, he has not yet been wholly interpellated as a Southern white supremacist;
consequently, his development as such is complicated by the nature of this his first encounter
with Lucas Beauchamp (Faulkner 148). Ineffectual and flaccid, Chick is an image of withered
masculinity, his shivering physiological proof that whereas Lucas might be impervious even to

the inconvenience of cold, he is himself a weak and undisciplined system of involuntary

4Owalter Taylor writes, "For paternalists, there is the responsibility of caring for their black dependents, a duty that
absolves not only their aristocratic lifestyle but also their responsibility of having enslaved those dependents in the
first place" (126-127). See "Faulkner's Reivers: How to Change the Joke without Slipping the Yoke," Faulkner and
Race: Faulkner and Yoknapatawpha, 1986.
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functions. Chick’s ongoing conflict with Lucas emerges not just from the boy’s ambition to
reconstruct for himself subverted hierarchies of racialized masculinity but, perhaps just as
important, from his desperate search for validation in the eyes of a man whose capacity for self-
determination surpasses his own yet whose affect betrays nothing. The man who “stood looking
at him with nothing whatever in his face” becomes simultaneously the barrier and the key to his
emergent masculine identity (7).

To begin restoring the social order which demands Lucas “be a nigger,” Chick moves
very quickly from correcting the black man’s perversion of nobless oblige to reconstituting their
visual-spatial relationships (18). His identity as a white male depends not only upon accessing
the cool self-mastery Lucas has seemingly appropriated but breaking through that cool to make
him legible within culturally-recognizable matrices of visuality. Having partaken of the
Beauchamps’ modest country supper and staved hypothermia “in the warm huddled rankness of
[their] quilt,” Chick extends to Lucas a remittance that, while small, makes up the entire contents
of his pocket (12):

‘What's that for?’ the man said, not even moving, not even tilting his face
downward to look at what was on his palm: for another eternity and only the hot
dead moveless blood until at last it ran to rage so that at least he could bear the
shame: and watched his palm turn over not flinging the coins but spurning them
downward ringing onto the bare floor, bouncing and one of the nickels even
rolling away in a long swooping curve with a dry minute sound like the scurry of
a small mouse: and then his voice:

‘Pick it up!” (Faulkner 15)

Refusing to look down, Lucas not only remains a model of noir composure but retains his
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command of the gaze. By demanding that Lucas stoop down and “[p]ick it up,” Chick attempts
to set the stage for a recreation of the scene by the creek, a reparative performance, this time with
Lucas in the subservient role lately and unnaturally occupied by the boy himself. In his racial
confusion, Chick clumsily endeavors to reestablish an orthodox spatial relationship between the
Negro and himself, and thereby, some social meaning that he recognizes; his design is to see
Lucas, quite literally, from above, to convert the Negro’s charity to service and release himself
from an identity-crushing debt. Lucas’s proud resistance has “debased not merely [Chick's]
manhood but his whole race too” and at stake in the reconstruction the boy attempts, here, is the
“re-equalization, reaffirmation of his masculinity and his white blood” (Faulkner 21, 26).
Unfortunately, his first effort is thwarted and, when Lucas refuses to act out the drama Chick has
orchestrated, the boy disposes of the rejected coins in the same icy creek in which his budding
white manhood first wilted, thinking “with impotent fury” about the local white community's
shared sentiment regarding Lucas Beauchamp: “We got to make him be a nigger first. He’s got to
admit he’s a nigger” (Faulkner 18).

By withholding his participation and refusing Chick the visual-spatial arrangement he is
after, Lucas rejects prescriptive racial constructions and performs his blackness as self-
determined. So struck is Chick by this performance that he later recalls “the face the angle of the
hat the figure straddled baronial as a duke or a squire or a congressman before the fire hands
clasped behind it and not even looking down at them but just commanding two nigger boys to
pick up the coins” (36). Lucas wields the power to other Aleck Sander and Edmonds’ boy—t0
create at least in the eyes of Chick a distinction between his black subject position and theirs. He
further complicates the racial hierarchization in this room by manifesting a subclass seemingly

ex nihilo, and beyond the whitening gesture of debasing the two boys, his refusal to so much as
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look upon them all but erases them. As if two moves ahead of Chick, he remains impervious,
quietly astute, unperturbed while commanding surrogates already socially insignificant to act out
the drama Chick had intended for him. Such power over the construction of identity in the visual
sphere haunts Chick’s conception of an autonomous, agential white male self, for Lucas will
later withhold his gaze from Chick as he has withheld it from Aleck Sander and Edmonds’ boy.
Later forgotten by Lucas, then unseen, Chick experiences the latter as the greater wound

to his ego—an existential affront that not only emasculates him but exemplifies Lucas’s
comparatively profound self-control. The youth “saw him twice more after that—the black suit,
the hat, the watch-chain but the next time he didn’t have the toothpick and this time Lucas
looked straight at him, straight into his eyes from five feet away and passed him and he thought
He has forgotten me. He doesn’t even remember me anymore” (24). Finding himself the object
of Lucas’s gaze, Chick apparently seeks recognition and notices none. Being seen by Lucas but
not remembered is significant for Chick in part because Lucas is himself unforgettable: one does
not, you will recall, “forget Lucas Beauchamp” (6). While Lucas has left an impression upon
Chick, the inverse cannot be said, and the lack of recognition in the Negro’s eyes communicates
to the white boy his inconsequence, which the reader in turn must weigh against Lucas’s
contrasting undeniability. Chick’s pubescent white manhood is denied its justification because it
is not reflected back from the eyes of a black other who is in fact completely disinterested in
either Chick’s manhood or his whiteness. Not long before hearing the news about Vinson
Gowrie’s death, Chick sees Lucas again:

He stood on the bank corner in the thin sun and saw Lucas come out of the

courthouse and cross the Square directly toward him, in the black suit and the

tieless shirt and the fine old hat at its swaggering rake, walking so erect that the
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coat touched him only across the shoulders from which it hung and he could
already see the cocked slanted glint of the gold toothpick and he could feel the
muscles of his face, waiting and then Lucas looked up and once more looked
straight into his eyes for perhaps a quarter of a minute and then away and came
straight on and then even side-stepped a little in order to pass him and passed him
and went on; nor did he look back either, standing at the curb-edge in the thin
cold sun thinking He didn’t even fail to remember me this time. He didn’t even
know me. He hasn’t even bothered to forget me. (25)
Above—beyond—even forgetfulness, Lucas’s gaze has effectively erased Chick. Chick registers
this as a devolution, for where he was once the object of the negative action of forgetting he has
failed to merit any action whatsoever. Passed on the Square like a non-entity he is beneath
Lucas’s cool dignity. Again he is preoccupied with Lucas’s person, the erectness of his carriage
meeting Chick’s spastic eagerness in an unsubtly sexual juxtaposition. However, Lucas may be
compared here not to the overtly sexualized female figure of Laura Mulvey’s feminist film
theory but to the male lead she describes as the spectator’s “more perfect, more complete, more
powerful ideal ego” (1449).*! In other words, Chick looks upon Lucas almost as a screen image
whose command of his narrative space provides the prototypical vision of manhood.
If Lucas’s hat (along with his toothpick and watch chain) has been a symbol of his
irrepressible noir masculinity, it also signals a moment wherein he is made nakedly available to

Chick’s gaze and therefore quite vulnerably out of control. At the moment of Lucas’s symbolic

“Laura Mulvey writes, “As the spectator identifies with the main male protagonist, he projects his look onto that of
his like, his screen surrogate, so that the power of the male protagonist as he controls events coincides with the
active power of the erotic look, both giving a satisfying sense of omnipotence. A male movie star’s glamorous
characteristics are thus not those of the erotic object of the gaze, but those of the more perfect, more complete, more
powerful ideal ego conceived in the original moment of recognition in front of the mirror. The character in the story
can can make things happen and control events better than the subjects/spectator, just as the image in the mirror was
more in control of motor co-ordination” (1449).
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uncrowning, Chick is again present as witness, this time to Lucas’s exposure as the costume that
signifies his impenetrable equanimity literally falls away. As Lucas emerges from the back of the
sheriff’s vehicle, Chick observes:

[H]is crushed hat tumbled from his head onto the pavement almost under his feet.

And that was the first time he had ever seen Lucas without the hat on and in the

same second he realised that with the possible exception of Edmonds they there in

the street watching him were probably the only white people in the county who

had ever seen him uncovered. (43)
Here, again, Chick marks an experience with Lucas as a first. This commemorating impulse not
only iconizes the black man in the boy’s world but indeed betrays a boyish impressionability and
sentimentality; with each first we are reminded of the child at the threshold of manhood and
under the mesmerizing shadow of a Negro. The novelty of Lucas’s hatlessness suggests its
forbiddenness, creating of his exposed head a newly accessible spectacle. That Lucas has
heretofore not been found hatless in the presence of his white neighbors imbues this moment
with violative, racializing power, in that against his will he is made available to the white gaze in
ways he has historically avoided. His sudden loss of control is revealed in what Chick perceives
as his “fumbling” posture, a gracelessness that at least momentarily discomposes him, causing
him to graze the frame of the door and lose the covering without which he had never been seen
(42-43). Readers, like the spectators in the square, capture the peeling back of Lucas’s dignity
through its material accoutrements, the loss of the hat minimizing him just enough to make space
for Chick’s white male ego, like a chest finally able to expand with breath.

In this convergence of denuded black masculinity and the white gaze in the public square,

Faulkner gives us a foretaste of the spectacle of lynching, a spectacle which had haunted
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Faulkner’s own boyhood. Young Faulkner (then spelled without the “u”) was close to the story
of Nelse Patton, a black man lynched in 1908 Lafayette County, Mississippi. After being accused
of the slashing murder of a local white woman, Patton was shot dead in his jail cell then
“dragged [by the mob] to the Square [where his mutilated body] was hung, naked, from a tree”
(Blotner, Vol. I 114). Elements of the Patton case found their way into Faulkner’s 1932 novel
Light in August, which includes a dramatic lynching scene. While Lucas avoids such an end, the
spectacular dynamics of the public square remind us of the threat that looms, and of the shift in
racial-sexual power that lynching has often marked. Leigh Raiford helps us understand the role
of lynching in the contruction of white masculine identity, explaining:
White on black lynching, which saw its peak in 1892, can best be understood as
the cruel physical manifestations of white patriarchal anxiety over a perceived
loss of power in the years following Emanicipation; as a communal and ritual act
in response to the threat of social, political, economic, and sexual displacement by
African Americans, particularly African American men; and a performance of
white racial identity that placed black bodies center stage as it attempted to
exorcise those bodies, and their perceived threat to the future of white civilization,
from white communities. (Raiford 268)
In the square scene above, then, Faulkner’s white characters rehearse the public lynching and
thereby sacrificially exchange Lucas’s masculine self-determination for the construction of white
identity (both communal and, in Chick’s case, masculine). In terms of its visual-spatial
dynamics, Jonathan Markovitz further notes of raced-based lynching, “In helping to ensure white
control of the meanings of racial categories, the spectacle of lynching worked as a racial project

that was at the core of maintaining white supremacy” (Markovitz 7) (emphasis mine). The
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involuntary loss of his covering in the public sphere spectacularizes Lucas in a way that
intimates the lynching: it represents his diminished agency as it also affirms whiteness as
agential.

Gavin and Chick’s visit to the jail positions the maturing male identity between two
metaphorical fathers, one facile but to whom he is genetically bound and the other whose very
being mocks his cultural inheritance (“his whole native land, his home—the dirt, the earth which
had bred his bones and those of his fathers for six generations and was still shaping him into not
just a man but a specific man, not with just a man’s passions and aspirations and beliefs but the
specific passions and hopes and convictions and ways of thinking and acting of a specific kind
and even race” (148)); at stake in the intense visual-spatial duel the boy marks between the two
men is his perceived ability to extricate himself from those things he did not, in his autonomy as
a developing man, elect, including both the aforementioned inheritance and his indebtedness to
Lucas. As Gavin and Chick stand in the presence of Lucas who remains sitting on the jailhouse
cot, the boy observes the exchange of the gaze between the prisoner and the attorney. “And now
he saw that Lucas was watching his uncle, his head lowered so that he was watching his uncle
upward from beneath through the grizzled tufts of his eyebrows—a look shrewd secret and
intent. Then Lucas said: ‘I wants to hire somebody’” (Faulkner 58-59). What Lucas has
introduced into this exchange is a continuation of the tension that resulted in Chick’s disposing
of his four coins into the creek: it is a financial transaction, a paradigmatic representation of
masculine authority and agency. The contending forces of supply and demand play out in ways
both visual and spatial (the supplicant physically beneath the provider as he stares up
solicitously) and we cannot help but notice Lucas’s adoption of the kind of physical adjustment

forced upon Chick as he crawled helplessly from the icy creek. The tides having turned, it is the
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black man of quiet, cool self-sufficiency who now looks up from the figurative mud of juridical
desperation. When moments later “it was his uncle who stared at Lucas,” Chick notes that he
“watched them,” as if waiting at the threshold of his own autonomy for one of his fathers to be
slain (59).%2 Tracking the authority of the gaze like points scored in a match, Chick recognizes a
volley of power embedded variously within Gavin’s paternalism and Lucas’s unsinkable pride.
Demonstrating that watching (as opposed to seeing) is indeed a function of power
differentials, Lucas relates to Gavin the story of his involvement with the Gowries. Vinson, he
explains, had partnered with a yet unnamed man to buy lumber, only for this unnamed man to
secretly embezzle said lumber. ““How do you know?’” Gavin asks, to which Lucas replies quite
tellingly, ““I seen um. Watched um’” (61-62). Lucas’s self-revision is crucial, here. While seeing
is largely a neurological function, watching emerges out of imposing one’s agency on the will of
another. Watching is full of intent. To describe his act as one of the coincidence between external
stimuli and involuntary bodily response is, for Lucas, insufficient. It fails to convey his agency,
his control over himself and his universe. A firm grasp on that control is more important now
than ever as Lucas not only listens for the stomping boots of the lynch mob but surrenders his
exoneration into the hands of two white males, both of whom bristle against the expression of his
masculinity. Recognizing, | submit, an opportunity to regain a bit of himself, Lucas intensifies
his language, makes his action more purposeful. No, he did not merely see; he measured, he
considered, he lingered there, and he watched. Given the history of surveillance that emerged out
of the slave system, it is a tremendous admission, and an act of nothing less than transgression.
While Lucas hands over the bulk of the detective work to Chick and company, his lurking

presence over the lumber transaction embodies the noir private investigator, and invokes noir

“2In the formulation of Sigmund Freud’s Oedipus Complex, the boy subconsciously longs for the death of his father
to make room for his own sexual development, which includes his possession of his mother.
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tropes of surveillance as it inverts racialized conceptions of visuality. As Nicholas Mirzoeff
reminds us, the plantation is the very template of visuality, and we have seen through the works
of bell hooks and George Yancy, for example, the perpetuation of plantation schemata in
contemporary culture. The policing and surveilling of blacks by whites within spaces zoned for
those purposes, these authors demonstrate, have extended beyond the antebellum South. “The
Black body is looked at,” argues Yancy. “The Black body does not return the gaze. The white
body looks at” (77). Inversion of this order, then, became by necessity transgressive. Faulkner
knew the dangers of the black gaze well enough, for he was deeply moved by the murder of
Emmett Till for supposedly casting his gaze upon a white woman. “If we in America . . . ‘have
reached that point in our desperate culture,”” he submitted, “‘when we must murder children, no
matter for what reason or what color, we don’t deserve to survive, and probably won’t’” (qtd. in
Minter 236). While Faulkner has stopped short of making the white female body the object of
Lucas’s gaze, that gaze on the white male body is transgressive enough and, indeed, this is a
novel very much about clashing constructions of masculinity. The black man looks at the white
man; thereby, Lucas reasserts his agency. He is so fully a self-determining agent that,
incarceration and impending execution notwithstanding, his gaze will not be policed.

