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This dissertation examines four novels published in the 1850s by African 

American writers: William Wells Brown’s Clotel; or, the President’s 

Daughter (1853), Frank J. Webb’s The Garies and Their Friends (1857), 

Harriet Wilson’s Our Nig, or, Sketches from the Life of a Free Black (1859), 

and Martin Delany’s serialized novel Blake, or the Huts of America (1859-

62). In this study, I argue that the writers of the antebellum imagined their 

citizenship within the fictional space of the novel in order to claim their 

national belonging. Specifically, I examine how domesticity is represented in 

the novels and argue that the imagining of citizenship is channeled through 

how the novels rewrite, adapt, appropriate, or reject the notion of domesticity.    



 In the introduction, I briefly lay out the historical background of the 

1850s which led to the emergence of the novels. In the 1850s, the political 

strife over slavery threatened the Union, while a sense of a nationhood based 

on racial homogeneity took form in the discourse of national identity. The 

implementation of the Fugitive Slave Act in 1850, which stated that fugitive 

slaves should be returned to their owners when they enter free states, and the 

Dred Scott ruling of 1857, which denied freedom and citizenship to the slave 

Dred Scott who had been living in a free state for four years, both indicated 

that citizenship was defined by racial classification. With the growing 

population of freed and free black people, the question about whether they 

could become citizens and be granted of citizenship arose. The novels, in this 

regard, not only questioned the racialized notion of citizenship, but also 

sought ways to claim the citizenship and national belonging of black people 

in the antebellum. 

 The four novels commonly grapple with domesticity by rewriting 

the sentimental marriage plot or depict domestic spaces. In the context of 

American slavery, domesticity, as Hortense Spillers argues, was used in the 

process of dehumanizing slaves by erasing their names and cultural past, and 

thus excluding them from the patronymic order of genealogy. Domesticity 

became a means of hegemonic control over black Americans by rendering 

them as subhuman raced subjects. As the economy of slavery delegitimized 



black families and denied their right to marriage, domesticity, or achieving 

domestic space and maintaining domestic lives became the basis of the 

political struggle for the freed and free black Americans. 

 As the notion of domesticity signaled both the right to citizenship 

and the ideological mechanism that suppressed the black Americans, the four 

writers engage differently in how they approach domesticity and how it is 

represented in their novels. In the first chapter, I begin with Brown’s Clotel 

by examining the significance of the textual hybridity of the novel and how it 

relates to Brown’s attempt to rewrite the hybrid genealogy of the nation. In 

Clotel, Brown incorporates a literary technique of pastiche by using various 

literary materials—specifically Lydia Maria Child’s sentimental short story 

“The Quadroons” and Thomas Jefferson’s Declaration of Independence. By 

reimagining the mulatta figure of Child’s story as Jefferson’s illegitimate 

daughter, Brown exposes the hypocrisy of the ideals of the slaveholding 

Republic, and delineates how the institution of marriage is used in racially 

demarcating citizenship and national genealogy. The tragic fates of the 

mulatta daughters, however, stand in contrast with Brown’s own self-

establishment as a writer evidenced in the prefatory autobiography attached 

to the novel. The textual hybridity reveals a gendered construction of 

citizenship that underpins Brown’s attempt to imagine his own literary 

citizenship.  



 If the mulatta characters in Brown’s novel are denied of their 

citizenship by deaths or expatriation, Delany’s Blake tries to accommodate 

black female subjectivities within a black patriarchal order. Chapter two 

examines the gender politics of Blake in comparison with Harriet Beecher 

Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin. More specifically, I argue that Delany rewrites 

the black male characters in Stowe’s antislavery novel through the 

eponymous Blake, and the characterization of Blake as a black patriarch 

underlines the adaptation of the bourgeois civil structure into Delany’s 

imagining of a black nationhood. As the novel constantly illustrates the 

sexual vulnerability of black female slaves, the novel suggests that a black 

political coalition built upon a patriarchal order will protect the female slaves 

from sexual violence and concubinage, and elevate their status within the 

black community. However, the novel fails to address the potential 

subordination of black women within the patriarchal order, leaving the 

question of black female subjectivities as citizens unfinished.  

 The third chapter turns to Webb’s domestic novel, The Garies and 

their Friends. I place this chapter after the first two novels because the novel 

illustrates how black families in the free North transition from slavery to 

freedom. Out of the four novels, The Garies and their Friends most closely 

follows the traditional structure of the domestic novel. The usage of an 

established literary form is indicative of the politics of the novel which 



demonstrates how the black families adapt middle-class values and reinvent 

them through racial solidarity. I argue that Webb’s novel redefines the notion 

of respectability as an affirmative racial identity that is sustained by family. 

So, the domestic space becomes important in nurturing a positive racial self-

awareness to the younger generation. The novel emphasizes the importance 

of making a respectable black family in achieving black citizenship.  

 As the novel follows the development of Charlie Ellis, the son of a 

working-class family who becomes the head of the family after his father 

falls victim to the mob violence, the novel follows traditional gender roles 

and the sentimental notion of a nurturing domesticity. In this regard, 

Wilson’s Our Nig, which I examine in the last chapter, provides a counter-

discourse to the culture of domesticity of which the preceding three novels 

adapt in order to imagine black citizenship. In Our Nig, Wilson demystifies 

the white middle-class family of the free North by exposing the violence that 

is inherent to the gendered hierarchy of domesticity. The cycle of violence is 

centered on Frado, the fictionalized version of Wilson, whose labor as an 

indentured servant is exploited in order to support the white household. 

Frado’s marginalization is perpetuated by the economic structure of the 

North which, not unlike the South, depends on a racialization of class. The 

textuality of the novel, which confounds generic classification, embodies the 

process of Frado’s own marginalization. Ultimately, the novel undermines 



the patriarchal domestic order by rejecting the literary ending for female 

protagonists which conventionally end in marriage.  
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Introduction 

 

 On June 16, 1858, Abraham Lincoln delivered his “A House Divided” 

speech while accepting the Republican candidacy for the Illinois senatorial 

election. This speech famously presented the oft quoted metaphor for the 

impending crisis of the Civil War being a “house divided,” a biblical phrase 

taken from Mark 3. 25: “a house divided against itself cannot stand.” 

Lincoln’s speech is a culmination of the political turmoil of the 1850s in 

which the issue of slavery shaped party politics, legal debates, territorial 

expansion, interstate jurisdiction disputes, and ultimately the subsistence of 

the Union. Not only does Lincoln’s speech lay bare the precarious state of 

the Union hinged upon the existence of slavery, but it also incorporates the 

domestic metaphor of the Union as a “house,” touching upon the centrality 

of the culture of domesticity in nineteenth-century America.  

 The metaphor of “house” points to two aspects of nationhood; one in 

that it alludes to a closed physical space which symbolizes the demarcation 

of a national border in the era of expansion, and second, it displays a sense of 

nationhood that is solidified through an imaginary implementation of a 

shared consanguinity. Lincoln’s political rhetoric of the nation state as a 
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“house” underscores an urgency to call on the familial notion of nationhood 

in hopes to suture the political divisiveness of the Union. Since the American 

Revolution, the family has been central to the political, cultural, and social 

organization of nationhood.1 As Jay Fliegelman notes, the familial rhetoric 

of nationhood that was used to legitimize the American Revolution was 

ingrained in the societal structure of American life (11). Fliegelman argues 

that the nuclear family became the predominant unit of social organization, 

and family life became the cradle of moral education for future participants 

in Republican politics. The importance of family life persisted throughout 

nineteenth-century American culture, as Alexis de Tocqueville observed that 

American domestic life served as a haven of emotional comfort, religion, and 

moral sanctuary to public life: “While the European endeavors to forget his 

                                           
1 Of course, this notion of an imagined familial nationhood is not exclusive to 
America, as Etienne Balibar also identifies a “familialist discourse” or “the 
identification of the national community with a symbolic kinship” (101) within the 
French tradition of nationalism. However, Lynn Hunt draws a contrast between the 
familial trope of nationhood in American republican rhetoric and that of the French 
tradition, in that the American independence from Great Britain deployed a self-
conscious transformation of the portrayal of American leaders as “Sons of Liberty” 
to the “Founding Fathers” of the Republic: “By the 1790s, American revolutionaries 
had transformed themselves collectively from political children into political fathers 
through the mediation of the figure of Washington; the male leadership internalized 
for itself the role of beneficent father” (72). See The Family Romance of the French 
Revolution, 53-88. See also Jay Fliegelman’s Prodigal and Pilgrims, The American 
Revolution Against Patriarchal Authority, 1750-1800, which also observes the 
incorporation of familial relations in the political rhetoric of the American 
Revolution.  
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domestic troubles by agitating society, the American derives from his own 

home that love of order which he afterwards carries with him into public 

affairs” (304). Tocqueville’s observation as a foreigner distinguishes the 

significance of domestic life as a prominently American characteristic. 

Lincoln’s analogy of the nation state as a house, thus, incorporates the 

cultural significance of domesticity in articulating a nationhood and national 

identity.  

 By addressing the political conflict through the deployment of 

domesticity, Lincoln evokes a sense of sentimentality attached to the 

emotional dimension behind the coherence of nationhood. The “dividedness” 

of the nation over slavery policies becomes a problem, even an evil of sorts, 

that must be resolved by a familial and moral sense of civic duty. Lincoln’s 

rhetoric reflects the cultural transformation of the slavery debate, largely 

propelled by Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin (1852), that framed 

the slavery debate into a moral one in order to garner public sentiment for the 

support of abolition.2 The debate on slavery thus became a question of 

                                           
2 Historian David Potter notes of Lincoln’s political strategy of making immediate 
abolition as his key political platform and transforming the slavery debate into a 
moral one through his speeches during the senatorial campaign against Stephen 
Douglas. Douglas, on the other hand, argued that the issue of slavery should be left 
to local governments in order to avoid a national debate on slavery. See The 
Impending Crisis, 328-55. 
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defining the moral character of the nation. To abolitionists, like Lincoln and 

Stowe, the abolition of slavery—an institution that morally corrupted slave 

families, white middle-class families, and the nation as family—was the only 

solution to rehabilitate the sanctity of the nation.  

 To the blacks that were living in America, however, the existence of 

slavery posed another question. The abolition of slavery, of course, was an 

unquestionably pending issue; but as the Fugitive Slave Act of 1850 passed, 

the freed slaves and free blacks realized that the abolition of slavery would 

not entirely ensure their citizenship. In the 1852 publication, The Condition, 

Elevation, Emigration, and Destiny of the Colored People of the United 

States, Martin Delany argues that the provisional bill actualizes the 

deprivation of civic rights by racial difference. If the Constitution made no 

clear racial distinction in defining who American citizens are, the Fugitive 

Slave Act—an amendment to a pre-existing act of the Constitution which 

“expanded federal power over the interstate rendition of fugitive slaves at the 

expense of state power to intervene in the process” (The Slaveholding 

Republic 231)3—made it clear that race was grounds for “endless bondage” 

                                           
3 The Compromise of 1850 was a political measure to assuage the slave-holding 
South who feared that territorial gain would shift the political power in the Capitol 
in favor of the free states. The original act of 1787 allowed the recapture of runaway 
slaves and indentured servants in order to preserve property rights and to suggest an 
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(115). Delany saw that the Fugitive Slave Act confirmed the “corruption of 

blood” of the black Americans, and that it was “a legal acknowledgement of 

inferiority of birth” (115). As Delany argues, the Fugitive Slave Act specified 

a racial distinction—the “corruption of blood”—to negate birthright 

citizenship. 

 Delany’s claim for birthrights disrupts the narrative of a 

homogeneous nationhood. Reginald Horsman argues that by the 1850s a 

particular belief in a “Teutonic-Anglo-Saxon greatness which had developed 

as part of the European Romantic movement” became imbued in a 

“Romantic racial nationalism” (185). The familial configuration of the nation 

took a specifically racial form in that it insisted a racially homogeneous 

make-up. Between the political rhetoric of the Union as a family, and the 

deployment of a racial genealogy as the foundation for nationalistic 

discourse, domesticity becomes an exclusionary organization that intensifies 

the desire for a racially homogeneous nation. In this regard, the increasing 

presence of the freed and free black population was considered an anomaly. 
                                                                                                            
interstate guideline of potential legal battles. The Fugitive Slave Act of 1850 was a 
more deliberate and comprehensive amendment that explicitly warranted federal 
power over interstate fugitives and even runaway slaves that had entered the newly 
acclaimed free territories. This compromise met resistance in the free states, and in 
some cases the reluctance to hand over the captured slaves posed a threat as a 
nullification of the amendment. If the Fugitive Slave Act was implemented to suture 
contention between the slaveholding and free states, it actually furthered discord 
that had been festering for years.   
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Is the argument for the abolition of slavery disjunctive with the hegemonic 

desire for a racially homogeneous nation? While white abolitionists like 

Lincoln and Stowe questioned the moral character of the nationhood, the 

black population, the free and formerly enslaved, started to question their 

national belonging. What does emancipation entail in terms of citizenship 

and freedom? In the house of the sons of the Revolution, of the Republican 

mothers and dutiful daughters, can the enslaved and freed blacks be deemed 

as their equals?   

 This study examines four antebellum novels written by African 

American writers: William Wells Brown’s Clotel; or, the President’s 

Daughter (1853), Frank J. Webb’s The Garies and Their Friends (1857), 

Harriet Wilson’s Our Nig, or, Sketches from the Life of a Free Black (1859), 

and Martin Delany’s serialized novel Blake, or the Huts of America (1859-

62). The novels emerged as a literary representation of those who lacked 

political representation, and voiced a political need of a developing class of 

free (either born free or newly emancipated) blacks who were not yet fully 

acknowledged as citizens. In the antebellum, the delegitimization of black 

marriage, both intraracial and interracial, indicated the disenfranchisement of 

the black population. The black writers of the antebellum used the novel 

form, which has been commonly acknowledged as a literary form that 
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appeared concomitantly with the rise of the middle class, to revaluate the 

racialized notions of domesticity, marriage, and family. Particularly, by 

writing novels about domesticity, I argue, these writers not only examined 

how domesticity produced raced subjects and how it was used as means of 

black marginalization and disenfranchisement, but also envisioned the 

possibility of citizenship through, or at times beyond, the notion of 

domesticity.  

 The title of this dissertation, “Imagining Citizenship and 

Domesticity,” underlines the importance of imaginative power that is 

significant to the novel form. The space of fiction provides a site to explore 

the aspirations of citizenship to a growing group of people who existed 

marginally in American society. By the 1850s, there were thriving free black 

communities in Northern cities such as Philadelphia, Boston, Pittsburgh, and 

Cincinnati, comprised of not only former slaves but also those who had 

never witnessed slavery at all (“Early Black American Literature” 139). 

These urban centers saw the rise of black communities, churches, publishing, 

and commerce (Berlin 234-45); and yet, as Frances Smith Foster notes, 

despite the growing population of “free” blacks, “how one’s legal status and 

personal interpretations played out in everyday life or in crises varied 

considerably” (“African-American Print Culture” 722). The novels address 
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the discrepancy between the legal limitations of citizenship and their 

aspiration of becoming American, the contradiction between the reality of 

intra- and interracial marriage and the laws that disavow it, and ultimately 

the possibility of becoming citizens. 

 By reading the early African American novels as novels of 

domesticity, I examine how the novels revised, incorporated, or rejected 

dominant norms of domesticity in imagining new black subjectivities as 

citizens. I argue that the early African American novels embody the political 

aspiration of the growing black population to claim their place in the body 

politic, and the nation as citizens. This study also examines how the writers 

use the novel form in accommodating various literary forms to demonstrate 

their adaptation or rejection of the norms of domesticity. Domesticity and 

citizenship both entail a sense of exclusiveness in that they define, regulate, 

and qualify membership accordingly to race and gender—those who are 

excluded from the domestic order and/or citizenship are seen as marginalized 

or disenfranchised. Thus, the novels represent how white domesticity worked 

as an ideological apparatus in disenfranchising the black Americans, and 

imagine ways the African Americans can appropriate or transcend the 

existing norms of domesticity in claiming their citizenship. In this way, the 

novels can be read as an extralegal measure for the disenfranchised African 
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Americans to stake their national belonging and discursively subvert the 

racial hierarchy. In the antebellum novels, citizenship involves more than a 

legal definition—it is more of a political and sentimental aspiration of 

belonging to the nationhood. Evelyn Nakano Glenn explains, “At its most 

general level, citizenship refers to full membership in the community within 

which one lives. … Citizenship is not just a matter of formal legal status; it is 

a matter of belonging, which requires recognition by other members of the 

community. Community members participate in drawing the boundaries of 

citizenship and defining who is entitled to civil, political, and social rights by 

granting or withholding recognition” (3). This definition is useful in thinking 

citizenship as a notion of national belonging which reaches beyond the 

confines of the legal delimitations. Especially, in the historical context of the 

1850s, as the presence of slavery threatened to impede upon and nullify 

already existent freedoms as evidenced in the Fugitive Slave Act and the 

Dred Scott ruling, defining citizenship beyond legal boundaries, as a claim 

for both physical belonging and sentimental attachment to the birth place and 

to the nation, is more attuned to the political struggles the writers grapple 

with in their novels. 

 Before turning to the novels, a brief history of the economy of 

American slavery which rendered Africans and those of African descent into 



 

 

 
10 

 

chattel is important to understand the significance of domesticity.4 In order 

to maintain the control over the slaves, slaveholders implemented a 

systematical strain of thought that confirmed the difference between the 

slave and the slaveholder. Consequently, an ideology of race became a 

byproduct of modern chattel slavery that was introduced to discern the 

boundary between the slave and the master by dehumanizing and reducing 

the African subjects as sub- or nonhuman properties in order to sustain the 

slave economy. In “Mama’s Baby, Papa’s Maybe,” Hortense Spillers tracks 

the process—from the Middle Passage to the arrival and settlement into the 

American domestic—wherein black slaves were denied of names, culture, 

heritage, or any indicators of personal history by their captors: “they were 

the culturally ‘unmade,’ thrown in the midst of a figurative darkness that 

exposed their destinies to an unknown course” (215). One of the many ways 

to dehumanize the slaves was erasing their familial past and their names—

without their names that anchored them to family, to kinship, and ultimately 

to a heritage, the slaves existed outside a patronymic system, or domesticity, 

                                           
4 Robin Blackburn observes that the development of the modern New World 
slavery was distinctive in contrast with the slavery of Ancient civilizations in that it 
introduced systems of racial hierarchy to demarcate the slave and the slaveholder. 
As Blackburn adds, the “most disturbing thing about the slaves from the 
slaveholder’s point of view was not cultural difference but the basic similarity 
between himself and his property” (13). 
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that prioritized whiteness. As Spillers notes, “Domesticity appears to gain its 

power by way of a common origin of cultural fictions that are grounded in 

the specificity of proper names, more exactly, a patronymic, which, in turn, 

situates those subjects that it covers in a particular place” (214). In this 

process of dehumanization, the slaves are placed outside of the domestic 

order by the erasure of names while domesticity becomes a privilege and 

sign of power of the white families. Under the condition of captivity, then, it 

becomes difficult for slaves to maintain a “family”—in the most common 

sense, the heterosexual parents and their children, and their extended 

relatives.  

 Spillers’s study not only shows how domesticity became an 

institutional tool in slavery to police the racial boundary between the slave 

and master, but it also illustrates how the notion of family was racially 

inflected by the difference of reproduction and inheritance. As the slaves 

were denied of their places in the bloodline or genealogy of the family, the 

black female slaves could not produce heirs that had any legitimate claim to 

the name of the father. And according to the doctrine known as partus 

sequitur ventrem, the enslaved inherit their status from the slave mother. On 

the other hand, the white female reproduces the rightful heirs to the white 

patriarch. Consequently, the black female “marks both a denial and an 
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‘illegitimacy’” (228).  

  However, as the people of different races mingled, and entered or 

were forced into having interracial sex, the separation between the white 

bloodline and black bloodline would become more difficult, and would need 

legal definitions of race. To distinguish the legitimate bloodline and from the 

enslaved, race had to be constructed through the seemingly physical 

differences—the marginalization of blacks was articulated by reducing black 

Americans to their corporeality. However, the emphasis on the black 

Americans as corporeal subjects indicates the logical folly inherent in the 

system of chattel slavery. For as the “captive’s bifurcated existence as both 

an object of property and a person” belies the impossibility of totally 

dehumanizing slaves (Hartman 5). Especially, as the existence of the biracial 

population became clear, the need to demarcate the “pure whites” from the 

“marked colored” meant that the black bodies had to be visibly identifiable 

or legally defined by blood mixture. So, when I say that black Americans 

were marked by their corporeal subjectivities, I mean that the black body did 

not exist merely as dehumanized flesh—it was overly articulated, 

overwritten, and overdetermined. 

 Here, we see that the racialized order of domesticity and the social 

concepts of racial distinction converge with the legal language of inheritance. 
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The linearity of the bloodline, or genealogy, became a principle upon which 

property could be transferred from one generation to the next. While those 

eligible for inheritance would have to be “white,” or racially pure, those who 

fell under the category of the excluded had the racial makeup of being 

“black,” “mixed,” or “colored.” In the process of defining race as grounds 

for inheritance and property ownership, “whiteness” emerged as a legal 

property analogous to power and privilege. Cheryl Harris observes: “In the 

realm of social relations, racial recognition in the United States is thus an act 

of race subordination. In the realm of legal relations, judicial definition of 

racial identity based on white supremacy reproduced that race subordination 

at the institutional level. In transforming white to whiteness, the law masked 

the ideological content of racial definition and the exercise of power required 

to maintain it” (1741). In contradistinction with the unmarked “whiteness,” a 

lexicon of racial categorization was constructed to name the raced bodies 

such as the “mulatta/o,” the “quadroon,” and etc. The American lexicon of 

race, that sets out specifically to identify the racialized others, arose in a 

pseudo-scientific attempt to scientifically categorize race according to the 

ratio of blood mixture.5 Eva Saks notes that in the jurisprudence of 

                                           
5 The underlying belief of racial pseudo-sciences, such as physiognomy, 
phrenology and craniology, is that humans are consisted of several races—opposed 
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miscegenation laws, “genealogy was made the determinant of race,” and 

“blood” became the symbol of race: “By choosing the internal, biological res 

of blood, miscegenation jurisprudence transformed race into an intrinsic, 

natural, and changeless entity: blood essentialized race” (67).6  

 Thus far, I have briefly examined how the economy of slavery 

necessitated a racial hierarchy to maintain control over the slaves, and how 

certain aspects of domesticity were appropriated in sustaining that power 

                                                                                                            
to monogenesis—and racial differences can be proven by scientific “evidence” or 
“facts” indicated by physical traits. Robyn Wiegman further argues that the 
emphasis on visual corporeality stems from the epistemology of modernity, which is 
invested in objectivity based on visible observation. Wiegman writes, “comparative 
anatomy begins to break with the assurance of the visible to craft interior space, to 
open the body to the possibilities of subterranean and invisible truths and meaning, 
and to define the particular physical domain through which the human being will 
gain increasing specificity and biological coherence” (30). Thus, racial pseudo-
sciences purported that skin color was a visible manifestation and indication of 
interior and inherent biological differences. On the history of pseudo-scientific 
theories of polygenesis, see Wiegman’s American Anatomies: Theorizing Race and 
Gender and Horsman’s Race and Manifest Destiny.  
6 According to Werner Sollors, the term ‘miscegenation,’ a term to describe 
“interracial sexual and marital relations,” is an Americanism which indicates a 
particular aspect of American culture and legislature that “[prohibits] black-white 
heterosexual couples from forming families and withholding legitimacy from their 
descendants” (Interracialism 5). Eva Allegra Raimon notes that the first usage of 
the term “miscegenation” can be found in 1863 “in an anonymous pamphlet entitled 
‘Miscegenation: The Theory of Blending of the Races, Applied to the American 
White Man and Negro’” (4). The term mostly used in the 1850s, as can be seen in 
Blake and The Garies and Their Friends, is “amalgamation.” Tavia Nyong’o 
cautions the danger of catachrestic usages of “amalgamation,” “miscegenation,” and 
“hybridity” as they should be specifically contextualized to avoid the erasure of 
their historicity (17). While I am mindful of the historical specificity of the term 
“miscegenation,” unless the term “amalgamation” must be used in a historically 
specific context, in this study I prefer to use “miscegenation” as it is more familiar 
to contemporary readers. 
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structure. If slavery transformed people of African descent into chattel by 

dehumanizing them, domesticity further confirmed their dehumanization by 

disavowing and marginalizing them from the domestic order. For the system 

of slavery to properly operate, domesticity (or the disavowal of family, 

kinship, and genealogy) was imperative in controlling the black slave bodies. 

I am reiterating this point to stress that the system of slavery impelled 

American domesticity to produce raced and gendered subjectivities. And the 

racial discourse created by the slave economy informed that racial hierarchy 

of the nation as a whole. As the studies of Harris and Saks show, racial 

categorization became the basis of legally defining and qualifying those who 

are and are not eligible for citizenship and civic rights.  

 It seems that whenever the constructedness of racial difference is 

betrayed by its own inherent contradictions and unstable logic, specific laws 

were established to enforce the racial boundary between the free and the 

disenfranchised. For example, as in the miscegenation laws Saks describes, 

as the population of mixed-race people increased, the laws became more 

meticulous in specifying the exact ratio of “blood” mixture in order to 

exclude the racially ambiguous from the privileges “pure white” people 

enjoyed. In the 1850s, the legislation of the Fugitive Slave Act and the ruling 

of the Dred Scott case were two important legal events that confirmed the 
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racialization of citizenship. 

 The Compromise of 1850, which implemented the Fugitive Slave 

Act, and the Dred Scott case of 1857 signified a fundamental negation of 

“black” citizenship and freedom. In his opinion of the ruling of Dred Scott, 

Supreme Court Justice Roger Taney states that, because the Constitution did 

not intend to secure citizenship for the subjugated class, all blacks, both the 

enslaved and those who are descendents of the enslaved, were excluded from 

the citizenship of the Constitution. Thus, manumission and emancipation did 

not grant them citizenship. As Don E. Fehrenbacher argues, Taney’s opinion 

reflected a “determination to treat emancipation as legally meaningless and 

to mix free Negroes with slaves in one legal category based on race” (The 

Dred Scott Case 352).The rulings confirmed that the blacks are reduced to 

their raced bodies, and that their race became a precondition of their 

disenfranchisement; on the other hand, the body politic stands as white and 

masculine.7 Defining the corporeality of the non-whites, or in Karen 

                                           
7 The Naturalization Law of 1790 is another legislative example of the attempt of 
the early Republic to define the relationship between race and nation state. The 
Naturalization Law of 1790 stated that only “the worthy part of mankind” was fit 
for citizenship in the new Republic. Ronald Takaki notes: “It would admit only the 
virtuous, only the individual ‘fit’ for the society into which he was to be ‘blended.’ 
Thus the naturalization law required him to reside in the United States for two years, 
and make ‘proof’ in a common law court that he was a person of good character. 
But first he had to be ‘white’” (Takaki 14-15). As Takaki argues, this law explicitly 
linked race to nationality, and implicitly morality to complexion. 
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Sánchez-Eppler’s words, “the fleshy specificity of embodied identities” 

(Touching Liberty 1), thus, became an imperative prerequisite to denounce 

the citizenship of black Americans.  

 The notion of racialized citizenship shaped the boundaries of 

nationhood, both physically and discursively. The idea of manumission 

stirred concerns about whether free blacks could coexist as citizens within 

the Republic—the viable solution, it would seem, was to deport newly 

emancipated slaves to another territory. Winthrop Jordan argues that the idea 

of black deportation stems from “the nearly universal belief that 

emancipation of blacks from slavery would inevitably lead to increased 

racial mixture” (205). Even Lincoln expressed his support of black 

deportation—he had “no purpose to introduce political and social equality 

between the white and the black races” (qtd. in Losurdo 55). As Jordan 

explains, black deportation was supported by both sides of the slavery debate: 

“An underlying hostility to blacks as equals in freedom was fundamental to 

any program of colonization, whether pro- or ” (213).8 Alongside the 

                                           
8 It would be an oversimplification to suggest that only white leaders supported 
emigration. Even black political leaders such as Delany and Henry Highland Garnet, 
in opposition to the American Colonization Society, proposed to build a new nation 
with black leadership and capital. In the case of black leaders who suggested the 
idea of emigration, they showed a fundamental distrust and skepticism towards the 
possibility of achieving racial equality in America where the systematical and 
institutional racism have become a fact of American society. Their support for 
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constant support for physical removal of the ex-slaves, a marginalization of 

non-whites was supported by an ideology of nationhood that discursively 

demarcated its racial makeup through domesticity.9 As critics have argued, 

in nineteenth-century political culture, genealogy, kinship, and the trope of 

family were used to racially delineate American citizenship. Horsman argues 

that the project of Manifest Destiny and territorial expansion, influenced by 

the Enlightenment idea of progress and the belief of divine providence, 

affirmed a racist genealogy of nationhood that insisted on Anglo-Saxon 

purity while excluding slaves and Native Americans (101). More recently, 

Holly Jackson argues that the 1850s witnessed a rising interest in 

genealogies and family trees which was coterminous with the intensified 
                                                                                                            
colonization thusly should be interpreted differently from their white counterparts. 
Furthermore, as the African American community gained a sense of national 
identity and national affiliation towards the U.S. instead of the motherland of Africa, 
especially after the 1830s, African American leaders sought pragmatic ways to 
ground their claim as American citizens. See James Oliver Horton and Lois E. 
Horton, In Hope of Liberty, chapter 8.  
9 In “Manifest Domesticity,” Amy Kaplan also elaborates on the meaning of the 
‘domestic’ and its importance as a decisive and indispensible marker between the 
home and the foreign: “Domestic has a double meaning that links the space of the 
familial household to that of the nation, by imagining both in opposition to 
everything outside of the geographic and conceptual border of the home” (25). The 
home, or the domestic, can only exist when there is an outside to fend off from. 
There is a reciprocal relationship between the domestic and the foreign—the foreign 
exists through national borders of the domestic, while the domestic becomes 
enclosed from the external. And, “domesticity, furthermore, refers not to a static 
condition, but to a process of domestication, which entails conquering and taming 
the wild, the natural, and the alien” (25). As Kaplan argues, the process of 
domestication entails a violent and oppressive process of constructing and 
excluding the racial other. 
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fervor of nationalism: “Consanguinity was something more than a metaphor 

in the advent of American nationalism, a genealogical concept in which the 

distinction between biological relation and symbolic national belonging is 

blurred” (10). By excluding non-whites from the family tree of America, 

“White Americanness emerged as a modern form of citizenship” (13).10 

 In the viewpoint of the disenfranchised and the enslaved African 

Americans, the notion of domesticity was defined throughout the history of 

the Republic as privilege and a sign of power exclusively enjoyed by the 

white population. Domesticity was incorporated ideologically and legally as 

a way of dehumanizing and controlling the slaves, stripping away and 

denying the rights of the blacks, and excluding the black population from the 

body politic and the national genealogy. In turn, to the slaves and free blacks, 

claiming family and domesticity would be more than a discursive trope—it 

was the basis of their struggle for basic human rights, civic rights, and 

                                           
10 On the significance of genealogy and kinship in nineteenth-century American 
political discourse, see also Russ Castronovo’s Fathering the Nation: American 
Genealogies of Slavery and Freedom; Alys Eve Weinbaum, Wayward Reproductions: 
Genealogies of Race and Nation in Transatlantic Modern Thought; Betsy Erkkila, 
Mixed Bloods and Other Crosses: Rethinking American Literature from the 
Revolution to the Culture Wars; Cindy Weinstein, Family, Kinship, and Sympathy in 
Nineteenth-Century American Literature. On the significance of domesticity in a 
colonialist rhetoric, Anne McClintock’s postcolonial study, Imperial Leather: Race, 
Gender and Sexuality in the Colonial Conquest (1995) also provides insight that 
European imperialism was embedded in “preexisting hierarchies of power” and thus 
“nationalism becomes, as a result, radically constitutive of people’s identities 
through social contests that are frequently violent and always gendered” (353). 
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citizenship. 

 It is no wonder, then, that the literature produced to promote 

abolition repeatedly used the stories of slave families being torn apart. Both 

the slave narratives and Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin effectively emphasized 

the dispersal of the slave family as the most visible evidence of the cruelty of 

slavery. Frederick Douglass famously begins his narrative by stating his lack 

of knowledge of his birth date and his biological father: “By far the larger 

part of the slaves know as little of their ages as horses know of theirs, and it 

is the wish of most masters within my knowledge to keep their slaves thus 

ignorant” (15). Douglass also states that he was separated from his mother 

when he was an infant, adding “It is a common custom, in the part of 

Maryland from which I ran away, to part children from their mothers at a 

very early age” (15-16). When Harriet Jacobs writes about her father, she 

subtly comments on the absurdity of the fact that her father’s “strongest wish 

was to purchase his children,” and although he was able to earn wages from 

his carpentry work, “he several times offered his hard earnings for that 

purpose, he never succeeded” (9). Commonly found in these narratives are 

the living truths of families under slavery: the separation, erasure of kinship, 

broken genealogies, and the striving and longing to recover and maintain 

families. 
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 The slave narrative of the antebellum was a genre that came into 

being within a specific literary market that compelled slave narrators to 

emphasize veracity and authenticity. Slave narratives generally follow a 

formulaic form in order to effectively persuade the white middle-class 

readership of the North: the preface of a white patron who guaranteed the 

authenticity of the narrative, the frontispiece of the writer to visually confirm 

the writer’s “blackness,” and the teleological plot that conveys the spiritual 

and physical journey of manumission and emancipation. As the genre 

evolved, slave narratives sought ways to control its narrative voice and hone 

literary expression by incorporating novelistic narrative devices. Slave 

narratives not only became a source of historical accounts of slavery, but also 

an established literary genre.11 

 Stowe’s novel, Uncle Tom’s Cabin, also makes the break-up of slave 

families as the focal point of the novel. In terms of popularity and cultural 

impact, Stowe’s novel is undoubtedly the most successful in utilizing the 

sentimental mode to advocate abolitionism. Stowe attempts to propel the 

                                           
11 On the slave narratives and its relation to the literary market and political ties to 
white-led abolitionism, see Augusta Rohrbach, Truth Stranger than Fiction: Race, 
Realism, and the U.S. Literary Marketplace, 1-50. On the evolution of the slave 
narrative as a literary genre, see William Andrews, To Tell a Free Story: The First 
Century of Afro-American Autobiography, 1760-1865; Robert Stepto, From Behind 
the Veil: A Study of Afro-American Narrative; Frances Smith Foster, Witnessing 
Slavery: The Development of Ante-Bellum of Slave Narratives.  
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white middle-class readership into political action by touching upon the 

common experience of motherhood and family. Although the novel 

illustrates the triumphant story of George and Eliza Harris—their escape 

from slavery and their reunion as a family—it is left uncertain whether 

George, Eliza, and their family can live as legitimate citizens within the U.S. 

borders as they depart for Liberia as part of the Colonization project.12 

 The popularity of the slave narratives and the cultural impact of 

Stowe’s novel demonstrate the influential power of literary production. In 

both the slave narratives and Uncle Tom’s Cabin, one of the main objectives 

was to disclose the cruelty, or in Stowe’s case the unchristian nature, of 

Southern slavery in order to refute pro-slavery apologists who argued that 

American slavery was a paternalistic and benevolent institution. In Truth 

Stranger than Fiction, Augusta Rohrbach observes that the project of 

abolitionist literature—slave narratives, abolitionist journals, Stowe’s Uncle 

Tom’s Cabin—centered on selling the “truth” about the horrors of slavery. 

                                           
12 This, of course, is not to downplay the literary and political achievements of 
Uncle Tom’s Cabin—rather, it is to contextualize the literary discourse between 
Stowe’s novel and the early African American novels. Furthermore, the fact that 
Stowe discarded her original support for colonization after criticisms by and 
conversations with black writers shows the vigorous intellectual exchange of the 
1850s. Especially, as Robert Levine notes, Stowe’s next novel, Dred, A Tale of the 
Great Dismal Swamp, reflects the evolution of her racial politics as it is “more 
black-centered, revolutionary, and morally challenging than Uncle Tom’s Cabin” 
(ⅹⅵ).  
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The literary market motivated political change through pitching the stories of 

slavery to “an emerging consumer culture with a conscience”: “these 

works—even when presented as fiction—promise readers truth through the 

accurate reflection of the contemporary moral landscape marred by slavery” 

(21).  

 As much as Rohrbach’s observation sheds light on the marketability 

of stories on slavery, and the cultural impact the literary market had on 

political issues, it also provides an insight on why the free black community 

started to publish their own stories in the Northeastern urban centers. The 

entanglement between the North and South maps the marginal status of the 

free blacks in the North. With the existence of slavery in the South, and the 

unstable notion of freedom in the North, the newly freed blacks had to 

navigate what their emancipated status meant. Saidiya Hartman notes that 

the freed status was marked by a “paradoxical construction” that needed a 

further interrogation of the meaning of “freedom”: “The belated entry of the 

newly freed into the realm of freedom, equality, and property, as perhaps 

expected, revealed the boundaries of emancipation and duly complicated the 

meaning of freedom” (118). As slavery marked blackness as the embodiment 

of enslavement, the free African Americans were compelled to address racist 

stigma and institutional racism that existed outside of the realms of slavery—
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for the freed blacks the transition from enslaved to freed would demand more 

than to adapt to their changed legal status.  

 The literary sphere provided a social space where the newly free 

blacks could formulate new political ideas, express their opinions on pending 

matters, advertise and promote black businesses and other publications, and 

raise funds for these projects. These publications targeted a newly emerging 

black readership and published materials that appealed to the aspiring new 

class of free blacks. Benjamin Quarles notes the central role of black 

newspapers in the black  movement, such as The North Star, Freedom’s 

Journal, and The Colored American (84-89). More recently, Patrick Rael 

examines the significance of black publications in relation to the 

Northeastern elite middle class that imbued a race and class-based cultural 

identity to the racial uplift and  activism (213-16). Erica Ball also observes 

that conduct writings on black domesticity, written as a prescriptive guide for 

civic conduct, accentuated the importance of family and domestic life in 

elevating the social status of all African Americans. Ball’s work shows how 

the culture of domesticity influenced the free black class to adapt middle-

class values and practice civic duty in the everyday aspects of the private 

sphere as a way to refine their  politics and claim for citizenship.  

 In mapping the beginnings of the African American novel, many 
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critics have stressed the diversity of the Northern cities wherein the African 

American literary production flourished. As evidenced in the domestic 

conduct writings, the free blacks were trying out dominant norms of 

citizenship and merging them into their own agendas to find a way befitting 

to their political advancement. Robert Reid-Pharr reminds us of “the simple 

fact that though most slave narratives gestured toward rural, agricultural 

societies, the authors and audiences of these texts were most often urban” 

(“Early Black American Literature” 139). And as Carla Peterson contends, 

the African American novels adapted literary figures and forms of the white 

novel tradition to ease their way into the literary market, and that such 

“adaptive strategies suggest how African-American discourse of the 1850s is 

marked by hybridity” (“Production of the African-American novel” 567).  

 Recent studies on the print culture of the free black community helps 

us to reconsider the notion that the early African American novels ‘evolved’ 

directly from the slave narratives. Considering the fact that the writers, for 

instance Delany and Brown, wrote in other diverse modes of writing 

alongside the novel, the different genres coexisted in an intertexual dialogue 

with each other. The main difference between the slave narrative and the 

novel, perhaps, is marked by the perspective shift from the first-person to the 

third (which Wilson, in particular, purposely toys with in her novel). If the 



 

 

 
26 

 

slave narrative established the “I” as a reliable, authoritative narrator who 

had the responsibility of telling the facts of slavery, the novel was free from 

the task of factuality and could illustrate the black characters in different 

social settings that were not bound by slavery. Christopher Mulvey notes, 

when the writers “made the move from the writing of narratives to the 

writing of novels,” they “were giving up the authenticity of life for the 

authenticity of imagination” (18). For, as the slave narrators had to ascertain 

their human dignity and survival through writing, the writers of novels asked 

as to how to live as freed and free black people in America. The novels, then, 

posed questions concerning the future of the black people as aspiring citizens, 

and used the fictional space to formulate and envision a new blueprint for 

their life as citizens and their national belonging. 

 It is this fictional space of the novel that this study brings critical 

attention to think about how the African American writers tried to enact their 

citizenship discursively. Particularly, by identifying the shared interest in 

domesticity in the four novels, this study discusses how the novel imagined 

their citizenship through the representation of domesticity. The novels 

engage with the dominant norms of domesticity, question their role in 

enslavement and black subordination, and reconsider their employment in 

advancing the rights of black Americans. As the domesticity established in 
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the nineteenth century structured gender norms, the novels bring attention to 

how such gender roles, including the cult of “true womanhood” and the male 

patriarch, are racially inflected and how those gender roles can be revised or 

appropriated in imagining the free blacks into political subjectivities. In 

imagining the transformation of the enslaved to national subjectivities, the 

novels share a historical reckoning of the sexual history of racial 

subordination, and the discursively constructed notions of black sexuality 

and corporeality. Yet, how domesticity is represented in each novel and how 

it is depicted in relation to formulating citizenship vary among the novels.  

  In considering how domesticity was used in the novels in producing 

black subjectivities, this study builds upon Reid-Pharr’s work, which 

identifies the significance of black bodies and their representation in black 

novels, and argues that domesticity is a process rather than a fixed site, and 

calls attention to the indivisibility between domestic space, or the 

“household,” and bodies in that they interactively construct each other: “Just 

as there can be no coherent domestic sphere prior to the accumulation of 

bodies, there can be no coherent (black) body prior to the interposition of the 

domestic sphere” (21). Reid-Pharr states that “the process of domesticity 

need not be restricted to the production of (white) bourgeois households and 

modes of political discourse. Instead, within domesticity, bodies are 
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produced as classed, gendered, and raced entities” (22). 

 Although Reid-Pharr does not explicitly use the notion of citizenship, 

it is implied that he is thinking about how the articulation of black bodies is 

negotiated within a national frame of identity and subjectivity, as he states 

that “the development of the notion of a self-evidently Black (American) 

literature coincided with the development of the notion of a self-evidently 

Black (American) body, a body so peculiar, so self-contained as to allow for 

the production of a Black American community and a Black American 

culture obviously and indisputably distinct from a presumably white 

community and culture” (7). Reid-Pharr’s notion of domesticity mostly 

pertains to the domestic sphere, or the bourgeois “household,” that stands in 

contra with the public sphere. So Reid-Pharr suggests that when black 

Americans enter the public sphere, they enter as black subjectivities 

produced by the household. 

 Reid-Pharr further argues, “To produce a black presence within 

public life one had to challenge directly the notion that the fantasy of a 

disembodied and disinterested citizenry could sustain the republican project” 

(20). By disembodiment, one is reminded of Michael Warner’s assessment of 

the American public sphere and literary nationalism. Warner locates the 

emergence of the American novel in synchronicity with the emergence of 



 

 

 
29 

 

modern nationalism. According to Warner, nationalism is a form of 

“imaginary participation” that differs from, yet aspires to equate with actual 

participation in politics or becoming a member of the body politic. The act of 

reading a novel becomes a private activity which at the same time provides 

access to the public sphere of politics, or “imaginary participation.” The 

discursive nature of nationalism invites readers to imagine themselves into 

the body politic—even to those that do not have access de jure. As Warner 

writes, “The novel was already turning a civic ideology of publication into 

the kind of private imaginary appropriate to nationalism” (172). As follows, 

the American novel emerged as a literary genre, situated in a mediatory 

terrain as both public and private, which enabled the politically 

disenfranchised or underrepresented to enact their claim to citizenship.  

 In Warner’s assessment of the public sphere and the role of private 

readership underlies an effect of integration and assimilation—the 

“imaginary participation” of private readership, despite the gendered and 

raced disparity between readership and disembodied citizenship, nonetheless 

indicate a nationalism that brings the private and public under one 

nationhood. I would suggest, however, that “imaginary participation” 

necessarily does not have a unilateral effect, especially when we take into 

consideration the racial differences within readership, between black texts 
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and white readership, and between white texts and black readership. Yet, 

Warner’s formulation of the political possibility of readership, of the novel as 

an entry point into the body politic, and the indivisibility of the public and 

private sphere are useful in contextualizing the literary and political milieu of 

early African American novels. As Warner’s argument does not consider 

raced subjectivities and their “imaginary participation,” I would like to 

reconsider Warner’s assessment of the literary public sphere by building 

upon Reid-Pharr’s emphasis on the black body and black subjectivity. Black 

writers enter the literary public sphere as raced subjectivities. Thus, the 

novels written by black writers bring a complex dynamic between readership 

and the black texts: to the black readership, the black texts provide an 

opportunity for “imaginary participation” into the literary sphere, and to the 

white readership the black texts dispel and disrupt a sense of a racially 

homogeneous nationhood. For the writers of early African American novels, 

producing black texts provided them the opportunity to reshape the literary 

sphere and to “imagine” their entrance into the body politic as citizens 

themselves.  

 While Reid-Pharr notes that, in his work, the “household” is “the 

primary field in which the divide between body and text, body and public 

subjectivity is negotiated” (21), this study considers both the spatial and 
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ideological dimensions of domesticity. Anne McClintock explains: 

“Domesticity denotes both a space (a geographic and architectural alignment) 

and a social relation to power. The cult of domesticity—far from being a 

universal fact of ‘nature’—has an historical genealogy” (34). If we consider, 

as McClintock suggests, the ideological dimension of domesticity, such as 

patronymic genealogy and patriarchy, we can extend the discussion of 

domesticity to novels like Clotel and Blake in which actual domestic spaces 

do not prominently appear. In this regard, this study focuses on the fabulaic 

marriage plot as a point of reference to show how the novels engage with 

dominant white middle-class norms of gender and race. By rewriting, 

appropriating, and in the case of Wilson’s novel, rejecting the marriage plot, 

the novels address the sexuality and corporeality of black subjectivities, and 

imagine their transformation into political subjects through or without 

marriage. As marriage binds a socially contractual relationship between the 

individual and the public (which I will discuss further in chapter one), the 

marriage plot rereads the social organization between the raced subjects and 

their entrance into the national public sphere. Furthermore, by focusing on 

marriage and domesticity, I try to evaluate the gendered structures of 

citizenship each novel presents. In setting the case for citizenship modeled 

upon the bourgeois monogamous marriage, the novels reveal a gendered 
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notion of citizenship that configure in imagining black domesticity. I analyze 

how the gender politics affect the textual form of the novels, and how it 

reflects the limitations or achievements of the novels. 

 In the first chapter, “Miscegenous Daughters and Racialized 

Citizenship in William Wells Brown’s Clotel; or the President’s Daughter,” I 

examine how Brown juxtaposes Thomas Jefferson’s texts alongside Lydia 

Maria Child’s short story, “The Quadroons,” to question the patronymic 

construction of American genealogy that disavows black bodies. I begin with 

Clotel because, out of the four novels, thematically it is mostly centered on 

slavery; and how I read the marriage plot of Clotel in terms of negotiating or 

negating black citizenship sets the groundwork of my project as a whole. 

Fictionalizing the rumor that Jefferson had illegitimate children with his 

black female slave, the novel juxtaposes Jefferson with Child’s story to 

configure a fictional interracial female lineage of Jefferson’s. In the novel, 

the “miscegenous daughters” of Jefferson are denied of marriage and are 

sold into the slave market as eroticized objects. By delegitimizing interracial 

marriage, the inheritance of citizenship is disavowed to the black 

population—Brown thus sees the patronymic domestic order as complicit to 

the disenfranchisement of African Americans. The textual hybridity of the 

novel, then, urges the readers to revaluate the ideals of the slaveholding 
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Republic to acknowledge the failure of the American Revolution and 

Jefferson’s legacy. However, the contrast between the disavowed mulatta 

daughters and Brown’s own establishment as a writer presents a gendered 

structure of citizenship that undergirds Brown’s attempt to insert himself into 

the literary sphere. 

 If the mulatta characters in Brown’s novel are denied of their 

citizenship, Delany’s Blake tries to accommodate black female subjectivities 

within a black patriarchal order. In chapter two, “Black Male Citizenship and 

the Political Significance of Marriage in Martin Delany’s Blake, or the Huts 

of America,” I read Delany’s novel in relation to the gender politics of the 

antebellum, especially as a response to Stowe’s novel which envisions 

political reform through the morality and sanctity of white middle-class 

domesticity. Delany also contends that the immorality of slavery endangers 

the sanctity of family. Delany rewrites Stowe’s  project by imagining a 

black coalition founded upon a black domestic order. Whereas in Stowe’s 

novel, the black families are deployed as objects of sympathy, Delany 

imbues political agency to the black community through the figure of a black 

patriarch, Blake. Marriage not only consolidates a pan-African alliance but 

also becomes a vanguard against white male violence towards black female 

slaves. While Delany imagines a pan-African uprising that is founded upon a 
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black domesticity, the impossibility of black female agency becomes an 

apparent limitation to Delany’s vision of black nationalism.  

 In chapter three, “The Making of Respectable Black Domesticity in 

Frank J. Webb’s The Garies and Their Friends,” I turn to Webb’s novel 

which represents the struggles of the free black community in the antebellum 

North. Compared with the other novels, the form of the The Garies is the 

most conventional in that it follows the literary tradition of the domestic 

novel. By reading Webb’s novel as a “black domestic novel,” I argue that the 

utilization of an established literary form shows how the newly emerging 

free blacks adapt the dominant values of the white middle class. Through the 

depiction of the two families, the interracial Garie family and the black Ellis 

family, and the racial discrimination they encounter in the North during the 

transition from slavery to freedom, the novel raises the question concerning 

the negotiation between racial identity and citizenship. By contrasting the 

tragic story of the biracial Clarence Garie and his passing, and Charlie Ellis 

whose story ends in a happy marriage, the novel reinvents the notion of 

respectability as a way of affirming both the racial identity as blacks and the 

capacity as citizens. The novel puts emphasis on the black domestic spaces 

of the characters which serve to nurture an affirmative racial identity and 

provide grounds for a black community. 
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 In the last chapter, “The Failure of Domesticity and the 

Development of Black Female Citizenship in Harriet Wilson’s Our Nig, or, 

Sketches from the Life of a Free Black” I examine how Wilson criticizes the 

violent domestic order of Northern white middle-class families and its 

implication in the Northern economy through the exploitation of Frado’s 

body. If Webb’s novel centers on the coming-of-age story of Charlie and his 

development into a respectable black gentleman, the novel also stays within 

the boundaries of traditional gender roles and centers on the role of the 

patriarch in establishing a black domesticity. In this regard, Wilson’s Our Nig, 

provides a counter-discourse to the culture of domesticity of which the 

preceding three novels adapt in order to imagine black citizenship. Born as a 

free black in a mixed-race household in the North, the protagonist Frado is 

forced into indentured servitude in a white household. Frado’s abandonment 

and the lack of family become a precondition of her abjection. While Frado 

is physically and verbally abused, her labor becomes a fundamental staple to 

the Bellmont household economy; and the Bellmonts exploits Frado’s black 

body in order to confirm their own white privilege. Making Frado into “our 

nig” becomes a collaborative effort of the Bellmonts in order to ensure their 

status as the white middle class, and Wilson illustrates the cycle of violence 

of white domesticity. The novel departs from the convention of female 
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characters in domestic novels by rejecting domesticity as a sign of progress, 

and by rejecting the conventional ending of marriage. Instead, the novel 

chooses to establish Frado as a working-class woman as a part of the 

Northern economy. Wilson skillfully uses the textuality of the novel, which 

defies generic classification, as an enactment of subverting established norms 

and classification of subjectivity, and imagines a notion of belonging as 

citizenship.  

 

 



 

 

 
37 

 

 

CHAPTER ONE 

 

Miscegenous Daughters and Racialized Citizenship in William Wells 

Brown’s Clotel; or the President’s Daughter 

 

 The first novel ever to have been published by an African American 

writer was in 1853 when William Wells Brown was residing in England as a 

fugitive slave.13 By this time, he had already been involved in anti-slavery 

activism after his escape from the South into the free North, and had 

established himself as a prominent lecturer in the anti-slavery circuit which 

led him to visit England in order to further his abolitionist mission. As a 

fugitive slave, his citizenship was not recognized by the U.S. law, and yet he 

served as an American representative in the anti-slavery lecture circuit in 

                                           
13 Clotel has been revised in different formats after its first publication. After its 
book form was published in England, Clotel was serialized in The Weekly Anglo-
African, the same periodical that published Martin Delany’s Blake, under the title 
Miralda; or, The Beautiful Quadroon: A Romance of American Slavery, Founded on 
Fact, from December 1, 1860 to March 16, 1861. The third version was published 
in book form in 1864, by the title Clotelle: A Tale of the Southern States. For the 
purpose of this study, I will not discuss the comparisons of the three versions. 
However it should be noted that I quote from the Bedford-St. Martins’s second 
edition of the original text edited by Robert Levine, published in 2011. For analyses 
of the revisions, see M. Giulia Fabi, Passing and the Rise of the African American 
Novel, 21-28. 
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England, and even as a participant in the Great Exhibition in London. In the 

Crystal Palace of 1851, Brown exhibited a moving panorama of America 

slavery which included images of white-skinned female slaves, of which he 

would replace later on by the real interracial body of the fugitive slave Ellen 

Craft by displaying her on stage.14 Brown’s fascination towards Ellen’s story 

of escape—her passing as her husband William’s male white owner in order 

to escape the South—is further evidenced in his incorporation of the 

anecdote in Clotel; or the President’s Daughter. It is no coincidence that the 

protagonist of his novel would be a fugitive female slave of mixed blood. In 

Clotel’s interracial body, as in Brown’s own personal story, there occurs a 

struggle to come to with terms with contradictory properties. Brown, as a 

fugitive slave, is not fully enslaved nor free; he is from an interracial heritage; 

and while he is legally not recognized as an American he claims his identity 

as an American slave. His own in-betweenness—both enslaved and free, 

black and white, American and non-American—defies the supposedly rigid 

categories of race that define the legal boundaries of American citizenship. 

 Robert Reid-Pharr argues that Brown’s “aesthetic enterprise was one 

                                           
14 On Brown’s participation in the anti-slavery lecture circuit and cultural 
influences of other mediums, see Ezra Greenspan, William Wells Brown, an African 
American Life (2014). Specifically on Brown’s participation in the Great Exhibition, 
see Michael A. Chaney’s Fugitive Vision: Slave Image and Black Identity in 
Antebellum Narrative, 49-79.  
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in which he self-consciously worked to elide the ‘fact of blackness,’ the fact 

of an alien, African corporeality not quite suited to the physical realities of 

the American enterprise,” specifically by displaying the body of the 

mulatta/o body (38). Brown strategically demonstrated that the hybrid, 

miscegenous body was the embodiment of American identity. This chapter 

stipulates that Brown’s espousal of hybridity is reflected in his novel: 

Brown’s own aspiration for freedom and citizenship is channeled through his 

novel by embracing his own hybridity through appropriating various literary 

sources.15 Indeed, in the novel we see Brown’s effort to represent America 

and its slavery by incorporating myriad of sources such as the political 

writings of Thomas Jefferson, slave advertisements, periodical articles, slave 

songs, and other literary works. In the concluding chapter of Clotel, Brown 

openly cites Lydia Maria Child’s short story “The Quadroons” (1842) as one 

of his primary sources, along with the anecdote of Ellen and William Craft.

 In this chapter, I look into the reconfiguration of Thomas Jefferson 

                                           
15 What was considered as a disjunctive and uneven narrative to early critics, the 
“wealth of material” in Clotel, Fabi explains, “is in fact a crucial, deliberate element 
of Brown’s aesthetic, of his fictional re-creation of his intimate knowledge of 
slavery, and his awareness of the almost inexpressible magnitude of that experience 
and of the far from monolithic quality even of a condition of such extreme 
oppression” (Introduction ⅹⅶ). John Ernest also argues that the “lack of unity and 
overabundance of materials are entirely appropriate” to Brown’s own literary aim to 
establish himself as a “cultural editor” who can deftly use the cultural materials 
available to him (Reformation and Resistance 21-23). 
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into Child’s sentimental anti-slavery short story which propels the main plot 

of the novel. Thomas Jefferson, one of the Founding Fathers and the main 

author of the Declaration of Independence, was troubled by the rumor that he 

bore illegitimate children with a female slave he owned.16 Brown renders 

his own fictionalization of that rumor and imagines Jefferson as the father to 

the fictional Clotel, a refiguration of Child’s protagonist Rosalie, who 

ultimately meets a tragic death in the heart of the nation’s capital. As I will 

argue, Brown’s adaptation of Jefferson as the father of the fictional mulatta 

figures reveals the constructedness of American citizenship which is 

established and qualified through marriage. Brown contrasts the bodily 

experiences of women who are classified as “mulattas” with the language of 

natural rights Jefferson purports in the Declaration of Independence. While 

the Declaration states the equality of all men, the institution of marriage 

discriminates the recipients of such rights according to race and gender. To 

Brown, the patriarchal institution of marriage promulgates the unequal 

distribution of rights and citizenship that can be historically traced to the 

foundation of the Republic. The process in which the female slaves are 

                                           
16 On Jefferson’s relationship with Sally Hemings, its politicized scandal, and 
recent DNA findings of heredity see Ann duCille, “Where in the World Is William 
Wells Brown? Thomas Jefferson, Sally Hemings, and the DNA of African-
American Literary History.”  
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marginalized from the body politic is mapped through the institution of 

marriage. 

 In Child’s version, Rosalie is a daughter of a wealthy merchant who 

becomes the concubine of Edward and is discarded by him after they have a 

daughter, Xarifa. Rosalie dies of heartbreak, and after Edward dies from 

drunkenly falling off a horse, Xarifa is sold to a lustful owner. After it is 

implied that Xarifa’s owner rapes her, she becomes a “raving maniac” and 

dies with her “beautiful head fractured against the wall in the frenzy of 

despair” (329).17 Central to Brown’s rewriting of Child’s story is refiguring 

the literary figure of the mulatta which appeared firstly in Child’s novel, and 

recurred as a character type in post-bellum literature.18 Child uses the tragic 

                                           
17 This is quoted from the appendix “The Quadroons” in the Bedford-St. Martins’s 
text.  
18 Sterling Brown has disparagingly coined the term “tragic mulatto/a” for the light-
skinned interracial characters who mostly meet tragic deaths. Werner Sollors 
disputes Brown’s criticism and suggests that the literary term “tragic mulatto/a” 
itself reveals “the ideology of racial dualism and the resistance to interracial life that 
are still more prevalent in the United States than are calls for hybridity” (Neither 
Black nor White 242). More recently, Eve Allegra Raimon uses the “tragic mulatto/a” 
trope as a point of reference in investigating Brown’s novel to “[open] up new 
possibilities for examining the connections between race and nationalism at 
midcentury and the representational trope for those contested categories” (65). 
While I agree with Raimon that Brown adapts Child’s novel into his own to respond 
to the mulatta figure in her original novel, we should be careful in anachronistically 
applying the term ‘tragic mulatta’ to Clotel since, while the mixed-race figure itself 
was used in mid-nineteenth-century literature, the specific literary term “tragic 
mulatta/o” was coined by Sterling Brown in 1933 (Neither Black nor White 223). In 
this study I wish to show how Brown depicts the ‘mulattas’ in a historical and 
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death of the mulatta character as indication of the cruelty of slavery. Hazel 

Carby argues that “historically the mulatto, as narrative figure, has two 

primary functions: as a vehicle for an exploration of the relationship between 

the races and, at the same time, an expression of the relationship between the 

races” (89). In Clotel, the female descendents of Jefferson not only bear a 

historical importance as interracial characters, as Carby suggests, but also as 

black female characters who unearth the history of black dehumanization 

through the erasure of kinship and family. Brown expands on Child’s 

sentimental plot by transforming it into a narrative that reiterates the 

discrepancy of the disembodied language of Jefferson and the corporeal 

reality of the mulattas. The fictional kinship between a Founding Father and 

female slaves demystifies the figure of Jefferson by poking at the hypocrisy 

of the early Republic which ‘fathered’ slaves. Brown implements the 

historical conditions of black female slaves in conjunction with Jefferson’s 

Republican ideals to concretize the racial and gendered limitations of 

citizenship.  