Noir detection is, Lee Horsley explains, about “the activity of exposure”—bringing what
is hidden into view; thus, the detective figure at the center of this activity is an individual
attempting to master the sphere of the visual (Horsley 24). The traditionally male private
detective lurks in shadows and alleyways to stalk his subject, snaps photographs to gather
indisputable evidence, and stands as witness oftentimes to truths no other can claim to know. In
his watchfulness, the investigator has the power of both visual and physical, legal apprehension.

He is in the position to exact civilian justice in large part because his gaze penetrates where
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others’ cannot. In Lucas’s case, though he will not be directly involved with the investigation in
Beat Four, his gaze has begun the turning of the wheels that will save his own life. In this final
investigative act, then, he reasserts his self-mastery.

Harnessing the symbolism of noir lighting, Faulkner uses chiaroscuro to emphasize a key
turn in Lucas’s and Chick’s visual-spatial positions. Concluding his business with Lucas until the
following day, Gavin exits the jail cell and leaves his nephew to participate in one last encounter
with Lucas. Why, as Gavin’s footsteps ring out in the corridor, has Chick remained behind? In
short, his business with Lucas, unlike his uncle’s, has not concluded. This is not simply because
Chick senses his coming mission; rather, he still recognizes a need to solve the problem of
Lucas’s cool:

[H]e and Lucas still looked at one another through the steel bars, Lucas standing
too now in the middle of the floor beneath the light and looking at him with
whatever it was in his face so that he thought for a second that Lucas had spoken
aloud. But he hadn't, he was making no sound: just looking at him with that mute
patient urgency. (Faulkner 64)
The light-effect Faulkner creates here is not unlike that achieved in the quintessential noir
interrogation room, an effect Jeffrey Adams calls a “familiar” trope in the aesthetic mode (147).
What Faulkner isolates under the beam of light is Lucas’s vulnerability, fetishized through filmic
conventions for Chick’s viewing pleasure. The implacability of Lucas’s exterior appears to the
boy to thin under the circumstantial strain and by reading Lucas as finally desperate and
powerless, Chick sees him precisely as he has meant to. The lighting technique accentuates for
Chick’s consumption the face of black degradation, the moment of Lucas’s debasement and the

boy’s own ascendancy. It is the moment on which Chick’s transition into white manhood has
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demanded. His liminality is captured in noir lighting that Blain Brown tells us reveals a
“protagonist who is not . . . clearly defined”; while Lucas is the focal point of the convention, the
ambiguity belongs to Chick, for it is his maturation between two fathers that we find “full of
contradiction and alienation. . . . pulled between good and evil, light and dark, illumination and
shadow” (Brown 160). The heretofore intractable and composed Negro is seemingly unmoored
under the gaze of the white boy. Chick does not, however, apprehend Lucas directly; his gaze is
mediated by the bars of the cell door. There is palpable tension between Lucas’s unapologetic
freedom and his containment. His heretofore intolerable black masculinity is made safe by iron
and mortar, and has transposed over it a symbol of incarceration. He is imaged within the context
of black male infraction and subjugation, a far different context from that within which he
watched Chick crawl helplessly from the creek. The black man’s cool autonomy, which had so
intimidated Chick’s white pubescence, is non-threateningly locked away as it also depends upon
Chick for its reconstitution.

Chick is astute enough to notice that what transpires between him, Gavin, and Lucas in
the jail cell is something unique unto itself. Later, this distinctiveness becomes clear as two sets
of intersubjective visual relations are juxtaposed. As the entire detection crew convene upon the
sheriff’s residence to report that Jake Montgomery is occupying Vinson Gowrie’s grave, both the
sheriff and Gavin attempt unsuccessfully to dismiss Miss Habersham. After a job well done, they
insist, this is no longer appropriate business for a woman, let alone a white woman. “‘It wasn’t
for a man either last night,’” she retorts, reminding them that a woman and two children did what
men were unwilling to. Gavin responds:

‘But if a woman, a lady, a white lady . . . . . > His uncle stopped, ceased; they

stared at each other; watching them he thought again of his uncle and Lucas in the
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cell last night . . . . again except for the fact that his uncle and Miss Habersham
were actually looking into each other’s physical eyes instead of bending each
upon the other that absolute concentration of all the senses in the sum of which
mere clumsy fallible perception weighed little more than the ability to read
Sanskrit would, he might have been watching the last two stayers in a poker-pot.
(115-116)
Gavin seems to grant something to Miss Habersham that he would or could not grant to Lucas.
She pushes against his white paternalism and it is enough to give him pause; however, he is not
determined to impose his male subjectivity on her and thereby insist upon his superiority
because, despite her spunk, she is incapable in his estimation of supplanting him. He is even
willing to submit entirely to her persistence, answering decorously “‘Yessum,’” since the cost of
surrendering his masculinity alone to a white woman comes short of the cost of surrendering his
masculine whiteness to a black man (116). The gaze between the white man and the black man is
historically and fundamentally a gaze between rivals over the sexualized female body (of any
race). As Du Bois wrote in 1922, “[T]he race question is at bottom simply a matter of the
ownership of women; white men want the right to own and use all women, colored and white,
and they resent any intrusion of colored men into this domain” (“Black France” 199). Not likely
to be a rival for either the quintessence of masculine cool or the object of sexual desire, Miss
Habersham may be engaged in relatively innocuous looking relations while Lucas, incongruous
ideal of masculinity, may not.
Deeply concerned with the problem of “modernization,” Faulkner used Intruder as an
opportunity to contemplate the interconnectedness of race, masculinity, and the (re)shaping of

the Southern landscape (Blotner, Vol. Il 1071). Faulkner’s work through the 1940s, Richard
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Godden argues, shows the author ushering his white characters through a “mournful”
confrontation with modernity (Complex Words 4). During a chance gaze-encounter between
Chick and a local black farmer, Faulkner invokes racial iconography that roots the Southern
black male body in a social and economic framework of agrarianism. In the midst of the tensions
between Lucas and Chick, the latter confronts for perhaps the first time in the novel the progress
of black male labor away from a culture of racialized feudalism and the feebleness of a white
masculinity constructed dependently on such feudalism.** As Gavin drives through the
countryside of Yoknapatawpha County, Chick searches the passing landscape for the figure of a
Negro. Since news broke of Lucas’s arrest, local blacks have made themselves scarce, which
defamiliarizes for Chick the spaces of his native country:
the wheels and the giant-doughnuts of chewed rubber and the bottles and cans
lying scattered and deserted in the dust since that moment Saturday afternoon
when the first voice shouted from inside the house, and in the back yards the pots
sitting empty and cold among last Monday’s ashes among the empty clotheslines
and as the car flashed past the blank and vacant doors he would catch one faint
gleam of fire on hearth and no more see but only sense among the shadows the
still white roll of eyes; but most of all, the empty fields themselves in each of
which on this day at this hour on the second Monday in May there should have
been fixed in monotonous repetition the land’s living symbol—a formal group of
ritual almost mystic significance identical and monotonous as milestones tying the

county-seat to the county’s ultimate rim as milestones would: the beast the plow

430n the relationship between sharecropping and the feudal system, see Serap Ayse Kayatekin, “Sharecropping and
Feudal Class Processes in the Postbellum Mississippi Delta,” Re/presenting Class: Essays in Postmodern Marxism,
edited by J. K. Gibson-Graham, Stephen Resnick, Richard Wolff, Julie Graham, and Katherine Gibson, Duke UP,
2001.
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and the man integrated in one foundationed into the frozen wave of their furrow
tremendous with effort yet at the same time vacant of progress, ponderable
immovable and immobile like groups of wrestling statuary set against the land’s
immensity. (144)
Faulkner’s language here is markedly iconographic—symbol, ritual, mystic—except in place of
the Pieta, for example, which uses a relatively static image of the Virgin and Christ to
communicate to the believer the ideals of the holy life, Chick relies upon an historically-stilled
image of the laboring black body to construct notions of whiteness, Southerness, and existential
certainty. If the frozen black body of feudalism has been for Chick until this time an icon of the
South, Lucas has entered the boy’s life as iconoclast, shattering what it means to be black (and
consequently white) in the U.S. South.

When a single plowman finally appears against the landscape, he seems at first to cement
his iconicity in Chick’s imagination, but quickly he is enframed within a schema of historicity
and resistance which mirror the intractability of the novel’s central character.

[H]e and the Negro behind the plow looked eye to eye into each other’s face
before the Negro looked away—the face black and gleamed with sweat and
passionate with effort, tense concentrated and composed, the car flashing past and
on while he leaned first out the open window to look back then turned in the seat
to see back through the rear window, watching them still in their rapid unblurred
diminishment—the man and the mule and the wooden plow which coupled them
furious and solitary, fixed and without progress in the earth, leaning terrifically
against nothing. (Faulkner 145)

The black plowman was, in the first three to four decades of the twentieth century, a ubiquitous
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figure in visual culture, emerging in part from a demonstrable fascination with black agricultural
labor which followed the end of the Civil War. Both black artists and white artists alike rendered
the figure, often to different effects. William H. Johnson’s robust, half-smiling Man with Plow
(1939), for example, is markedly less beleaguered than the faceless central figure of Thomas
Hart Benton’s Ploughing It Under (1934), which Alexis Boylan describes as an iconographic
representation of black heroism and endurance (Boylan 132). Like the plowman Chick spies in
the field, Benton’s lone farmer is “bound” to the land, riven into its furrows as timeless, tireless
monument to the agrarian ideal (132). His exertion (demonstrated in the curvature of his spine
and the gentle upslope of the soil he works) is the focal point, and is cast in romantic earth hues
against a nearly empty horizon. The notion of black masculinity on which Benton draws (the
notion on which Chick’s racial history has taken shape) is that of “commercial, political and
psychological instrumentality to the security of”” white racial identity (Wallace, “I AM” 151).
“The African American is a lone man,” Boylan writes of the scene, “plowing ground that has
been plowed for generations and [by implication] will be plowed for generations to come” (132).
Yet the countergaze of Faulkner’s farmer disrupts the kind of flattening that makes Benton’s
plowman timelessly iconic. The oppositional gaze is, according to bell hooks, associated with
ideas of agency and futurity, and while the body of Faulkner’s farmer is “fixed and without
progress,” his gaze represents an assertion of his subjecthood. Though his body is framed by
Chick’s gaze in an attitude of permanence, his returning look resists utter objectification.
Together with the plowman’s countergaze, Chick’s backward glance imposes on this
scene the kinesis of history and resistance, enacting progress where Chick is tempted to linger in
the stillness of racial-economic nostalgia. His turning to gaze at the plowman through the rear

window in fact actualizes Jean-Paul Sartre’s observation about Faulkner’s “metaphysics of
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time,” namely that “Faulkner’s vision of the world can be compared to that of a man sitting in an
open car and looking backwards” (“Time” 267). The boy and his uncle, the very picture of
modern American life in their motor vehicle, are sharply contrasted against the more archaic
image of a man working a field, not with a tractor, but with a mule and plow. The obsolescence
of that scene against the Yoknapatawpha soil underpins the work of Southern whites entering the
socially tumultuous years of the mid-twentieth century—that of “swallow[ing] grief on behalf of
a class that has ceased to exist” (Complex Words 4). Chick’s maturation into manhood has
depended on his coming to terms with not only the black masculine identity Lucas embodies but
the tenuousness of the entire system of myths and metanarratives that comprise his cultural
history. The intimation of progress, then, also frames Chick’s development as he awakens to the
constructedness of Southern social hierarchies, including those which inspired him to insist upon
his ascendancy over Lucas’s masculinity.

Later—after Chick, Gavin, the sheriff, and the Gowries oversee the exhumation of
Vinson’s body and Lucas has been all but exonerated—Chick again looks back from a moving
vehicle, and therein perceives his cultural moment within a fantastic composite of homogeneity
and historicity:

[1]t seemed to him that he was already leaning out the window or maybe actually
clinging to the fleeing runningboard yelling back at them in a kind of unbearable
unbelievable outrage:

“You fools, dont you see you are too late, that you’ll have to start all over
again now to find a new reason?’ then turning in the seat and looking back
through the rear window for a second or maybe two he actually saw it—not faces

but a face, not a mass nor even a mosiac of them but a Face: not even ravening
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nor uninsatiate but just in motion, insensate, vacant of thought or even passion: an
Expression significantless and without past . . . hanging suspended face to face
with him just beyond the glass of the back window . . . [and] flick! it was gone,
not only the Face but the faces, the alley itself empty behind them: nobody and
nothing in it at all and in the street beyond the vacant mouth less than a dozen
people now standing looking up the alley after them who even as he looked turned
also and began to move back toward the Square. (178-179)
Carol Rigsby rightly points out that we must understand this passage in the context of Chick’s
sleeplessness and the consequent illusionism of the narrative (395-396). | would add that such
use of surreality is a noir device, one that recalls Eliot’s The Waste Land to communicate
modern disorientation; the Face staring back at Chick through the car window is one of many
elements of visual unreliability that emerge in the novel: We read of “delusions,” “illusion,” a
“dizzying profiled blur,” and “the bizarre phantasmagoriae whose ragtag and bobends still
befogged him” (179, 132, 183, 192-193).% Seen through the filter of the surreal, Chick’s milieu
is exaggerated in its grotesqueness. The fools to whom he addresses himself with a backward
glance collapse into a unified proper noun (a cultural monolith), and retreat into the ideologically
stained public Square, which itself signifies the wrong side of history. These are the fools who
would have seen an innocent man lynched, who would have upheld their prejudices and
hierarchies at the cost of guiltless blood. In Chick’s education, this is a pivotal moment, one
during which he encounters the “monstrous” elements of his cultural inheritance and the demons
which must be purged in order for his autonomous identity to flower (178). The recession of the

townsfolk into the Square and ostensibly out of Chick’s field of vision as they diminsh with the

4Similar surreality can be identified in both The Street and Another Country.
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progress of the moving vehicle again replicates the “motion” of history, the persistence of time,
and the antinomies of modernity (178).

Returning to the confluence of masculinity and remuneration, the final vignette of the
novel shows the newly-exonerated Lucas appearing in Gavin Stevens’s office to settle his legal
bill, only Stevens does not permit anything as straightforward as that; each attempts to subdue
the other in a battle of egos much like we have seen before. Lucas wants to pay; Gavin refuses.
Gavin concedes to a small recompense; Lucas pays, as if out of spite, with a sack of pennies.
Gavin demands that Lucas and not he should do the labor of counting; but Lucas executes the
final stroke as, upon careful tally, he requests a receipt. Just as he watched the exchange of the
gaze between his uncle and Lucas in the jail cell earlier in the novel, Chick stands witness again
as, early on in this remunerative encounter, the gaze is structured by the masculine necessity of
agential authority. Thus, when Lucas’s payment is declined, we read, “Lucas looked back to his
uncle; he watched them staring at one another. Then once more Lucas blinked twice” (238-239).
When Gavin sardonically agrees to accept only two dollars for the cost of replacing a pen-point,
Lucas “blinked twice again. Then he blinked twice again” (239). If the exchange of the gaze
between Lucas and Gavin represents the struggle of the masculine subjectivity to a position of
agency and (self-)control, Lucas’s blinking enacts a series of gaze discontinuities as his
constitutive authority becomes crippled under the disintegration of his remunerative agency. The
last word rests with him, however—with his assertive claim to what is transactionally due to

him.
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CHAPTER 5

“Chased out of the World”: The Existential City and the Visual Plane of Exile in James
Baldwin’s Another Country

1

“By this steady and corrosive gaze, we are picked to the bone.’
Jean-Paul Sartre, “Black Orpheus”

James Baldwin’s 1962 novel Another Country is not traditionally classified as a work of
noir fiction, not least because it was published over a decade after noir’s peak. And it is seldom
included under the rubric of existentialist literature, though Baldwin began working on it
contemporaneously with his expatriation to a postwar Paris humming with Sartrean thought. It is,
on the other hand, a manifestly urban novel, as many scholars have demonstrated and, in this
chapter, | argue that Baldwin paints an existential portrait of the city, therein spatializing noir
alienation and the looking practices in which it is constructed. To capture the “ugly feelings”
associated with being black and marginalized in the city, Baldwin taps into both the urban noir
tradition and the similarly dysphoric existential philosophy of the left bank. While Another
Country would come together over the course of an often-agonizing twelve years and would
travel with Baldwin across no fewer than four countries, the colony experience of his early Paris
years provided an apt frame for looking back across the Atlantic and to the alienated life he
himself had lived in New York City. He later famously described one of the most precipitous
moments to precede his expatriation—the intolerant gaze of a white waitress as she turned him

away from a New Jersey restaurant. So, just as Baldwin himself experienced exile as both the

152



spectacularity of his own othered queer/blackness and the enlightened view of the world from
which he was alienated, Another Country presents readers with a cast of exilic existentialist
figures contending with and challenging the interpellative power of the gaze.

In or around 1949, Baldwin began work on what would become Another Country, a novel
about human touch which, at its best, can transcend relational gulfs and rescue others from
existential anonymity. As the author wrote, he took up residence in such locales as Paris,
Switzerland, Connecticut, and, finally, Istanbul where, in December of 1961, he marked the
momentousness of the novel’s completion by dating it. Decidedly plotless, according to
biographer James Campbell, Another Country follows six main characters as they move in and
out of romantic entanglements and struggle with questions about identity, urbanity, and the
nature of love. As the novel opens, readers find that black protagonist Rufus Scott has been
drifting along the streets of 1950s New York City for months, that after the disintegration of both
his musical career and his relationship with his white Southern lover Leona, he has fallen into the
“rootlessness” Elizabeth Wheeler finds indicative of a postwar American sense of displacement
(Wheeler 2). After Rufus’s suicide at the end of the novel’s first chapter, his white friend
Vivaldo embarks on a tortured relationship with Rufus’s sister Ida, the marriage of his friends
Cass and Richard dissolves, and the return of enigmatic comrade Eric from a sojourn in Europe
disrupts the already fragile lives of these the novel’s remaining main characters. Influenced by
Henry James’s The Ambassadors, Baldwin presents a humanistic picture of excruciating
atomization and the forces of love, tragedy, and self-discovery that engender meaningful
relationship. Baldwin’s characters are often ghosts, walking around the edges of their own lives,
moving in existential uncertainty, the kinesis of the city overwhelming them as urban visual

dynamics intensify their exile.
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In this chapter, I will demonstrate Baldwin’s use of noir’s affective register—that is, his
invocation of vulnerability, anxiety, fear, and ambivalence—as a signal of both postwar urban
exile, and existential precariousness under and resistance to the gaze. | will begin by situating
Baldwin within an exilic existentialist culture that shared some of its most distinguishable
features with the noir tradition: tropes like implacable, alienating urbanity; underground jazz;
and oppressive looking practices were as elemental to immediate postwar existentialist thought
as they were to noir. In Paris, Baldwin’s exposure to radical Left Bank philosophy and
immersion in American-expatriate life directed his gaze across the expanse of the Atlantic Ocean
to U.S. American blackness as a kind of ur-exilic-existentialism. Second, I will elaborate the
significance of 1950s New York City both to the noir tradition and to Baldwin’s engagements
with that tradition in Another Country. Specifically, | will explore issues of race and surveillance
that created urban spaces of violence, hostility, and—as a consequence—existential precarity.
Third, I will trace Baldwin’s unexpected mapping of plantation logic over contemporary urban
visual-spatial schemata in the novel, the effect of which is an iteration of persistent and
psychically-wounding scopic regimes. | will then return to the idea of the spectacular jazz
Venus—explored early in this work as a feature of Ann Petry’s The Street—as manifestation of
Baldwin’s existentialist vision and an instance of his wider meditation on raced reconstructions
of the imaged body. Finally, I will consider the ways in which Rufus Scott—exiting the narrative
almost as quickly as he enters—hovers over the entire text as a symbol of urban exilic existential

despair drawn from the author’s own tragic past.

“0Odd Man Out”: Exilic Existentialist Culture and the Noir Tradition
Baldwin’s expatriation to Paris (and later Istanbul) in the late 1940s introduced him to the

community of American exiles and “gloomy” philosophers congregating on the city’s Left Bank
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at that time, but the “[b]lack, small, queer, and crazy-looking” Baldwin had been living like an
exile in his own country for many years before (Rowley 155; Zaborowska 3). He learned at a
young age, under his father’s ridicule about his physical appearance, the devastating effects of
being gazed upon as other. Like Faulkner, Baldwin was small in stature, at times “at odds with
his peers” because of it (Leeming 21). Later, an awakening into his queerness left him also
feeling alienated from the traditionally Christian black community in which he had rooted
himself. Baldwin describes the catalyst for his departure from the U.S. in his essay “Notes of a
Native Son,” which he composed in Europe and included in his 1955 collection of the same title.
The episode shows a teenaged Baldwin reminded of the violence of the gaze in its projection of
meaning onto his body, though the moment he describes is distinct from the experiences of his
beauty-conscious rearing as it constructs, for him, a perverted image of his racial identity:
blackness as source of white fear. Of the fateful confrontation with a waitress who refused to
serve him, the author writes, “I hated her for her white face, and for her great, astounded,
frightened eyes. | felt that if she found a black man so frightening | would make her fright worth-
while” (“Notes” 96). Baldwin then hurled a glass at her and, though he missed, was beaten from
the restaurant by an angry witness. Thus, the prophet was not at home—not even in his own
country—and this catalytic moment in a New Jersey restaurant demonstrates not only that
Baldwin understood outsideness even before his escape to Europe but that such outsideness is, in
part, a spectacular condition.*®

In 1948, Baldwin arrived in Paris, France amid postwar French existentialist fervor and
his exposure to Sartrean and Camusian thought was inevitable for “the Parisian air . . . was thick

with” it (Campbell, Exiled 33). Molly Farneth writes:

5] borrow this language from the Holy Bible, Luke 4:24. Christ says, “Truly, I tell you, no prophet is accepted in his
hometown.”
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[IIn his first year in Paris, Baldwin frequented the favorite cafés of the
existentialists and often drank and dined with Sartre and Beauvoir. Existentialism
was simply ubiquitous in the intellectual discussions and debates in Paris in the
late 1940s, when Baldwin began writing and publishing there, and, at least during
the first year of his stay in Paris, Baldwin was an active participant in that
intellectual life. (172-173)
Les Deux Magots, the fashionable Parisian café where Baldwin often worked, was one of the
preferred haunts of Jean-Paul Sartre, Simone de Beauvoir, Richard Wright, and others of the Left
Bank “avante-garde” (Leeming 58-59; Campbell, Exiled 8). In the 1920s, it had been a social
hub for the Lost Generation and, nearly three decades later, it was the new postwar salon, still
providing Paris’ international literati with a space to share ideas. Sartre, who had famously
delivered his lecture “Existentialism Is a Humanism” (published in English in 1948) at the Club
Maintenant in 1945, “held court” in the local cafés like “a philosopher-king” (Campbell, Exiled
7). Baldwin, by his admission unimpressed with the existentialist “doctrine,” was not a fixture in
Sartre’s circle, but he could not avoid a certain familiarity, and his relocation to France included
with it an expatriate’s crash course provided by the writings of French Algerian existentialist
Albert Camus (Weatherby 86).%6 Noting Baldwin’s proximity to the very heartbeat of
existentialist thought, scholars such as Bruce Lapenson, Scott Saul, and Radiclani Clytus have
joined Farneth in exploring the existentialist influences on the author’s oeuvre. The most
elemental of said influences, while not well-traversed in existing scholarship, is the exilic ethos.

Though Baldwin’s exilic experience spilled over from Paris into Turkey where—after

46Campbell writes, “He later dismissed the tenets of existentialism as ‘obvious,” without offering much indication
that he had fully absorbed them, and although he met both Sartre and de Beauvoir, they left little impression on him,
just as he — young, barely published and non-French-speaking — meant nothing to them” (Gates 51).
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finishing Another Country in 1961—he spent approximately ten years, Paris was the port of call
for many postwar exiles, and around a nuclear Sartre and his partner de Beauvoir, a coterie of
exiled existentialists coalesced. The Left Bank became the site of a growing exilic existentialist
culture founded on unbelonging, dissent, and an “outsider-participant” view of native spaces of
alienation (Zaborowska 18). Richard Wright had expatriated two years before Baldwin, six years
after his novel Native Son presciently explored existentialist ideas of “the possibility of freedom,
man's isolation and alienation, the inherent irrationality of modern American society, and the
nature and form of personal rebellion within that society” (Rubin 12). Baldwin would remark of
Wright and the exilic experience in 1961, “[H]e knew a great deal about exile, all artists do,
especially American artists, especially American Negro artists” (“Alas” 255). From the place of
his French exile, Wright would take up notions of racial identity and personal freedom in the
most heavily existentialist of his works: The Outsider. Norman Mailer was in Paris for a number
of years in the late 1940s, and not only was a member of the Sartrean social circle but spent time
with Baldwin before turning his gaze back to the shores of the U.S. for his controversial
meditation on the coolness of Negro marginality, “The White Negro” (1957). Chester Himes
arrived in Paris in 1953, and looked back on life in the U.S. to reflect with Wright “that a black
man lived an existential life in practice due to the absurd framework of race” (Dinerstein 142).
Surrounded by this exilic existentialist culture yet often exiled within it by virtue of his
homosexuality, Baldwin lived in and fictionalized spaces of unbelonging and existential angst,
and joined a postwar tradition of returning the gaze across the plane of one’s own alienation.
While noir demonstrably shares with exilic existentialism such themes as “alienation,
anxiety, meaninglessness, and death,” it is important to note that the aesthetic mode and the

school of thought similarly signal these themes through such tropes as urbanity, jazz, and
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oppressive looking practices (Faison 11).4” All of these tropes (as well as the shared themes)
would become foundational for Another Country. Brian McDonnell writes, “[ The noir city is
represented as] an existential site of alienation. This aspect of the nature of the city, pessimistic
in tone, is reflected in its often solitary inhabitants. The typical city dwellers of such stories are
existential heroes, loners alienated in and by the city, which is impersonal and isolating”
(McDonnell 48-49). Writing into a noir/existentialist tradition that includes Raymond Chandler,
Richard Wright, and Franz Kafka, Baldwin situates the main characters of Another Country
within the margins of an unforgiving, antagonistic postwar urban environment. Chandler’s 1939
noir novel The Big Sleep was fundamentally a depiction of one’s man’s confrontation with the
seedy, nefarious currents of post-Depression Hollywood life. The following year, Wright’s
Native Son represented Bigger Thomas’s arrest, trial, and conviction against the backdrop of an
impoverished South Side, Chicago. Similarly, existentialist culture has called upon implacable
urbanity as a geographical expression of modern existential isolation and alienation: its steel,
asphalt, and concrete antagonistically opposed to the fragile existence of human flesh.*® Franz
Kafka’s The Man Who Disappeared (1927) is a proto-existentialist exploration of “urban
disorientation,” Jean-Paul Sartre writes critically about urban topography and culture in the U.S.
in his essay “American Cities” (1945), and one of Henri Cartier-Bresson’s 1944 photos of Albert
Camus is distinct in that its composition appears to pit rebel loner against an out-of-focus

Parisian cityscape (Webber 237).

47“[E]xistential meaning is obtained through the encounter with the vicissitudes of life rather than by contemplation

of abstractions, as the individual is jolted into recognizing the reality of his or her condition. Consequently, the best
presentations of existentialism are found in creative works that present characters in extreme situations” (13).

48« Advancing technology—presumably for man's good—has come at the expense of humanity's personal
advancement. Personality became submerged beneath massive production systems, men became alienated from
nature in the asphalt culture of the city, men became alienated from one another, from meaningful community units,
and meaninglessness of existence has come to the front as manifested in music, art, some philosophies, and the
general appeal of the occult.” Dallas M. Roark, Introduction to Philosophy, 1982. https://www.emporia.edu/socsci
[research-and-teaching-links/philosophy-book/chp13.html.
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Figuratively and often literally beneath this urban environment was black jazz, the
soundtrack for postwar existentialism and noir, and in Another Country Baldwin goes beyond his
well-analyzed jazz poetics to figure jazz as exilic existentialist conceit. Of avant-garde postwar
culture, Campbell writes, “It became dans le vent [“with it’] to call everything that was
traditional ‘bourgeois,’ to renounce the institution of marriage, to dress in black and to profess a
liking for modern jazz” (Exiled 9). The image painted by Hazel Rowley is slightly darker: “[Jazz
clubs and dancing places] were full of young drifters called ‘existentialists,” who spent their days
in existentialist cafés and their nights listening to existentialist jazz. A wild and gloomy bunch,
they sometimes resorted to existential suicides” (Rowley 155). In its modernity, black jazz spoke
to existentialists about the ambiguities and paradoxes of human existence—enslavement and
freedom, struggle and empowerment, gloom and the erotic—and offered healing even as it
conveyed existential alienation. Sartre was a great fan of black jazz, and it figures prominently in
his 1938 work of fiction Nausea: In the final pages of the text, a record turns and, over the
“Negress” singer’s rendition of “Some of These Days,” the protagonist reflects, “Now there is
this song on the saxophone. And | am ashamed. A glorious little suffering has just been born, an
exemplary suffering. Four notes on the saxophone. They come and go, they seem to say: You
must be like us, suffer in rhythm. All right!” (Sartre, Nausea 174). The black postwar jazz
performer is closely related to, and at times synonymous with, the noir protagonist: Like his/her
noir counterpart, the black jazz performer is a marginal figure, one whose fraught relationship
with society coincides with his/her ethos of estrangement and rebellion. S/he finds both escape
and validation “underground”—in the “subterranean” periphery—where his/her musical
expression of social and existential alienation meets its spatial equivalent. The jazzman, in

particular, is “beaten up badly at least once . . . often for being in a car with a white woman”
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(Dinerstein 199-201). Baldwin himself explained that he wrote Another Country with a jazz
aesthetic in mind, and the novel’s protagonist Rufus Scott is a jazz musician fittingly propelled
toward suicide, in part, by his ill-fated relationship with the white Leona.