 In mapping the constructedness of citizenship, Brown incorporates 

various texts into the novel by a literary technique that could be called as 

                                                                                                            
political context that concretely engages with his concern about citizenship in the 
antebellum, rather than just as a literary type.  
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textual juxtaposition, or pastiche, to contrast the hybrid corporeality of the 

mulatta daughters and the disembodied language of Jefferson.19 Not only 

does Brown use Child’s text and the writings of Jefferson to bring a textual 

richness to the novel, he adds his own autobiographical account of his 

slavery past as a preface to the novel. Brown, as the subject of the 

autobiographical account, and Clotel and her daughters, as fictional 

characters, are represented as interracial characters that have left, both 

voluntarily and forcedly, the U.S. due to their lack of citizenship. The 

textuality of the novel, however, brings out an interesting contrast between 

                                           
19 Raimon notes, “the title character’s story is constantly interrupted by a complex 
assortment of seemingly disparate textual elements—a pastiche of short stories, 
anecdotes, biographical notes, histories, transcriptions of newspaper clippings, 
billboard announcements, and other such artifacts woven loosely together in a 
collection one might fairly term protopostmodern” (68). Robert Levine also 
acknowledges Brown’s usage of literary pastiche, noting that unlike “the plagiarist, 
the author of pastiche tends to be fairly open in acknowledging his or her textual 
sources, for without some acknowledgment, the point of the pastiche would be lost” 
(Introduction 7). Both Raimon and Levine use the literary term ‘pastiche’ in 
describing Brown’s method of writing. Their usage, I suggest, should be 
differentiated from the specific designations made by Fredric Jameson or Linda 
Hutcheon. Both argue that the difference between parody and pastiche lies in 
intentionality: whereas the main aim to parody a work or style is to ridicule or mock, 
pastiche emulates and borrows (Hutcheon 38-39). Jameson goes on to say that 
pastiche is “blank parody,” “without any of parody’s ulterior motives,” and is 
indicative of the postmodern aesthetic (16-17). As Jameson and Hutcheon tend to 
see pastiche as a literary method that is frequently used in the postmodern, and as 
they both see it as devoid of intention, their description of pastiche does not apply to 
Brown’s appropriation of other texts, since, I will argue, Brown juxtaposes various 
sources for clearly political purposes. Geoffrey Sanborn has called this method as 
plagiarism; however given that the copyright laws of Brown’s time are different 
from ours, the connotation ‘plagiarism’ entails might not suit well. For the scope of 
this dissertation, I follow Raimon’s and Levine example to use the term ‘pastiche.’      
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how Brown establishes his own subjectivity by political activism and writing, 

and how the female mulatta characters achieve a negative sense of agency 

through death and sacrifice. This chapter examines how Brown uses the 

textuality of the novel in order to critique the institutions of slavery and 

marriage, redefine the legacy of Thomas Jefferson, and establish his 

authorship as a way of stating his belonging in the literary sphere. 

 

Between Marriage and the Market 

In the opening chapter of Clotel, the narrator begins with a social 

commentary on the lack of legal protection regarding slave marriages. In a 

text that weaves together various literary sources, the beginning of the novel 

displays a voice that is most close to Brown’s own. The narrator notes that 

“The marriage relation, the oldest and most sacred institution given to man 

by his Creator, is unknown and unrecognised in the slave laws of the United 

States” (82). The narrator asserts that the denial of slave marriages is 

evidence to their deprivation of natural rights; as Ann duCille contends, 

Brown’s anti-slavery claim of the right to marry “function as the primary 

signifiers of freedom and humanity” (The Coupling Convention 19).  

 The narrator then goes on to say that the growing population of 

“half-whites” is an indication of the moral degradation of slavery (“This fact 
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is, of itself, the best evidence of the degraded and immoral condition of the 

relation of master and slave in the United States of America” 81-82). The 

narrator alludes to the sexual exploitation of female slaves under the 

institution of slavery. The dehumanization that occurs due to the negation of 

the rights to marry, then, becomes a precondition to the sexual vulnerability 

of the female slaves. As the narrator oscillates between the notion of 

interracial and intraracial marriage, the underlying concern is that in both 

cases, the denial of legal marriage exposes the female slaves to the 

capricious disposals of slave owners and especially to the slave market. The 

narrator then moves on from the social commentary onto the scene of the 

sale of Currer and her daughters: “We have thought it advisable to show that 

the present system of chattel slavery in America undermines the entire social 

condition of man, so as to prepare the reader for the following narrative of 

slave life, in that otherwise happy and prosperous country” (84). The narrator 

draws a parallel between the illegality of marriage and the commodification 

of slave bodies.  

 The opening commentary on marriage, or the lack thereof in the 

lives of slaves, serves as a key in understanding the purpose behind his 

recontextualization of Child’s sentimental short story against the background 

of Jefferson’s Republic. Brown’s appropriation of the sentimental plot can be 
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read as his participation in what duCille calls “intercultural dialogues or 

polylogues in a complex nexus of literary cross-dressing and back talking” as 

it responds to the hegemonic ideology of monogamous marriage in white 

bourgeois culture (The Coupling Convention 15). In the opening chapter, 

Brown purposefully shifts from a social commentary on marriage to the 

auction scene of the mulatta daughters in order to visually show how the 

interracial female slaves are exposed to the sexual exploitation of the slave 

economy. If Child’s strategy of sentimentalism was to evoke sympathy 

towards the tragic outcome of the female slaves, Brown aims to stir an 

unsettling feeling, and perhaps even to shock the white readers by staging the 

virtuous daughters of Jefferson upon the auction block. 

 To better contextualize Brown’s rewriting, I briefly turn to Nancy 

Armstrong’s assessment of the marriage plot as a narrative paradigm in the 

early British novels. Armstrong reads the marriage plot in the context of the 

notion of the social contract raised in the early Enlightenment sociopolitical 

theories. The social contract was introduced as a frame to understand the 

new relationship between the free-willed modern individual and the society 

which abandoned the old feudal arrangement and led the way to the 

emergence of the middle class. Armstrong argues that the social contract as 

sexual contract was incorporated in the novel as a narrative paradigm that 
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“created a language for social relationships that was immensely useful for 

purposes of an emergent capitalism. This language provided one way of 

justifying the ideological destruction of fixed status positions” (37). In 

Armstrong’s assessment, the domestic novels in the British tradition 

incorporated the contract theory to map the shifting class structure due to the 

rise of capitalism. In the shifting terrains between the individual and society, 

as Carole Pateman also notes, the bourgeois civil sphere produced gendered 

subjectivities. In The Sexual Contract, Pateman argues that the social 

contract of the modern civil society, which legally establishes citizenship and 

their civic freedom, is founded on a patriarchal order that necessitates the 

subordination of women to men. Marriage, as a civil legal arrangement, leads 

women to enter a social bond within this patriarchal order that curtails civil 

rights and entitlements to women. In this process, women are “incorporated 

into a sphere that both is and is not in civil society. The private sphere is part 

of civil society but is separated from the ‘civil’ sphere” (11). The bifurcation 

of the private and public sphere is hinged upon the institution of marriage; 

and along the separation of spheres, citizenship and its rights are defined. As 

follows, the spheres are inseparable and yet the patriarchal order organizes 

the subordination and subjugation of the private to the public sphere. 

 In the tradition of white domestic novels, domesticity, namely the 
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household or the home, nurtures womanhood that not only will give birth as 

mothers but also provide moral and emotional support to the patriarch who 

must endure the turbulence of capitalism and the public sphere. In this regard, 

Brown recontextualizes the bifurcation of the private domestic sphere and 

the public market place by introducing a third sphere—the slave market of 

“fancy girls”—that generates a group of black female subjects that are 

eroticized and exploited. More specifically, in contrast to the white women 

subjugated within the domestic sphere, the black female slaves exist as 

eroticized commodities in between the public sphere of the market and the 

private sphere of the domestic. The juxtaposition of the narrator’s 

commentary on marriage and the scene of the slave market in the first 

chapter, thus, is a deliberate strategy of Brown to expose the collusive ties 

between the institution of marriage and slavery which creates a lexicon of 

race and gender specific to antebellum America. While the reverence and 

virtue of white womanhood stay intact within the confines of the domestic 

sphere, black womanhood is pronounced as hypersexualized and 

commodified in the slave market. 

 After the social commentary on marriage, in the same first chapter 

the narrative shifts to the scene of Clotel’s auction. This transition boldly 

draws a contrast between the domestic sphere of white legitimate marriage 
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and the public sphere of the slave market place. However, the language that 

would have been used conventionally for a description of a heroine in a 

novel—her appearance, “tall and graceful” form, moral character, 

Christianity, and etc.—is here used as Clotel’s many features that make her a 

desirable article in the slave market.  

 The appearance of Clotel on the auction block created a deep 

sensation amongst the crowd. There she stood, with a 

complexion as white as most of those who were waiting with 

a wish to become her purchasers; her features as finely 

defined as any of her sex of pure Anglo-Saxon; her long black 

wavy hair done up in the neatest manner; her form tall and 

graceful, and her whole appearance indicating one superior to 

her position. The auctioneer commenced by saying, that “Miss 

Clotel had been reserved for the last, because she was the 

most valuable. How much gentleman? Real Albino, fit for a 

fancy girl for any one. She enjoys good health, and has a 

sweet temper. How much do you say?” “Five hundred dollars.” 

“Only five hundred for such a girl as this? Gentleman, she is 

worth a deal more than that sum; you certainly don’t know the 

value of the article you are bidding upon.” … This was a 
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Southern auction, at which the bones, muscles, sinews, blood, 

and nerves of a young lady of sixteen were sold for five 

hundred dollars; her moral character for two hundred; her 

improved intellect for one hundred; her Christianity for three 

hundred; and her chastity and virtue for four hundred dollars 

more. (87-88) 

The auctioneer attaches an additional price to each of Clotel’s attributes: “her 

moral character for two hundred; her improved intellect for one hundred; her 

Christianity for three hundred’ and her chastity and virtue for four hundred 

dollars more” (88). As the narrator explains how the price of Clotel increases 

accordingly to her attributes, Clotel’s sale indicates something in between of 

marriage and a slave sale.  

 The mulattas, in particular, were perceived as eroticized objects 

called “fancies” or “fancy girls” in the slave economy. While “fancy girls” 

were bought, not intended for menial labor, but as ostentatious purchases, 

they were also veiled as they were often products of illegitimate relations 

between slave-owners and their slaves. Walter Johnson notes that “Thus was 

patriarchy defended by the silence of politeness, and by a kind of magical 

denial that allowed a white household to persist in its public performance, 

though its foundation had disappeared in practice” (115). The mulattas were 
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situated both in the public and private sphere as erased commodities: 

“Slaveholders’ ‘fancies’ existed in a state of public erasure: they were 

unspeakable” (115). In the novel, the patriarchal order that eroticizes the 

mulatta body creates a strange outlet, a discrete society called the “negro ball” 

where, the narrator notes not without irony, “a majority of the attendants are 

often whites.” The narrator further notes, “Nearly all the negro parties in the 

cities and towns of the Southern States are made up of quadroon and mulatto 

girls, and white men. These are democratic gatherings, where gentlemen, 

shopkeepers, and their clerks, all appear upon terms of perfect equality. And 

there is a degree of gentility and decorum in these companies that is not 

surpassed by similar gatherings of white people in the Slave States” (86). 

The narrator illustrates a Southern patriarchal culture that caters solely to 

white male sexual desire. The word “democratic” is used ironically to note 

the pervasiveness and inclusiveness of such culture. This particular culture 

illuminates the sexual nature of slavery which is appropriated to fulfill white 

male sexual desire. The society of white male citizens, then, is built upon 

perverse and immoral desires that perpetuates sexual and physical violence 

of black female bodies. 

 The novel draws a parallel between the slave market and the 

institution of marriage in that the white patriarchs claim a monopoly on 
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power and privilege. Within the interdependence of the two institutions, a 

racialization of womanhood occurs. While the white wife can produce 

legitimate heirs, the matrilineal bloodline traced through the black slave 

mother is disavowed and bastardized. Through the inheritance of race, 

whiteness signifies privilege and property, while blackness signifies 

subjugation and abjection—or, as Cheryl Harris notes, “White identity and 

whiteness were sources of privilege and protection; their absence meant 

being the object of property. Slavery as a system of property facilitated the 

merger of white identity and property” (1721). Marriage as an institution 

upholds and benefits from the slave system through a genealogical logic that 

maintains whiteness as privilege. Blackness, on the other hand, becomes 

criminalized, as Clotel, aware of her legal limitation, urges “Horatio to 

remove to France or England, where both her and her child would be free, 

and where colour was not a crime” (101). This passage is an adaptation of 

Child’s original text which adds the phrases “where both her and her child 

would be free, and where colour was not a crime.” The excessive repetition 

of the deaths of Clotel, Althesa, Jane and Ellen represent the normalization of 

the erasure of black female subjectivity—if they are not physically dead, 

they are virtually living a social death in that they have no claims within and 

without the domestic sphere that procures and protects whiteness. 
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 Brown contrasts the marriage of Georgiana Peck, Currer’s last 

mistress, and the illegalization of the marriages of Clotel and Althesa to 

examine how the institution of marriage racializes different notions of 

womahood. Georgiana’s story is significant in the novel in that it serves as a 

point of reference to the boundaries of legal subjectivity in terms of race and 

gender. Although she is intellectually and morally superior than her slave-

holding reverend father, she lacks the legal authority and autonomy a white 

male is entitled to. She can exercise her right to the disposal of property, and 

the sale of her slaves, only after she gets married—a point that the novel 

explicitly states.  

 Brown depicts Georgiana as a progressive character—she is 

educated, religious, and genuinely sympathetic towards slaves—making her 

an ideal character that also shows a self-awareness of her legal limitations as 

a woman. It is Georgiana who first takes interest in Mr. Carlton: “Carlton, 

though a schoolfellow of the parson’s, was nevertheless nearly ten years his 

junior; and though not an avowed infidel, was, however, a free-thinker, and 

one who took no note of to-morrow. And for this reason Georgiana took 

peculiar interest in the young man, for Carlton was but little above thirty and 

unmarried” (126). The fact that Carlton is a bachelor will become convenient 

to Georgiana later on when she inherits Mr. Peck’s slaves. Their relationship 
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culminates in marriage, yet the nature of the arrangement is as much as, if 

more, a legal convenience as it is romantic. In the chapter titled “The 

Liberator,” possibly an echo of Uncle Tom’s Cabin’s penultimate chapter 

with the same title, the narrator states:  

The death of the parson was the commencement of a new era 

in the history of his slaves. Only a little more than eighteen 

years of age, Georgiana could not expect to carry out her 

own wishes in regard to the slaves, although she was sole 

heir to her father’s estate. There were distant relations whose 

opinions she had at least to respect. And both laws and 

public opinion in the state were against any measure of 

emancipation that she might think of adopting; unless, 

perhaps, she might be permitted to send them to Liberia. Her 

uncle in Connecticut had already been written to, to come 

down and aid in settling up the estate. He was a Northern 

man, but she knew him to be a tight-fisted yankee, whose 

whole counsel would go against liberating the negroes. Yet 

there was one way in which the thing could be done. She 

loved Carlton, and she well knew that he loved her; she read 

it in his countenance every time they met, yet the young man 
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did not mention his wishes to her. (159)  

The “liberator” in Uncle Tom’s Cabin is George Shelby—the young boy 

who read scriptures at the prayer meetings in Uncle Tom’s cabin—who 

grows up to inherit the Shelby estate and thus exercises his right to 

emancipate his inherited slaves. In Clotel, the “liberator” becomes a female 

heiress who can only complete her project to emancipate her slaves after she 

gets married. The passage quoted here illustrates a few obstacles Georgiana 

faces before she can free her slaves—her young age, meddling relatives, law, 

and public opinion. Georgiana comes to the conclusion that the one thing 

that can ensure her exclusive right to heir, as suggested, is to marry the poor 

Mr. Carlton. Georgiana’s legal standing is limited compared with the other 

white male slave-owners who either lack the moral capacity or will to free 

their slaves. Yet, unlike the fictional daughters of Jefferson, she can use her 

civil right given to her via marriage and execute her estate as she wishes. 

 The novel further explores the intersectional dynamics of race and 

gender within the legal system of family to cement the racial order of 

inheritance. While the female descendents of Jefferson are denied of 

marriage, inheritance, and citizenship, a distant descendent of Washington is 

casually mentioned in contrast with Clotel’s disenfranchisement and tragic 

death. After her attempt to find Mary in Virginia, Clotel is captured and taken 
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to one of the “negro pens” in Washington D.C. This, of course, is another jab 

of irony by Brown by taking Clotel back to the nation’s capital where “Any 

free coloured persons visiting Washington, if not provided with papers 

asserting and proving their rights to be free, may be arrested and placed in 

one of those dens,” one of which Clotel is put in “stands midway between 

the capitol at Washington and the president’s house” (204). As Clotel awaits 

in a slave pen to be sold to New Orleans, presumably for sexual purposes, 

she attempts to escape one last time.  

It is not a great distance from the prison to the Long Bridge, 

which passes from the lower part of the city across the 

Potomac, to the extensive forests and woodlands of the 

celebrated Arlington Place, occupied by that distinguished 

relative and descendant of the immortal Washington, Mr. 

George W. Custis. (205) 

George Custis was Martha Washington’s grandson, being the son of Martha’s 

son from her marriage prior to Washington. After marriage, Washington 

adopted Custis as his own son, thus making him heir to Washington’s estate. 

In this passage, the narrator casually notes that “the celebrated Arlington 

Place,” a monumental house built in memory of Washington, is “occupied by 

that distinguished relative and descendant” Custis. The Long Bridge, which 
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becomes Clotel’s place of death as she throws herself in the Potomac, 

choosing death over enslavement, is situated between her father’s house and 

Arlington Place. The inequality of inheritance is visually contrasted through 

space. While Washington’s adopted son occupies and owns an estate, Clotel, 

the president’s daughter, is denied her place in the Jefferson family and 

nation. Her last image, suspended upon a bridge, becomes a symbolic tableau 

of her state that lacks spatial dominion.20 

 The contrasting legalities surrounding the issue of inheritance 

affirms how citizenship is defined by race and gender. In both cases of 

Georgiana and Custis, they access the right to estate and property by 

marriage as civil contract while Clotel, despite of her birthright, is bereft of 

any property or space. The miscegenous female bodies—articulated and 

regulated by the language of law and culture—are further marginalized as 

they are circulated within and without domestic space into slave markets. 

Their forced mobility signals a perpetual dispossession which, as the novel 

constantly reminds us through the disavowal of black female bodies, 

becomes the condition of blackness. Inheritance, in a sense, deploys the 

                                           
20 Castronovo also observes that this scene unsettles the signs of freedom in that 
Clotel, despite her biological ties cannot make any claim to inheritance while Custis, 
an adopted son, “has full use of the republic patrimony” (Fathering the Nation 215): 
“The names of Jefferson and Washington no longer serves as unequivocal or 
unadulterated signs of freedom” (Fathering the Nation 215).  
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temporal aspect of genealogy that bridges one generation to the next through 

the transference of property. Miscegenation law, which also concerns 

inheritance, prohibits the transference of property from white parent to black 

child by disavowing the miscegenous children in the first place. The aspect 

of inheritance, thus, coincides with the inheritance of genealogy and 

birthright that preconditions citizenship. The miscegenous bodies, and 

blackness, are written off from a legal process that delineates genealogy.  

 

Reading Miscegenous Bodies / Miscegenous Texts 

The purpose of incorporating Child’s story, then, becomes clearer. The 

female mulatta body embodies the contradictory process that disavows black 

citizenship. On the one hand, blackness is overly imposed upon their bodies, 

while on the other hand, they are erased and negated from the public and 

private sphere through the slave market, and ultimately from the national 

genealogy. The novel presents the mulatta character as the personification of 

the historical erasure of blacks. Clotel illustrates how the dynamic between 

the institution of marriage and the slave market resulted in the erasure of the 

African American people, both enslaved and free, from the body politic and 

the national genealogy. By refiguring the mulatta heroine as Jefferson’s 

disavowed daughter, the novel reinstates the miscegenated national past that 
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was erased. The racially hybrid constitution of the nation is not a 

contradiction between slavery and Republican ideals, but rather the 

foundational condition of the nation. As Reid-Pharr also notes, “the body of 

the mulatto, the body that always of clearly indicated American origin, was 

taken by Brown as the answer to the particularly knotty questions 

surrounding race, slavery, and the ‘physiognomy’ of the American nation” 

(38). The circulation of interracial bodies within the slave market indicate 

their erasure from the body politic as citizens, which in turn, enforces the 

racial homogeneity, or the “physiognomy” of the American nation as white. 

 Slavery thus created a uniquely American problem that necessitated 

a legal delineation of citizenship through marriage laws. As the first chapter 

of the novel demonstrates, the growing population of “half-whites” raised the 

question of ascertaining whiteness to qualify citizenship. Eva Saks argues 

that miscegenation cases can be seen as an autonomous genre of law in that it 

defined crime in terms of “blood,” “a metaphor that miscegenation law itself 

helped to invent and promote” (63). These cases traced an abstract notion of 

heredity through physiognomic language of difference, “white blood and 

black blood,” which is fictitious:  

In miscegenation law, judges not only presented descriptions 

reflecting physical facts (in mimetic language referring to 
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objects both concrete and external to the case), but also 

composed new versions of social phenomena, in and as 

metaphor (in semiotic language). The legal, semiotic objects 

discourse of miscegenation was not mimetic; it did not 

describe visible material objects but instead provided signs of 

representation, like ‘blood.’ (63) 

In other words, the legal discourse applied polygenetic “evidence” of racial 

differences to distinguish and discriminate interracial relations. And the 

evidence is discursively constructed through language. The mulatta 

characters must be defined, or ‘blackened,’ through language in order to 

remain marginalized as their physical appearances fail to indicate their race. 

In a particular scene, Mrs. Green, Mary’s mistress and her biological father’s 

wife, forces her to work without a bonnet to expose her skin to the sun.  

The child was white, what should be done to make her look 

like other negroes, was the question Mrs. Green asked herself. 

At last she hit upon a plan: there was a garden at the back of 

the house over which Mrs. Green could look from her parlour 

window. Here the white slave-girl was put to work, without 

either bonnet or handkerchief upon her head. (156).  

Mrs. Green attempts to ‘blacken’ the “white slave-girl” to draw a clear racial 
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demarcation onto Mary’s external physique. As the pointedly coined term 

“white slave-girl” implies, Mary’s body becomes a site of contradictions. 

While the term alludes to the presupposition that slave status is identified 

with blackness, it also reminds the readers that her ‘whiteness,’ inherited 

through her ‘bloodline’ from both her maternal grandfather and biological 

father, fails to exempt her from slavery. Rather, Mary’s contradictory body 

becomes a disruptive presence within the household that exposes the 

instability of the economy of slavery that relies on skin color. As Karen 

Sánchez-Eppler notes, “If the body is an inescapable sign of identity, it is 

also an insecure and often illegible sign” (“Bodily Bonds” 93). Thus, Mrs. 

Green must impose ‘blackness’ on Mary’s body in order to uphold a racial 

hierarchy to stabilize her dominance over Mary and exclude her from the 

‘white’ family tree. In Mary’s “miscegenous body,” as Saks calls it, there 

occurs a “crisis of representation,” or a “conflict that ensues when the social 

owner is the legally owned, the social white is legally black, and the social 

family is legally no family at all” (63). Mary embodies the contradiction in 

the legal, discursive formulation of blackness that must be defined in order to 

keep the household white.  

 Throughout the novel, Brown pokes fun at the slippages of racial 

designation through language. While the economy of slavery is dependent on 
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discerning race through the representation of language, the novel constantly 

exposes that the very logic that upholds slavery inherently entails failure. 

Similarly to Mrs Green, another house slave named Dinah disparagingly 

calls Mary a “white nigger” and “mularter nigger” (156). Chapter nineteen 

further elaborates on the same theme through a series of misrecognitions that 

happen to white people of high ranks. Thomas Corwin, a member of 

Congress, is described as “one of the blackest white men in the United States. 

He is said to have been mistaken for a black man while on an Ohio river 

streamer” (172). Daniel Webster, a prominent politician and senator, also is 

described to have experienced discrimination by Jim Crow in a hotel of 

Massachusetts (173). These incidents show the fictiveness of racial 

categorizations and how appearances are deceptive, to say the least. The 

oxymoronic monikers of “white nigger” and “the blackest white man in the 

United States” reveal a fundamental instability of language that attempts yet 

fails to pinpoint racial categorization.  

 In these anecdotes, bodies become subject to reading and decoding. 

In a sense, bodies become texts that necessitate interpretation and 

contextualization. Brown demonstrates this point particularly in chapter 

nineteen which also narrates the escape of Clotel. Clotel’s escape itself is 

based on the real story of Ellen and William Craft who disguised themselves 
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as a white male master and black slave. Clotel also escapes by disguising 

herself as a master, Mr. Johnson, while another slave William, who is said to 

be “a tall, full-bodied negro” (167), accompanies her as her slave. When they 

successfully arrive in Cincinnati, William proceeds on to Canada and Clotel 

goes to Washington in search of her daughter. The narrative provides an 

account of their passing published in a newspaper which observes the 

appearance of the disguised Clotel as an “apparently handsome young man, 

with black hair and eyes, and of a darkness of complexion that betokened 

Spanish extraction” (170). The incorporation of a fictional newspaper article 

is an example of Brown’s play on textuality to expose the porosity of racial 

categories: racial categories are discerned by the act of reading bodies. The 

frame of the text-within-text emphasizes the readability of the bodies as texts. 

And yet, the episteme of racial difference, in and of itself, is arbitrary at the 

least. If bodies are readable as texts, the discerning the race of the bodies, are 

bound to be open to interpretation. The strategy behind Brown’s association 

of bodies as texts, or the textuality of the raced bodies, is to expose the 

impossibility of a definite interpretation.   

 Brown sees the arbitrarines of racial discernment through language 

and brings out the irony by incorporating a fictional newspaper article that 

accounts a legal court case of voting rights. When a man named Thomas 
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West applies for his right to vote, the Ohio court intervenes to discern 

whether he was “of the VOTING COLOUR, as some had very constitutional 

doubts as to whether his colour was orthodox, and whether his hair was of 

the official crisp!” (original emphasis 173). The court case itself 

demonstrates that citizenship is defined by ‘color.’ The author of the article, 

however goes on to criticize the instability of color as the basis of citizenship 

in a satirical tone, arguing: “Lest the wisdom of our courts should be 

circumvented by some such men as might be named, who are so near being 

born constitutionally that they might be taken for white by sight, I would 

suggest that our court be invested with SMELLING powers, and that if a 

man don’t exhale the constitutional smell, he shall not vote! This would be 

an additional security to our liberties” (174). The article criticizes the absurd 

claims of pseudo-scientific methods that purport physiognomic properties as 

stable evidence to racial differences. The fictional article is weaved into the 

narrative to highlight the pervasiveness of this pseudo-scientific attitude 

towards race that has become a part of the judiciary system of America. 

 Behind the wry humor and irony, there lies a crucial 

acknowledgment of the process of racialization, the fictiveness of legal 

language, and how it qualifies citizenship. The underlying difference 

between the “white slave girl” and “the blackest white man,” however, is that 
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the slave is subordinated by law and the white man is free—to the white man, 

instances of racial misrecognition are just incidents of farcical, absurd 

circumstance; it does not fundamentally define nor impede his citizenship. 

While blackness must be repeatedly articulated and confirmed as a process 

of exclusion, whiteness becomes disembodied and intact as a default 

condition for citizenship. The repeated disavowal of the ‘black’ bloodline of 

Jefferson reveals that the birthright within the family and nation is 

demarcated through a fictional yet legal articulation of race. Clotel, Mary, 

Althesa, Ellen and Jane and their miscegenous bodies are indicative of the 

racialization of citizenship that denies their place both within the family and 

the nation as citizens.  

 The novel deploys the fictional configuration of Jefferson as the 

father of mulatta figures to underpin the problem of freedom and slavery that 

lays in the foundation of the nation. Although Jefferson does not appear 

physically in the novel, his name and his texts are alluded to and quoted in 

crucial moments, such as when his female descendents are sold in a sale, or 

in the pivotal scene of Clotel’s death. This juxtaposition exposes the 

contradiction of the Declaration in that while Jefferson becomes the symbol 

of Revolutionary ideals, his interracial female descendents are sold into 

slavery—a point which is repeatedly emphasized throughout the novel: 
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“Thus closed a negro sale, at which two daughters of Thomas Jefferson, the 

writer of the Declaration of American Independence, and one of the 

presidents of the great republic, were disposed of to the highest bidder!” (88). 

Also, as Clotel meets her untimely death, the narrator again adds, “Thus died 

Clotel, the daughter of Thomas Jefferson, a president of the United States; a 

man distinguished as the author of American Independence, and one of the 

first statesmen of that country” (207).  

 Historically, Jefferson’s attitudes towards race, and specifically the 

mixing of race, have been presumably contradictory. His self-assurance of 

the inferiority of the African race resided in a seemingly scientific approach 

to racial differences that he thought was evident. He thought that the African 

race was inferior in intelligence and was naturally more akin to animals 

evidenced in their hypersexuality. Winthrop Jordan notes of Jefferson’s 

obsession over blacks as “crudely sensual beings” (181) and suggests that 

“his opinions were thus sometimes quite directly the product of his 

repressions” (189). His fear of miscegenation and compulsive need to extract 

blackness from the Republic is evidenced in his argument for deportation 

and colonization of the slaves after emancipation.21 While Jefferson thought 

                                           
21 Jefferson’s racial politics has been subject to debate in relation to abolitionism. 
While he was the key author of the Declaration of Independence and the 
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that slavery was an evil that must be corrected, he did not think of blacks as 

equals who can share the same citizenship as whites. Brown addresses the 

contradictory attitude within Jefferson, who possesses slaves and 

dispossesses his own enslaved daughters. To Brown, the coexistence of 

slavery and Republican ideal is not an anomaly of the U.S., but rather a 

condition the nation state had been founded upon. Jefferson’s own personal 

moral paradox is presented as analogous to the fundamental paradox of the 

Republic. Brown illuminates this paradox on the title page of the original 

publication of Clotel, which appears three separate parts: the full title “Clotel; 

or, the President’s Daughter: A Narrative of Slave Life in the United States,” 

the author introduced as “William Wells Brown, A Fugitive Slave,” and the 

passage “We hold these truths to be self-evident: that all men are created 

equal; that they are endowed by their Creator with certain inalienable rights, 

and that among these are LIFE, LIBERTY, and the PURSUIT OF 

HAPPINESS—Declaration of American Independence” which serves as an 
                                                                                                            
Constitution, he was forced to omit several passages on slavery in his original draft 
of the Constitution due to political compromise and his ties to his Virginian base. 
He was weary of the potential damages of slavery as a tyrannical institution within 
the Republic and supported gradual emancipation, but when he became the third 
president of the United States, he did not use his presidential power to actively 
initiate the abolition of slavery. And as shown in Notes on the State of Virginia, 
while he believed in the inferiority of African descendents, he was constantly 
concerned of slave insurrections, and therefore persisted on deporting slaves 
through African colonization after emancipation. On Jefferson’s plan for exportation 
and colonization, see David Kazanjian, The Colonizing Trick, 89-124.  



 

 

 
68 

 

epigraph to the text. Both “the President” Jefferson and the Declaration of 

the Independence signify the foundation of the American Republic and its 

ideals. However, the repetition of the word “slave” stands in staunch contrast 

with the self-evident truth “that all men are created equal.” The title page 

introduces Brown’s method of textual juxtaposition which recontextualizes 

established national symbols of the United States. Brown’s interpretation of 

the Declaration reveals a fundamental skepticism towards the Revolution. 

The disembodied language deployed by the Declaration purposely elides the 

legal categorization of “all men”—which, in practice, designated white, 

propertied males as citizens. Brown makes sure to point out the chasm 

between the language of natural rights and the presence of slavery by 

incorporating the Declaration and Jefferson into his novel.22 

 If his fictional daughters are disavowed through the discursive 

                                           
22 Brown’s assessment of the Declaration and its significance in the anti-slavery 
argument can be placed in a historical context. Eric Slauter notes that “Historians 
have persuasively demonstrated that later generations transformed the Declaration 
from an assertion of national sovereignty to a charter of individual rights and a 
central creed of American civil religion.” As the slavery debates intensified, the 
Declaration became a central text for contesting interpretations. Slauter further 
explains: “For abolitionists in the antebellum period the hypocrisy of slavery in a 
land of liberty was overwhelmingly obvious, as was the irony that a text so 
associated with liberty had been principally authored by a slaveholder; apologists 
for slavery, on the other hand, claimed that black people, if they were men at all, 
were not included within the rights-bearing ‘all Men’ of the Declaration and that the 
authors of the Declaration had not meant to include them” (173).  
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ascription of blackness, Jefferson’s own authority is penned upon the 

universal language of natural rights. The strategy of Brown’s critique is to 

undo the self-abstraction of language in the Declaration by exposing 

Jefferson as a miscegenated figure. The fictionalization of Jefferson as the 

father of female slaves points to the discrepancy between Jefferson’s own 

corporeality and the self-abstract language of the Declaration. On the self-

abstraction of language, I briefly turn to Michael Warner’s assessment of the 

bourgeois public sphere in the early American Republic where print culture 

enabled to imagine citizenship through disembodied language which seemed 

universal when in fact it was qualified by gender, race, and ownership.  

Implicit in this principle is a utopian universality that would 

allow people to transcend the given realities of their bodies 

and their status. But the rhetorical strategy of personal 

abstraction is both the utopian moment of the public sphere 

and a major source of domination, for the ability to abstract 

oneself in public discussion has always been an unequally 

available resource. … The subject who could master this 

rhetoric in the bourgeois public sphere was implicitly, even 

explicitly, white, male, literate, and propertied. (165) 

The language of self-abstraction, as Warner observes, is a privileged 
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language that transvalues the white masculine into the universal. In the novel, 

the fictionalization of Jefferson undoes the process by personalizing and 

humanizing Jefferson into a fictional father of actual slaves, and ‘fleshing out’ 

his public persona through the private lives of the flesh and blood of his 

fictional daughters. The humanization of Jefferson, in turn, exposes his own 

corporeality which, as his mulatta daughters, is open to interpretation. 

Jefferson, the symbolic figure and ur-text of the American Revolution and 

American democracy, becomes readable. The demystification of Jefferson 

ushers the readers to read, to interpret, and to critique the Founding Father 

and his iconic texts.  

 However, Jefferson is absent from the text—he is either substituted 

by his own texts or the narrator only directly evokes his name once in a 

while in order to shed light on the absurdity of the sales of his daughters.23 

When Mary is forced to work as a slave in her own father’s home, the 

narrator reminds the readers of Mary’s lineage: “This child was not only 

white, but she was the granddaughter of Thomas Jefferson, the man who, 

when speaking against slavery in the legislature of Virginia, said, ‘The whole 

commerce between master and slave is a perpetual exercise of the most 

                                           
23 The gravity of his iconic name stands in contrast with his absence from the 
text—“For narrative purposes, the iconic name, Jefferson, is enough to confer 
significance on the affair” (Adéèkó 122). 
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boisterous passions; the most unremitting despotism on the one part, and 

degrading submission on the other’” (156-57). The narrator goes on to 

lengthily quote Jefferson from Notes on the State of Virginia and a letter 

written to French politician Jean Nicholas Demeunier (1786). This short 

chapter is also a brilliant example of Brown’s usage of juxtaposition. While 

the family drama of Mary plays out, the narrative quotes Jefferson to 

underline the incongruity of Mary’s fate. This particular passage from Notes 

on the State of Virginia is taken from its eighteenth chapter which postulates 

the negative effects of slavery on the mastering class. Slavery, by nature, 

operates upon a hierarchal structure of power that yields unlimited power to 

the master class. Jefferson, as shown in this passage, is concerned that 

slavery is another form of despotism, which the Revolution had sought to 

dispel. The political rhetoric of the Revolutionary Age had posed British 

imperialism as an aristocratic and despotic regime, thus making their cause 

for independence moral and legitimate. The textual juxtaposition of 

Jefferson’s writings urges readers to reevaluate the significance of the 

Revolution and its ideals. 

 The disparity between the natural rights cited in the Declaration and 

existence of slavery result from and reside in the language of self-abstraction 

that was purposely incorporated in the Declaration in order to side-step the 
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aporia of slavery. The narrative puts this contrast between disembodied 

language and the corporeal experiences of slavery into a historical 

perspective. In chapter 21, titled “The Christian’s Death,” the narrator 

suddenly takes us to November of 1620, saying in a sweeping and flurried 

conjunction, “Columbus found a continent; the May-flower brought the seed-

wheat of states and empire” (180). The conflation of the passage of time 

continues on when the narrator illustrates how the passengers of the “May-

flower,” who came as pious pilgrims, evolved into the Founding Fathers of 

the Republic:  

Here in this ship are great and good men. Justice, mercy, 

humanity, respect for the rights of all; … labour respected, 

law-abiding men, constitution-making and respecting men; … 

This ship had the embryo and elements of all that is useful, 

great, and grand in Northern institutions; it was the great type 

of goodness and wisdom, illustrated in two and a quarter 

centuries gone by; it was the good genius of America. (180)  

Then, the narrator urges the reader to “look far in the South-east, and you 

behold on the same day, in 1620, a low rakish ship hastening from the tropics, 

solitary and alone, to the New World” (180). The “May-flower anchored at 

Plymouth Rock” and “the slave-ship in James River” are visually juxtaposed 
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to present a tableau that is the epitome of American conflict that will 

foreshadow the contemporary political strife the 1850s. At the beginning of 

the Colonies, as the narrator emphasizes, the pious pilgrims who sought 

religious freedom in the New World arrived simultaneously as the enslaved. 

The narrator uses sensory images, both visual and auditory, to place the birth 

of American slavery central to the foundation myth of America: alongside 

the “voice of prayer to God” and “the glorious music of praise” that reaches 

“the ear of God” (180) are “those rattling chains,” “that cry of despair and 

wail of anguish,” and “the crack of that flesh-cutting whip” (180-181). Again, 

the narrative emphasizes the corporeal reality of the slaves through sensory 

images that stand in contrast with the disembodied language of Jefferson.  

 This divide reveals a fundamental distrust in the laws and legal 

system of America. As the narrator clairvoyantly suggests, the paradox laid 

in the foundation of America will result in destructive annihilation of one or 

the other: “When shall one of those parallel lines come to an end” (181)?

 By recontextualizing historical moments through textual 

juxtaposition, the narrative inscribes the existence of slavery into the national 

genealogy. By emphasizing that slavery was foundational to the early 

colonies, the narrative suggests its own interpretation of the Revolution. In 

the novel, the Revolution is articulated as a missed opportunity to abolish 
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slavery through constitutional legislation. The American Revolution and the 

Declaration of Independence become a document of deferral, rather than 

fulfillments, of Republican ideals of equality and freedom. Deak Nabers also 

writes, “The problem of slavery in Clotel thus seems to derive less from the 

fact that America is failing to meet the Declaration’s standard than from the 

fact that she is governed by that document in the first instance. And in this 

regard Brown begins to suggest that American slavery was the result of the 

American Revolution rather than an embarrassing legacy of a prior, and less 

liberal, regime” (91-92). The coexistence of slavery renders the words of the 

Declaration which states “that all men are created equal” and entitled to 

“inalienable rights” hollow and false.  

 Through the fictionalization of Jefferson’s erased genealogy, the 

novel suggests that the failure of Jefferson as both father and Republican 

politician mirrors the inherent failure of the Revolution. Put it in another way, 

the hierarchal order of both slavery and domesticity are drawn as parallel in 

that it exacerbates and aggravates the monopoly of power on to the white 

male patriarch. The structure of slavery and the domestic order are both 

another form of tyranny. The narrator notes the normalization of the 

structural and institutional oppression on blackness by saying “But, sad to 

say, Jefferson is not the only American statesman who has spoken high-
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sounding words in favour of freedom, and then left his own children to die 

slaves” (158). By tying in Jefferson to the current narrative of his fictional, 

erased daughters, Brown attacks the current slaveholding nation by 

redefining Jefferson’s legacy as a fundamentally flawed one which the 1850s 

have yet to resolve.  

 Through the literary representation of the mulatta daughters of 

Jefferson, the novel reinscribes the erased and disavowed slaves into the 

national genealogy. And yet, the conclusion of the novel raises questions 

about the possibility of black Americans regaining their actual birthright 

citizenship on American soil, for as the narrator states that “We can but blush 

for our country’s shame when we recall to mind the fact, that while George 

and Mary Green, and numbers of other fugitives from American slavery, can 

receive protection from any of the governments of Europe, they cannot 

return to their native land without becoming slaves” (225). If the novel 

attempts to look into the past in order to attend to the current problem of 

slavery, what kind of resolution does the novel bring, if there is one? What 

are the future prospects of the black Americans?  

 The conclusion of the novel in which Mary is purchased by a 

Frenchman, and is taken to Europe only to reunite with George Green, the 

revolutionary figure of the novel who echoes Frederick Douglass’s speech 
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(212), does not push beyond the conventional endings of sentimental novels 

which generally end in marriage. Brown’s vision of Mary’s future is charted 

by the traditional gender roles of womanhood. Mary’s self-sacrifice to take 

the incarcerated George’s place, who is sentenced to death for his 

participation in an attempted slave revolt, is depicted as heroic—and yet her 

actions are restrained in that she can only gain mobility forcedly as she is 

brought to Europe through her purchase. The narrator goes to length to stress 

that Mr. Devenant, Mary’s purchaser and husband, bought her out of a love 

towards his deceased sister whom apparently Mary shares a resemblance. 

The narrator tries to further downplay the amorous or sexual nature of their 

union, when it is stated that “we can scarcely find fault with [Mary] for 

marrying Mr. Devenant” (225). Mary’s happy reunion with George, as it 

seems, is depicted as a reward for her feminine virtues such as self-sacrifice 

and her unwavering affection towards George. Mary’s ending stands in stark 

contrast with Brown’s own story, which also tells of a mixed-race fugitive 

slave living in Europe. In the autobiography, Brown illustrates the various 

political activities he participates in, including anti-slavery activism, the 

temperance movement, and penning his travelogue written about the three 

years he spent in Europe. A gendered notion of political agency and 

citizenship underpins the text as evidenced through the contrast between 
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Mary and Brown. 

 The novel is bookended by Brown’s authoritative voice—the preface 

is a truncated version of Brown’s autobiography, and the last chapter of the 

novel begins: “My narrative has now come to a close” (226). It is worth 

noting that the prefatory autobiography is narrated in third person (it begins: 

“William Wells Brown, the subject of this narrative, was born a slave in 

Lexington, Kentucky, not far from the residence of the late Hon. Henry Clay” 

49); it is in the last chapter of the novel part of the text wherein it is narrated 

in first person. The shift in perspective maps a development form Brown 

being a subject of the narrative to Brown becoming the author of the novel 

Clotel. While Brown states the original sources of the materials central to the 

novel, he establishes his authority stating “I have personally participated in 

many of those scenes” (226). If the domestic ending of marriage is granted to 

Mary as a compensation for her womanly virtues, and ultimately seals her 

escape from the sexual exploitation of the slave market, Brown’s citizenship 

is established through his literary authorship. The ending chapters of the 

novel, then, confirms and sustains the gendered bifurcation of separate 

spheres—the mulatta daughter Mary remains in the private sphere of 

domesticity while the mulatto son Brown ventures into the public sphere as 

an authoritative voice, witness, and representative of American slavery. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

 

Black Male Citizenship and the Political Significance of Marriage  

in Martin Delany’s Blake, or the Huts of America 

 

 Blake, or the Huts of America, a novel written by Martin Delany 

during his most politically active years, shows his transnational insight on 

the workings of American slavery. The novel encapsulates Delany’s 

historical acumen and ambitious scope in delineating the problems of slavery 

in the Western world. Especially, he uses the fictional space of the novel to 

tie several events and historic figures together—the presidential election of 

1852, the Cuban revolutionary poet Placido, and the allusions to slave heroes 

such as Nat Turner and Denmark Vesey—to represent a vision of a pan-

African coalition to revolt against the transnational operation of slavery in 

the transatlantic hemisphere. In this pan-African coalition, the novel 

proposes a birth of a black nation state which had been a political aspiration 

of Delany’s throughout his career as an abolitionist and prominent advocate 

for the elevation of black Americans. Although his plan to emigrate and build 

a nation never came into fruition, despite efforts such as an expedition to the 
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Niger Valley and raising funds through book sales, his ruminations on black 

nationhood reflects his life-long effort to elevate and advance black 

citizenship.24 His interest in emigration was a politically strategic way of 

questioning the racialized notion of citizenship within the U.S. As Paul 

Gilroy explains, “Delany’s primary concern was not with Africa as such but 

rather with the forms of citizenship and belonging that arose from the 

(re)generation of modern nationality in the form of an autonomous, black 

nation state” (23). 

 In a sense, the novel is an imaginative realization of his political 

beliefs presented in The Condition, Elevation, Emigration and Destiny of the 

Colored People of the United States Politically Considered (1852).25 Not 

                                           
24 Delany’s political career was committed to establishing civil status for blacks 
within a national frame. Whether it would be to emigrate and build a black nation 
outside of U.S. borders or to establish citizenship within an assimilative approach to 
American nationalism, Delany’s notion of political subjectivity was tied with the 
notion of a nation state. While Delany’s career represents a vast fluctuation between 
these two stances, Delany’s initial stance on establishing black political subjectivity 
would be to follow the American Republican model, making him “eager to make 
the clarion call for American citizenship and in favour of a plan for black 
emigration to Central or South America” (Gilroy, 22). On Delany’s emigration 
politics and the historical background of Blake, see Eric Sundquist, To Wake the 
Nations, 182-221.  
25 Delany’s aspiration for a black nation state comes from his personal 
disillusionment on the possibility of gaining citizenship as a black person in 
America; for Delany, unlike Brown, had been born as a free black who experienced 
institutional discrimination, rather than slavery itself, in the free North. His own 
experience of disenfranchisement—he had been dismissed from Harvard medical 
school in 1850 after white students protested against his admission to the 
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only does he repeat certain thematic issues in the novel—for example, the 

claim for an autonomous black nation built upon black capital and 

entrepreneurship, and his critique on the racist aspects of institutional 

religion and the urge for blacks to reinterpret religious beliefs for their 

own—the overall structure of the novel follows that of The Condition as well. 

As the first half of The Condition elaborates on the current condition of 

blacks in America, and the second half goes on to provide specific plans of 

emigration to locations such as Canada and South America, Blake is also 

divided by two parts, the first taking place in the slave-holding South and the 

second in Cuba. The eponymous protagonist Henry Blake, the son of a 

wealthy Cuban planter of African descent, is tricked into slavery and 

becomes enslaved by a Southern plantation owner, Colonel Franks. After he 

discovers the Colonel’s design to sell Blake’s wife, Maggie, to a Cuban 

hacienda, Blake embarks on a journey through the Southern states to start a 

slave insurrection, and then eventually goes on to Cuba to find his wife. 

What binds the two parts of the novel together, and the episodic form which 

                                                                                                            
program—and the passing of the Fugitive Slave Act made it clear to him that the 
African Americans, free and enslaved, were constantly denied of their birthright to 
citizenship. Hence, in 1852 he published The Condition which argues for the 
citizenship of African Americans (particularly, those who have been born within the 
U.S. borders), while elaborating on various matters such as the body politic, the 
economic structure of the U.S., the specific contributions of blacks in various stages 
of American history, religion and morality, and the importance of education. 
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detours into various classes that are involved with slavery (Northern 

politicians, Southern slave owners, transatlantic slave traders, the Spanish 

colonizers of Cuba), is Blake’s main mission to find his wife and son. 

 In the previous chapter I have examined Brown’s criticism on the 

complicity between patriarchal marriage and the slave market which 

delegitimizes black bodies as rightful heirs and citizens. Brown reconfigures 

the historic figure of Jefferson to demonstrate how the notion of white male 

citizenship has been confirmed through the disavowed corporeality, and the 

bloodline, of the ‘mulatta’ daughters. For Brown, the novel form enables him 

to experiment with textual hybridity, in which he recontextualizes the 

Declaration and “The Quadroons” in order to rethink the hybridity of the 

national genealogy. While Brown evokes the past as reimagined to raise the 

question on the current state of the slave-holding Republic, Delany uses the 

conflation of history in order to imagine an alternative space wherein 

Delany’s vision of a black nationhood can be established. Through the 

fictional space of the novel form, Blake explores the possibility of a black 

political movement led by a patriarchal leadership.  

 In this chapter, I turn to Delany’s Blake,26 focusing on the political 

                                           
26 Due to its complicated publication history, it should be noted that the text quoted 
in this dissertation is the version published in 1970 in full book form, with a few 
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significance of marriage and how the gender politics of the novel are 

associated with Delany’s imagining a new nationhood and citizenship. While 

Delany’s nationalist views have been extensively examined, how his notion 

of citizenship in the imagined black nationhood is shaped and constructed by 

contemporaneous gender politics has not been fully discussed. By examining 

the gender politics in his novel, we can understand the political significance 

behind his adherence to bourgeois ideas of civic society. Is his emphasis on 

domesticity a mere racially blind acceptance of white middle-class values, or 

is it a rewrite of the racially constructed notion of domesticity? How is the 

                                                                                                            
chapters missing. Initially, Delany wanted to publish the book in whole in order to 
generate funds for an expedition to Niger but was unsuccessful in finding a 
publisher. Thus critics have surmised that there was a finished manuscript before its 
initial serialization in the Anglo-American Magazine (1859-1860). In its first run, 
twenty-six chapters were published, and after a temporal break, the seventy-four 
chapters were serialized in the Weekly Anglo-African in 1861-1862. Although 
Delany had previously stated that the manuscript was comprised of some eighty 
chapters, the text has not been found, either in manuscript or in serialized form, so it 
is unclear whether the chapters exist and or if they had not been published 
deliberately. Nevertheless, the novel had been left in obscurity until its first 
publication in book form in 1970. To clarify, while preparing this dissertation, a new 
edition of Blake, edited by Jerome McGann, had been published in 2017 by Harvard 
University Press. The new edition proposes to have corrected inconsistencies in 
spelling and orthographic representation of dialect. However I will cite from the 
1970 edition published by Beacon Press. Furthermore, for the purpose of this study, 
I will consider the textuality of the novel as it is published in book form, rather than 
concentrating on its serialized form. On the publication history of Blake, see the 
introduction to the 1970 text and McGann’s introduction to the 2017 text. On the 
textual significance of the serialization of the novel, see Katy Chiles, “Within and 
Without Raced Nations: Intratextuality, Martin Delany, and Blake; or the Huts of 
America”; Patricia Okker, Social Stories: The Magazine Novel in Nineteenth-
Century America, 98-107.    
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notion of domesticity reconfigured in his novel and how does it relate to his 

political project of a black nationhood and citizenship? 

 Although the novel features marriage as a significant theme, most 

critics have overlooked the influence of the sentimental tradition of 

domesticity. Glenn Hendler, for instance, contends that “for although 

Maggie’s sale motivates Blake’s escape from Franks’s household, and some 

of his peregrinations in the rest of the story are in search of his wife, the 

novel is not centrally organized, either affectively or narratively, around this 

family breakup” (68). However, I would argue that the narrative does center 

on the drama of family and Blake’s pursuit for his family. When we read the 

novel in the context of Delany’s political The Condition, it is not a 

coincidence that Delany puts emphasis on marriage and domesticity in the 

novel. The Condition is written in a gender-specific stance that clearly 

qualifies and equates citizenship with gender differences. Although critics 

have acknowledged the patriarchal dimension of Delany’s black nationalism, 

the significance of male patriarchy and its connection to Delany’s notion of 

citizenship in the novel has been under-analyzed. My reading focuses on 

how in Blake the quest for citizenship relies on constructed gender roles, and 

emphasizes the importance of marriage and domesticity in the building of a 

political coalition. Throughout this chapter, I will examine how Delany 
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deploys themes of sentimental literature in order to critique the failure and 

immorality of the slaveholding Republic, and then, how he tries to build a 

new nationhood through marriage and domesticity. The depictions of black 

womanhood and the insistence of female chastity, an important theme of 

sentimental literature, reveals the intersection of gender and race this novel is 

heavily invested in. This chapter argues how Delany’s novel draws upon 

these gender roles in order to build upon black male citizenship. Delany’s 

need to establish middle-class respectability and morality is shown in the 

narrative through the emphasis on black female chastity and the importance 

of marriage.  

 

The Citizen as Patriarch  

In the conclusion of The Condition, Delany notes that the status of black 

females is an indication of the degradation of African Americans.  

No people are ever elevated above the condition of their 

females; hence, the condition of the mother determines the 

condition of the child. To know the position of a people, it is 

only necessary to know the condition of their females; and 

despite themselves, they cannot rise above their level. Then 

what is our condition? Our best ladies being washerwomen, 
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chambermaids, children’s traveling nurses, and common 

house servants, and menials, we are all a degraded, miserable 

people, inferior to any other people as a whole on the face of 

the globe. (original emphasis 149) 

Delany argues that the current working conditions of African American 

women, mostly concentrated in menial and domestic labor for white middle-

class families, reflect the “degraded” state of the disenfranchised African 

American community as a whole. This assessment embodies a political 

aspiration to “elevate” the African American community by achieving the 

family structure and labor division of the white middle class. Women, as he 

attends in another passage, “must be qualified because they are to be the 

mothers of our children. … Raise the mothers above the level of degradation, 

and the offspring is elevated with them. In a word, instead of our young men, 

transcribing in their blank books, recipes for Cooking; we desire to see them 

making the transfer of Invoices of Merchandise” (147). In her essay on the 

intersectional construction of motherhood, “Racism and Patriarchy in the 

Meaning of Motherhood,” law scholar Dorothy E. Roberts observes how the 

division in domestic labor inflected the racial construction of womanhood.  

During the nineteenth century, the ideology of separate 

spheres for men and women reinforced women’s devotion to 
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motherhood within the orbit of patriarchy. Under this 

construct, the husband sustained the family economically and 

represented the family in the public sphere; the wife cared for 

the private realm of the home. The separate spheres ideology 

gave women a place, a role, and importance in the home, 

while preserving male dominance over women. ‘The cult of 

domesticity’ legitimized the confinement of women to the 

private sphere by defining women as naturally suited for 

motherhood and naturally unfit for public life. (16) 

“The cult of domesticity” Roberts refers to was the dominant ideology that 

dictated what “true womanhood” should be. “True womanhood” must be in 

enacted in the private sphere of the home, and to achieve that home, to 

Delany, would indicate an elevation or respectability as citizens. His 

emphasis on the role of motherhood prominently shows that Delany’s 

aspiration for citizenship is shaped within the ideology of the nineteenth-

century gender roles—particularly, women as mothers who occupy the 

domestic space should nurture and inspire morality to male members so they 

can be prepared and become eligible for the public sphere.  

 Delany’s gender politics adopt a middle-class sentiment of 

femininity articulated within the cult of domesticity. The white middle-class 
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norms of gender difference, in turn, informed Delany’s masculine 

abolitionist argument for racial uplift, which at times, as critics such as 

Xiomara Santamarina notes, belied the socio-economical realities of 

working-class black families. Santamarina observes that “Ironically, when 

abolitionists portrayed black women as middle-class ‘true women’ to counter 

beliefs in black women’s inferiority, they invoked gender ideals and 

stereotypes of black working women’s sexual degradation that were at odds 

with the economic realities of the free black community. … black working 

women’s self-sufficiency potentially highlighted black men’s inability to 

enact the normative patriarchal identities on which legitimacy in the 

antebellum public spheres was predicated” (14-15). Santamarina contends 

that the downfall of male-led abolitionist activism is, due to its propensity to 

emulate white middle-class gender roles, that it further marginalizes the 

black working-class women and excludes them from political activism. In 

this regard, Robert Levine counters that Delany’s gender politics must be 

understood as a product of its times, and Delany was rather progressive in 

that he “wrote of the need for women to take up business enterprises,” and 

“he encouraged the participation of women (including his wife) at all the 

emigration conventions he sponsored” (Martin Delany 14). I bring up these 

critical concerns, not either to disapprove of Delany’s shortcomings or 
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approve his gender politics, but rather to shed light on the contested notion of 

womanhood and how it reconfigures into racial politics, especially on 

Delany’s notion of womanhood which is defined in his political aspirations 

of citizenship. How does the bourgeois hegemony of domesticity frame 

Delany’s novel, and more specifically, how does Delany use the notion of 

domesticity in his political novel for black citizenship? If Delany’s project 

for a black nationhood is modeled upon a patriarchal order of the bourgeois 

hegemony, how does the novel grapple with the racialized notion of gender 

politics and black female sexuality?   

 In order to contextualize Delany’s position on gender and its relation 

to the achievement of citizenship, I briefly turn to Harriet Beecher Stowe’s 

Uncle Tom’s Cabin to compare the gender politics between the two novels 

and how it shapes the characterization of black masculinity and its potential 

as political agents. Levine documents the correspondence between Delany 

and Douglass concerning Stowe’s novel which shows Delany’s initial 

distrust and suspicion towards Stowe’s intentions, especially on her 

sympathy towards the American Colonization Society and her general stance 

on the independence of black subjectivity. Specifically, in a letter written to 

Douglass on May 6, 1853, Delany frankly states his apprehension towards 

Stowe by raising questions about Stowe’s support of black deportation:  
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 […] although Mrs. Stowe has ably, eloquently and 

pathetically portrayed some of the sufferings of the slave, is it 

any evidence that she has any sympathy for his thrice-morally 

crucified, semi-free brethren any where, or of the African race 

at all; when in the same world-renowned and widely 

circulated work, she sneers at Hayti—the only truly free and 

independent civilized black nation as such, or colored if you 

please, on the face of the earth—at the same time holding up 

the little dependent colonization settlement of Liberia in high 

estimation? I must be permitted to draw my own conclusions, 

when I say that I can see no other cause for this singular 

discrepancy in Mrs. Stowe’s interest in the colored race, than 

that one is independent of, and the other subservient to, white 

men’s power.27 

The question towards the nature of her “sympathy” underpins Delany’s 

suspicion about whether it is not merely an expression of paternalism. He is 

wary of Stowe’s support of abolitionist causes by suggesting that perhaps she 

is only favorable to those who are subservient to white people—an 

                                           
27 Martin Delany, “Mrs. Stowe’s Position,” May 6 1853, Uncle Tom’s Cabin and American 
Culture, Institute for Advanced Technology in the Humanities, 
http://utc.iath.virginia.edu/africam/afar03rt.html. Accessed February 28 2018. 
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implication of his discontent towards the characterization of Uncle Tom. 