The psychosocial margins of which noir and existential exile consist are spaces
constructed around the paradoxical visual cues of surveillance and counter-scrutiny, voyeurism
and invisibility. Depicting the tension between exilic spectacularity and exilic perspectivalism,
then, Baldwin follows a model well-established in noir/existentialist literature by the time he
completed Another Country. These visual cues are pivotal, for example, to Meursault’s sense of
absurd outsideness in Camus’s The Stranger: “[I had] the strange impression . . . of being odd
man out, a kind of intruder,” the protagonist reflects during his murder trial (84). “I had the odd
impression of being watched by myself” (85). In his place on the fringes, Meursault —like
Baldwin, and like the primary characters of Another Country—is optimally positioned as an
object of scrutiny. Yet, he also achieves a privileged critical vantage point; he is able to perceive
where others cannot (and with an absurdist’s sense of irony) that defense and prosecution,
marriage and bachelorhood, ambition and complacency—*really it was all the same” (Camus
41). ““Half the time I feel like I’'m on the outside of the world peeping in through a knot-hole in
the fence,”” Wright’s Bigger Thomas reflects, further demonstrating not just the spatiality of the
exilic experience, but the crucial second sight (here, “peeping”) that distinguishes exile as a
particular form of marginality (Wright, Native Son 20). In the same way, Another Country shows
Baldwin constructing multi-gendered and multi-racial versions of the odd man out, the
Baldwinian figure who is all-seeing outcast. “Many white people and many black people chained
together in time and in space, and by history,” Rufus reflects on his native city through the

advantage of his countergaze, “and all of them in a hurry . . . to get away from each other” (86).
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The shared struggle against spectacularity and its attendant deterministic projections is one of the
reasons noir and the exilic existentialist ethos find apt homes in the cityscape. After all, as
Edward Dimendberg explains, “[T]he movement of protagonists from urban center to periphery

[as] a pervasive spatial trope” in noir emerges from the urban “intensification of surveillance”

(Dimendberg 7).

“Estranged from the City”: The Making of Another Country’s Urban Margins

In Rufus’s final moments, Baldwin maps onto New York City’s topography the
protagonist’s existential crisis. He writes of our first image of Rufus against a New York
nocturne, “[H]e walked, one of the fallen—for the weight of this city was murderous—one of
those who had been crushed on the day, which was every day, these towers fell. Entirely alone,
and dying of it, he was part of an unprecedented multitude” (4). Like the conventional noir
protagonist, Rufus is—psychically—a loner, existing on the fringes of a populous city. “[O]ther
people came, rushing and loud, pushing past him as though they were swimmers and he nothing
but an upright pole in the water” (84). He was “alone with all these people, who were each of
them alone” (85). In Rufus’s conception of human aloneness, he gestures toward the paradox of
modern urbanity that dominates the noir aesthetic: that of physical closeness and psychical
isolation. The city is at once a place of confining superficial proximity and a place wherein that
proximity underscores psychical and emotional distance. This sense of urban aloneness also
reflects the credo of atheistic Sartrean existentialism. In his speech “Existentialism Is a
Humanism,” for example, Jean-Paul Sartre explains, “[E]verything is permissible if God does
not exist, and man is consequently abandoned, for he cannot find anything to rely on — neither
within nor without. . . . Thus, we have neither behind us, nor before us, in the luminous realm of

values, any means of justification or excuse. We are left alone and without excuse” (29). An
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existentialist loner among the city’s multitudes, Rufus is without a sense of community and
without a clear sense of God. Indeed, his yauping leap from the George Washington Bridge is
not just an act of existentialist rebellion against social determinism but an angry confrontation
with the distant divine: “[A]ll right, you motherfucking Godalmighty bastard,” he rails, “I’'m
coming to you” (88).4°

Baldwin’s use of such an iconic urban structure to set up the tragic end to his
protagonist’s existential crisis is not incidental, for New York City has a special place in both the
noir tradition and Baldwin’s work. In his study of noir cities Film Noir and the Spaces of
Modernity, Edward Dimendberg speaks into a gap in noir studies: noting that scholarship on the
significance of the city to noir has tended to focus on representations of cities on screen, the
author moves away from cinema to consider “the built environment of the United States during
the period from 1939 to 1959 (9). While Dimendberg submits that noir exceeds questions of
geographic localization, other scholars emphasize the labyrinthine nature of the city as a
“corollary to” the noir protagonist’s state of mind, and New York in particular is “a dark and
cavernous city,” the demographics and symbolism of which underwent significant change during
the middle of the twentieth century (Christopher 17; Miller and Ward xii). The racialized
municipal lines Jon C. Teaford identifies as characteristic of the period were pronounced in
Baldwin’s native city of New York which remained, for him, a continual source of literary
inspiration and target of his sociopolitical commentary precisely because of the tensions arising
from its economic and racial demarcations: “The antagonisms in Baldwin’s fiction are projected

through constructions of centrality and marginality that characterize cosmopolitan cities in

“9The protagonist of Sartre’s Nausea similarly navigates the French city of Bouville: “In a little while I’ go to the
cinema,” he explains, before charting his progress along “the Boulevard Noir as far as the Avenue Galvani” (24).
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general, New York in particular” (Salenius 884).%° In other words, New York City epitomized,
for Baldwin, the space of native exile, and noir provided him the tropes, themes, and affective

elements with which to represent the postwar cityscape as oppressive corollary to raced, sexed,
and gendered alienation.

Jazz, for example, is represented in the novel as, in part, the musical expression of
oppressive urbanity—as the sound of the margins. Dinerstein contends that the noir saxophone,
in particular, often cues “existential urbanity,” or the experience of alienation and vulnerability
within the space of the city (206). Illustratively, Baldwin writes:

[T]he saxophonist . . . hurled his outrage at them . . . out of his own short past . . .
in the gutters or gang fights or gang shags; in the acrid room, on the sperm-
stiffened blanket, behind marijuana or the needle, under the smell of piss in the
precinct basement . . . but each man knew that the boy was blowing for every one
of them. (8-9)
Rufus’s experience of his bandmate’s riff conjures for him images and sensations of inner-city
living, and the music itself is an expression of urban existential precariousness and the desperate
desire for voice. Baldwin was not the first to associate jazz and blues with the inner city; in his
1941 meditation 12 Million Black Voices, Richard Wright contrasted black rural and urban
musicality by arguing that, after the Great Migration, “now our blues, jazz, swing, and boogie-
woogie are our ‘spirituals’ of the city pavements, our longing for freedom and opportunity, an
expression of our bewilderment and despair in a world whose meaning eludes us” (Wright,
Voices 128). Like Wright, Baldwin understood the power of black jazz and blues to

communicate urban racial hardship and precarity, and writes in “The Uses of the Blues” (1964)

*0Borrowing terminology from Cornis-Pope and Neubauer, Salenius calls New York City “marginocentric.” The
term refers to the “simultaneous inclusion and exclusion that reflects the condition of cosmopolites” (884, 887).
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of the musical form as articulation of black life (57). Specifically, though, Baldwin uses jazz in
Another Country to represent an exilic plane. In a passage that evokes Sartre’s Nausea, Baldwin
describes Rufus and Vivaldo commiserating over the sound of Bessie Smith’s “Backwater
Blues,” writing, “There’s thousands of people, Bessie now sang, ain 't got no place to go, and for
the first time Rufus began to hear, in the severely understated monotony of this blues, something
which spoke to his troubled mind” (49). Much as the “Negress” singer speaks to Sartre’s
protagonist about glorious collective suffering, Smith speaks to Rufus about hopelessness in the
face of his urban existential exile: “[H]Je heard the line and the tone of the singer, and he
wondered how others had moved beyond the emptiness and horror which faced him now” (49).
The novel’s representation of horror is achieved, in part, by the suggestion of noir danger
which, per convention, haunts the exiles’ dark New York City alleyways and boulevards, and
iterates their vulnerability.>! In Another Country, bodies do not simply move through the city but
“vani[sh] through the doors of drugstores or into the blackness of side streets,” seemingly
succumbing to the antagonism of the cityscape and, thereby, demonstrating the fragility of
human existence (4). Rufus reads the dark, iniquitous potential of the city and the physical threat
to his own queer, black manhood “etched [with hatred] into [the] walls” of a urinal: “Suck my
cock. I like to get whipped. | want a hot stiff prick up my ass. Down with Jews. Kill the niggers. I
suck cocks” (83). The architecture itself is metaphorically weaponized. “The great buildings,

unlit, blunt like the phallus or sharp like the spear, guarded the city which never slept” (4).

®ILee Horsley explains, “The definition set out in Martin Rubin’s recent book, Thrillers, suggests how closely
related the concept of the thriller is to noir, and how the addition of the adjective ‘noir’ can be seen as intensifying
some of the defining characteristics of the thriller. In Rubin’s formulation, the identifying marks of the thriller
include: excess feeling and sensation, as opposed to the rationality implicit in the structure of the classic detective
story; suspense, arising from the involvement of the protagonist in menacing events (in contrast to the detachment of
the traditional detective); the evocation of fear and anxiety; the creation of contrasts due to threatening eruptions in
the normal; ambivalence; vulnerability; and a sense of being carried away (control-vulnerability being ‘a central
dialectic of the thriller, closely related to sadism-masochism”)” (8).
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Baldwin employs chiaroscuro—which, in the noir tradition, signifies manichean tensions—to
both signal ambiguous, urban noir danger and represent the tormented psychic terrain of the
novel’s primary characters: in the light and dark are archetypal figurations of good and evil
against an urban backdrop. “Rufus watched the traffic lights, the black, nearly deserted streets,
the silent black buildings, the deep shadows of doorways,” and “[Vivaldo] walked eastward to
the park [finding no singers], only shadows in the shadows of the trees” (44, 297).>2 The danger
of noir New York City is finally made manifest when Vivaldo is accosted in Harlem and again
later when Rufus commits suicide, the George Washington Bridge itself a synecdoche for the
maddening topography of the city.>

Importantly, Another Country captures the optical dynamics of the noir city as a place of
danger and exile. The noir city is made up, in other words, of not just spaces of otherness, but
spaces of otherness constructed through alienating looking practices. These looking practices
exacerbate feelings of existential vulnerability, anxiety, and fear. The architecture itself is a
symbolic system of surveillance that often effects these responses. Baldwin writes of Rufus’s
relationship with this architecture, “Tall apartment buildings, lightless, loomed against the dark
sky and seemed to be watching him, seemed to be pressing down on him” (87). Rufus’s
conception of the cityscape transposes onto it the imposing gaze of a Benthamite panopticon—a
system of disciplinary surveillance so complete that the watchtower need contain no actual

watchperson—and the haunting sense of a disembodied human presence invokes the ambiguity

11333

52Paula Rabinowitz argues, ““[Blecause, in America, the play of light and dark, as Toni Morrison reminds us, is
always about race relations, these [noir] films, which barely feature black faces, signify race and its meaning within
postwar American urban imagination” (76).

%8According to Nicholas Christopher, “[Noir characters’] innermost conflicts and desires are rooted in urban
claustrophobia and stasis . . . they tread a shadowy borderline between repressed violence and outright vulnerability.
Hency the obsessive emphasis on urban settings that are precarious and dangerous: rooftops, walkways on bridges,
railroad tracks, high windows, ledges, towering public monuments, unlit alleys, and industrial zones, not to mention
moving trains and cars” (16).
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inherent to noir.>* Similarly, the disciplinary yet spectral figure of the policeman makes its first
appearance on the first page of the novel (as the words “[t]he policeman passed him, giving him
a look™ set the noir stage) and recurs throughout (3). Baldwin writes, “[Vivaldo’s] awareness of
the policeman, prowling somewhere in the darkness near him, made the silence ominous. He felt
threatened. He felt totally estranged from the city in which he had been born; this city for which
he sometimes felt a kind of stony affection because it was all he knew of home” (60). Following
Nicholas Christopher’s claim that “psychoanalysis . . . take[s] on a prominent role in the noir
city,” the dialectical juxtaposition of estrangement and affection in Vivaldo’s description of his
relationship to the city finds its synthesis in the Freudian unheimlich—the sense that that which
provides a familiar feeling of home is also dreadful (Christopher 188).%

When—as in the case of Rufus—the urban gaze is racialized, it constructs racial meaning
within that aforementioned sense of estrangement. Thus, when Rufus’s association with Leona
makes him “aware of the eyes that watched them pass, the nearly inaudible murmur that came
from the benches or the trees,” his own body is made strange for him as it evokes racialized
suspicion, fear, revulsion, and renewed commitment to disciplinary measures. In the passage is
an intertextual parallel with Sartre’s formulation of the look (40). The philosopher writes:

Of course what most often manifests a look is the convergence of two ocular
globes in my direction. But the look will be given just as well on occasion when

there is a rustling of branches, or the sound of a footstep followed by silence, or

®4Foucault describes Jeremy Bentham’s panopticon as follows: “[A]t the periphery, an annular building; at the
centre, a tower; this tower is pierced with wide windows that open onto the inner side of the ring . . . All that is
needed, then, is to place a supervisor in a central tower and to shut up in each cell a madman, a patient, a condemned
man, a worker or a schoolboy. . . . [E]ach actor is alone, perfectly individualized and constantly visible” (63-64).
Yet, Foucault notes that no actual supervisor is necessary for the system of surveillance to communicate the
distribution of power. “[I]t is at once too much and too little that the prisoner should be constantly observed by an
inspector: too little, for what matters is that he knows himself to be observed; too much, because he has no need in
fact of being so” (65).

%5See Sigmund Freud, “The ‘Uncanny.’”
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the slight opening of a shutter, or a light movement of a curtain. During an attack
men who are crawling through the brush apprehend as a look to be avoided, not
two eyes, but a white farmhouse which is outlined against the sky at the top of a
little hill. It is obvious that the object thus constituted still manifests the look as
being probable. It is only probable that behind the bush which has just moved
there is someone hiding who is watching me. . . . Now the bush, the farmhouse
are not the look; they only represent the eye, for the eye is not at first apprehended
as a sensible organ of vision but as the support for the look. . . . What | apprehend
immediately when | hear the branches crackling behind me is not that there is
someone there; it is that | am vulnerable, that | have a body which can be hurt,
that | occupy a place and that | can not in any case escape from the space in which
| am without defense—in short that | am seen. (Being and Nothingness 346-347)
In Sartre’s rustling branches and farmhouse on the hill we find variations on the Benthamite
panopticon, and the bodiless eyes behind Rufus’s trees are the same that watch him from the
city’s towering skyscrapers. Rufus, like Sartre, senses in this gaze the vulnerability of his own
body; yet Fanon’s revision of Sartre helps us understand the unique nature of that vulnerability
when the “body which can be hurt” is black. For Sartre, the look violently reduces its object to
pure referent, but provides said object a necessary route to agency and self-mastery. Yet, Fanon
emphasizes the systemic racism that corporealizes Sartre’s theoretical violence and renders the
route to self-mastery sociopolitically equivocal (Jacobs 193-195). Fanon’s metaphor of the gaze
as a wounding that leaves “congealed black blood” on one’s body, then, invokes images of
lynching, and he situates a Sartrean phenomenology of the body in the practical, everyday reality

of black manhood (Fanon 92). More than a “lack of defense” against the gaze implied by the
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murmur from the trees, Rufus undergoes a fundamental psychic change as he re-members his
body according to received messages.