Interestingly, when he ends the letter by reiterating his disapproval of the 

American Colonization Society and the project of colonization, he 

emphasizes that he writes “as a son, a brother, a husband and a father”: “I 

speak it [his disapproval of the American Colonization Society] from the 

consciousness of oppressed humanity, outraged manhood, of a degraded 

husband and disabled father; I speak it from the recesses of a wounded 

bleeding heart—in the name of my wife and children, who look to me for 

protection, as the joint partner of our humble fireside” (emphasis added). The 

self-acknowledgement of his being a “degraded husband and disabled father” 

frames his indignation towards Stowe’s novel as a protest against the 

misrepresentation of black masculinity. Furthermore, Delany frames his 

argument for representation and political uplift in the context of family, or, 

“in the name of my wife and children”—the role of black leadership is, thus, 

defined as a protective father figure.  

 It is within this dialogue that we can reasonably surmise that 

Delany’s Blake is a literary response to Stowe and her representation of, or 

lack thereof, black male leadership. Delany surely shares two fundamental 

themes with Stowe in that they both criticize the moral corruption of the 

white patriarchy due to the existence of slavery, and they both suggest that 
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domesticity and womanhood to be both the source and object of sympathetic 

affect that garners political change. However, their belief in political change 

through domesticity is expressed differently as Delany responds to Stowe’s 

political project by imagining a black-led coalition through black masculinity. 

Specifically, Blake rewrites Uncle Tom’s masculinity which is contained by a 

frame of Christian endurance, and transforms the potentiality of George 

Harris into a more actively political figure through Blake. 

 When Legree threatens to burn him for his disobedience (his refusal 

to flog Cassy), Tom replies as the following:  

“I know ye can do dreadful things; but,”—he stretched 

himself upward and clasped his hands, “but, after ye’ve kill 

the body, there an’t no more ye can do. And O, there’s all 

ETERNITY to come, after that!”  

ETERNITY, —the word thrilled through the black man’s soul 

with light and power, as he spoke; it thrilled through the 

sinner’s soul, like the bite of a scorpion. (539) 

Tom’s physical endurance resides in his Christian belief of other-wordly 

deliverance that will bring him salvation in the after-life, or “ETERNITY to 

come.” When Cassy asks Tom to escape the Legree estate with her and 

Emmeline, Tom rejects and nobly urges Cassy to leave without him: “but the 
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Lord’s given me a work among these yer poor souls, and I’ll stay with ‘em 

and bear my cross with ‘em till the end” (562). Tom’s role as a Christ-like 

figure becomes more prominent towards the end of the novel as he 

continuously mentions salvation in the after-life, foreshadowing his death 

and sacrifice. Through the characterization of Uncle Tom, Stowe positions a 

notion of Christianity of endurance and suffering—the role he plays in the 

narrative is both to preach Christian beliefs and become the object of 

sentimental sympathy. Stowe’s novel invests political power in a domestic 

and religious purification of slavery while, to Delany’s protest, it refrains the 

black characters from actively becoming political agents of change.  

 Delany’s response to the characterization of Uncle Tom can be read 

in a few scenes that directly oppose to Christian endurance as passive 

compliance; instead, the novel asks for immediate action and revolt. When 

Blake finds out that Colonel Franks had sold Maggie as punishment for 

refusing his sexual advances, Blake immediately refuses to stay at the 

plantation any longer. To the objection of Mammy Judy (Maggie’s mother) 

and Daddy Joe, Blake, on two occasions, rebukes their notion of Christianity 

to suffer and endure. 

“Dis, Henry, am one uh de ways ob de Laud; ‘e fus ‘flicks us 

an’ den he bless us.” 



 

 

 
94 

 

“Then it’s a way I don’t like.” 

“Mine how yeh talk, boy! ‘God moves in a myst’us way His 

wundas to pehfaum,’ an—”  

“He moves too slow for me, Daddy Joe; I’m tired waiting 

so— … 

“‘Now is the accepted time, today is the day of salvation.’ So 

you see, Daddy Joe, this is very different to standing still.” 

(20-21) 

 

“Once for all, I now tell you old people what I never told you 

before, nor never expected to tell you under such 

circumstance; that I never intend to serve any white man again. 

I’ll die first!” 

“De Laud a’ messy on my po’ soul! An’ huccum yeh not gone 

befo’?” 

“Carrying out the principles and advice of you old people 

‘standing still, to see the salvation.’ But with me, ‘now is the 

accepted time, today is the day of salvation.’” (29) 

In the exchanges with Mammy Judy and Daddy Joe, Blake asserts that the 

gospel of Christian suffering is appropriated by the slave-holding class in 
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order to keep the slaves complacent, as he urges them to “make your religion 

subserve your interests, as your oppressors do theirs!” (41). Blake’s defiance 

to Colonel Franks is spoken through reclaiming a new notion of “salvation.” 

His rebuttal of Christian suffering is channeled through a voice of 

“manhood”—as a husband and father—as he claims that he shall not allow 

the “life of degradation and bondage” under Colonel Franks “who seeks 

every opportunity to crush out [his] lingering manhood” (29). Blake’s 

attempt to reclaim Christian values as a means of justifying his revolt against 

slavery indicates the politics of the novel that adheres to middle-class values 

strategically. Furthermore, Delany links the domestic responsibility of 

husband and father with immediate action against slavery, which echoes 

Delany’s own renunciation of Uncle Tom he expressed in the aforementioned 

letter written to Douglass. If Stowe, as Gillian Brown argues, identified 

“maternal power with God” and to sanctify the slave economy rife with 

problems “caused by masculine desire” through the feminine domestic 

economy (33), Delany attempts to supplant the corrupt white patriarchal 

order by a moral, Christian, black patriarchy.  

 Blake embodies Delany’s attempt to reinvent black masculinity 

through the language of middle-class domesticity that protects the sanctity 

and morality of the family. Particularly, the emphasis on Blake’s morality is 
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drawn in the conflict between Blake and Colonel Franks. Blake’s moral 

responsibility as a husband who seeks to protect his ‘wife’ propels his action 

into political revolt, while Colonel Franks is depicted as a morally corrupt 

white patriarch. Franks’s sexual advances towards Maggie, who is also his 

illegitimate daughter, stand in contrast with Blake’s own sense of morality 

and fidelity. The narrative points to the irony that Blake, “handsome, manly 

and intelligent, in size comparing well with his master” and a “man of good 

literary attainments” (16), is bound to enslavement and unable to sustain his 

family, while the morally corrupt white male characters such as Colonel 

Franks and Judge Ballard, particularly of high ranks in society, enjoy the 

power and capital through the institution of slavery. The excess of violence 

and sexual transgressions of the white masters are obvious indications of the 

immorality of slavery—what is distinctive about Blake is that the political 

action for reform is centered on Blake’s morality as a patriarch who wants to 

protect his family. In this regard, the necessity of establishing a domestic 

order that protects the black family is not a mere assimilative or ideological 

adoption of white middle-class values—it is a political strategy for self-

preservation.  

 As Blake tours through the slave-holding South, Blake’s figure as a 

protector of his own family is expanded as a paternal leader. In particular, he 
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shows deep concern about the sexual vulnerability of the female slaves on 

his journey through the South. In the scene when he encounters a group of 

scantily clad slaves (“So little clothing had they, and so loosely hung the 

tattered fragments about them, that they covered themselves behind the large 

empty baskets tilted over on the side, to shield their person from exposure.” 

74), the narrative displays the black female bodies in an eroticized manner 

by pointing out that “being females, some of [them] were very handsome.” 

(74). Their covering gestures indicate both of their self-awareness of their 

exposed bodies and their vulnerability in the face of sexual violence. Blake 

initiates a conversation with one of the slave girls, inquiring of the conditions 

of their working environment, mainly on what kind of clothes they receive 

and how many yearly. Observations on how the female slaves repeatedly 

adjust their clothes are weaved into the narrative alongside with the 

conversation, and the narrator notes their physicality and modesty. After a 

lengthy discussion about their scarcity of clothes and their brutal workload, 

Blake presses on a more sensitive issue. 

“Now, girls, I see that you are smart intelligent young women, 

and I want you to tell me why it is, that your master keeps you 

all here at work in the gin, when he could get high prices for 

you, and supply your places with common cheap hands at half 
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the money?” 

“Case we gals won’ go! Da been mo’n a dozen plantehs heah 

lookin’ at us, an’ want to buy us foh house keepehs, an’ we 

wont go; we die fus!” said Susan with a shudder. 

“Yes,” repeated Nancy, with equal emotion, “we die fus!”  

“How can you prevent it, girls; won’t your master sell you 

against your will?” 

“Yes, sir, he would, but da plantehs da don’t want us widout 

we willin’ to go.” (78) 

Here, Blake is well aware of the market economy of slave sales, implying his 

concern about sexual exploitation of the slave girls by white male planters. 

As the female slaves state, they would rather work in the cotton fields than 

the gin “Case den da would’n be so many ole wite plantehs come an’ look at 

us, like we was show!” (77): the female slaves acknowledge the white male 

gaze and the potential danger of sexual exploitation.  

 Interestingly, Delany uses the logic of the slave market in order to 

suggest a method of resistance to the female slaves. Blake asks how the slave 

girls can remain in the plantation, and the girls respond that they are not sold 

against their “will.” Their response implies that the reluctance on their part, 

or the unwillingness to comply with the desires of the buyers—the white 
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“plantehs”—reduces their value, thus obstructing a bargain. According to 

their logic, if a female slave is adamant and outspoken about their resistance 

to a sale—and thus protecting their chastity—then it is possible to avoid 

sexual advances from the white masters. Blake’s farewell further presses on 

the agency of the enslaved in resistance to sexual violence: “One word more, 

and I’ll leave you. Every one of you as you have so praiseworthily concluded, 

die before surrendering to such base purposes as that for which this man 

holds you wishes to dispose of you” (79). Blake advises the female slaves to 

choose death in the face of rape, sexual exploitation, or any transgression 

that violates their bodies. In the lives of slave women wherein the constant 

threat of sexual violence and abjection is a corporeal reality, the choice 

between life or death stands as more than a mere rhetorical question. If, as 

Blake (and Delany) fears, slave women do not choose death “before 

surrendering to such base purposes” (79), they become victims of sexual 

violence or concubines to the white masters.   

 This particular exchange underlines how the female slaves are 

constantly threatened by sexual violence because of their commodification in 

the slave market. Thus, Blake’s logic of resistance, to use the market 

economy to devalue the sales, evokes the interstitial position of the female 

slaves—of which I have discussed in the previous chapter in regards to the 
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sales of “fancy girls.” Specifically, concubinage bought through the slave 

market confounds the divide between the public sector of the marketplace 

and the private sector of sex and domesticity. If Clotel exposes how the 

racialized notion of white domesticity supports the disenfranchisement of 

black slaves, especially through the delegitimizing black marriage, Blake 

suggests that a domestic order can transform the interstitial female bodies 

into respectable womanhood. The bourgeois domestic order that necessitates 

the separation between the market and the family is imperative to the self-

preservation of black female bodies, and more importantly, the making of 

black female subjectivities.   

 

The Political Significance of Marriage 

Through the characterization of Blake as a patriarchal figure, the novel 

suggests that the bourgeois domestic order that separates the private and 

public sphere is an ideal model for the female slaves to survive and 

ultimately further achieve their freedom. In this regard, Delany’s politics is 

grounded in a gender specific bourgeois order. Delany’s retention for the 

bourgeois domestic order in the novel should be understood as a 

countermeasure to the racially conditioned prehistory of black sexuality 

under the institution of slavery. The consistent attention to the vulnerability 
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of black women within the novel reveals Delany’s understanding of the 

fundamental difference in the racialized construction of female sexuality due 

to the slave economy. Saidiya Hartman argues that black female sexuality 

was constructed within the economy of slavery through a process of violence, 

negation, and submission: on the one hand, they are deemed as excessively 

sexual being thus any sexual violence towards them are not considered as 

rape, while on the other hand their bodies are chattel so they are subject to 

every advance, purchase, or exchange solicited by their white masters. While 

the lack of legal protection and self-preservation exacerbates the 

vulnerability of the black female slaves in the face of sexual violence, their 

violated bodies are articulated into an ideological binary of female sexuality: 

the hypersexualized black female body stands in contrast with the white 

female chaste body.  

 Delany attempts to resist the dominant notions of black female 

sexuality by depicting black female chastity and respectability. Delany 

displays a political and literary strategy of asserting citizenship by 

incorporating middle-class gender roles and by imagining black domesticity 

through black female chastity. In this vein, Delany’s political strategy is to 

use established institutions, such as marriage, and middle-class values, such 

as respectability and chastity, to rewrite the trajectory of black slave lives 
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and ultimately present a blueprint for citizenship. Particularly, in part Ⅱ of 

the novel, Delany sets the blueprint into motion, placing marriage and 

domesticity as an important foundation to the coalition of a budding new 

pan-African community.  

 By setting the latter part of the novel in Cuba, Delany underlines the 

transnational dimension of slavery wherein the territorial conflict between 

Spanish imperialism and American expansion factors into the political 

struggle for the enslaved and free blacks to find their freedom. The first half 

and the latter half of the narrative is connected by the implication of the 

reopening of the slave trade between Cuba and the U.S., which was a 

controversial political issue of the early 1850s. The novel begins with the 

presidential election of 1852 as a historical backdrop, alluding to Franklin 

Pierce whose promise as the presidential candidate was to annex Cuba as a 

slave-holding state.28 The ship “Merchantman” that appears in the first 

chapter, which is the subject of a clandestine meeting among Americans and 

Cubans, reappears in the latter part of the novel as being used in an illegal 

slave trade accordingly to the meeting in the first chapter. The allusion to the 

actual presidential election enables the novel to engage in a direct dialogue 

                                           
28 Jeffory Clymer’s study provides historical background to the politics of the novel. 
See “Martin Delany’s Blake and the Transnational Politics of Property,” 709-31. 
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with current events, and furthermore, underscores the ever present threat of 

the illegal slave trade and its possibility to reenter American policies.  

 To this problem, Delany suggests a solution by incorporating a 

sentimental anecdote that appears in the narrative as an episodic event. 

Delany’s investment in the morality of domestic space emphasizes the role of 

womanhood and motherhood as a source of political reform. In an episode in 

Part Ⅱ, Delany transforms the character of Eva in Uncle Tom’s Cabin into a 

‘mulatta’ daughter to Draco, a Portuguese slave trader who operates in the 

Gulf of Guinea. Angelina, bearing her namesake, becomes a sacrificial figure 

that influences her father to quit the slave trade. In chapter 49, titled “The 

Slave Factory,” Angelina witnesses the torture and branding of slaves that are 

to be newly shipped on the “Vulture,” the vessel previously known as the 

“Merchantman” in part Ⅰ. At the “sound and smell like that of broiling and 

scorched flesh,” Angelina falls into a feverish state (217); to which Draco 

reacts by promising “never again to traffic in human beings” (220). Having 

been oblivious of the fact that the wealth she enjoys had been built upon the 

slave trade, Angelina’s fever is afflicted upon her when she learns that the 

slaves are being tortured for their labor, and that they are the same race as 

her mother’s: “O, ‘tis my mother’s race and not his! Yes, ‘tis my blood and 

not his [her father’s]!” (219). Angelina’s realization that her African lineage 
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is subject to slavery enables her to identify with her mother, not because they 

are both women but because they are both black women. Now, as Angelina 

has witnessed the horrors of slavery, she also identifies with her mother—

who is constantly agonized by the fact that her husband “amassed a princely 

fortune” by trafficking slaves (212)—as she tells her “[but] you it is who 

feels as never woman felt, and none to pity” (219). Ultimately, Angelina’s 

acknowledgement of the violence that threatens black female subjectivity 

culminates in a feverish spell, which in turn becomes the source of Draco’s 

moral awakening. The episode of Zorina and Angelina intertwines the 

history of black female sexuality and its implication in the transnational 

slave trade. Delany mobilizes the morality of the black female characters into 

a sentimental anecdote that affectively brings political change. In this regard, 

he broadens the spectrum of sentimental abolitionism onto the international 

stage to argue for a more fundamental effort to end slavery through a pan-

African frame.  

 The novel imbues moral values to the black female characters and 

makes them the source of political change. This reflects the gendered 

structure of the domestic order that Delany tries to incorporate in his political 

project of a black nationhood. The black female characters, albeit in a limited 

capacity within the confines of a domestic order, exert their influence by 
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being the motivation of moral and political change for the male characters. 

This structure is at the crux of Blake’s initial plot to revolt against Colonel 

Franks. To the impropriety of Colonel Franks’s sexual advances, the narrator 

states that “Maggie was true to her womanhood, and loyal to her mistress 

having more than once communicated to her ears facts the sounds of which 

reflected no credit in his” (8). The narrator implies that Maggie’s virtue is 

twofold—one is her chastity in resisting Colonel Franks’s advances, and 

second is her loyalty to her mistress. The characterization of Maggie can be 

seen as Delany’s attempt to align her with typical nineteenth-century literary 

female characters of virtue whose morality is conflated with chastity. In this 

grain, the characterization of Maggie, and the depiction of black female 

chastity, is a direct revision of the notion of black hypersexuality that was 

prevalently disseminated through the slave economy. Furthermore, Maggie’s 

resistance motivates and justifies Blake’s disobedience against the Colonel, 

and ultimately his plot for a violent slave revolt.  

 In a sense, the novel is about Henry Blake/Henrico Blacus’s 

recovery of his lineage. The lost son of Cuba eventually returns to his native 

home, to his original family and wealth, and to his rightful birth place. In 

Blake’s brief account of his past, Blake explains how he was tricked into 

boarding a slave ship, under the pretense that he would become an apprentice 
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on a Spanish man-of-war (193-94). Once he steps out of the Cuban national 

borders, his citizenship becomes nonexistent—although he claims his 

belonging to Cuba as being “the lost son,” the transatlantic slave trade strips 

away his lineage, inheritance, and kinship. Thus, when Blake goes to Cuba in 

search of Maggie, it is narrated as a story of a lost son returning to his 

rightful place and to his inheritance. The reinstatement of Blake’s status as 

“Henrico Blacus” becomes an important plot point in the latter part of the 

novel; and once his identity is revealed and he becomes the central leader of 

the black community in the Cuban haciendas, Blake and his family disappear 

from the main plot, suggesting that his role as a leader has been fulfilled and 

that his legitimacy as black leader has been accomplished. By deploying a 

patriarchal order in the foundation of the black community, Delany counters 

and revises the colonization plot of George Harris in Uncle Tom’s Cabin. 

Given the fact that the latter part of the novel was supposedly written 

afterwards the first part, and had been revised after Delany’s expedition in 

search of an emigration site, Delany self-consciously might have inserted the 

background story of Blake in order to justify Blake’s settlement in Cuba 

against the possible charges towards the novel that it too supports the idea of 

colonization.  

 More importantly, the recovery of his inheritance reinstates Blake in 
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a patronymic genealogy that was discontinued once he got kidnapped into 

slavery. In the introduction, I have briefly discussed Hortense Spillers’s work 

on the ideological process of erasing the heritage and genealogy of slaves in 

order to transform them into dehumanized chattel. The exclusion from the 

patronymic order not only erased the slaves from history, but it also negated 

the subjectivities of black female slaves who could not produce legitimate 

heirs. In this grain, Clotel tracks how this ideological process is utilized in 

defining a national genealogy that negates black citizenship. In Blake, 

Delany counteracts the ideology of white patronymic genealogy by 

rectifying a black patriarchal order. The fear of concubinage, as expressed by 

Placido’s wife Ambrosina, then, does not only reveal the fear of sexual 

violence, but also the acknowledgment of the precariousness of the black 

female body in the context of a patronymic order. Towards the end of the 

novel, Ambrosina is accosted by a shop owner, resulting in an altercation 

wherein Ambrosina’s dress is torn, exposing her body. Ambrosina’s lament 

over the violent incident becomes a war-cry for her fellow blacks to spring 

into revolt. 

“One thing I do know, if our men do not decide on something 

in our favor, they will soon be called to look upon us in a state 

of concubinage; for such treatment as this will force every 
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weak-minded woman to place herself under the care of those 

who are able to protect them from personal abuse. If they have 

no men of their associations who can, they must find those 

who will!—O, my God, the thought is enough to drive me 

distracted—I’ll destroy myself first!” said Ambrosina, 

startling every person present. 

“You speak rationally, my child, regarding yourself, that is 

just what white men desire to do, drive colored women as a 

necessity to seek their protection that they may become 

subjects of their lust. Do you die first before thinking of such 

a thing: and let what might come, before yielding to such 

degradation as that I would be one of the first to aid in laying 

the city in ashes!” replied the mother. (313) 

Ambrosina’s outburst for a death wish, and her mother’s admonishment to 

seek death before becoming subject to the lust of white men, convey the self-

awareness of the state of concubinage which is equated with degradation, 

social death, namelessness, and ultimately erasure.  

 The novel constantly expresses the anxiety over concubinage as a 

state of social death, and it is repeatedly narrated by the proclamation for a 

death wish by the female characters, both in part Ⅰ by the female slaves Blake 
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encounters in the South and in part Ⅱ in Cuba. Delany’s choice in 

emphasizing the will to death is strategic: his adamant insistence of chastity 

and modesty of the slave women serve as a vanguard against concubinage 

and sexual exploitation that equates with social death. In Delany’s view, and 

within the ideology of true womanhood of nineteenth-century America, the 

choice for women is either disgrace or death. The narrative obsessively 

emphasizes morality and modesty because that is seemingly the only and 

sure way to elevate the status and prove the respectability of slave women. 

However, the binary between life and death takes on different political 

meaning when it is inflected by gender. In a politically charged scene which 

marks Blake’s political leadership in the black community of Cuba, Blake 

incites the binary of liberty and death when he addresses the crowd in Cuba 

to ignite revolutionary fervor, which echoes the well-known political rhetoric 

of Patrick Henry, “Give me liberty or give me death,” in Revolutionary 

America. 

“What say you, brethren, shall we rise against our oppressors 

and strike for liberty, or will we remain in degradation and 

bondage, entailing upon unborn millions of our progeny the 

insufferable miseries which our fathers endured and 

bequeathed to us?” 
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“Liberty! Liberty or death!” was the frantic response of every 

voice. (287) 

By alluding to the famous phrase of the American Revolution, Delany 

locates Blake’s insurrection as a legitimate heir to the spirit of the Revolution. 

However, the contrast between the political activism of Blake and the sexual 

vulnerability of the slave women creates a gendered difference in the 

political binary between life/liberty and death. If, in the masculine rhetoric of 

Blake, liberty is the alternative of death, the female slaves are positioned to 

choose death or social death.29 In the lives of slave women wherein the 

constant threat of sexual violence and abjection is a corporeal reality, the 

choice between liberty or death cannot be a mere rhetorical question. If, as 

Blake (and Delany) fears, slave women do not choose death “before 

surrendering to such base purposes” (79), they become victims of sexual 

violence, or worse, concubinage which, in Blake’s patrilineal world view, 

                                           
29 On Patrick Henry’s proclamation of “liberty or death,” Russ Castronovo argues 
that this political rhetoric assumes a universal, non-ideological notion of freedom 
when in reality, this choice between freedom and death is only designated to the 
privileged white males (Necro Citizenship 26-61). Freedom becomes a specific right 
monopolized by a certain portion of the American population, only because there 
are the others who lack that freedom: “Targeted by the social/sexual/racial contract, 
the slave wife, as shorthand for historically abjected populations, materializes the 
institutional and corporeal encumbrances from which white male freedom divorced 
itself. The social death of these other bodies leaves the citizen free” (Necro 
Citizenship 44). As Castronovo’s observation draws a contrast between the enslaved 
blacks and free whites, it overlooks the dimension of gender that is introduced in 
Blake’s appropriation of the political rhetoric. 
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equates to social death. 

 Then how do the sexualized black female subjects become a part of 

the black community as political subjectivities? The novel, as it puts much 

emphasis on Blake’s position as a patriarchal leader, suggests that black 

female subjectivity is achieved by finding its place in a black patriarchal 

order. Blake’s reinstating his official place in the newly founded community, 

thusly, is depicted as a way of elevating Maggie’s status. Throughout the 

novel, the narrator pointedly refers to Maggie as Blake’s ‘wife,’ even though 

their marital bond is not legally recognized: “His affection for wife and child 

was not excelled by Colonel Franks’s for his” (17). Under the corrupt 

patriarchal order of Colonel Franks, however, not only is Maggie exposed to 

the danger of sexual violence but her status as Blake’s “wife” is negated. 

After Maggie is rejoined with Blake, as Placido informs Maggie, the status 

of her womanhood is elevated and integrated into the public sphere of the 

black community via the patriarchal agency of her husband.  

“You must remember that there’s a great difference between 

Franks’s slaves and General Blake and wife. As the former, 

you were irresponsible, the latter responsible; that was a life 

of trouble and sorrow, this of care and pleasure. One shuns 

adventure, the other seeks it; the slave feels an issue, and the 
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freeman makes it. A slave must have somebody to care for 

him; a freeman must care for himself and others. The position 

of a man carries his wife with him; so when he is degraded, 

she is also, because she cannot rise about his level; but when 

he is elevated, so is she also; hence, the wife of Henry the 

slave was Maggie the slave; but the wife of Mr. Henry Blake 

will be Mrs. Maggie Blake; and the wife of General Blake 

will be Mrs. General Blake.” (242) 

The recognition of her marriage not only protects her from white male sexual 

violence and the vagaries of the slave market, she achieves freedom through 

her husband. It is quite clear that in Placido’s binary of slave and “freeman,” 

he is thinking in gender specific terms. The ‘man’ in “freeman” is not gender 

neutral but exclusively male. Thus, when a (male) slave becomes 

emancipated he is responsible for both himself and his kin. Placido’s speech 

confirms that the notion of freedom and civic responsibility apply to male 

citizenship. Black females achieve citizenship and freedom second-

handedly—the female (black) body must remain inside the patriarchal order. 

 In chapter 66, amongst the heightening tension of racial conflict in 

Cuba and the growing fear of the whites regarding black insurrection, two 

marriages take place. The narrator states, “the consummation of conjugal 
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union is the best security for political reasons, and he who is incapable of 

negotiating to promote his own personal requirements might not be 

trustworthy as the agent of another’s interest; and the fitness for individuals 

for positions of public import, may not be misjudged by their doings in the 

private affairs of life” (275). The marriage between Gofer Gondelier and 

Abyssa Soudan, General Juan Montego and Madame Cordora are arranged 

to “remedy” the class division among the blacks in Cuba (276). Also, as the 

narrator implies, marriage is an indication of character fit for leadership “as 

the agent of another’s interest.” The narrator suggests that private matters, 

such as marriage, are an important foundation of public character—marriage 

bridges the division of private and public. Here, we see how Delany 

emphasizes the importance of marriage as a foundation to citizenship. By 

welding the individuals into a contract of marriage, the individuals become a 

part of a bigger politic body.  

 However, as the novel is left unfinished, the black coalition 

established upon black domesticity does not culminate in an uprising. 

Towards the conclusion of the novel, the narrative oscillates between a sense 

of solidarity among the conspirators of the racial revolt and a sense of 

anxiety. In the last chapter of the novel, titled “American Tyranny—

Oppression of Negroes,” tension among the creoles, slaves, and the 
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Americans escalate, ending abruptly with Gofer Gondolier’s ominous last 

words: “Woe be unto those devils of whites, I say!” (313) The perpetuation 

of violence towards black female bodies is still unresolved, revealing the 

precariousness of the black community. If the novel had been left 

intentionally unfinished, I suggest that it reveals Delany’s self-awareness of 

the incommensurability between the reality of sexual violence and the 

fantasy of resolving one kind of violence through another kind violence. Is 

the insistence on physical revolt a plausible suggestion to be applied in 

reality or is it an enactment of political agency in the fictional space? If the 

black community Delany envisions is based upon a patriarchal order of 

domesticity in order to protect black female vulnerability against white male 

violence, is the usage of violent means justified? If the black female slaves 

are constantly threatened by violence, wouldn’t the violence of the slave 

revolt continue to put the black female slaves in danger? Is it possible for 

black female slaves to formulate their subjectivity outside of the confines of 

a black patriarchal order? The novel raises these questions as it ends abruptly, 

as the security of the black female slaves and the future of the black 

community are left undecided in an ominous tone.  
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CHAPTER THREE 

 

The Making of Respectable Black Domesticity in Frank J. Webb’s The 

Garies and Their Friends  

 

 In both Clotel and Blake, the eponymous protagonists are in search 

for their family members torn apart by slavery. Their constant movement—

both voluntary and involuntary—to recover their families is intertwined with 

their search for freedom and citizenship in the slave-holding republic. 

However, as Clotel’s daughter finds freedom in a foreign country, and Blake 

founds a black community in Cuba, both novels suggest that securing 

freedom and full citizenship are, more or less, impossible in antebellum 

America. Frank J. Webb’s The Garies and Their Friends, in this regard, is an 

important novel in that it depicts an established black community and the 

lives of black families in the antebellum North.30 

                                           
30 Compared with the other writers, the biographical information about Frank J. 
Webb is relatively scarce. One significant fact about his life is that his wife, Mary 
Webb, regularly performed dramatic readings of Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle 
Tom’s Cabin. His wife’s ties supposedly introduced him to Stowe and thus secured 
the preface by both Stowe herself and the activist and English nobleman Lord 
Brougham. On the biographical background of Webb, see Rosemary F. Crockett’s 
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 Out of the four novels, The Garies is the most conventional 

concerning novel form. Webb writes the novel in a mode that follows the 

tradition of the domestic novel. Although the form itself is conventional, the 

subject matter and the characters would have been very new to the 

contemporary readers. The novel centers on the domestic lives of the black 

families in Philadelphia, and more significantly, it depicts the domestic 

spaces of the black community—to this point, The Garies and Their Friends 

can be considered as a “black domestic novel.” Especially, in contrast with 

the other three novels, the characters in the novel actually own their own 

domestic spaces. Furthermore, acts of everyday domestic life such as sending 

their children to school, working for wages, owning property, and 

maintaining the household are expressed as ways of enjoying their freedom 

as blacks in the North.   