The city is crucial for Baldwin in the construction of Rufus’s sense of “self-alienation”
(Yancy 2). He utilizes the cavernous topography and the paradoxically estranged human
proximity to frame the protagonist’s sense of his black body as lost-to-himself, as other. Within
the context of this urban estrangement, he depicts the ineluctable visibility of the exilic figure
and the capacity for that visibility to shape the exile’s subjectivity. As Rufus presses toward his
tragic rendezvous with the George Washington Bridge, “[A] young white boy in a vaguely
military cap and a black leather jacket . . . looked at [him] with the greatest hostility” (84). A
white girl “looked at him with a kind of pitying wonder in her eyes” (84). In these moments
before his death, Rufus is bombarded with visual communication that functions to inscribe racial
meaning onto his black male body. Just as Fanon describes becoming a “‘phobogenic’ object,” or
object of white terror, through the projections of the gaze, Rufus is imaged, here, as “a black,
fleeting expanse, a peripherally glimpsed vague presence of something dark, forbidden, and
dreadful. . . . a sort, something eviscerated of individuality, flattened” (Fanon 129; Yancy 4).
Decreasingly a body-for-himself, as Sartre would say, Rufus senses his existence on the margins
as spectacle-for-the-other.

Reflecting both a layered Sartrean reflex to the gaze and the threatening nature of the
city’s features, Rufus meets and reacts to oppressive looking practices on a New York City train
in the moments before his suicide. Baldwin writes, “The train began to move, half-empty now;
and with each stop it became lighter; soon the white people who were left looked at him oddly.
He felt their stares but he felt far away from them” (86-87). At this point in the final pages of the

first chapter, Rufus’s descent into psychological darkness is almost complete. He has begun, by
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now, to see threats everywhere, according to Leona (58). Certainly, then, there is a stroke of
surreality in this scenario, a whisper of psychosis. Yet, that noir ambiguity between reality and
illusion, between self-determination and determinism precisely reflects the psychical grip of the
racialized gaze, for as Fanon attests, “All around the body reigns an atmosphere of certain
uncertainty” (90). Where does his body-for-other end for Rufus? Where does his body-for-
himself begin? Is he a man of his own making or a construct of the white imaginary?°® It is
possible to map onto Rufus’s experience on the train Sartre’s formulation of the reflex to the
gaze, and doing so further illuminates the psychical transaction inherent in racialized looking
practices. The layers of this reflex include “fear (the feeling of being in danger before the Other’s
freedom), pride, or shame (the feeling of being finally what I am but elsewhere, over there for
the Other), [and] the recognition of my slavery (the feeling of the alienation of all my
possibilities)” (Being 358). As the object of the gaze, Rufus is chronically and systemically
sacrificed to the freedom of the white subject to gaze upon his body, and what he feels in “their
stares” is the phenomenological disfiguration of his person; he is made grotesque, spectacle,
exile. As much as his death can be read as a transgression against social determinism, it is also
the ultimate sacrifice to freedom that is not his own. The “elsewhere” of Sartre’s formulation
captures the distance Rufus feels not just between himself and those whose gazes apprehend him,
but between his self and the imago that has displaced it. Bound by this imago, then—Dby the
“limited grid of representational possibilities” it offers—Rufus is alienated from all potential

conceptions of himself and is finally in the pyrrhic position of plucking out the proverbial

6Sartre explains that human existence precedes essence. For Sartre, essence is the substance behind the being-there
of human existence. In his formulation, the human does not come into existence with its substance intact, but exists
and subsequently creates substance for him/herself. In other words, the human exists as a what and creates for
him/herself a who. Yancy describes a racist social construction in which “Blacks were beings whose essence
preceded their existence,” beings drafted into deterministic caricature and stereotype and denied the freedom of self-
fashioning (165).
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offending eye—his own black body (Wallace 135).%” He moves from existential precarity on the
train to existential finality on the bridge, thus completing the image of the noir city as a
threatening space.

The antagonism of the city extends to the ostensibly progressive space of mid-century
Greenwich Village. In the figures of the couple with the Sunday papers, Baldwin provides a
specious brand of bourgeois-bohemian liberalism which Rufus, like the author, regards cynically,
and which reveals itself through the racialized gaze. The author writes:

A young couple came toward them, carrying the Sunday papers. Rufus watched
the eyes of the man as the man looked at Leona; and then both the man and the
woman looked swiftly from Vivaldo to Rufus as though to decide which of the
two was her lover. And, since this was the Village—the place of liberation—
Rufus guessed, from the swift, nearly sheepish glance the man gave them as they
passed, that he had decided that Rufus and Leona formed the couple. The face of
his wife, however, simply closed tight, like a gate. (28)
While Baldwin’s contemporary and friend Harold Norse would call the Greenwich Village of the
postwar period “loosely radical, nonconformist, and art oriented . . . an oasis of liberation to
which [the young] flocked to express their socially unacceptable lifestyles,” Baldwin wrote in his
essay “The Price of the Ticket,” “[R]acially, the Village was vicious, partly because of the
natives, largely because of the tourists, and absolutely because of the cops” (Norse 12; Baldwin,
“Price” 832). This dichotomy comes through in the above passage from the novel, particularly if
we assume the couple are white. The white man—nhistorically singular in his claim of universal

access to the female body—tacitly condones, even congratulates, Rufus and Leona’s coupling. In

57“And if thy right eye offend thee, pluck it out, and cast it from thee: for it is profitable for thee that one of thy
members should perish, and not that thy whole body should be cast into hell.” Matthew 5:29-30, KJV.
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this, he is a symbol of the kind of bourgeois-bohemianism a distrustful Rufus earlier identified in
Vivaldo: Flaunting Leona in the face of his Village friend, he had thought devilishly, “Let the
liberal white bastard squirm” (24).%8 There is, in the case of the wife, on the other hand, a
metaphor of prohibition with sexual connotations: One can read, in the tight closing of the
woman’s face, the gestural safeguarding of her virginal white sexuality—her racialized chastity,
as it were—upon its encounter with a miscegenist black male presence. She, in a sense,
withholds her gaze from Rufus and, thereby, both energizes the myth of black rapaciousness and
inflames—in ways that recall Wright and Himes—Rufus’s “insurrectionary” desire to possess
the white female body (Monteith 153). Stuck between the gaze of liberal tokenism and the
blindness of racial interdiction, between hyperexistence and nonexistence, he is metaphysically
contested.

The gaze, here, is not without potency even if we consider the possibility that the
racially-unidentified couple are ethnic minorities. The same congratulations implied in the gaze
of the white man become, in the case of a black man, for example, a sign of vicariously shared
triumph. Rather than a token, Rufus is imaged as a conquering hero, an icon of racial-sexual
insurrection. He is conscripted into not a liberal ideal for white bohemia but a weaponized black
masculinity that hijacks the white female body as a form of social capital. A black woman’s
aloofness, in this context, could be read as resistance to the anti-black notion of whiteness—
particularly feminine whiteness—as social capital. Historically, it has not been uncommon for
people of any race to regard interracial coupling with a sense of betrayal: Thus, the anonymous

woman’s refusal to acknowledge Rufus is a refusal to offer him a sense of black community; it

S8Weatherby explains, “[Baldwin] discovered the Village’s appearance of tolerance could be deceptive. He was one
of the few blacks living in the Village and he found himself thrown out of some bars, involved in shouting matches
and sometimes even fights with drunken whites” (45).

171



is, in effect, a gesture of racial excommunication.®® Whether inter- or intraracial, the gaze in this
passage signals and amplifies the opposition between Rufus’s inclination toward self-

determination and the forces of racial determinism.

Mr. Charlie and the Noir Uses of Plantation Logic

Through the unexpected juxtaposition of noir iconography and plantation logic, Baldwin
works against liberal ideas of progress like those associated with mid-century Greenwich Village
to illustrate the persistence of racial hierarchies of visuality. In his construction of noir spaces of
exile, the author invokes legacies of antebellum violence and suppression to frame contemporary
conceptions of racial precarity and to signal the self-alienating effects of the gaze. In its earliest
manifestation in the novel, the plantation provides the prevailing metaphor for Rufus’s short
romance with Leona, and it goes on to lurk like a phantom in the novel’s subtext. ““Well, Miss
Anne,’” he greets her upon their introduction in a jazz club, employing a moniker originally used
in slave communities to refer generically to the mistress of the house; and the couple’s first
sexual encounter unfolds under the perversity of rape roleplay, Rufus instructing his Southern
white lover, ““Go ahead, fight. I like it. Is this the way they do down home?’” (10, 20). In noir
fashion, Rufus treads a fine line between sympathetic and despicable character, his viciousness
not wholly offset by his Fanonian imprisonment within the vice grip of black inscription. In other
words, the reader is unprepared to totally excuse Rufus’s behavior as catalyzed by the black
stereotypes that haunt him. As much as he attempts to distance himself from this fetishistic

drama by associating it with the rural South, his invocation of it maps it onto his urban existence,

1n an August 1977 interview for Ebony magazine, psychologist Ann Ashmore Poussaint explains, “I look at Black
men’s dating of White women as a psychological rejection of Black women. Many Black women take it as a
personal rejection. I can understand that” (161). See “Black Women/Black Men: Has Something Gone Wrong
Between Them?,” pp. 160-162.
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creating in the mythic Southern rapist and the inner-city bogeyman parallel conceptions of the
black imago, similarly subject to policing and extralegal forms of justice: “He wanted her to
remember him the longest day she lived. And, shortly, nothing could have stopped him, not the
white God himself nor a lynch mob arriving on wings” (22).

It is thus that, as a black man seen on the streets of New York with a white woman, Rufus
becomes increasingly aware of a pernicious racialized gaze that borrows its violence from the
plantation and its alienating power from the noir tradition. “[ The big world] stared
unsympathetically out at them from the eyes of the passing people; and Rufus realized that he
had not thought at all about this world and its power to hate and destroy” (27). The gaze is the
vessel in and through which the big world’s hostility is communicated. It is the marking
mechanism that creates the other, that surveils the lines the other is not meant to cross, and that
thereby constructs the place of exile into which the other is plunged. (The reason | do not situate
Leona beside Rufus in this place of exile—though Baldwin’s language, here, suggests Rufus is
not alone—will be made clear presently.) With the framing of Rufus’s externality to the big
world—his distance from it—a noir sense of alienation is achieved, and in his lack of defense
against the othering perpetrated against him, the existential precariousness of that alienation is
manifest. Rufus’s awareness of the gaze subsequent to his union with Leona should not suggest
to us that the gaze is purely a response to their interraciality; the gaze was always there. This new
awareness of it is a result of the confluence of their interraciality and Rufus’s psychological
torment about the legacy of lynching. Thus, the gaze functions here as a noir signal for historical
and systemic oppression that exceeds its narrative moment. According to the tenets of noir,
“[w]hat has broken through an apparently secure social structure is the criminality, cruelty and

brutality which in the noir vision are always there. They are not just the ‘dark secret’ of
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respectable society but an inescapable part of it” (Horsley 12).

When the plantation is again invoked, it frames Leona, too, as object of the racialized
gaze, and, though Rufus is attuned to the gaze in a way that she is not, by mere association she is
similarly subjected to its violence. In the following passage, it replaces him with a fetishistically
commodified image and blackens her through biases of sexual affiliation.

Without Vivaldo, there was a difference in the eyes which watched them.
Villagers, both bound and free, looked them over as though where they stood
were an auction block or a stud farm. . . . Leona gleamed before him and seemed
to be oblivious of everything and everyone but him. And if there had been any
doubt concerning their relationship, her eyes were enough to dispel it. Then he
thought, If she could take it so calmly, if she noticed nothing, what was the matter
with him? Maybe he was making it all up, maybe nobody gave a damn. Then he
raised his eyes and met the eyes of an Italian adolescent. . . . The boy looked at
him with hatred; his glance flicked over Leona as though she were a whore; he
dropped his eyes slowly and swaggered on—having registered his protest, his
backside seemed to snarl, having made his point. (29-30)
The auction block is, indeed, a distinct visual-spatial schema in which race has historically been
constructed. George Yancy notes that in the spectacle and choreography of the slave auction,
racial categorization is enacted, separating “gazers from the gazed upon,” knowable bodies from
knowers (149). For Rufus, the slave auction provides the visual-spatial language with which to
represent the construction of postwar urban otherness and instantiates the capitalist U.S. culture’s
continued exploitation of black bodies: “He thought of the white policemen and the money they

made on black flesh, the money the whole world made” (7). Furthermore, the stud farm
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symbolizes Rufus and Baldwin’s shared anxiety about their perceived instantiation of “sexual
rumors concerning blacks,” and marks this manifestation of the gaze with a penetrative quality
indicative of the phenomenon bell hooks describes as the feminization of the black male body
(Baldwin, “Dragons” 683; hooks, Cool 75).%° The juxtaposition of the plantation scenes and the
city space suggests—against ideas that antebellum scopic regimes are incompatible with modern
urbanity—that racial hierarchies of visuality can persist, if only psychically. Psychic terrain is
key at this moment in the novel: Capturing a Rufus spiraling toward his suicide as he struggles
unsuccessfully to make sense of the world and his place in it, the passage plays on psychological
ambivalence and paranoia, on the noir confusion between reality and delusion.

Leona’s whiteness does not spare her this spectacular moment, yet Rufus’s position as the
exilic existentialist figure optimizes his perception of it. As the manifest lover of a black man,
Leona no longer enjoys the safety and security of invisibility, but neither is she equipped with
the discernment necessary to recognize that fact. There is a precedent for the white female body
imaged on the auction block: The Illustrated London News’s illustration for Dion Boucicault’s
The Octoroon, for example, represents the eponymous and phenotypically white Zoe elevated in
a room full of mostly male bidders for their viewing pleasure. In context, the sale of Zoe is
framed not as reification of racial hierarchies of visuality but as the cause of moral outrage,
though it bears emphasizing that Boucicault’s octoroon, unlike Leona, is the Victorian beatific
ideal. The notion of Leona’s debauchery through interracial sex volunteers her to the penetrative
white male gaze historically deployed against black female bodies read as libidinous and

available; indeed, Ida will herself bear out that point. Yet, reading the image of Leona against the

%hooks explains that the perceived threat of black masculinity (as a paradoxically dangerous object of erotic desire)
is conceptually “diffused by a process of festishization that renders the black masculine ‘menace’ feminine through
a process of patriarchal objectification.”
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antecedent image of Zoe amplifies the disruptive unorthodoxy of the spectacularized white
female body and the roots of that spectacularization in associations with blackness. If Rufus’s
black male sexuality is considered beastly, Leona is in turn imaged as an insatiable slut: “the
proof of her availability” was her connection to Rufus (26). One of the impediments to true
intimacy between Leona and Rufus, in fact, has been his suspicion that for her, too, he is merely
a “stud”—a vessel of potent masculinity; thus, the perceptual wall, here, does not exist solely
between Rufus and the abstracted white gaze but between him and the white lover whose very
companionship replicates that gaze.