 In the preface to the novel, Harriet Beecher Stowe uses the word 

“peculiar” several times to describe the Northern black community in 

Philadelphia: “In this city they [the escaping fugitives or emancipated slaves] 

form a large class—have increased in numbers, wealth, and standing—they 

constitute a peculiar society of their own, presenting many social 

                                                                                                            
“Frank J. Webb: The Shift to Color Discrimination” and Eric Gardner’s “‘A 
Gentleman of Superior Cultivation and Refinement’: Recovering the Biography of 
Frank J. Webb.” 
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peculiarities worthy of interest and attention” (25). In a similar grain, W.E.B. 

DuBois calls Philadelphia and its distinctive history of African Americans 

“the experiment of Pennsylvania,” meaning that the city’s gradual yet early 

implementation of emancipation, and prominent yet divisive efforts for an 

independent black society were indicative of what would happen on a 

national scale after the Emancipation (The Phildelphia Negro, 21). Although 

Stowe does not specify what she finds “peculiar” in the North, it is implied 

that the “peculiarity” of the North is not detached from Southern slavery, as 

she uses the word “peculiar” in allusion to the phrase “peculiar institution” 

which was widely used in the nineteenth century to describe Southern 

slavery.31 Stowe draws a connection between the North and South, 

especially when she states that the historical race riots of the North and its 

mob violence was “stimulated” by “Southern influence” (26). Stowe’s notion 

of the peculiarity of the North underlines the novelty of the social problems 

                                           
31 The term has been circulated throughout the nineteenth century, especially after 
John C. Calhoun’s coinage in his letter to argue the nullification of federal tariffs in 
order to boost the Southern economy in the early 1830s: “I consider the Tariff, but 
as the occasion, rather than the real cause of the present unhappy state of things. 
The truth can no longer be disguised, that the peculiar domestick institutions of the 
Southern States, and the consequent direction which that and her soil and climate 
have given to her industry, has placed them in regard to taxation and appropriation 
in opposite relation to the majority of the Union.” Calhoun’s constitutional 
argument for nullification can be seen as a protective measure against the federal 
government that would impede upon the rights of slave-holding states. On the 
nullification crisis, The Unfinished Nation, 219-221.    
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occurring in the shifting terrains of the urban North, or as Stowe puts it, “on 

the frontier between free and slave territory” (25). The racial problems that 

occur in the North are not wholly dissociated from slavery, yet they reflect 

the changing socio-economical conditions of the free North that shape the 

newly forming class of freed blacks.  

 The “many social peculiarities” the Garies and the Ellises encounter 

arise from this condition of the North where the status of free blacks lies in 

an anomalous place within the social structure—not fully equal in terms of 

political rights and yet free in contrast with the enslaved in the South. The 

racism in the North, although it does not take the form of enslavement like in 

the South, is as much as institutionally operated, psychologically damaging; 

and ultimately it culminates in a devastating race riot. While the novel 

meticulously illustrates how the racism in the North is articulated through a 

process of racializing class consciousness, Webb’s interest is not placed in 

finding ways to eradicate the racism in the North; rather, more importantly, 

Webb asks: how do the free blacks live their daily lives against racial 

animosity? How do they maintain their respectability and their domestic 

lives in the face of degradation and how do the free blacks negotiate their 

racial identity with citizenship? 

 The political significance Webb instills in domestic life and 
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domesticity is expressed through the form of the domestic novel. In this 

regard, Webb’s novel anticipates what Claudia Tate has identified in post-

bellum domestic novels written by black female writers. Tate argues that the 

political desire for citizenship and racial equality of the newly emancipated 

blacks was reflected in the novels about domesticity and marriage (14). 

Webb also writes about the political desire of black citizenship through the 

struggles the black families endure in the antebellum North, and examines 

the significance of domesticity in its role in building a black community and 

affirming a positive racial identity.32 The novel contrasts the different racial 

makeup of the families through their family chronology and how it 

respectively affect their paths that lead to adulthood and citizenship.  

 

                                           
32 Other critics have also recognized the significance of the depiction of 
domesticity that informs the generic character of Webb’s novel. For instance, 
Werner Sollors calls the novel “a good nineteenth-century black bourgeois novel” 
(African American Writing 44), and Samuel Otter categorizes the novel as a part of 
the “novels of racial manners” written by women writers such as Frances E. W. 
Harper and Pauline Hopkins (“Still Life” 729). However, this aspect of the novel 
also was the reason it had been critically neglected. Michael Borgstrom observes, 
the “critical neglect of The Garies thus appears related to ongoing assumptions 
about ‘authentic’ African American literature, particularly insofar as such 
authenticity for black male authors is often implicitly defined as stylistically 
brusque and markedly unsentimental” (39). This chapter follows the critics such as 
Sollors and Otter who read the significance of the domestic novel form in the 
articulation of political advancement. On the early critical history of the novel, see 
Michael Borgstrom 37-39, Samuel Otter, Philadelphia Stories 227, Jeffory Clymer, 
162 24n. 
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The Peculiar Garies and their Respectable Friends 

The novel begins with the introduction of the Garies and their Southern 

home in Savannah, Georgia. The narrative intentionally withholds the fact 

that the “rich Southern planter” and the “Southern matron,” the Garies, were 

formally master and slave, revealing their past two paragraphs later. The 

paced narration plays with reader expectations by toying with the general 

image of the “Southern matron.” It is further elaborated that the “Southern 

matron” was actually purchased by Mr. Garie for “two thousand dollars” 

who was “captivated by her beauty” (32). Mrs. Garie’s “marked beauty,” 

“gloriously dark eyes,” and “fine profile and perfectly moulded form” are 

illustrated in the context of the luxurious and decadent atmosphere of the 

Southern plantation. The juxtaposition of Mrs. Garie and the detailed 

description of the dining table filled with “ripe strawberries,” “geeche limes 

almost drowned in their own rich syrup,” “a dish of peaches preserved in 

brandy,” “a silver basket filled with a variety of cakes” point to the excessive 

wealth of the Southern plantation, controlled by the patriarch Mr. Garie—

Mrs. Garie becomes one of the many extravagant purchases that have made 

Mr. Garie the “envy of all the young bucks in the neighborhood who had 

competed with him at the sale” (32).  

 As the opening chapter is titled “In which the reader is introduced to 
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a family of peculiar construction,” the narrative subtly draws the Garie 

family in a critical light. Alluding to the “peculiar institution,” the narrative 

underscores that the Garie family is a product of the “peculiar” institution of 

slavery, and specifically the product of the sexual exploitation that is part of 

the slave economy. In contrast with the seemingly idyllic surroundings of the 

Southern plantation, the Garies family is depicted ominously as Emily is in a 

constant state of “gloom” (37, 83) for she acknowledges the threat of the 

possible dissolution of their family due to the slave status of herself and her 

children: “If anything would happen that you should be taken away suddenly, 

think what would be our fate. Heirs would spring up from somewhere, and 

we might be sold and separated for ever. Respecting myself I might be 

indifferent, but regarding the children I cannot feel so” (83). Emily’s status 

as Mr. Garie’s “wife,” as she is aware, is precarious in that it does not have 

any legal binding. The novel sheds irony on the “peculiarity” of “Mrs.” Garie 

who is merely emulating the position of a “Southern matron.” While the 

narrator repeatedly describes Emily as “Mrs. Garie” since the first chapter, 

the narrator also states that “To Emily Winston we have always accorded the 

title of Mrs. Garie; whilst, in reality she had no legal claim to it whatever” in 

the beginning of the chapter thirteen wherein Mr. and Mrs. Garie finally 

legalize their marriage in Philadelphia. Then, the peculiarity of the domestic 
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space of the Garies, as evidenced in the contradictory position of Emily/Mrs. 

Garie, resides in the fact that it fails to distinguish itself from the marketplace 

of the slave economy. 

 The critical stance towards the Garies echoes what Gillian Brown 

has observed in the domestic economy of Southern slavery. Brown argues 

that “Slavery disregards this opposition between the family at home and the 

exterior workplace,” and so slavery fails to define “the home as a peaceful 

order in contrast to the disorder and fluctuations occasioned by competitive 

economic activity in the marketplace” (15). In The Garies, the peculiarity of 

the Garie household not only follows the failure of Southern slave-holding 

domesticity, but also becomes the object contempt in the North. In an attempt 

to dissuade Mr. Garie from moving to the North, Uncle John tells Mr. Garie:  

As long as you live here in Georgia you can sustain your 

present connection with impunity, and if you should ever want 

to break it off, you could do so by sending her and the 

children away; it would be no more than other men have done, 

and are doing every day. (129)  

Uncle John points to two facts: one is that concubinage, or keeping a 

“mulatto mistress” is a common practice under the economy of Southern 

slavery, and sending them away, or more specifically, reselling them into the 
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slave market is a viable option for a slave-owner. Uncle John’s comment 

reminds us of Clotel and her daughters who were also abandoned by their 

masters/“husbands” and sold into slavery. Both Brown and Webb 

acknowledge the sexual exploitation that is embedded in the institution of 

Southern slavery. What makes Emily’s story different from Clotel’s is that 

she tries and succeeds in persuading her master/“husband” to legitimize their 

marriage. Which brings us to the second point Uncle John tries to make, 

which is that in the North, as Uncle John adds, the nature of their union 

“becomes a different thing.” For if in the South, the distinction between 

Emily as property and Emily as wife is muddied, and the customs of the 

South allows this muddiness, the North follows a domestic order that would 

necessitate the distinction between property and wife.  

 Uncle John adds that should they move to the North, Mr. Garie’s 

“connection with Emily will inevitably become a matter of notoriety,” and 

that he “can’t see the propriety of [Mr. Garie’s] making a shipwreck of [his] 

whole life on her account” (129); but what specifically is the source of the 

“notoriety” Uncle John speaks of? The fact that Mr. Garie had purchased her 

for the purpose of sexual exploitation? That Emily is a slave? Or that she is 

black? Or perhaps, all of the above? Between Uncle John’s self-awareness 

about the “notoriety” of their union and the narrator’s usage of the word 
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“peculiarity” of the Garies, the novel implies that the Garies’s past of slavery, 

and specifically the nature of their union, is subject to moral scrutiny. A 

moral line is drawn as a difference between the North and the South, 

especially in the contrast between the Garies and the Ellises. If the Garies are 

conditioned by the “peculiarity” of the South, the Ellis family, in contrast, 

embody the industriousness of the working-class North. The Ellis family 

represents the newly established class of free blacks in the North—the 

former slaves are now Mr. and Mrs. Ellis who are “at the head of a highly 

respectable and industrious coloured family” (46).  

 The word “respectable,” or the notion of “respectability,” was “a 

codeword for middle-class virtues” in antebellum Northern culture, 

according to Patrick Rael (201). Rael explains that antebellum Northerners 

“rarely contested the value of respectability; secure in this, they contested 

instead the qualities that made one respectable” (201).33 If the Ellis family 

was, in contrast to the “peculiar” Garies, representative of the “respectability” 

of the free blacks of the North, their traits would include diligence and 

                                           
33 Patrick Rael argues that among the northeastern black elites, the notion of 
“respectability” was used as an ideological tool to promote self-governance and 
individual cultivation to argue racial equality. This strategy was to ultimately undo 
the prejudicial notions of the inferiority of the blacks, and to change the public 
sentiment among the general public that equated degradation with blackness. See 
chapter 5, “Slaves to a Wicked Public Sentiment: Black Respectability and the 
Response to Prejudice.”  
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economic independence. Mr. Ellis works as a carpenter and mechanic, Mrs. 

Ellis works as a seamstress with the help of her daughters. The Ellis family 

establishes themselves as an independent economic unit; and particularly, 

unlike the Garies who depend on wealth generated by Southern slavery, their 

relative poverty brings out a vigorous energy that fuels their diligence and 

solidarity. Furthermore, they have succeeded in owning their own domestic 

space as Mr. Ellis proudly announces “with an air of satisfaction; “house, 

ground, and all, bought and paid for since I settled here” (77).  

 The novel depicts how the Ellis family members have become a part 

of a black civic society through economic and cultural activities. By making 

wages, owning property, and educating their children, the Ellis family 

participate in the Northern community as aspiring citizens. Mr. Ellis has his 

own office space with a plaque with his name on it written “Charles Ellis, 

carpenter and joiner” (71), and is a member of the local black church (48). In 

contrast with Emily Garie, the “Southern matron,” the Ellis women are 

constantly working; the daughters not only help their mother’s work but also 

attend lectures held in the “library company’s room” which is “entirely 

composed of people of colour” (76). The narrator emphasizes that the Ellis 

family are members of a “pleasant social circle” of blacks Americans (85).  

 By establishing the respectability of the Ellis family, the novel writes 
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against the contemporaneous cultural misrepresentations of the free blacks 

who aspire to achieve racial equality and citizenship. The efforts for 

economic independence and elevation among the free African American 

community met constant ridicule and racist stigmatization through cultural 

representations circulated by the white press. For instance, cartoonist Edward 

Clay published a series of satirical etchings titled “Life in Philadelphia” in 

the 1820s which gained popularity throughout the 1830s and 1840s. As 

Samuel Otter notes, the series of Clay’s etchings depicted well-dressed 

African American men and women as caricatured figures who emulate but 

fail to achieve respectability and refinement of the white middle-class: “His 

African American figures attempt to wear the clothes, strike the poses, and 

speak the language of a white rising class, yet their efforts fall short, and this 

gap becomes the space of ridicule” (Philadelphia Stories 82). Given the 

popularity of Clay’s work, Webb would have been aware of its cultural 

impact on the perception of blackness. The political strategy the novel takes, 

then, is to work against the public opinion by representing a hard-working 

black family that follows the ideals of respectability. The positive affirmation 

of blackness counters the derogatory images of the aspiring free blacks and 

bridges the gap between blackness and respectability.   

 Through the contrast between the peculiarity of the Garies and the 
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respectability of the Ellises, the novel brings both the domestic economy of 

Southern slavery and the notion of Northern respectability into question. The 

novel dispels the moral superiority of the North which it contends to have 

over the slave-holding South by exposing its hypocrisy and pervasive racism. 

Although the Ellis family has seemed to adapt the Northern bourgeois norms 

of society through their independence and economic stability, their freedom 

and rights are curtailed by the Northern racist codes of Jim Crow. Their entry 

into the public sphere is constantly circumscribed by their racial identity, 

reminding them of their marginalized status in the Northern city. For instance, 

Mrs. Ellis complains of the Jim Crow codes that prohibit her from using 

public transit on her way to work: “How provoking it is to think, that 

because persons are coloured they are not permitted to ride in the omnibuses 

or other public conveyances! I do hope I shall live to see the time when we 

shall be treated as civilized creatures should be” (94). Mrs. Ellis’s choice of 

words is interesting in that it echoes the narrator’s mention of respectability. 

In Mrs. Ellis’s indignation, she criticizes the logic of Jim Crow that equates 

blackness with degradation, and points out that Jim Crow laws fail to 

recognize their civility and thus does not treat them as the respectable people 

they are.  

 Mrs. Ellis’s outcry against the Jim Crow law touches upon an 
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ideological dimension of the institutional racism that is enforced through the 

segregational codes of the North. The Jim Crow laws not only police racial 

boundaries through physical demarcation, but also attach a stigmatization to 

blackness. The notion of blackness as the sign of degradation works as an 

ideological tool that ignites the racial enmity towards the free black 

community. When Mr. Stevens hatches his scheme to create a mob and direct 

violence towards the black neighborhood in the city in order to drive the 

blacks out and buy their properties, he tries to aggravate “a very strong 

feeling that exists in the community against the Abolitionists” (196) by 

printing “carefully concocted appeals to the passions of the rabble” (209) in 

local papers.  

Leading articles daily appeared in the public journals 

(particularly those that circulated amongst the lowest classes), 

in which the negroes were denounced, in the strongest terms. 

It was averred that their insolence, since the commencement 

of the abolition agitation, had become unbearable; and from 

many quarters was suggested the absolute necessity for 

inflicting some general chastisement, to convince them that 

they were still negroes, and to teach them to remain in their 

proper place in the body politic. (204) 
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By describing racial enmity as a “feeling” or as “passions of the rabble,” the 

novel depicts racist prejudice as unruly, unorderly, and irrational. Stevens’s 

plan turns out to be effective as he mobilizes the Irish American community 

into a furious mob that loses control immediately. What is more, the local 

police are deliberately negligent to the impending violence: when Mr. 

Walters asks the mayor to reinforce police protection, the mayor dismisses 

“the immanent danger as mere rumors” (231). The lack of police protection 

adds on to the immense damage the black community faces. In this sense, 

Webb illustrates the riot as a composite of both institutional racism and 

collective racial enmity, which points to Etienne Balibar’s assessment of 

racism as both “institutional and sociological” (39).  

 If Webb writes against the cultural reproduction of racist images that 

try to ridicule the aspirations of black citizenship by representing a 

respectable household such as the Ellises, he also emphasizes how racism, 

and particularly those with racist tendencies, are not respectable. The main 

antagonist Mr. Stevens is a “pettifogging attorney” with a “rather 

disreputable legal practice” which earns him the nickname “Slippery George” 

(154). When Mr. Stevens is first introduced, the narrator makes it clear that 

he is the villain of the novel through the depiction of his appearances in a 

typical melodramatic style. He has “disagreeable-looking hands” and a 
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disheveled hair style which produces “the effect that would have been 

presented had he been decorated with a pair of horns” (153). In this 

description, the narrative connects the disarray of his appearance with the 

wickedness of his character, marked by his horn-shaped hair. Mr. Stevens is 

associated with disorder and dirtiness, as he works in a “dingy office” that 

has a “moldy disagreeable atmosphere” (192).34 His unhampered penchant 

for greed and speculation goes along with the chaos he is associated with; 

and his racial hatred is expressed by the profuse use of the n-word, which 

signifies the vulgarity of his character.35  

 In the novel, the white Northerners disparagingly use the word 

“abolitionist” as an umbrella term to target anyone from those who show 

sympathy to blacks, who are close to blacks, or those who actually have anti-

                                           
34 Critics such as Robert Levine and Elizabeth Stockton observe that the character 
of Mr. Stevens stands as an antithesis of self-restraint and civility. Levine connects 
Mr. Stevens’s intolerance with his greed as a sign of lack of self-control: “Webb 
makes clear, though, that similar problems of loss of self-control and social 
deviancy characterize the drunkard and speculator” (357). To Stockton, his 
uncontrolled greed is the indication of “limitless speculation” that jeopardizes the 
civility of northern capitalism (482-83) 
35 Rael notes that in the antebellum North, due to the influence of a bourgeois 
culture of manners and propriety, the “n-word” conveyed a connotation of class 
distinction: “‘Nigger,’ whether actually used by the supposedly ill-bred or merely 
placed in their mouths by bourgeois northerners who constructed their vulgarity for 
them, was becoming a marker of incivility and a lack of refinement—not simply for 
people of African descent but for those who spoke the word as well” (94). Webb 
would have been aware of how the word codifies the lack of respectability and class 
for in the novel it is mostly Stevens, the Irish American working class characters, 
and the unspecified race mob that use the word.  
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slavery sentiment. When Mrs. Stevens threatens the schoolteacher Miss 

Jordan to expel the biracial Emily and Clarence from the school, Miss Jordan 

fears that her reluctance to “eject two children from [her] school,” as she 

feels it “unjust and unchristian,” might associate her with that “terrible word” 

abolitionism (187-88). In the end, she succumbs to Mrs. Stevens’s threats. 

The stigmatization attached to the word “abolitionist” or “abolitionism” 

conveys how the North is detached from the political movement, and how 

the movement lacks political impact and moral respectability among the 

Northern whites. Especially, as seen in the incident of Miss Jordan, the 

association with abolition becomes the source of infamy, or the lack of 

respectability. By illustrating how the word has lost its original meaning and 

has become a malapropism, the novel points out the irony behind the notion 

of Northern moral superiority over the slaveholding South.  

 The disdain towards “abolitionism” and “amalgamation” is voiced 

throughout the novel repeatedly by the white upper-class, indicating a 

general feeling of abhorrence towards miscegenation. This is evidenced in a 

certain Mr. Priestly, whom Mr. Garie mentions briefly, who supports 

deportation:  

He has a holy horror of everything approaching to 

amalgamation; and of all the men I ever met, cherishes the 
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most unchristian prejudice against coloured people. He says, 

the existence of “a gentleman” with African blood in his veins, 

is a moral and physical impossibility, and that by no exertion 

can anything be made of that description of people. He is 

connected with a society for the deportation of free coloured 

people, and thinks they ought to be all sent to Africa, unless 

they are willing to become the property of some good master. 

(34) 

The hyperbolic description of the “holy horror,” again, reveals the 

emotionality behind the disdain of “amalgamation” and how it drives the 

project of black deportation. The anti-amalgamation sentiment Mr. Priestly 

hangs on to reveal a sense of anxiety over the status of free blacks—an 

anxiety that the progress of the free blacks will impede upon his own sense 

of entitlement or superiority. The character of Mr. Priestly reveals that the 

class consciousness of the North is rooted in racial discrimination, and that 

the threat of amalgamation, to the minds of the classed Northerners, was a 

threat to their own social status.36    

                                           
36 Historians have observed the racialization of class that occurred in the 
antebellum, specifically in the free Northeastern cities, which conflated racial 
consciousness with class consciousness. In the process, a fiction of “whiteness” 
would confirm the class boundary that was starting to be drawn in the capitalist 
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 Interestingly, when Stevens tries to persuade McCloskey into 

helping him murder Mr. Garie, he misleadingly says that Mr. Garie is “one of 

those infernal Abolitionists, and one of the very worst kind; he lives with a 

nigger woman—and, what is more, he is married to her!” (208). Of course, 

Mr. Garie is far from an abolitionist, for he “was a Southerner in almost all 

his feelings, and had never had a scruple respecting the ownership of slaves” 

(85). Stevens’s inferring to Mr. Garie as an “abolitionist” highlights the irony, 

and the problematic makeup of his domestic economy as he owns slaves 

while being married to one. As the narrative progresses, the “peculiarity” of 

the Garies makes them the target of antagonism and exposes them to the mob 

violence.   
                                                                                                            
North. David Roediger argues that “the United States, whose citizens were taught 
by their revolutionary victory and republican ideology to expect both political and 
economic independence, became a nation in which, by 1860, roughly half the 
nonslave labor force was dependent on wage labor and subject to new forms of 
capitalist labor discipline” (20). With the rise of capitalist wage labor, alongside 
with the influx of Irish immigrants, and a flourishing free black community, the 
urban North became a dynamic and volatile space. The discontent energy of class 
unrest was frequently projected unto blacks, as “the bondage of Blacks served as a 
touchstone by which dependence and degradation were measured” (20). In 
Roediger’s assessment, the primal need to ‘not be black’ drives the working-class to 
forge their group identity as white—a psychological dimension behind forming a 
racial identity is clearly driven by socio-economical instabilities. Eric Lott also 
identifies the correlation between racial group identity and class consciousness in 
his study of black minstrelsy. He argues that the figure of the Black Dandy was the 
symbol of class anxiety transferred onto an urban free black character: “The black 
dandy literally embodied the amalgamationist threat of abolitionism, and 
allegorically represented the class threat of those who were advocating it; 
amalgamation itself, we might even say, was a partial figuration of class aspiration” 
(138). 
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They had now approached sufficiently near for him to 

understand their cries. “Down with the Abolitionist—down 

with the Abolitionist—down with the Amalgamationist! give 

them tar and feathers!” 

“It’s a mob—and that word Amalgamationist—can it be 

pointed at me? It hardly seems possible; and yet I have a fear 

that there is something wrong.” (250) 

The significance of the word “amalgamationist,” and the degradation 

attached to the word, is totally lost on Mr. Garie when we as readers recall 

that he “had paid two thousand dollars for her, and was the envy of all the 

young bucks in the neighborhood who had competed with him at the sale” 

(32). Mr. Garie shows a lack of self-awareness of the implications of his 

contradictory position in a racial economy—being the owner of slaves and 

husband/father to slaves—which, in turn, results in the dissolution of his 

family. 

 While the Garies are left isolated and vulnerable to the mob attacks, 

Mr. Walters is able to gather the Ellis family members and fight against the 

mob. During the riot, the narrative illustrates how the house of Mr. Walters 
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becomes a bastion against the mob through a collaborative effort.37 Kinch 

works as an informant of Walters and obtains information of Stevens’s 

premeditated plan to attack certain houses owned by blacks (227-28). 

Walters then informs the black inhabitants of the city to evacuate their homes 

to avoid the attacks (233). The narrative draws a contrast between the frenzy 

of the uncontrollable mob (“yells of rage and agony,” “they swayed to and 

fro, bewildered” 242) and the organized defense of the cooperation between 

Walters and the Ellis women. The Ellis women play a crucial role in 

protecting Mr. Walters’s house. Esther succeeds in extracting a piece of 

furniture ignited by gun powder out of the house that would have set the 

house in flames (239). Caddy’s obsessive house-cleaning is transformed into 

                                           
37 The novel emphasizes the fact that singular black ownership itself does not 
simply stand against such violence. Even the character Mr. Walters, who is the most 
established of the black characters in the novel, is reminded of his limited status as 
citizen due to his race. Mr. Walters is described as an urban hero type figure as tales 
of his ownership are told by other characters. He is said to be “worth half a million 
of dollars” or to own “one hundred brick houses”; yet when he tries to get on a first-
class train car on a railroad he owns stock in, the conductor “did not care how much 
stock he owned, he was a nigger, and that no nigger should ride in those cars” (78). 
When Mr. Walters is refused of service at a hotel in Trenton, he buys the hotel in 
revenge. To this, Stevens comments that “if [he were] black … living in a country 
like this, I’d sacrifice conscience and everything to the acquisition of wealth” (156). 
However, as we see, both stories denotes the unevenness of black citizenship. While 
Mr. Walters enjoys wealth and ownership, he constantly faces disenfranchisement in 
the face of Jim Crow. Capital and real estate does not secure him class stability or 
citizenship—if anything, it makes him a target of antagonism. As Mr. Ellis notes on 
the incident of the train car, Mr. Walters could not retaliate by filing a civil suit 
against the railroad company as “public opinion … would be possible for him to 
obtain a verdict in his favour” (78). 
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a combative force that helps to counterattack the angry mob: “‘we fight with 

hot water. This,’ said [Caddy], holding up a dipper, ‘is my gun’” (244). Their 

collective effort is underpinned by that fact that, despite of Walters’s 

notification to the local authorities, the black community under attack failed 

to receive the protection by official police power: “Although the authorities 

of the district had received the most positive information of the nefarious 

schemes of the rioters, they had not made the slightest efforts to protect the 

poor creatures threatened in their persons and property, but let the tide of 

lawlessness flow on unchecked” (233). In the face of violence, the black 

characters, regardless of property, gender, and economic status, come 

together at Mr. Walters’s house. As the scene of the riot suggests, a 

community built upon a shared racial consciousness—or as Amy Schrager 

Lang puts it, “racial affiliation [as] a conscious political act” (54)—is more 

imperative and fundamental to the survival of black lives.  

    

Making the Black Household 

In the reconfiguration of the race riots of the 1830s and 1840s, Webb renders 

his own historical interpretation of the conditions and causes that led to such 

mob violence that once devastated the city of Philadelphia. In the novel, the 

race riot is portrayed as an outcome of a private legal dispute of property 
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combined with a prevalently public racial tension across race and class 

lines—in both conditions, the sentiment of anti-miscegenation is found. The 

riot becomes a pivotal point in the narrative that severs the older generational 

ties to the slavery past and makes way for the next generation to step in and 

build a new community. In this regard, I agree with Reid-Pharr’s suggestion 

to “reconsider the riot as a figure of cleaning, an event that finally rids the 

community of the sticky Southernness with which it has been plagued, 

helping to produce it as cleanly and distinctly black” (Conjugal Union 79). 

The “sticky Southernness,” Reid-Pharr describes, is the remnants of the life 

in the slave-holding South—Mr. Garie’s ownership of slaves, Mr. Ellis’s past 

as an ex-slave, etc.—that must be put in the past in order to start anew. To 

further Reid-Pharr’s argument, the “sticky Southernness,” especially the 

“peculiarity” of the Garies the novel tries to purge, can be read in the context 

of Northern bourgeois respectability as the sexual degradation of Southern 

slavery. 

 As discussed in the previous section, the novel examines the notion 

of respectability and redefines it through the depiction of the Ellis family. 

Webb uses the notion of respectability to criticize both the slavery past of the 

South and the racism present in the North. The racism of the North not only 

poses a threat to the black household, but takes the form of disorderly 
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passions of racial hatred, white greed, and mob violence. The novel, then, 

makes clear that the citizenship Webb envisions to be ideal is modeled within 

a bourgeois notion of civic society that is built upon respectability. The 

marriage of the Garies, embedded in the context of sexual exploitation of 

Southern slavery, makes the “peculiar” Garies unfit for respectable 

citizenship. The hypocrisy and unruliness of racist antipathy also makes the 

Northern whites unfit for models of respectable citizenship.  

 In demonstrating the ideal way of achieving respectable citizenship, 

the novel is narrated by centering on the sons, Clarence Garie, Jr. and Charlie 

Ellis. As the novel tracks the process wherein these characters go from 

boyhood to adulthood, the coming-of-age frame of the novel shows how 

individual characters mold their sense of racial identity within their 

respective domestic spaces. The contrast between Clarence’s failure in 

becoming a “white” gentleman and Charlie’s maturity as a black gentleman 

highlights the central role of the family and domestic space in their 

psychological development that affects the outcome of the two characters.  

 The event of the riot reveals an unsettling fact that the black families 

are exposed to racial violence and that the families lack the protection of law. 

The murders of the Garies and the injury of Mr. Ellis are the outcome of 

lawless acts of racial hatred—the black community needs extralegal means 
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in order to combat the inescapable threats of violence of their everyday lives. 

The domestic spaces of the black families not only become safe havens for 

survival but a place untouched by the outside world of violence and racial 

prejudice. Without the protection of family, and a solid racial identity that is 

held up by communal support, the “amalgamated” family stands vulnerable 

to the hostility that resides in the stratification of class and race in the 

North—a community built upon a shared racial consciousness is more 

imperative and fundamental to the survival of black lives.  

 In the introduction, I have stated that domesticity produces raced 

subjectivities, and when these raced subjectivities enter the public sphere 

their presence disrupts the fantasy of the racial homogeneity of the public 

sphere and the nationhood. As seen in Mr. Priestly and the race riot, the anti-

amalgamation sentiment stems from a violent anxiety to prevent the blacks 

to enter and exist within nation. To this, the novel suggests that rather than to 

do away with their black subjectivity and assimilate entirely into the white 

public sphere (of which, as Clarence shows, is impossible and implausible), 

the blacks should affirm their racial identity and redefine the notion of 

respectability as an indication of blackness.  

 In Webb’s vision for black citizenship, domesticity is laid as a 

groundwork in which the black individuals can nurture a positive racial 
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identity. The Ellis household embodies this positive aspect of black 

domesticity, and embodies the resilience of the black community as the 

family members play crucial roles during and after the riot. Throughout the 

novel, the Ellis family is depicted through the dialogue and jokes they share 

as a family, conveying their vitality and strength. Within their family circle, 

they can gossip about the wealthy rich white people (49-51), and even curse 

white people; Esther expresses her anger at the sight of a woman and baby 

being accosted by unruly white men (“I felt as though I could have strangled 

them” 235), and when Charlie finds difficulty in finding a job because of his 

race, Caddy defiantly declares “I wish there were no white folks … they are 

all, I believe, a complete set of villains and everything else that is bad” (330). 

To the Ellis children, their home is a sanctuary where they can express 

themselves freely and not worry about how they would be perceived in a 

white-dominant society.  

 The stability of their domesticity comes from a self-awareness of 

race consciousness nurtured by family. For instance, when Charlie is sent to 

work as a service boy, to his vehement protest, he confides in Kinch for ways 

to endure working at the Thomas house and torment Aunt Rachel, the 

Thomas’s black cook who antagonizes Charlie. Webb carefully characterizes 

Charlie as a typical young boy with all of the boyish restlessness and 
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mischief while instilling in him a budding racial consciousness. He 

knowingly detects Mrs. Thomas’s racism when he tells Kinch that “I believe 

old Mrs. Thomas thinks a coloured person can’t get to Heaven, without first 

living at service a little while” (61). He is also aware that Mrs. Thomas’s 

intention to make him wear the Thomas family livery is for her own sense of 

self-aggrandizement at the expense of his humiliation,38 and he describes his 

discontent through imagery that would be familiar to contemporary readers 

who are acknowledgeable of minstrelsy as he “dolefully” admits to Kinch: 

“Oh, I do hate to wear this confounded livery! … the boys scream ‘Johnny 

Coat-tail’ after me in the streets and call me ‘blue jay,’ and ‘blue nigger,’ and 

lots of other names. I feel that all that’s wanting to make a complete monkey 

of me, is for some one to carry me about on an organ” (98). Through the help 

                                           
38 In the case of Mrs. Thomas, her snobbish aspiration to appear upper-class is 
tangent with her white supremacy. The narrator purposely provides the readers a 
pretext of Mrs. Thomas’s character that she “was affected, as silly women 
sometimes are, with an intense desire to be at the head of the ton” (103). Her 
snobbish propensities urges her to give “grand dinners and large evening parties, to 
which were invited all who, being two or three removes from the class whose 
members occupy the cobbler’s bench or the huckster’s stall, felt themselves at 
liberty to look down upon the rest of the world from the pinnacle on which they 
imagined themselves placed” (103). In the pretense of appearing aristocratic, Mrs. 
Thomas wants to appropriate Charlie’s intelligence and good looks, and dress him 
up in Thomas livery to “[present] a highly-respectable appearance” (110). Mrs. 
Thomas is an example of what Lori Merish observes as a way of denying black 
progress through the insistence of servitude. By putting obstacles in the way of 
black progress, the white dominant capitalist economic order can place the African 
Americans “outside time—in a timelessness of black subordination” (“Materializing 
Identification” 195). 
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of Kinch, Charlie succeeds in getting himself out of the service. This 

particular incident marks an important shift in the Ellis family in that it 

becomes an opportunity for Mrs. Ellis to regain a sense of independence 

from her former mistress Mrs. Thomas. After she realizes that Charlie is 

miserable working for Mrs. Thomas, she also realizes that she was persuaded 

by Mrs. Thomas in the first place, “that but for her own weak compliance 

with Mrs. Thomas’s request, her boy would not have been placed in 

circumstances which his judgment and self-command had proved insufficient 

to carry him through” (112). Furthermore, the younger generation affirms 

their self-respect as blacks by repudiating the racism Mrs. Thomas displays. 

To both Esther and Charlie, working in domestic service in the Thomas 

house invokes shame, as Charlie protests “I won’t live at service—I’d rather 

be a sweep, or sell apples on the dock. I’m not going to be stuck up behind 

their carriage, dressed up like a monkey in a tail coat—I’ll cut off my own 

head first” (56). Esther also dislikes the idea of Charlie working there (92). 

To the younger generation, working in service emulates customs of the slave-

holding South and sees it as an impediment to education and growth. 

 In Charlie’s story, Webb revises the image of the gentleman.39 

                                           
39 In this regard, I agree with John Ernest’s argument against the essentialist critical 
frame that criticized The Garies that it blindly accepted “white” notions of middle-
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Charlie’s path to maturity, or his becoming a gentleman, entails a sense of 

responsibility towards his family and the appearance of respectability. As 

children, Charlie and Kinch emulate the proper manners of a gentleman as a 

part of child’s play. For instance, when Kinch writes to Charlie who is 

staying at Warmouth, he addresses Charlie as “Mr. Charles Ellis, Esq.” while 

signing his name as “K.S. De Younge, Esq.” as well (295-96). When Mrs. 

Ellis makes Charlie a suit too big for him upon his departure for Warmouth, 

to which the narrator also notes that the suit “appeared as if it had been made 

for some portly gentleman” (135), Kinch makes fun of Charlie’s odd 

appearance by stuffing a large pillow in his suit to make him look like “a 

London alderman” (137). As the narrative progresses, Charlie matures into 

the role of a gentleman; he grows into the suit that once was too big for him, 

so to speak. 

Since his visit to Warmouth, Charlie had been much more 

particular respecting his personal appearance, dressed neater, 

and was much more careful of his clothes. He had also given 

up marbles, and tried to persuade Kinch to do the same. 

                                                                                                            
class values: “While one can document various African-American bids for social 
acceptance in an increasingly aggressive white supremacist culture, I think we 
should pause before saying that there was anything essentially white about the 
virtues and values promoted in African-American literature and discourses of uplift” 
(“A Response” 8).   
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“I’d cut marbles, Kinch,” said he to him one evening, when 

they were walking together, “if I were you; it makes one such 

a fright—covers one with chalk-marks and dirt from head to 

foot. And another thing, Kinch; you have an abundance of 

good clothes—do wear them, and try and look more like a 

gentleman.” (325) 

This exchange with Kinch marks Charlie’s farewell to his childhood. After 

the riot, and after Mr. Ellis’s injury, Charlie is summoned home by his sisters. 

Now, he must fill the role of the head of the household; as he tells Kinch, he 

“must try and be a man now” (325). The significance of Charlie’s 

development that it helps the readers—Webb would have been aware of his 

white readership—follow the progression of the making of a black 

gentleman, or, a racially self-affirmative gentleman. If the popular notion of 

a gentleman is defined as racially white, as the narrator also implies in the 

mention of Charlie’s comic appearance of being like a “London alderman,” 

Charlie’s development corrects that image and presents a gentleman that 

possesses both respectability and an affirmative racial identity. 

 The narrative puts much emphasis on the vulnerability of the 

unstable household which psychologically affects the children. Especially, 

Clarence confronts the problem of racial identity when he has the choice to 
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pass as white. The racially unstable household of the Garies leaves their 

children to be forced to choose one’s racial identity. After Mr. and Mrs. Garie 

are killed during the riot, Clarence leaves Philadelphia and passes as white to 

pursue his education. This choice, interestingly, is made by the Garies’ white 

lawyer, Mr. Balch.40 While Mr. Walters foresees the psychological 

repercussions young Clarence will have to live with (“He must live in 

constant fear of exposure; this dread will embitter every enjoyment, and 

make him the most miserable of men.” 306), Mr. Balch sees passing as an 

opportunity to have access to white privileges (309). However, as Mr. 

Walters predicts, Clarence grows apart from his former black acquaintances 

after years of passing as a white man, which even alienates him from his own 

sister. For Clarence, his isolation is rooted in his state as a biracial man 

passing as white.  

Sustaining the position that I do—passing as I am for a white 

man—I am obliged to be very circumspect, and have often 

been compelled to give [Emily] pain by avoiding many of her 

                                           
40 Natasha Kohl is one of the few that takes notice that it is Mr. Balch, not Clarence, 
who makes the choice for Clarence to pass as white. This is important because, as 
Kohl also comments, otherwise such readings, for example Anna Mae Duane’s 
“Remaking” and Carla Peterson’s “Capitalism,” “give Clarence a great deal of 
agency” and makes the Clarence’s story as a “cautionary tale on the dangers of 
passing” (88). Rather, I read Clarence’s story as a tragic one in that it is depicted as 
an inevitable outcome of the “peculiar,” unstable household of the Garies. 
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dearest friends when I have encountered them in public places, 

because of their complexion. I feel mean and cowardly whilst 

I’m doing it; but it is necessary—I can’t be white and 

coloured at the same time; the two don’t mingle, and I must 

consequently be one or the other. My education, habits, and 

ideas, all unfit me for associating with the latter; and I live in 

constant dread that something may occur to bring me out with 

the former. I don’t avoid coloured people, because I esteem 

them my inferiors in refinement, education, or intelligence; 

but because they are subjected to degradations that I shall be 

compelled to share by too freely associating with them. (352) 

Clarence admits that he cannot choose to be a part of the black community 

because it is associated with degradation. He, as Mr. Balch suggested, passes 

as white in order to access and maintain the privileges imbued to whiteness. 

Furthermore, he denounces association with “coloured people,” not because 

of his own heightened sense of self-worth but because he fears of the 

“degradation” they are subjected to—or in other words, he fears of the 

“degradation” he was subjected to as a child and the “degradation” he has 

witnessed through the murder of his parents. His fear of detection and the 

guilt over his deception intensify as he is about to marry Birdie—he cannot 
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move on to a new future because of his interracial past. As he confesses to 

Aunt Ada, he loves Birdie “with all the energy and strength of [his] father’s 

race, and all the doting tenderness of [his] mother’s” (353), he acknowledges 

his biracial identity which he must conceal in order to marry his beloved, 

thus presenting an identity crisis. 

 The parallel between the dissolution of Clarence’s engagement and 

Emily’s engagement to Charlie is drawn through the structure of the novel—

both instances offer a critical turning point in their adult lives that will 

confirm their racial identity. While Emily chooses to live as a black woman 

in the black community of Philadelphia by marrying Charlie, Clarence 

chooses yet fails to marry Birdie, whose “complexion was strikingly fair” 

and “white and clear as the finest marble” (356-57), a symbol of his 

aspiration for a white identity. However, whereas Emily’s choice to live as a 

black woman ensures her position in a community and family—“The 

ceremony was soon over, and Emily was clasped in Mrs. Ellis’s arms, who 

called her ‘daughter,’ and kissed her cheek with such warm affection that she 

no longer felt herself an orphan, and paid back with tears and embraces that 

were lavished upon her by her new relatives.” (403)—Clarence’s isolation is 

only furthered as he is shunned by Birdie’s family after his biracialness is 

exposed.   
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 The fundamental difference between Clarence and Emily is that, 

whereas Clarence’s own experiences have led him to identify blackness with 

degradation and trauma—Mrs. Stevens’s racial slurs, his mother’s death, and 

finally his humiliation and heartbreak—Emily experiences the communal 

support and warmth the black community provides.41 In her response to 

Clarence’s letter, which asked of her to leave Philadelphia and come to him, 

Emily writes:  

You ask me to resign Charles Ellis and come to you. What can 

you offer me in exchange for his true, manly affection?—to 

what purpose drive from my heart a love that has been my 

only solace, only consolation, for your waning regard! … 

What you are, Clarence, your false position and unfortunate 

education have made you. I write it with pain—your demand 

seems extremely selfish. I fear it is not of me but of yourself 

you are thinking, when you ask me to sever, at once and 

forever, my connection with a people who, you say, can only 

                                           
41 Stephen Knadler provides a helpful, psychoanalytic analysis on the effects of 
childhood trauma on Clarence’s inability to pass as a white gentleman. Clarence’s 
story of passing, or the failure of passing, Knadler suggests, that Clarence “is not so 
reductive a sentimental allegorical sign, but rather a traumatized mixed-race who, 
while still a young boy is attacked by a racist mob, watches his mother die in labor 
while huddled together with her in a dark shed for safety, hears his father shot to 
death, is abandoned by his immediate, and is rejected in love” (80). 
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degrade me. Yet how much happier am I, sharing their 

degradation, than you appear to be! (363) 

Emily rejects Clarence’s notion of blackness as “degradation,” and reads 

Clarence’s “selfish” demand that Emily sever her ties with the black 

community as his own wish to preserve his whiteness. The novel recognizes 

the fictiveness of and rejects the essentialist notion of race, as it dramatizes 

the porosity of racial classification through the passing “mulatto” characters 

of Mr. Winston and Clarence Jr.; and it also demonstrates that racial identity 

is constructed and confirmed in a social context.42 As Clarence observes in 

Charlie, somewhat enviously, “the only difference is that his identity with 

coloured people is no secret, and he is not ashamed of it; whilst I conceal my 

origin, and live in constant dread that some one may find out” (355). His 

white identity becomes an unstable deception when he is with the 

                                           
42 On a similar note, when Mr. Ellis meets Mr. Winston, who declares that he 
intends to pass as white, Mr. Ellis cautiously advises: “if you should settle down 
here, you’ll have to be either one thing or other—white or coloured. Either you 
must live exclusively amongst coloured people, or go to the whites and remain with 
them. But do the latter, you must bear in mind that it must never be known that you 
have a drop of African blood in your veins, or you would be shunned as if you were 
a pestilence; no matter how fair in complexion or how white you may be” (72-73). 
While Mr. Winston sees passing as an individual choice, Mr. Ellis interprets passing 
in the context of collective identity. Mr. Winston’s identification of white with 
power justifies his choice to pass as white in order to advance himself after his 
emancipation. However, Mr. Ellis’s cautionary advice implies that this choice will 
come at the expense of isolation from the black community, and the risk of being 
exposed and condemned by the white community—an outcome that foreshadows 
Clarence Jr.’s future. 



 

 

 
150 

 

unsuspecting Birdie.  

 By drawing a contrast between Charlie’s accomplishment in 

becoming a black gentleman and Clarence’s failure in becoming a white 

gentleman, the novel also affirms the gendered structure of the notion of 

citizenship and development. Charlie’s maturity is molded in a gendered 

frame that is central to making a respectable black domesticity. The novel 

suggests that bringing back security to the Ellis household is depended upon 

Charlie’s growth—he succeeds, as he tells Kinch, in trying to “be a man” 

(325), and happiness and health are restored to the Ellis family and their 

friends. Specifically, his marriage to Emily Garie not only marks his maturity 

into manhood, but it also serves as an event that solidifies the black 

community. On the other hand, Clarence’s failure to enter marriage marks his 

failure, or the impossibility, of becoming a white gentleman. The racial 

trauma inflicted upon him as child, due to the instability of the Garie 

household, results in his crisis in identity, not only in terms of race but also 

in gender. As Stephen Knadler argues, the story of Clarence shows that the 

he “lacks the manly self-control over racial performance to pass as white, or 

as an emergent middle-class black self” (82). 

 In this regard, the black domestic order Webb presents as ideal 

conservatively follows the traditional gender roles of white bourgeoisie. 
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Giulia Fabi notes: 

Families constitute the basic units of Webb’s fiction, and the 

few free-floating individuals who appear in The Garies enter 

the family orbit at first informally and eventually in a 

permanent way through marriage. As he shifts the focus of the 

domestic novel from gender to racial concerns, however, 

Webb’s positive portrayal of black women comes to coincide 

with the erasure of female issues, and the idealized harmony 

of his fictional families relies on the suppression of all 

tensions in the gendered dynamics at play within the home. 

(Passing 30) 

To reiterate Fabi’s point, the positive female characters—the Ellis women, or 

the sympathetic white mother figures such as Mrs. Bird and Mrs. Burrell 

who persuades her husband to take in Charlie as his apprentice (332-37)—all 

assume their traditional roles in middle-class domesticity. They are nurturing 

and warm. In depicting positive roles of women, Webb scarcely 

acknowledges the racial difference in the construction of “womanhood.” 

Perhaps the outspoken Caddy is a slight exception—and yet her excessive 

energy is channeled through an obsession over domestic duties and 

cleanliness. As a secondary character, Caddy provides comic relief and 
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exhibits the vigor of the Ellis family; but the source of the comedy comes 

from an exaggerated version of feminine duties such as cleaning and 

domestic chores. As she becomes an adult, her excessive character is toned 

down, making her suitable for marriage with Kinch. The black domesticity 

restored by the multiple marriages at the end of the novel, then, confirms the 

gendered ideal of a middle-class order.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 

 

The Failure of Domesticity and the Development of Black Female 

Citizenship in Harriet Wilson’s Our Nig, or, Sketches from the Life of a 

Free Black 

 

 Out of the four novels I examine, Harriet Wilson’s Our Nig, or, 

Sketches from the Life of a Free Black is possibly the most unconventional in 

form and content in that it defies generic classification. Although the general 

consensus is that Our Nig is a fictionalized rendering of Wilson’s own 

experience, many critics have acknowledged the difficulty of categorizing 

Wilson’s work into a definitive genre. For instance, Bernard Bell does not 

hesitate to classify and include Our Nig in his anthological work, The Afro-

American Novel and Its Tradition.43 On the other hand, as Gabrielle 

                                           
43 Carla Peterson also refers this work as a “novelized autobiography” (“Doers of 
the World” 165). On the other hand, William Andrews has challenged that the 
Wilson’s work is not a novel but a novelized autobiography, and thus the title of 
being the first novel written by an African American female writer should go to The 
Curse of Caste; or The Slave Bride, written by Julia C. Collins in 1864. However, 
there are many ellipses and dialogues between characters that could only have been 
imagined, and the inconsistency of perspective makes it difficult to consider Our 
Nig solely as a first-person autobiography. On the debate of the primogeniture of 
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Foreman deftly puts it, “Our Nig functions as an autobiography characterized 

by its complex novelistic maneuvers just as surely as one can argue that it is 

a brilliant novel that makes autobiographical claims” (Introduction ⅹⅹⅹⅳ). 

Not only does the form itself confound generic classification, the content of 

the novel, which grapples with racism in the North in the antebellum, has 

been considered as one of the main reasons the novel had been left in 

obscurity until its rediscovery in 1983.44 Although recent studies on 

Wilson’s personal history have proven that she lived and worked closely to 

anti-slavery activist circles, the novel had been largely neglected by the 

abolitionist cause, possibly because of her criticism towards the hypocrisy 

and racist attitudes of anti-slavery activists.45 As her status in the North as a 

                                                                                                            
African American literary history, see also Rafia Zafar’s “Of Print or Primogeniture, 
or, the Curse of Firsts.”  
44 In 1859, Wilson published her novel through a prominent Northern publishing 
house, Rand and Avery. However, until Henry Louis Gates, jr. republished the novel 
in 1983, it had been left in obscurity for a long time. The research of Gates, Eric 
Gardner, and the editors of the Penguin version P. Gabrielle Foreman and Reginald 
H. Pitts, confirmed that the novel was written by a free black woman of the North. 
45 In search of its publication history, Gardner has tracked down the original owners 
of the extant copies of the novel to reveal that the copies had been owned by 
children of white middle-class families who resided nearby Wilson’s home in 
Milford, New Hampshire, suggesting that the novel might have been personally 
distributed by Wilson herself in exchange for charity or white patronage (227-28). 
One of the copies was found in William Lloyd Garrison’s personal library. The fact 
that the book had been printed by George Curtis Rand, a printer who had worked for 
abolitionist causes and was acquainted with William Lloyd Garrison, led Gardner to 
surmise that “Our Nig touched the inner circle of New England white abolitionism” 
(235). Furthermore, not only did Wilson live in New Hampshire which publicly 
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free, working-class, black woman, does not fit into the mold of either an ex-

slave activist, like Brown, or a male elite leader, like Delany, Wilson etched a 

distinctive place within the literary circle of early African American literature. 

As Jill Jones argues, Wilson’s marginalized social position and her lack of 

authority urged her to “tap into the authority that is inherent in certain 

literary traditions” in order to establish her own authorship (38). So Wilson 

uses various aspects from the slave narratives and sentimental novels within 

her novel, such as an authorial preface, seduction or sentimental plots, and 

autobiographical details. Wilson’s ‘anomalous’ state—neither a slave nor 

entirely free—engendered a strategic choice to weave together fact and 

fiction, the autobiography and the novel.  

 The generic elusiveness of Our Nig can be read as a reflection of 

Wilson’s, and Frado’s own marginalization. Wilson strategically uses her 

marginalized position in the North to set forth a critical response to the 

sentimental abolitionism which believed in the sanctity of motherhood, and 

the morality of the white middle-class family as the vehicle for political 

reform. In Frado’s North, domestic space and motherhood are far from 

                                                                                                            
opposed slavery, but she served the Haywards of the city of Milford (the 
“Bellmonts”), who were relatives to the Hutchinsons, an anti-slavery activist 
singing group consisted of family members. On information of the Haywards and 
the history of abolitionism in New Hampshire, particularly in Milford, see 
Foreman’s introduction ⅹⅹⅹⅶ-ⅹl; Barbara White 19-52.  
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nurturing, subversive, or politically uplifting. Rather, domesticity and 

motherhood are deeply entangled in a racialized and gendered power 

structure that is complicit with an oppressive economy of capitalism. 

Wilson’s critique on the North demystifies the sentimental notion of 

nurturing domesticity—in the novel, white middle-class privilege is 

established upon the oppression and racialization of Frado through violence 

and labor exploitation. Not only does Mrs. Bellmont afflict racist and 

physical attacks on Frado, the male members of the Bellmont family 

condone the violence and exercise their ownership over Frado’s body and 

labor. The novel carefully depicts how in the North racial oppression is 

exercised through economic inequality—the racialization of class becomes 

another form of slavery. 

 In the previous chapter, I examined how Webb incorporates the 

middle-class values in achieving respectable citizenship and how the novel 

tracks Charlie’s development into a gentleman through the process of 

establishing a racial identity in a domestic setting. In Webb’s domestic novel, 

black domesticity is represented as a private site for aspiring black citizens to 

nurture and solidify their collective racial identity—the idea of belonging in 

a community stems from the stability of the black household. If Webb’s 

novel demonstrates a political strategy of adapting dominant values of the 
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white middle class and redefining domesticity through a racially affirmative 

stance, Wilson chooses to question the dominant values of the white middle 

class. The differing attitudes towards dominant middle-class values are 

expressed in the difference in the respective narrative choices of the novels: 

while The Garies follows the process of molding black citizenship through 

Charlie’s story of becoming a black middle-class family man, Our Nig 

chooses to denounce the notion of community built upon domesticity by 

rejecting a traditional ending. In the free North, as a sign of white privilege, 

domesticity organizes a racial hierarchy that coincides with economic 

inequality. To Wilson, white middle-class domesticity engenders the 

oppressive hierarchy of race, gender, and class that operates in the North. In 

her novel, Wilson recognizes the inherent hierarchal order of white 

domesticity of which Robert Reid-Pharr observes that “the domestic is the 

primary vehicle by which bodies are brought into order, by which they are 

established as raced and gendered entities” (Conjugal Union 92).  

 In this chapter, I examine how Our Nig exposes the inherent 

violence of white domesticity in the North, its complicity with economic 

inequality, and how it undermines the notion of individual progress. 

Ultimately, Wilson addresses the question of black female citizenship 

through the oppressive system of white domesticity that obstructs the 
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economic independence of working-class black women in the North. 

Furthermore, the racialization of class becomes a source of isolation, which 

is constantly emphasized through the figure of orphaned Frado. In Our Nig, 

Frado undergoes a violent process that negates Frado’s subjectivity when she 

enters the white middle-class family. The negation of her subjectivity 

ultimately becomes a cyclic mechanism that dismantles any familial or civic 

connectedness. Our Nig not only demystifies the sanctity of (white) 

domesticity through depicting the violence of the white middle-class family 

in the North, but also reveals how the violent order of domesticity is 

complicit with the oppression of class and race. Consequently, the novel 

raises the question on how black citizenship, or more specifically, how black 

female citizenship should be achieved outside of the frame of domesticity.  

 

The Violence of the White Middle-Class Family 

Wilson’s marginalized status as a free working-class black woman enables 

her to perceive the hypocrisy of the racism in the North; and yet, as she must 

rely on white patronage and readership for financial support, she strategically 

deploys a voice that veils her critique on Northern racism.46 In the preface, 

                                           
46 On the veiled usage of language in Wilson’s work, I am indebted to literary 
critics such as Gates and Zafar who have examined the double-voiced nature of 
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for instance, Wilson poses a strategic stance in order to justify the following 

content of the novel, which openly blames the fictional Mrs. Bellmont. By 

stating that Mrs. Bellmont was “imbued with Southern principles,” Wilson 

masks her criticism on the cruelty of Mrs. Bellmont’s abuse while appealing 

to the sense of moral superiority of the white Northern readers—the belief 

that such forms of evil only belong to the slavery of the Southern states. 

However, this statement is full of irony, especially when we read the preface 

alongside with the full title of the novel. In the subtitle “Sketches from the 

Life of a Free Black, in a Two-Story White House, North, Showing that 

Slavery’s Shadows Fall Even There,” the “white house,” which “our nig” 

resides in, becomes a metaphor for the Union, and Wilson alludes to the 

divided house by stating its “two-story” structure. The metaphor of the 

“house divided” is also an allusion to Abraham Lincoln’s speech that states 

the nation state as divided upon the existence of slavery. However, when 

Wilson further emphasizes that her story of a “free black” takes place in the 

                                                                                                            
African American literature. Gates is one of the precursors to acknowledge the 
inherent duality of the African American literary tradition in both Figures in Black 
and The Signifying Monkey, which grapple with black vernacular and Western 
classical traditions. Zafar expands and revises Gates’ argument, which at times, 
conflates an essentialist “blackness” which it sets out to reject, arguing that 
“blackness can be a trope, a political position, a phenotypical difference, or none of 
the above” (We Wear the Mask 6). These discussions have been helpful in 
examining the overall tone of Wilson’s work, which I find is heavily cloaked and 
veiled.  
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North, where “slavery’s shadows fall even there,” the opposition between the 

North and the South collapses. The poignant irony of the full title, and the 

preface, comes from the fact that, in reality, there is no divide between the 

North and the South, especially to the “free black” who lives in a two-story 

white house in the North—“showing that slavery’s shadows fall even there.” 

The evils of slavery are not confined to the Southern states—the equivalent 

of slavery also exists de facto in the North. The Northern economy exploits 

black labor while denying their status as citizens.  

 Many critics have noted that the characterization of Mrs. Bellmont 

as a cruel, violent, sadistic, and materialistic mother dispels the cult of true 

womanhood and sentimental motherhood.47 When read closely, Mrs. 

Bellmont and her evil acts are embedded in a gendered power structure of 

white middle-class domesticity. The depiction of Mrs. Bellmont’s cruelty 

becomes a plot device that veils Wilson’s actual critique on the patriarchal 

order of the family that tacitly condones Frado’s servitude and abuse. Mrs. 

Bellmont, who lacks actual power or ownership compared with her husband 

and sons, instead afflicts abuse and violence on the weakest member of the 

                                           
47 Elizabeth Breau has identified Mrs. Bellmont’s character as one of the many 
aspects of the novel that makes it a satire of the sentimental tradition, and Julia 
Stern even goes to argue that the depiction of motherhood in Our Nig renders it to 
be a novel with a “sentimental frame” that masks “gothic protest seething beneath 
the narrative’s surface” (439). 
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household. The Bellmonts’ house becomes a claustrophobic, domestic space 

of vicious cycles of violence set upon a hierarchal structure of power, gender, 

and race. Frado, being on the lowest rung in terms of gender, race, and class, 

becomes the object of abuse.  

 The disproportionate distribution of ownership and power according 

to race and gender within the Bellmont household is a microcosm of the 

patriarchal Northern middle-class society. The Bellmonts, comprised of the 

patriarch John Bellmont, his wife, their children, and John’s maiden sister 

“Aunt Abby,” live in a “large, old fashioned, two-story white house” (13).  

The old homestead thus passed into the hands of a son, to 

whose wife Mag had applied the epithet “she-devil,” as may 

be remembered. John, the son, had not in his family 

arrangements departed from the example of the father. The 

pastimes of his boyhood were ever freshly revived by 

witnessing the games of his own sons as they rallied about the 

same goal his youthful feet had often won; as well as by the 

amusements of his daughters in their imitations of maternal 

duties. 

   At the time we introduce them, however, John is wearing 

the badge of age. Most of his children were from home; some 
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seeking employment; some were already settled in homes of 

their own. A maiden sister shared with him the estate on 

which he resided, and occupied a portion of the house. (14) 

The narrator illustrates the short history of the house—it is described through 

a patronymic lineage that passes down the house as property. This passage 

delineates the gender structure of ownership. The current patriarch, John 

Bellmont, revisits his boyhood memories through his sons, who now have 

already grown up to have their own families, while the daughters are 

“imitating maternal duties.” Between his wife who is a “she-devil” and his 

“maiden sister” who occupies a portion of the house, it is clear that Mr. 

Bellmont is the patriarchal center that fully enjoys ownership over the house.  

 Although he does not afflict any physical pain directly on Frado, Mr. 