Whereas Leona’s invisibility is revoked, Vivaldo represents, for Rufus, the joys of racial
transparency. “No one dared to look at Vivaldo,” Baldwin writes, “out with any girl whatever,
the way they looked at Rufus now; nor would they ever look at the girl the way they looked at
Leona. . . . This was because Vivaldo was white” (30-31). When Fanon writes in Black Skin,
White Masks about his desire “to be anonymous, to be forgotten,” he is referring to this very
tendency for whiteness, unlike blackness, to go unremarked (Fanon 96). While one result of
black visibility is a sense of imprisonment within the rigid and ill-fitting cast of an imago, racial
transparency translates to ease of mobility—to freedom to move across locales and (sexual)
contexts by virtue of a perceived aesthetic universality. What lies beneath Rufus’s observation—
implied but unarticulated—is the gender bias that provides such liberty to white men while
withholding it from such white women as Leona, whose capacity to be racially polluted exceeds
that of her male counterpart.

Baldwin does, however, use Vivaldo to push at normative demarcations of racial
visibility and transparency. In an inversion of plantation logic, he represents Vivaldo’s

299

inscription with a whiteness that is suddenly both visible and assailable. “‘Walk,’” an angry
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Harlem man tells Vivaldo after catching him in an indecent situation with the man’s significant
other. “*If I catch your ass up here again, I’ll show you what happened to a nigger I know when
Mr. Charlie caught him with Miss Anne’” (65). Against this stern precaution, “Vivaldo and the
man stared at each other and terror began draining Vivaldo’s rage out of him” (63). Until that
time, it had been customary for Vivaldo to travel into Harlem for sex. Like Rufus, he had
skulked the lonely streets of New York on his way to solicit “whores,” and he would later recall
“to what excesses, into what traps and nightmares, his loneliness had driven him” (61, 60). Yet
his apprehension in the gaze is represented here as a near-disintegration of his sense of entitled
access—a withering of his white masculinity—as the visual exchange marks an inversion of the
plantation logic we have seen before. This moment, like the rest of the novel, must be viewed
through the figure of Rufus, for the Harlem man subverts the very white plantocratic discipline
of black bodies which psychically grips Rufus, and owns in a way Rufus never quite manages to
the kind of gaze reserved for white males in the execution of that discipline. Again Baldwin
relocates plantation looking practices to the space of the postwar city and invokes both the urban
noir atmosphere of danger and the exilic existentialist’s sense of vulnerability to signal the
psychical violence of the racialized gaze.

While Rufus invokes the figures of Miss Anne and Mr. Charlie to express an anxious
“critical memory,” the Harlem man usurps the power within plantation logic (Young 5).5 bell
hooks characterizes the visual hierarchy of the plantation as one in which slaves were forbidden

the right to look (Looks 115). In particular, the black male gaze was and continued to be read “as

®1Harvey Young describes “critical memory” as “habitus . . . shaped by the legacy of black captivity and other
manifestations of discrimination within society: racial profiling and employment discrimination, among others.
These experiences and memories structure our behavior. The past, memories and previously learned lessons,
‘survives [sic] in the present and tends to perpetrate itself in the future.” The experience of the black body becomes
futured, the present and future understood from a past perspective” (21).
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violation, as ‘rape’ of white womanhood” (118). Historically, Vivaldo’s whiteness, on the other
hand, would have secured his right to not only gaze but access black women at will and without
the threat of either prohibition or reproof, for black womanhood was generally understood by
whites not to have the requisite purity for allegations of rape, and did not enjoy the protection of
the legal system within which criminal rape is situated. The schema of racial interdiction and
liberty associated with plantation logic is flipped, however, as, under the authoritative gaze of the
Harlem man, Vivaldo becomes a transgressor and the black woman between them occupies the
role of the mistress whose honor is at stake. Baldwin writes:
He watched Vivaldo, waiting for Vivaldo to speak again. . . . Then the man
looked over at the girl, who stood near the bed, watching him, and then he slowly
moved closer to Vivaldo. When he stood directly before Vivaldo, his eyes still
driving, it seemed, into Vivaldo’s as though he would pierce the skull and the
brain and possess it all, he abruptly held out his hand [for Vivaldo’s wallet]. (63-
64)
In fact, “[t]he man’s eyes remained with [Vivaldo] for a long time after the rage and the shame
and terror of that evening” (65). They communicate to Vivaldo, for perhaps the first time, that
something is off limits to him, and the effect is racial disorientation. Vivaldo stands in for the
black male body as the interloper and object of physical punishment. His whiteness, heretofore a
guarantee of racial transparency and mobility, has been recategorized against the backdrop of
noir terror and, through an inverted absorption into the discourse of plantation caste, rendered
other. It is Vivaldo’s contention that he had craved the danger presented in his interloping, that
“[h]e enjoyed . . . his right to be being everywhere contested; uptown his alienation had been

made visible and, therefore, almost bearable” (132). Certainly, Rufus attempts a similar
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transgression in his roleplay with Leona, but whereas Rufus must transgress, to some degree, in
order to reclaim an historically denied manhood, Vivaldo acts out of hubris; | submit that it is
only his whiteness, in fact, that allows Vivaldo to tease fate so recklessly.

The noir nature of Vivaldo’s terror, in this passage, has two primary sources: the urban
crime of which the Harlem man is representative, and the existential uncertainty Vivaldo
experiences as a result of the gaze. Noir is situated in a sense of perpetual distrust, uneasiness,
and precariousness, usually against the seedy underbelly of urban life. It is the revelation—both
preceding and compoundingly in the midst of the protagonist’s exile—that there are few whom
he (or she) can trust, that even appearances of safety, attraction, and geniality can be
dangerously—even fatally—deceptive. As much as the Harlem woman in the passage is a
plantation-mistress figure she is also a femme fatale in the noir tradition—a female character
whose sexual appeal and nefarious machinations function to lure the noir protagonist to his
potential or actual doom. Ensnared, then, in a plot to strip him of his money, Vivaldo is “[t]he
ordinary man who has strayed into disaster, who is essentially innocent or bemused or just
thinking of something else (distracted by love, or driven by sexual obsession)” (Horsley 69).

As the gaze initiates a process of becoming, of being remade, it forces its object into
ontological—and, in this case, racial—flux, such that Vivaldo’s emerging sense of vulnerability
is ultimately a transformative reconsideration of not just his own social identity but also Rufus’s.
In the wake of his encounter with the obliterating gaze of a black man, his own ability to trace
the visible effects of oppressive cultural processes on Rufus’s body is heightened.

They watched each other for what seemed like a very long time and neither of
them moved. They stared into each other’s eyes, each, perhaps, searching for the

friend each remembered. Vivaldo knew the face before him so well that he had
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ceased, in a way, to look at it and now his heart turned over to see what time had

done to Rufus. He had not seen before the fine lines in the forehead, the deep,

crooked line between the brows, the tension which soured the lips. He wondered

what the eyes were seeing—they had not been seeing it years before. (65-66)
The oppositional potential of the gaze evidenced for him, Vivaldo is more purposeful in his own
seeing, whether by virtue of a renewed claim to power or as a signal to heightened social
consciousness. What bears emphasizing is that this seeing is newly revelatory—revealing Rufus
as a black man whose fundamental social position is not only distinct from Vivaldo’s own but
corporeally marked. This is a moment of confrontation, then, between the would-be colorblind
Village liberal and the social reality of race.

It will not be the last. In a later gaze-encounter with Rufus, Vivaldo feels himself indicted
for his racial-sexual vices in a way that reifies his whiteness against the nonbinary impulse of his
liberalism. Whatever his desire for black women might mean for others, for Vivaldo it has its
origins in something more noble than racial eroticism. He has in mind a kind of metaphysical
unity—the transcendence of race, a social construct he regards as “banal and corny” (133).
Though, only late in the novel does he explicitly identify this unity as he becomes effectively
inhabited by the spirit of Rufus and finds himself “horribly, in a region where there were no
definitions of any kind, neither of color, nor of male and female. There was only the leap and the
rending and the terror and the surrender” (302). In his utopic—albeit traumatic—uvision, race
(like sexual orientation) dissolves into a human oneness expressed most fully through the act of
love, but his habits suggest that he views such a dissolution as, rather than spontaneous, the
result of the purposeful breaching of normative (specifically, racial and spatial) borders. Of the

reaction of Harlemites to Vivaldo’s idealistic penchant for black prostitutes, Baldwin writes,
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“They knew that he was driven, in flight: the liberal, even revolutionary sentiments of which he
was so proud meant nothing to them whatever. He was just a poor white boy in trouble and it
was not in the least original of him to come running to the niggers” (133). Yet, he also finds
judgment a little closer to home, as “[t]his sentiment had sometimes seemed to stare out at him
from the eyes of Rufus” (133). Rufus’s stare is in fact a racialized gaze that functions to whiten a
Vivaldo whose inclinations lean toward colorblindness. It apprehends Vivaldo’s whiteness as a
means of access and, in the face of that white man’s utopic answer for noir estrangement, returns

to him an undesirable image of his own racial identity.

“Wet Complicity”: The Gaze, the Doppelganger, and the Jazz Venus

Rufus’s frustrations about Vivaldo’s sexual exploits reflect Baldwin’s own conviction
that ideas about race were inevitably sexual. There were, for Baldwin, two dimensions to this
relationship between race and sex, both illumined in his essay “Here Be Dragons.” On one hand,
Baldwin was aware during his early same-sex romances that “sexual rumor concerning blacks
had preceded [him]” (“Dragons” 683). Biographer David Leeming further explains that this
anxiety extended to Baldwin’s relationships with women, writing, “[I]t was not easy with
women—especially white women. If they were not trying to ‘save’ him from his homsexuality,
they were intent on having their ‘Negro experience’ in the Village, forcing him into the central
role as they played out the myths of black sexuality” (45). Thus, Baldwin understood blackness
to be associated in the white imaginary with virility and/or sexual prowess. On the other hand, he
recognized a way in which even feelings of intense race-hatred contained an element of the
sexual. He offers this metaphor for “the sexual aspect of racism™: “The object of one’s hatred is

never, alas, conveniently outside but is seated in one’s lap, stirring in one’s bowels and dictating

181



the beat of one’s heart” (Leeming 175; Baldwin 686).62 The imagery, here, is sexual—not only
gesturing toward a coital position but implying one’s (figurative) penetration by the abhorrent
other. In Another Country, Baldwin demonstrates the power of the gaze to represent
multidimensional intersections of race and sex.

The fetishization of the black male body and the lust-hate dichotomy that arguably
dominates the white relationship with blackness are illustrated through the apparatus of the gaze
in Eric’s reflection about his relationship with Rufus. Baldwin writes:

But had he ever loved Rufus? Or had it simply been rage and nostalgia and
guilt? and shame? Was it the body of Rufus to which he had clung, or the bodies
of dark men, seen briefly, somewhere, in a garden or a clearing, long ago, sweat
running down their chocolate chests and shoulders . . . Certainly he had never
succeeded in making Rufus believe he loved him. Perhaps Rufus had looked into
his eyes and seen those dark men Eric saw, and hated him for it. (194)

Here, Eric admits to himself through the voice of the omniscient narrator that Rufus may have
existed for him as a type—*"“an average example of a racial group, an abstraction, though not
necessarily the ideal, that define[s] the general form or character of individuals within the group;
it subsume[s] individuality” (Wallis 49). This abstraction, though, is body. It is image. It is
apprehended through an objectifying and flattening gaze. It is precisely the kind of objectifying,
flattening—indeed existentially obliterating—gaze from which Rufus had fled. Yet, Eric also
concedes that his memories of love are all mixed up with less admirable and markedly less

endearing sentiments: his relationship with the flattened black body of Rufus is one

%2Leeming writes, “Baldwin perceived the widespread sexual aspect of racism, a paradoxical hatred and fascination
with the black man’s sex that had its origins in the violation of black women by white slavemasters who, naturally
enough, mythologized and when possible removed the would-be instruments of revenge” (141).
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characterized, in retrospect, by a confusion of lust and bad feeling.

Vivaldo, too, comes to enact the gaze in sexual-racial ways. But, first, the same sense of
entitlement that compelled him to breach the boundaries between Greenwich Village and Harlem
secures his effective right to see all without being seen, to reverse the psychic damage done by
the encounter with the Harlem man by becoming the invisible eye.®® As he deals with writer’s
block by surveying the streets from his apartment window, he becomes the eye through the noir
trope of the watchful city. Baldwin writes, “He stared into the streets and thought—nbitterly, but
also with a chilling, stunning sobriety—that, though he had been seeing them so long, perhaps he
had never known them at all” (128). Much as Rufus came suddenly into crisper view for Vivaldo
after his encounter with the oppositional gaze, so the streets he has taken for granted are
subsequently made more discernible. From his bird’s-eye view, Vivaldo sees with the clearness
of an exile, scrutinizing not just the events as they are presented to his vision, but the
motivations, implications, and repercussions with which these events are connected. Indeed,
while I choose the term exilic over Emma Cleary’s “aerial” as a descriptor of the novel’s
predominant mode of narration, Cleary’s terminology finds an apt home here (Cleary 99):

Now the girl who lived across the street, whose name, he knew, was Nancy, but
who reminded him of Jane—which was certainly why he never spoke to her—
came in from her round of the bars and the coffee houses with yet another
boneless young man. . . .

And the silence, beneath the music, would be tremendous with their fear.
Presently, one of them would make a move to conquer this. If it were the girl, the

movement would be sighing and halting—sighing because of need, halting

83K aren Jacobs imports Ralph Waldo Emerson’s famous metaphor of the transparent eye into visuality studies to
interrogate notions of white disembodiedness.
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because of hostility. If it were the boy, the movement would be harshly or softly

brutal. (129, 131)
Whereas once, in the early part of the novel, Rufus was watched over by the disembodied gaze
of the urban architecture, Vivaldo now gives that gaze an embodied form, transforming the
ambiguous and symbolic surveilling eye of the city into an unambiguous and literal surveillance.
Among the windows which earlier functioned only metaphorically as optical lenses is one behind
which a fleshly eye roves. He is the actuality of what is for Sartre the mere “probab/[ility] that
behind the bush which has just moved there is someone hiding who is watching.”

The lives of Vivaldo’s neighbors—diminished in their physical distance—are available to
him, if not in fact (in terms of what he directly apprehends), then certainly by way of the
projections of his imagination; onto the bodies of those he sees he maps an existence of his own
creation and, therein, both replicates the conscriptive power of the gaze with which Rufus
contended and exerts control over the visual sphere in a way Rufus was unable to. We cannot fail
to connect Vivaldo’s claim to this surveilling authority to his white masculinity, to the Adamic
naming power that has been wielded by white men over perceived subordinates since the dawn
of colonialism. (“Since the Fall,” writes William Desmond, “our naming of things always is
implicated in domination” (124)). Rather than establish a literal taxonomy, however, Vivaldo
writes onto the palimpsestic bodies of those he sees from the despotic inventiveness of his
Adamic imagination. His voyeurism not only re-enacts the racialized and gendered
objectification of Rufus and Leona earlier in the novel but foreshadows the sexual-racial tension

of his relationship with Ida.®

®4The protagonist of Sartre’s Nausea enacts a similar scene from his apartment window, explaining, “I lean my
forehead against the windowpane. That old woman annoys me. She trots along obstinately, with unseeing eyes.
Sometimes she stops, frightened, as if an invisible fear had brushed against her. . . . [1]t will take her ten minutes at
the rate she’s going, ten minutes during which time I shall stay like this, watching her, my forehead glued against the
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As he watches from his window, Vivaldo spots below a man who, | argue, stands in not
just as Vivaldo’s doppelganger but as a composite double for the novel’s cast of exilic
existentialist figures. “He watched a lone man come up the street, his tight black overcoat
buttoned to the neck, looking back from time to time as though he hoped he were being
followed” (130). Vivaldo’s reading of the man’s comportment is unorthodox: Far more usual
than suspecting that the prey desires its pursuit is the notion of escape, of elusion. Thus,
Vivaldo’s perception of the scene tells us much more about Vivaldo himself than it does about
the man whose behavior (whose very inner world) Vivaldo purports to narrate for us. Indeed, it
can be read as an eroticization of the hunt and the hunt’s attendant surveillance. Driven by
loneliness and lust in his own life, Vivaldo projects onto the man in the overcoat his romantic
hunger, and onto the scene his own desperate journeys into Harlem as the surveilling labyrinth of
the city is reimagined as a playfully aphrodisiacal maze. This process of psychic projection onto
the double signifies—as we turn again to Freud’s theory of the uncanny—fear of the dissolution
of self, oppressive self-critique, and, in some instances, suppressed potentiality. In other words,
the doppelganger as a figure of fearful familiarity is a manifestation of the existential
predicament that attends confrontations with one’s tenuous sense of identity and, in the case of
the man in the overcoat, he has thrust upon him the central existential crises of the novel. In
addition to mirroring Vivaldo’s loneliness, he stands as an afterimage of Rufus in his final rush
toward the extinguishing embrace of the Hudson River, and—much like Ida—an object for
Vivaldo’s gaze.

As Vivaldo represents a Cartesian invisible eye, the man in the overcoat ultimately

illustrates the entanglements of race, sex, and the gaze that Baldwin discerned and that will later

window.” He further remarks, “I see the future. It is there, poised over the street, hardly more dim than the present”
(32).
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envelope Vivaldo’s eroticized black lover.®® That Vivaldo has largely unfulfilled homosexual
desires is not foremost among our considerations, here, for his gaze on the man in the overcoat
may be read not as sexually and racially objectifying in itself but abstractly representative of the
sexually and racially objectifying gaze. That is to say there is little indication, in this passage,
that Vivaldo is libidinous as he stares down from his apartment window, but rather desire and
violence are respectively represented in the mystique of the apparent chase and the undetected
intrusion of Vivaldo’s gaze; the seeming paradox of desire and violence mirrors the confluence
of concupiscence and animus which Baldwin himself recognized as fundamental to U.S. race
relations, and foreshadows the racial-sexual construction of Ida’s image later in the novel. The
man in the overcoat is a symbol of the intrigue and discipline, the sex and oppression with which
black bodies like Ida’s are often associated.

The flight-pursuit dynamic is a noir trope, and Vivaldo’s sense of the lone figure’s
delight in the prospect of being followed is a twist on a recurring noir theme.®® Aesthetically, the
black coat buttoned to the neck imitates the noir popped collar that makes images of James
Dean, Albert Camus, and Humphrey Bogart’s Sam Spade so recognizable. This sartorial
closeness, or encasement, achieves a kind of incognito effect, and if the main characters behind
the collar cannot go literally unseen, they at least create the illusion of invisibility, in which the

agential power over social identity often resides. Indeed, Rufus pops his collar on the first page

8Karen Jacobs writes, “Within the long Western tradition of the disembodied observer dating from Descartes, Seers,
and the knowers into whom they seem effortlessly to evolve, have been defined by their transcendence of the
body—a body which, however, it remains their chief object to discover beyond themselves in another. The
observer’s claim to a transparent body is predicated, in other words, on the disavowal of its own embodiment along
with the production of a reviled corporeality in the Other, whose embodiment at once qualifies it as an object of
knowledge and disqualifies it from epistemological possibility and subjective complexity itself” (1-2). She
continues, “Cartesian perspectivalism is characterized by a monocular, disembodied, objective, and ahistorical
vision [with the assumption of] a detached, neutral observer” (7).

%Murray Pomerance writes, “[F]light, anxiety, distress, butchery, and greed [are] displaced into the [noir] city”
(417). Rob White writes about the noir city as a place of “disorientation and alarm,” of “frantic hurry” -- a place in
which we often find characters “hunted” (46).
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of the novel. Ralph Ellison’s Invisible Man plays with this creative form of invisibility by
unwittingly disguising himself as an individual named Rinehart, and finds himself embroiled in
the flight-pursuit dynamic as he attempts to outrun both a rastafarian demagogue and a team of
white persecutors through the streets of Harlem. In the cases of both Ellison’s protagonist and
Baldwin’s lone man in an overcoat, the space of the noir city and its persistent surveillance force
questions concerning the meaning of identity itself. If, in the worlds inhabited by these characters
in flight, identity can be so intimately connected with visual apprehension, inscription, and what
Yancy calls “phenomenological return”—the process of “hav[ing] one’s dark body penetrated by
the white gaze and then . . . returned as distorted”—concealment provides a means of
circumventing these acts of violence (YYancy 66). There is little the lone man in the overcoat can
do to prevent his being followed, to prevent—as part of that pursuit’s metaphorical equivalent—
the projecting gaze of Vivaldo from that apartment window. Yet, he finds some defense behind
the cover of the tightly-buttoned overcoat, and—despite the desire Vivaldo reads in his
behavior—remains on the move. In their more serious manifestations, noir flight and
concealment are parts of a survival strategy. There is a sense of perpetual egress to elusive
safety. The Invisible Man is chased into the underground. Richard Wright’s Bigger Thomas
escapes into an empty South Side apartment after his murder of Mary Dalton. Camus’s
Meursault is pursued by “two Arabs” to a friend’s beach house (Camus 53). Baldwin provides no
indication as to where the lone man in the overcoat may try to make his egress, but his
movement away from an unidentified and therefore ubiquitous pursuer suggests his attempt and
failure at elusion are all but guaranteed.

The figure of the black female jazz/blues singer also helps Baldwin illustrate intersections

of race and sex. Emily Lordi calls Bessie Smith one of the “steadiest stars in Baldwin’s literary
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cosmos” (31). He wrote about, spoke about, or otherwise invoked the blues icon throughout his
career. Responding to this profound influence, Josh Kun writes:
In the bawdy demands and mournful wails of Smith’s booming, aching
voice—so full of queenly, bodied presence—was everything that Baldwin feared.
For Baldwin . . . Smith signified a version of American blackness he had yet to
confront. She was the summation of all the stereotypes, all the prejudices, all the
projected racial and sexual fantasies . . . and all the externally imposed self-hate.
(94)
The imposition to which Kun refers is a function of, among other social processes, the gaze, and
in her signification of embodiedness, Smith instantiates the notion of blackness as more of the
body than of the mind—as, thus, more manifest.” The conspicuousness of blackness arises from
a presumed predominance of the corporeal which, in its phenomenal excess, is made available to
ocular consumption. Conjuring such notions of the black body ten years before one of his
portraits of Smith would ironize ideas of blackness and the gaze, Carl Van Vechten writes of the
singer for Vanity Fair:
[A] great brown woman emerged. She was at this time ... very large, and she
wore a crimson satin robe, sweeping up from her trim ankles and embroidered in
multicolored sequins in designs. Her face was beautiful with the rich ripe beauty
of southern darkness, a deep bronze brown, matching the bronze of her bare arms.
Walking slowly to the footlights ... she began her strange rhythmic rites in a
voice full of shouting and moaning and praying and suffering, a wild, rough,

Ethiopian voice, harsh and volcanic, but seductive and sensuous, too, released

5’Radhika Mohanram’s Black Body lays out a convincing groundwork for racialized notions of corporeality.
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between rouged lips and the whitest of teeth, the singer swaying lightly to the

beat, as is the Negro custom. (qtd. in Ryan 19)
Ilustrating Kun’s thesis, this “description of [Smith’s] onstage presence” is “dominate[ed]” by
Van Vechten’s “admiration of [her] exoticized physique” (19). In other words, it is composed in
the lexicon of the gaze. The female blues singer, much like her jazz counterpart in Sartre’s
Nausea, is the focus of a racialized eroto-mysticism in which black female dynamism both
excites white male sexuality and is sublimated for purportedly philosophical and/or aesthetic
ends. While the aforementioned portrait (which features a demonstrably incredulous Smith
posing alongside an obtrusive and caricaturesque black sculpted head) would later fittingly mock
notions of race in visual culture, Van Vechten’s meticulousness in detailing Smith’s alluring
appearance as a correlative to her performance demonstrates the erotic spectacularity of the black
songstress. Indeed, as elaborated in the chapter on Ann Petry’s Lutie Johnson, the idea of the
performative black female body as spectacle for white consumption and erotic fixation is as old
as coloniality.

In the tradition of Bessie Smith and her forebears, Baldwin writes Ida Scott, an exilic
existentialist figure not only made spectacular Venus®® before the fetishizing white gaze but
occupying the noir margin that belongs to the archetypal jazz singer, evoking all the world-
weariness and sultry, oft-idealized suffering that can attend the role.®° We find Baldwin
providing significantly less interiority for Ida than he does for Rufus and we, thus, achieve a
diminished sense of her experience of the gaze. Instead, in a very Sartrean way, her body exists

narratively as object for the white male Other—if not Vivaldo, then someone with whom

%The black Venus is a commodified, fetishized, and spectacularized black female iteration of the imago, and is
exemplified in the images of such persons as Saartjie Sarah Baartman and Josephine Baker.

%Here, I think immediately of Alice Walker’s Shug Avery: As much as she represents emotional pain and anguished
expressiveness, she is also sexually irresistible.
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Vivaldo feels he must contend.’”® Vivaldo’s reading of Ida’s body in the early part of their
relationship is as a symbol for the blues as existential expression and escape, or earthly angst and
the transcendent, storytelling and ecstasy, the carnal and the rhapsodic. Indeed, before he has yet
embarked on a sexual relationship with Ida, the thought of her fills Vivaldo’s head with the
blues, and much as he had once basked in the sound of Bessie Smith with his friend Rufus as the
two contemplated life’s “emptiness and horror,” he now desires Ida as the embodiment of blues
despair, exile, passion, and triumph: “Low in his throat [he] hummed the blues they had heard at
[Rufus’s funeral]. He was thinking of Ida, dreaming of Ida, rushing ahead to what awaited him
with Ida” (49, 126). She emanates the blues like pure energy (“What she lacked in vocal power
and . . . skill, she compensated for by a quality so mysteriously and implacably egocentric that no
one has ever been able to name it”), yet as Vivaldo watches her with voyeuristic postcoital
admiration, she is also “the tall, dusty body, which now belonged to him”—fundamentally a
body to be possessed (253-254, 179). Evoked on the heels of Rufus’s death, the image of Ida as
songstress reincarnates the suicided jazzman and rewrites, onto the female version of the
archetype, the issues of racial visibility and inscription which had overwhelmed her brother.
Vivaldo wakes to hear his lover singing, “If you can’t give me a dollar, / Give me a lousy
dime . . . Just want to feed / This hungry man of mine” as, from the consummative bed, he
watches her in a common domestic ritual: She tidies the kitchen, arranges his clothes, and
prepares coffee (179). However, under this voyeuristic gaze, the confluence of Ida’s vocal
performance and choreography results in a blues mammy effect, doubly signifying racialized and

existentialist ideas of endurance. In addition to what he describes in Nausea as “[a] glorious little

"Sartre explains in Being and Nothingness, “I exist therefore for myself as known by the Other—in particular in my
very facticity. I exist for myself as a body known by the Other. This is the third ontological dimension of my body”
(460).
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suffering,” Sartre writes elsewhere as an ode to the existentialist brand of endurance,
“Authenticity requires one to accept suffering, out of fidelity to oneself and fidelity to the world.
For we are free-to-suffer and free-not-to-suffer. We are responsible for the form and intensity of
our sufferings. It’s very easy to be distraught —Very easy too to be stoical” (War Diaries 51).
This existential stoicism, or self-mastery, is identified by Joel Dinerstein as a facet of the postwar
cool aesthetic, and the line that jazz and blues tread between expressive anguish and cool
fortitude is emblematic of the radical freedom they embrace: to suffer and not to suffer. As
Rufus’ female counterpart, Ida is a paragon of blues cool, more fully embodying the freedom not
to suffer than her brother who escaped earthly troubles only by way of suicide, yet it is in her
resistance to suffering that she also illustrates the perversion of her private blues performance—
that is, its potential invitation of romanticized conceptions of black heroism under fire—namely,
the blues mammy figure.

As Paige McGinley explains, neither Bessie Smith nor Ma Rainey was a stranger to blues
mammy theater, and while mammy qua performance provided these icons the space within
which to assert agency through the strategic donning and “cast[ing] off” of personas, the gaze on
their performing bodies has the potential of eroticizing suffering and endurance as endemic to the
black experience (53). Indeed, literary critic Philip Weinstein’s description of the black caregiver
from his own childhood illustrates the import of the gaze to the construction of the blues mammy
figure in the white (male) imaginary. Explaining that VVannie Price was a creature of the
kitchen—one who mitigated the tedium of her chores through song—Weinstein concludes, “My
images of her remain of her alone because, fueled by my affection and dependence, they leave
room for only the two of us: Vannie the capacious object seen and me the needy subject seeing”

(4). The hierarchy of visuality inherent to the young Weinstein’s relationship with Vannie is

191



manifest, and we must understand not simply that a power differential exists, but that seeingness
and seenness actually define them as white charge and black caregiver respectively. Moreover, it
is possible to read in the adjective “capacious” not just the corporeal girth to which Weinstein
refers in his narrative but the more metaphorical, existential expansiveness situated within the
subtext: With a tune on her lips and housework at her fingertips, Vannie—like Smith, Rainey,
and lda—represents a white fantasy built on dialectical notions of black vulnerability and
durability; she represents, in other words, the erotic intersection of bountiful flesh and bountiful
suffering, physical perviousness and spiritual tenacity.

Illustrating the domination of the exoticizing racial gaze and the fetishistic spectacularity
of the performative black female body, white men, Baldwin writes, “looked at [Ida] as though
she were no better, though more lascivious and rare, than a whore” (144). Both Ida’s body and
the intangible spaces that exist between it and the white gaze become contested sites of power.
We read:

Now, as she walked beside [Vivaldo], trim and oddly elegant in a heavy, dark
blue coat, and with her head covered by an old-fashioned and rather theatrical
shawl, he saw that both her vanity and her contempt were being swollen by the
glances which rested on her as briefly and unforgettably as the touch of a whip.
She was very, very dark, she was beautiful; and he was proud to be with her,
artlessly proud, in the shining, overt, male way; but the eyes they passed accused
him, enviously, of a sniggering, back-alley conquest. White men looked at her,
then looked at him. They looked at her as though she were no better, though more
lascivious and rare, than a whore. And then the eyes of the men sought his,

inviting a wet complicity. (144)
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Vivaldo, like Rufus, sees other men in the act of seeing Ida, yet his response is jealousy rather
than anger; this distinction, far from insignificant in its import, figures Ida as a territory in which
the flag of white masculine identity can be planted. (Later in the novel, “Vivaldo was looking at
a short square man . . . who was standing at the end of the bar, looking up at Ida” (255).)
Fittingly, there is much emphasis in this passage on male ego; Ida exists in an expanse between
competing and simultaneously collusive machismo, the effect of which is a kind of ocular gang
rape (indeed, there is something disturbingly sexual about the wetness of their perceived
complicity). When this effect is combined with the image of the whip, another plantation
scenario emerges, and Ida is an historical abstraction of black female victimhood to white male
violence.” The theatricality suggested in her attire again reifies the notion of her body as object
of the (white male) gaze, calling up the now-familiar figure of Bessie Smith as she ornaments
Vivaldo’s masculinity and tantalizes the white male imagination.

In the white female gaze to which Ida is subjected on this parade, Baldwin not only
represents racial-sexual jealousy but, in a larger gesture, illumines for critique the myth of black
“sexual prowess” (Stevenson 355). He writes, “The women, too. They saw Ida [as] . . . a thief.
The means that she had used to accomplish this abduction were beneath or perhaps beyond them,
but their eyes briefly accused Vivaldo of betrayal” (144). Just as one half of the couple with the
sunday papers speculatively shows Baldwin representing black female jealousy over the racially-
defecting black male body, this passage provides an image of white female rivalry with the idea

of irresistible black female sexuality that has its roots in the plantation order (Solomon Northup,

"1 use the word “scenario,” here, in much the same way Diana Taylor does when she describes it as "an act of
transfer, as a paradigm that is formulaic, portable, [and] repeatable,” but would distinguish Baldwin’s deeply
interrogative use of the plantation scenario from that which might be characterized by Taylor as “banal because it
leaves out complexity, reduces conflict to its stock elements, and encourages fantasies of participation” (54). She
further explains, "Scenarios, like narrative, grab the body and insert it into a frame," and while Baldwin’s plantation
scenario does precisely this, it pushes back against the violence of said assertion as opposed to simply replicating it
(55)..

193



for example, elaborates just such a rivalry in his memoir Twelve Years a Slave). Brenda E.
Stevenson explains that the black female slave was “popularly thought of as . . . seducer,
adultress, whore for hire . . . the bane of her mistress, the damnation of her master, or any man
who fell under her spell. Few men could resist the erotic wiles of black female sexuality” (355).
Yet, such conceptions of black women persisted, and Joseph Conrad’s 1902 conflation (through
Marlow) of Africa’s ecological “fecund|[ity]” with the feral sexuality of Kurtz’s Congolese
mistress to account for the ivory trader’s famous descent into self-defeating excess epitomizes
the image of spellbinding black female sexuality in the white imaginary (Conrad 78).”> There is
at least the potential, here, for the white female gaze on Ida’s body to conscript her into this
distorted image of black female sexuality, but—as I will presently elaborate—something
forestalls the requisite phenomenological return of that body to its owner.

It is true that Baldwin withholds Ida’s interiority from his reader and—though my
explanation for this is that, as a black woman, Ida is a more marginalized figure—the author also
uses Ida’s perspectival unavailability to signal an aloof imperviousness that counters Rufus’s
fatal erosion. In some ways, Ida’s aloofness and lack of voice exemplify the figure of the exilic
existentialist. In the same passage in which Vivaldo notes her susceptibility to the white male
gaze, he also observes:

Ida strode past, seeming not to see them. She conveyed with this stride and her
bright, noncommittal face how far she felt them to be beneath her. She had the
great advantage of being extraordinary—however she might bear this distinction,
or however others might wish to deny it; whereas, her smile suggested, these

people, the citizens of the world’s most bewildered city, were so common that

333

"?Here, Chinua Achebe locates not a direct but an indirect rivalry through the “racist” juxtaposition of the
black mistress of the Congo and Kurtz’s refined European betrothed (343, 341).

savage’”
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they were all but invisible. Nothing was simpler for her than to ignore, or to seem
to ignore, these people: nothing was farther beyond them than the possibility of
ignoring her. And the disadvantage at which they thus were placed, for which,
after all, they had only themselves to blame, said something which Vivaldo could
scarcely believe concerning the poverty of their lives. (144-45)
As we have seen with Lucas Beauchamp, Ida actually has the power to withhold her gaze, here.
Far more than merely not meeting or even seeing the eyes of the white gazers (as, for example,
Leona did not), Ida refuses them her attention. In this refusal, she thwarts the process by which
her psyche would be imprinted with the reflected image of her own distorted body. In other
words, there is no Fanonian moment for her. There is no recognition of a version of herself in the
eyes of another. Indeed, Baldwin’s language in this passage suggests that while Ida is psychically
liberated from this moment of racialized looking, whiteness loses some of its power as the
lookers are slavishly arrested in the undeniability of their own looking.

Despite Ida’s “advantage,” Baldwin continues to demonstrate attempts at sacrificing her
on the altar of male ego, namely by subordinating her actual objectification to the effect of her
objectification on her white lover. When a young boy masturbates at the surreptitiously snatched
sight of Ida, the weight of the narrative moment falls not on the assault to Ida’s subjecthood but
on Vivaldo as lord of an inviolable manor. The moment does not occasion, that is, a black female
character’s disarming a white male ego through the reclamation of her own body, but rather
reifies that ego as Vivaldo steps in to exact justice. Living in a Greenwich Village apartment,
Vivaldo and Ida develop the habit of leaving their front door open, but come to find that Ida is a
local attraction, drawing stares and “inflam[ing] the transient imagination” as she practices her

music inside the apartment (318).
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Once, absolutely beside himself, Vivaldo had beaten from the landing to the
streets a boy who stood in the hot shadow of the landing, his hands in his pockets
and his eyes on lda—or, rather, on the spot from which, with a furious cry and a
curse, she had hastily removed herself. The boy had not taken his hands from his
pockets, only kept up a small, ugly animal moaning; and fallen, when Vivaldo had
pushed him through the street door, heavily, on one shoulder. The police came
shortly afterward, their own combustible imaginations stiffening their ready civic
pride. After that, they kept the doors not only closed but locked. Yet, the entire
shapeless, unspeakable city seemed to be in the room with them, some summer
nights. (318-319)
In this passage, Baldwin gives readers another image of the surveilling urban police presence.
The entire procession through the landing re-presents for us the watchfulness of the noir city, and
the open door of the apartment symbolically actualizes Lutie Johnson’s conception of that city as
a tent with a flap that won’t close. Vivaldo’s apparent effort to redeem Ida from this oppressive
milieu, to suppress the racial and sexual despotism of the gaze on her body, is also fundamentally
an act of egoism. In fact, in that regard, it matters little whether the masturbating voyeur is white
or non-white; his gaze facilitates the expression of Vivaldo’s territorialism. Alternatively, the
boy on the landing may be read as an image of Vivaldo and his own fetishistic desires. Through
the boy’s gaze and self-pleasure, Vivaldo sees the performing black female body that once
animated his own fantasies, and in that sight is a jarring vision of his own whiteness as
mechanism of black objectification. He is frighteningly no nobler than a boy moaning at the
sensation of his own touch. In the context of that reading, the struggle on the landing is not only

a proprietary one between a claimant and a trespasser but, once again, a psychical one between
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the liberal revolutionary and the exoticizing demon he would see exorcised.

The Residue That Hovers

The first chapter of Another Country is a kind of compressed roman a clef in which the
tragic figure of Eugene Worth is rewritten as Rufus Scott and, in the same way that Worth
haunted Baldwin for much of his life, Rufus haunts the narrative of the novel long after his
suicide. Baldwin met Worth in 1943 while he was living in Greenwich Village and, though
Worth was not queer, Baldwin fell in love with him. When Worth committed suicide three years
later by jumping from the George Washington Bridge, Baldwin was troubled by not only his
romantic regrets but his fear of “a similar fate” (Leeming 56). Indeed, Baldwin himself would
make several attempts at suicide over the course of his life. The same context of fear, anxiety,
and vulnerability in which the memory of Worth is situated for Baldwin frames Baldwin’s
representations of the gaze after Rufus’s death. These representations offer varied images of
postwar urban despair, but may be symbolically subsumed under the novel’s Rufusian
afterimage—the narrative equivalent of the black imago that Nicole Fleetwood describes as the
“shadow or strain . . . the residue that hovers, lingers, emanates, and circulates long after the
moment of marking, here the Fanonian moment, has passed” (24). We may think, then, of Rufus
himself as the narrative’s Fanonian moment, and the other characters’ subsequent sense of
strangeness beneath the gaze as its lingering shadow. In this way, Baldwin demonstrates the
psychical and social significance of race as he also democratically bridges forms of existential
crisis.

When Cass sees her tryst with Eric “as though she stood over them both with a camera,”
she not only gestures toward the perceived indexicality of the photographic image but counters

this perception by symbolically reconstructing exilic distance (288). This passage is unique in the
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novel (and in my examination of it) in that it imaginatively incorporates an apparatus to mediate
the gaze. Cass does not merely image herself with Eric; she images herself with Eric through the
intermediary of the machine. Photography was long believed to function as “an indexical
medium,” capable of exactly and objectively capturing what was actually there (Mirzoeff,
“Shadow” 111). Its assumed indexicality made of photography an apt medium for the
cataloguing of human types, from racial others to supposed social deviants. In fact, as the slave
daguerreotypes of Louis Agassiz demonstrate, the medium was conscripted into the very
tradition of categorization and hierarchization that Baldwin himself resisted.” As much as
photography was historically relied upon as a medium of truth, it also creates distance between
the subject and the viewer through the mediacy of the camera. By perceiving herself and Eric
through the lens of a camera, Cass constructs a kind of fourth wall which functions to demarcate
the plane of otherness. Struck by the scandalous nature of her affair with Rufus’s former lover,
the wife and mother looks upon her body and his as non-normative, as transgressive and not
entirely understood. Like Rufus, they exist in a world that would try to know them through
indexing systems (taxonomies and chains of being) but, without the immediacy of human
relationship, would fail to truly see them.

Born in the South and recently returned to the U.S. from a stay in Europe, Eric is newly-
othered in the space of New York City. Like Rufus and Vivaldo, he is aware of the city’s
oppressive police presence, of disciplinary “eyes blind with unnameable suspicions and fears”
(248). He is a familiar alien—the embodiment of the uncanny—and his queerness intensifies his
perception of himself as othered within the gaze. Eric, perhaps more than any of the novel’s

characters except Rufus, is a “versio[n] of [the] author” (Leeming 202). It is not incidental that

3In the 1800s, Swiss scientist Louis Agassiz gathered evidence for his study of polygenism by photographing and
studying South Carolina slaves in various stages of undress.
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Rufus cannot shake the memory of Eric or that Eric, too, is haunted by memories of Rufus’s
journey with him into the fearsome and ecstatic first experiences of queer love, for together the
two characters form a twinned embodiment of the loss and regret that Baldwin faced upon the
death of Eugene Worth. Yet, Baldwin relies more on the suggestion of Eric’s ethnic otherness
than he does on his queerness in his representation of Eric as an object of the gaze. Early in his
visit to New York City “[Eric] was, indeed, beginning to attract a certain, covert attention; he did
not look American, exactly: they were wondering how to place him” (248). This passage invokes
Faulkner’s 1932 novel Light in August and, in particular, the ethnic otherness in which the white
normative gaze fixed Faulkner’s racially-ambiguous protagonist Joe Christmas: “‘Is he a
foreigner?’” a worker asks upon Christmas’s appearance at the planing mill early in the narrative
(Faulkner 29). The guestion—and the idea at the center of the passage from Another Country—
suggests that a body can be indexed, or placed, based on cues discernible to the eye. The body, in
other words, is thought to wear its ethnic/racial/national/sexual identity and manifest it to the eye
of what Sartre calls the Other (with a capital ‘O’)—the subject of the gaze. Eric is able to
withstand the violation of such presumptuous looking practices in a way that Rufus could not,
the inscription of blackness demonstrably distinct in its violence, yet Eric’s experience figures as
a seismic narrative aftershock following Rufus’s death. After Rufus is marked by the gaze of
racial hostility, disgust, pity, and fetishistic desire, the potency of that moment circulates through
the inescapable fabric of the noir city.

Similarly, Baldwin superimposes over the seemingly idyllic picture of a French town the
noir features of North American urbanity, lacing amorous requiescence against old-world charm
with subtle allusions to Rufus’s suicide in New York. Before Eric has even returned to the U.S.,

then, the shadow of his deceased friend has been cast upon the narrative. Of Eric and his lover
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Yves, the author writes:

And then they walked through the town, in which not even a cat seemed to be
moving; and everywhere they walked, the cathedral was watching them. They
crossed a bridge and watched the moon in the water. Their footfalls rang on the
cobblestones. The walls of the houses were all black, they walked through great
patches of blackness between one far-off street light to another. But the cathedral
was lighted. (221)

The watchfulness of the cathedral is a refiguration of the New York City skyscrapers against
which Rufus struggled, just as the French bridge is a romanticized refiguration of the George
Washington Bridge. The lights that illuminate the darkness of the novel’s early pages make
another appearance here and recall in subtle ways a classic noir street scene. As much as this
passage represents an afterimage, it is also an alternative image—a kind of parallel dimension in
which the tragedy that was Rufus’s life is rendered classical comedy. Indeed, although Eric
senses the watchfulness of the cathedral, there is little indication, here, that he feels oppressed by
it. He enjoys a degree of existential lightness, or buoyancy, that Rufus did not. While it is true
that Rufus’s blackness disallowed this existential buoyancy where Eric’s whiteness provides for
it, it is also true that Baldwin depicts through this alternative landscape a kind of French nirvana
where the exile is liberated from the space of otherness. As Leeming explains about Baldwin
himself in postwar France, the queer Negro American writer “could have a life in his own eyes”
(Goldstein and N'Djehoya).

Compared to Himes or even Faulkner, Baldwin offers his protagonists little agency
through the gaze and, thus, creates dramatically less tension between normative and transgressive

identities. Though he makes use of the exilic position as one associated with second sight, he
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depicts looking practices as demonstrably more oppressive than liberatory. In some sense, the
promise of Eric’s future with Yves is a form of triumph, but the field of the gaze remains
unvanquished as power is never quite wrested from the normative gazer. It is not simply the case
that Baldwin sees the field of the gaze as unredeemable. One might argue that he is less
interested in power than he is in freedom and, in particular, the freedom to and of love: he writes
to his nephew through his essay “The Fire Next Time,” “The universe, which is not merely the
stars and the moon and the planets, flowers, grass, and trees, but other people, has evolved no
terms for your existence, has made no room for you, and if love will not swing wide the gates, no
other power will or can” (344). Thus, when Eric suggests to Vivaldo, “[M]aybe you love me and
I love you as well as we’ll ever love, or be loved, in this world” he gives up any notions that
systems of power can ultimately answer the central crises of being (396). But he seems to
concede, as Baldwin does in the epigraph to No Name in the Street, that being chased out of the

world provides its own kind of revolt.
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