Bellmont is mostly nonchalant about Frado’s abuse and is ineffective in 

terminating her servitude—if anything, he surely benefits from her labor. 

Upon Frado’s arrival, the narrator notes that Mr. Bellmont, “a kind humane 

man who would not grudge hospitability to the poorest wanderer, nor fail to 

sympathize with any suffered, however humble” (15), was inclined to take 

Frado in. Although he is aware that he would face the opposition of his wife, 

it is Mr. Bellmont who takes Frado in and leaves it to Mrs. Bellmont to 

control Frado and put her to work. At times, Mr. Bellmont conveniently 
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excuses himself from confrontational situations: as in the case when Mary 

accuses Frado of lying, Mr. Bellmont leaves the house “as he usually did 

when a tempest threatened to envelop him” (20). Mr. Bellmont instead tends 

to the cows, a task that is usually executed by Frado, leaving her to Mrs. 

Bellmont and Mary’s harsh abuse, “and thus unintentionally [prolongs] her 

pain” (20).  

 Although Mr. Bellmont is fairly absent from every day domestic life 

in the novel, when he does intervene his words wield authority. On deciding 

whether Frado should be sent to school, the narrator notes that Mr. Bellmont 

“was a man who seldom decided controversies at home. The word once 

spoken admitted of no appeal; so notwithstanding Mary’s objection that she 

would have to attend the same school she did, the word became law” (18). 

Thus, Mr. Bellmont’s authority is hardly questioned, and his right to 

ownership is intact. In contrast with Mr. Bellmont’s position as the patriarch, 

Mrs. Bellmont and Aunt Abby, as women, lack the civic right to ownership.48  

Mr. Bellmont raised his calm, determined eye full upon her, 

and said, in a decisive manner: “You shall not strike, or scald, 

                                           
48 Lois Leveen’s analysis on the spatial dimension of the gendered inequality of 
ownership, especially between Mr. Bellmont and Aunt Abby has been helpful in 
considering the gender politics within the Bellmont household. See “Dwelling in the 
House of Oppression: The Spatial, Racial, and Textual Dynamics of Harriet 
Wilson’s Our Nig.”  
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or skin her, as you call it, if she comes back again. 

Remember!” and he brought his hand down upon the table. “I 

have searched an hour for her now, and she is not to be found 

on the premises. Do you know where she is? Is she your 

prisoner?” 

   “NO! I have just told you I did not know where she was. 

Nab had hid her somewhere, I suppose. Oh, dear! I did not 

think it would come to his; that my own husband would treat 

me so.” Then came fast flowing tears, which no one but Mary 

seemed to notice. Jane crept into Aunt Abby’s room; Mr. 

Bellmont and James went out of doors, and Mary remained to 

condole with her parent. (26-27) 

This specific scene spatially maps the gendered dynamic among the family 

members. Mr. Bellmont and his son James go out of the house while Jane 

and Aunt Abby, the invalid daughter and the spinster sister/sister-in-law are 

confined within the house. It is significant that except for Mary, Mrs. 

Bellmont’s tears are gone unnoticed by other family members. Usually the 

one to afflict abuse and tyranny, Mrs. Bellmont shows a rare moment of 

vulnerability to which only Mary responds. Of course, Mrs. Bellmont’s 

aggression and physical violence towards Frado are by no means 
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excusable—however the narrative delineates a gender hierarchy within the 

household that suggests the source of Mrs. Bellmont’s of frustration. While 

Mr. Bellmont’s authority and ownership stand unquestioned, Mrs. Bellmont 

tries to gain her own footing within the household by either antagonizing 

Aunt Abby or lashing out at Frado. When Mr. Bellmont admonishes Mrs. 

Bellmont, she is quick to blame “Nab,” a disdainful nickname she uses for 

Aunt Abby.  

 Aunt Abby maintains a marginal status within the Bellmonts. Aunt 

Abby’s co-residence is the constant point of tension with Mrs. Bellmont as it 

is stated in the following: “Her sister-in-law had great prejudices against her. 

One cause of the alienation was that she did not give her right in the 

homestead to John, and leave it forever” (26) Being the wife of Mr. Bellmont, 

Mrs. Bellmont does not have direct ownership to the house. Aunt Abby, on 

the other hand, cannot achieve independence due to her unmarried status, 

although she owns part of the house. The novel charts the social limitations 

white women have: compared with Mag, who lacks class and property, Mrs. 

Bellmont and Aunt Abby have either marital status or property. However one 

or the other cannot provide independence to women, even to those who are 

socially privileged. They are in continuous conflict with each other under the 

white male patriarchy, contending their own dominion within the house. 
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Amidst their strife, Frado becomes the site of contest. For instance, Aunt 

Abby tries to undermine Mrs. Bellmont’s cruelty by secretly giving Frado 

cake and pie (26), or by comforting Frado through religion, but is often 

ineffective when she “[dares] to interfere in the least,” and “[is] ordered back 

to her ‘own quarters’” by Mrs. Bellmont (37). 

 The gendered structure of the family is succeeded to the next 

generation as we see Jack who is quick to claim ownership over Frado, much 

like his father, and confirms the monetary and societal value that ownership 

entails. When Mary initially opposes to “keeping her,” she says that she does 

not want a “nigger ‘round me” (original emphasis 16), expressing typical 

racist prejudice. Jack, on the other hand, advises Mary to “keep her.” 

“Send her to the County house,” said Mary, in reply to the 

query what should be done with her, in a tone which indicated 

self-importance in the speaker. She was indeed the idol of her 

mother, and more nearly resembled her in disposition and 

manners than the others. 

Jane, an invalid daughter, the eldest of those at home, was 

reclining on a sofa apparently uninterested.  

“Keep her,” said Jack. “She’s real handsome and bright, and not 

very black, either.” 
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“Yes,” rejoined Mary; “that’s just like you, Jack. She’ll be of no 

use at all these three years, right under foot all the time.”  

“Poh! Miss Mary; if she should stay, it wouldn’t be two days 

before you would be telling the girls about our nig, our nig!” 

retorted Jack. (16) 

The narrative draws a contrast between Mary’s blatant racism and Jack’s 

professed benevolence towards Frado. While Mary’s use of the derogatory 

term displays outward racial contempt, Jack’s shortened version “nig” veils 

the derogation with a paternalistic attitude towards Frado, which reflects a 

more subtle and problematic aspect of the racism in the free North. The 

North may be free of slavery, but Jack’s immediate claim to Frado, and her 

physical features and her blackness as objects of possession, underscores 

how slavery has overreached and affected the racial attitudes in the North. 

Blackness is identified as subject to white possession and ownership. When 

Jack condescendingly retorts back at Mary that she will soon adopt 

ownership of Frado, Jack uses the appellation “miss,” implying that her 

social status will be elevated through Frado.  

 Jack’s affection towards Frado lay bare a racial dynamic which is, in 

some ways, more damaging to Frado than the physical violence afflicted by 

Mrs. Bellmont. Jack’s paternalistic attitude undermines Frado’s subjectivity 
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and reveals an inequality that results from their racial and gendered 

difference. For instance, the incident of Frado’s prank on Mrs. Bellmont for 

Jack’s amusement exposes a problematic nature of their relationship. Frado’s 

character is noted as a prankster, and “occasionally, she would utter some 

funny thing for Jack’s benefit, while she was waiting on the table, provoking 

a sharp look from his mother, or expulsion from the room” (30). To Frado, 

the pranks enable her to enjoy her individuality and gain the approval of Jack 

(and others) despite the danger of being punished by Mrs. Bellmont; to Jack, 

Frado’s pranks become a surrogate act of defiance to his mother. For a brief 

moment, Frado is able to enjoy her agency through pranks. However, when 

Jack gives Frado a “bright, silver half-dollar” for making him laugh, telling 

her that is “was worth paying for” (40), the prank becomes Jack’s to enjoy. 

By the silver half-dollar, Frado’s own prank is bought—the prank is no 

longer Frado’s but Jack’s and his enjoyment.  

 In the process of how Frado becomes “our nig” to the Bellmont 

family, the novel exposes that both violence and sympathy towards Frado 

work collaboratively in keeping her in servitude, furthering her 

marginalization and disenfranchisement. Even acts of kindness by the more 

sympathetic family members that intend to alleviate Mrs. Bellmont’s 

violence are ineffective. If anything, their kindness towards Frado only 
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instills a false sense of loyalty and belonging in Frado, which in turn, 

prolongs her stay. At the same time, the process of making Frado into “our 

nig” reveals the inherent violence in the white domestic order. Frado’s 

presence brings out the tumultuous relationships of the Bellmont family to 

surface. Mrs. Bellmont’s abuse toward Frado is both the cause of familial 

strife and symptom of an already tenuous family that is on the brink of 

disintegration. The narrative implies a psychological motive behind the 

Bellmont siblings who are kind to Frado. It is stated that James “was no 

stranger to his mother’s nature” (26), so when after he meets Frado, the 

narrator states, “A frail child, driven from shelter by the cruelty of his mother, 

was an object of interest to James” (28). These two sentences imply that 

James is sympathetic towards Frado, not out of mere kindness, but because 

he actually identifies with her. Jane, the “invalid,” is too fearful of her 

mother to help Frado in any way (“The invalid, Jane, would gladly befriend 

her; but she had not the strength to brave the iron will of her mother” 20). 

Mrs. Bellmont’s abusive nature results in estrangement from her children, as 

Jane and Jack leave the house once they become adults and get married, 

leaving only Frado behind: “There seemed no one capable of enduring the 

oppression of the house but her” (61). The inherently violent nature of white 

domesticity, then, results in the dissolution of the family.  
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 What remains for Frado is the question of her independence after her 

service at the Bellmonts. After James’s death, and after she loses hope for an 

immediate escape from Mrs. Bellmont, Frado realizes her bleak prospects in 

terms of the years left of her servitude: “She turned to the darkness of the 

future with the determination previously formed, to remain until she should 

be eighteen” (61). Yet, in Frado, a self-awareness of the need to find ways to 

support herself emerges: “Often as she passed the waymarks of former years 

did she pause to ponder on her situation, and wonder if she could succeed in 

providing for her own wants” (64). However, after spending her formative 

years under exploitation, Frado lacks education, health, and financial support. 

Frado’s only way to regain her dignity is to survive and sever any 

sentimental ties with the Bellmonts. So, when Jane “begged her to follow her 

so soon as she should be released,” Frado rejects because “so wearied out 

was she by her mistress, she felt disposed to flee from any and every one 

having her similitude of name or feature” (61). Furthermore, her awareness 

of the value of her labor, as evidenced in the incident where she refuses to 

carry the pile of logs (58), invigorates a sense of independence within her: 

“She remembered her victory at the wood-pile. She decided to remain to do 

as well as she could; to assert her rights when they were trampled on; to 

return once more to her meeting in the evening, which had been prohibited. 
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She had learned how to conquer” (60). After she is released from the 

Bellmonts, she uses the Bellmonts’ dependency on her labor to her advantage 

by rejecting Mrs. Bellmont’s plea to stay (64-65). What Frado lacks in 

financial independence, she perseveres in her independent spirit. And yet, 

while she acknowledges her value in labor, her weakened health undercuts 

her independence. The socio-economic reality of the North makes it difficult 

for Frado to fully achieve economic independence.  

  

The Failure of Domesticity 

Wilson’s depiction of the violence and abuse of the Bellmont household 

rewrites the literary sentimental mode that values white middle-class 

domesticity; the white household is a complicit part of the Northern 

economy that normalizes economic inequality through racial differences. In 

other words, the class distinction that marks the boundaries of the middle 

class is upheld through an articulation of racialization. Especially, as the 

domestic order of the white middle-class marginalizes the racialized other, 

Frado’s blackness becomes the condition of her isolation. Then, how should 

Frado find her own sense of belonging, her place in the Northern society, and 

perhaps in the nation, as a marginalized working-class woman? 

 Frado’s isolation is embedded in a cyclic structure of the Northern 



 

 

 
172 

 

economy that can be traced to her mother Mag’s story. The novel uses a 

bookend structure to represent the cycle of economic inequality and isolation 

that has been normalized in the North—the novel both begins and ends with 

Frado and Mag’s isolation, poverty, and failure in marriage. The story of 

Mag Smith directly departs from the conventional ideals of womanhood and 

motherhood. Told in a mode of a cautionary seduction tale which details 

Mag’s “transgressions”—losing her virginity, entering interracial 

relationships—Mag’s story demystifies the virtues of womanhood and 

motherhood of the white middle class, and underlines how socio-economical 

conditions, rather than moral ideologues of motherhood and womanhood, 

shape and form the terms of how women enter marriages.  

As she merged into womanhood, unprotected, uncherished, 

uncared for, there fell on her ear the music of love, 

awakening an intensity of emotion long dormant. It 

whispered of an elevation before unaspired to; of ease and 

plenty her simple heart had never dreamed of as hers. She 

knew the voice of her charmer, so ravishing, sounded far 

above her. It seemed like an angel’s, alluring her upward and 

onward. She thought she could ascend to him and become an 

equal. She surrendered to him a priceless gem, which he 



 

 

 
173 

 

proudly garnered as a trophy, with those of other victims, 

and left her to her fate. (3) 

Mag is “early deprived of parental guardianship, far removed from relatives,” 

contrary to her seducer. Her isolated state—without any kin, social standing, 

or financial means—makes her vulnerable to his advances cloaked in 

romantic gestures. The narrator implies that her seducer is of a higher social 

standing than her, as her seducer’s voice “seemed far above her,” “alluring 

her upward and onward.” The narrator, however, is scant on the details of 

their relationship. Did the seducer willingly dupe her into a sexual 

relationship under the false pretense that he would marry her or did Mag 

knowingly enter the relationship in hopes of getting something in return? 

Nonetheless, the relationship is depicted as a transaction, wherein Mag gives 

her “priceless gem,” meaning her virginity, in hopes that “she could ascend 

to him and become an equal” (3). What is certain is that the social inequality 

between the wealthy male seducer and the impoverished Mag conditions 

their failed transaction in which Mag’s “priceless gem” is nothing more to 

the wealthy seducer than a “trophy” he “proudly [garners].” This exchange 

indicates what Hazel Carby observes in the cult of true womanhood of 

nineteenth-century America which transforms “chastity, or a chaste 

reputation” into “a commodity” (25). Consequently, as Mag’s transaction 
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with the seducer fails to end in marriage, Mag becomes ‘ruined’ as a 

commodity—she has lost her “chastity, or a chaste reputation.” So her Mag’s 

‘ruined’ state pushes her into further isolation: “She saw she could not bury 

in forgetfulness her misdeed, so she resolved to leave her home and seek 

another in the place she at first fled from” (6). The social value put on 

chastity and virginity makes Mag an exile who cannot return to her ‘white’ 

community. As the narrator informs us, “disdaining to ask favor or friendship 

from a sneering world, [Mag] resolved to shut herself up in a hovel. … She 

vowed to ask no favors of familiar faces; to die neglected and forgotten 

before she would be dependent on any” (6). In the gendered structure of 

middle-class ideology, Mag’s loss of a chaste reputation furthers her 

marginalization and isolation. 

 When Mag enters a relationship with a free black man, a racial 

aspect is introduced to the social hierarchy of the North. By presenting an 

amorous triangle of Mag, the anonymous white male seducer, and the free 

black man Jim, the first two chapters of the novel carefully depict a social 

hierarchy constructed along race, class, and gender lines. Mag’s position in 

the social hierarchy and her value is revaluated when she meets Jim, “a kind-

hearted African,” the only person who “called to inquire after her health and 

to see if she needed any fuel” (7). When Mag tells Jim that she is in 
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destitution, Jim replies “I’ll help you, if nobody else will” (7). The union 

between Mag and Jim, to Mag, is a choice out of convenience: Mag admits 

that she has two options, either “beg [her living], or get from [Jim]” (9), to 

which she chooses the latter. To Jim, Mag’s whiteness is something he covets. 

It is worth noting that Mag’s complexion is first introduced through Jim’s 

eyes: “He thought of the pleasing contrast between her fair face and his own 

dark skin” (8). He surmises, “She’d be as much of a prize to me as she’d fall 

short of coming up to the mark with white folks. … She’s good enough for 

me, any how” (8). Jim’s musings imply a self-awareness of the racial social 

order in the North. Mag’s deprivation makes herself accessible to Jim, and in 

turn, her whiteness becomes a “prize” to the free black man. Through the 

contrast between the privileged white male and the disenfranchised black 

male, the novel criticizes how the patriarchal order articulates womanhood as 

a commodity of which its value is determined through its properties of 

identity such as race and class. 

 Mag’s choice to enter an interracial union with Jim becomes an 

event that signals Mag’s further fall, as she crosses the racial boundary: “She 

has sundered another bond which held her to her fellows. She has descended 

another step down the ladder of infamy” (9). And when Mag decides to 

marry Jim’s former business partner, another black man named Seth Shipley 
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after Jim’s death, the narrator once again announces that “she entered the 

darkness of perpetual infamy” (11). Mag is now “expelled from 

companionship with white people; this last step—her union with a black—

was the climax of repulsion” (10-11). Mag, as it seems, has turned to 

blackness and thus has lost her whiteness—her last and only sign of privilege. 

Interestingly, the actual “Margaret Ann Smith” was described as “black” in 

her death report in some local newspapers, while others did not print a racial 

designation. Foreman asks:  

Why does Margaret (Mag) Smith suddenly appear as black in 

later printings that announce her death? Does the Cabinet 

reprint this version because they choose to make a subtle point 

about her social and sexually compromised status, her 

intimate connections with black men? How does this resonate 

with Wilson’s challenging play with her readers’ racialized 

expectations in Our Nig, as she chooses not to reveal Mag’s 

racial designation—that she could very well be a light-skinned 

black woman—until the very last paragraph of the chapter that 

tells her story? (ⅹⅹⅹⅰ)  

I would argue that Wilson purposely uses the fact that Mag’s race was 

changeable in printed reports, and that the narrative shows that her race is 
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only established through her conjugal unions with men. Mag’s race becomes 

a discursive entity—when she first meets Jim, her whiteness becomes 

established through his eyes, and after she enters an interracial marriage, she 

is cut off from the white community and thus turns ‘black.’ 

 As Mag’s initial state of kinlessness furthers her isolation from 

society, she is caught in a cyclic bind that undergirds the social structure of 

the North that widens the gap between the underprivileged and the privileged. 

What is more, the state of isolation that becomes the condition of 

marginalization is passed on to Frado, as Mag abandons Frado after she has 

internalized that racist hierarchy and has “passed into an insensibility” to the 

racism in the North (13). The novel draws a connection between Frado’s 

abandonment and Mag’s loneliness49 and how the ‘blackened’ Mag and “nig” 

                                           
49 The novel constantly evokes Frado’s marginalization through the state of her 
loneliness. Whenever Frado faces the harshest of Mrs. Bellmont’s violence, Frado 
laments her state of motherlessness: early on in the novel, when Frado is first 
introduced to Mrs. Bellmont’s cruelty, she lays “revolving in her little mind whether 
she would remain or not until her mother’s return” (17). She can only endure “with 
the hope that mother would come and get her some time” (17). However when the 
fact that she has been abandoned by her mother becomes clear, Frado realizes that 
the chances of her relief becomes slim; her kinlessness becomes a state of, if not 
social or virtual, death: “I’ve got to stay out here and die. I ha’nt got no mother, no 
home. I wish I was dead” (26). Or, in another instance, Frado agonizes that “Oh, I 
wish I had my mother back; then I should not be kicked and whipped so” (28). In a 
letter written by a Margaretta Thorn, included in the appendix, it is stated that Frado 
was “indeed a slave, in every sense of the word; and a lonely one, too” (78). This 
observation echoes the very first sentence of the novel, where the narrator 
introduces Mag: “Lonely Mag Smith! See her as she walks with downcast eyes and 
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Frado are unable to find solace in domestic spaces. 

I [James] have seen Frado’s grief, because she is black, 

amount to agony. It makes me sick to recall these scenes. 

Mother pretends to think she don’t know enough to sorrow for 

anything but if she could see her as I have, when she supposed 

herself entirely alone, except her little dog Fido, lamenting her 

loneliness and complexion, I think, if she is not past feeling, 

she would retract. In the summer I was walking near the barn, 

and as I stood I heard sobs. ‘Oh! Oh!’ I heard, ‘why was I 

made? Why can’t I die? Oh, what have I to live for? No one 

cares for me only to get my work. And I feel sick; who cares 

for that? Work as long as I can stand, and then fall down and 

lay there till I can get up. No mother, father, brother, or sister 

to care for me, and then it is, You lazy nigger, lazy nigger—all 

because I am black! Oh, if I could die!’(42) 

James tells Aunt Abby that Frado laments “her loneliness and complexion.” 

The internalization of racist hierarchy has passed on from Mag to Frado—

thus, when we come to Frado’s part of the story, the constant evocation of 

                                                                                                            
heavy heart. It was not always thus. She had a loving, trusting heart. Early deprived 
of parental guardianship, far removed from relatives, she was left to guide her tiny 
boat over life’s surges alone and inexperienced” (5). 



 

 

 
179 

 

Frado’s kinlessness and her orphaned state becomes conflated with blackness. 

Frado, approximately fourteen years of age, is now aware that the Bellmonts 

are exploiting her labor and she has no other sentimental ties to the family: 

“No one cares for me only to get my work.” In a frenzied sentence, “No 

mother, father, brother, or sister to care for me, and then it is, You lazy nigger, 

lazy nigger—all because I am black!” Frado links several statements that 

imply a causal relation among the facts: the fact that she lacks family to 

protect her makes her vulnerable to racist, verbal attacks such as “You lazy 

nigger.” And ultimately she sums it up that it is “all because [she is] black.” 

She has become ‘their nig,’ exploited of her labor; and all the while she 

remains both black and without a family.   

 Frado’s progress into maturity defies the ideology of “true 

womanhood” that is embedded in the spatial divide of the public and private 

sphere. If the traditional heroine retreats into the domestic sphere through a 

happy marriage, Frado lacks domestic space and is forced to work in the 

labor market. Wilson’s depiction of Frado’s life after the Bellmonts not only 

defies traditional womanhood but also rewrites the notion of self-reliance.  

Frado had merged into womanhood, and retaining what she 

had learned in spite of the few privileges enjoyed formerly, 

was striving to enrich her mind. Her school-books were her 
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constant companions, and every leisure moment was applied 

to them. Susan was delighted to witness her progress, and 

some little book from her was a reward sufficient for any task 

imposed, however difficult. She had her book always fastened 

open near her, where she could glance from toil to soul 

refreshment. The approaching spring would close the terms of 

years which Mrs. B. claimed as the period of her servitude. 

Often as she passed the waymarks of former years did she 

pause to ponder on her situation, and wonder if she could 

succeed in providing for her own wants. Her health was 

delicate, yet she resolved to try. (64) 

The narrative merges Frado’s maturity into “womanhood” and her efforts to 

“improve” herself in a temporal frame that is “claimed” by Mrs. Bellmont’s 

as “the period of her servitude.” Frado’s “progress,” however, does not end 

in marriage, nor does she achieve a sense of self-reliance, like in Frederick 

Douglass’s slave narrative. The trajectory of Frado’s future is as bleak as it is 

delimited due to her race, gender and class. What is more, her declining 

health becomes a harmful factor for someone who is destined to rely on 

manual labor for the rest of her life. Frado must support herself through 

either public charity or the kindness of random strangers.  
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 Then, how can Frado break the cycle of isolation and 

marginalization? The conventional ending would be a happy marriage. 

However, the novel shows an overall skeptic attitude towards marriage. The 

novel grapples with various types of domestic arrangements which, except 

for Jane’s marriage, do not follow the traditional happy ending. The white 

household of the Bellmonts exists around the abuse of Frado and the tyrant 

mother drives her children away, the interracial marriage between Mag and 

Jim/Seth excludes Mag from society, and Frado’s marriage with Samuel 

begins with Samuel’s deceit and ends with Samuel’s abandonment and death. 

In all cases, the novel does not present marriage or domesticity as sustainable 

or nurturing; if anything, the fundamental dynamic of domesticity is built 

upon female subjugation and dispossession. The narrator subtly draws a 

comparison among the three female characters—Mag, Frado, and Jane—

through the usage of the words “prize” and “treasure” that indicates that the 

commodification of women is a necessary process to domestication. To recall 

Mag’s courtship with Jim, Jim is attracted to her whiteness, thinking “She’d 

be as much of a prize to me as she’d fall short of coming up to the mark with 

white folks. … She’s good enough for me, any how” (8). Seth, Mag’s next 

partner and step-father figure to Frado, comments on Frado using the word 

“prize”: “There’s Frado six years old, and pretty, if she is yours, and white 
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folks’ll say so. She’d be a prize somewhere” (11). Finally, the narrator quite 

pointedly notes that Jane, although an invalid “was not excluded from 

society” and asks the reader “Was it strange that she should seem a desirable 

companion, a treasure as a wife?” (32) The problem of female 

commodification that occurs in domesticity stands in contrast to Jack’s easy 

claim to ownership: the novel suggests that heterosexual relations are bound 

to be unequal due to the difference of gendered subjectivity between male 

ownership and female dispossession.  

 In Frado’s case, her need to find a community to escape her isolated 

state drives her into marrying Samuel, a con-man that poses as a fugitive 

slave, in order to find emotional support, only to be abandoned by him once 

again. 

A few years ago, within the compass of my narrative, there 

appeared often in some of our New England villages, 

professed fugitives from slavery, who recounted their personal 

experience in homely phrase, and awakened the indignation of 

nonslaveholders against brother Pro. Such a one appeared in 

the new home of Frado; and as people of color were rare there, 

was it strange she should attract her dark brother; that he 

should inquire her out; succeed in seeing her; that he should 
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toy with her shining curls, feel proud to provoke her to smile 

and expose the ivory concealed by thin, ruby lips; that her 

sparkling eyes should fascinate; that he should propose; that 

they should marry? (70) 

In the last chapter of the novel, the narrator suddenly and briefly shifts to the 

first-person perspective by the possessive “my”—however, of course, it does 

not specify if the narrative belongs to Frado or Wilson (or the narrator). Then, 

the story of Frado’s seduction is syntactically structured so that it is made 

clear that the “professed [fugitive] of slavery” actively sought her out and 

seduced her. Through maintaining a detached stance from Frado, the narrator 

subtly compares the differing nature of their mutual attraction. As Frado’s 

own features are depicted through the gaze of her seducer (“her shiny curls”; 

“ivory concealed by thin, ruby lips”; “her sparkling eyes”), it is implied that 

her seducer was attracted to her physicality. On the other hand, Frado’s 

attraction is more emotional and psychological: “[she] thought she knew him. 

He never spoke of his enslavement to her when alone, but she felt that, like 

her own oppression, it was painful to disturb oftener than was needful” (70). 

Frado’s misreading of him and his silence results from her own transference 

of pain. Frado’s need and desire to find a “brother” who understands her 

unspeakable pain drives her to misinterpret his sound physicality as a sign of 
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strength: “He was a fine, straight negro, whose back showed no marks of the 

lash, erect as if it never crouched beneath a burden” (70).  

 The narrative drives the point that Frado’s desire for Samuel was a 

sudden lapse for her as she falls victim to “that arbitrary and inexorable 

tyrant” of love (71), and that her desire stems from a need for a sense of 

belonging. The novel, in an almost compulsive manner, tries to desexualize 

Frado. Although her mulatto body is at times eroticized by others, Frado’s 

own sexuality or sexual desires are non-existent or suppressed throughout the 

novel. For instance, when Seth describes Frado as “pretty,” following several 

conditions that would make her a “prize” somewhere—her “white mother” 

and the validation of “white folks” (11), Seth’s passing comments alludes to 

the economy of the slave market and the cultural and eroticized value of 

“mulattas.” When Mrs. Bellmont cuts off Frado’s hair, perhaps as a 

preemptive measure to desexualize her in fear that Frado might attract 

attention from her adolescent sons, Jack also comments on Frado’s pretty 

looks: “Thought you were getting handsome, did she?” (39). The suppression 

of Frado’s own sexual desires stand in contrast to the eroticization of her 

mulatta body. Even her attachment towards James is depicted as it is rooted 

in their shared religious beliefs. The narrative strategy to erase, and in the 

instance of her marriage to Samuel, to apologize for Frado’s desire reads as a 
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resistance towards the danger of the eroticization, and further 

commodification of Frado’s body. 

 By rejecting a traditional happy ending in marriage, thus, the novel 

tries to reinvent Frado’s subjectivity outside the heteronormative frame of 

domesticity—it depicts Frado’s attempt to overcome her isolation through a 

network of disenfranchised women, rather than reclaiming domesticity 

through marriage. The novel expresses Wilson’s disillusionment of 

systematic, political movements or establishments; the novel puts more trust 

in the importance of the charitable acts of individuals. The novel not only 

denounces the institution of marriage but also self-proclaimed Christians, 

like Mrs. Bellmont, and explicitly condemns “kidnappers,” and “professed 

abolitionists who didn’t want slaves at the South, nor niggers in their own 

houses, North” (71). Wilson’s self-awareness of the inevitability of her social 

condition that she must rely on white readership and patronage for her to 

survive drives her to address her story both strategically and pragmatically—

rather than investing in grand gestures of political activism, she accentuates 

the responsibility of the individuals in everyday life. Wilson avoids drawing 

an easy alliance between charitable groups or Christian faith, or easily 

demonizing the whole privileged white middle class—the many white 

women Frado meets are a variable of moral characters. Mrs. Bellmont and 
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Mary are the obvious villain while Jane is quite indifferent; while Mrs. 

Moore, Frado’s first employer after Mrs. Bellmont, “was a kind friend to her, 

and attempted to heal her wounded spirit by sympathy and advice” (65), Mrs. 

Hoggs, “a lover of gold and silver” (67), swindles Frado’s earnings and 

reports “her to the physician and town offices as an imposter” to cut her off 

from public charity (68).  

 Among the many Northern women Frado meets, the most charitable 

to her are the ones that seem to be also marginalized from domesticity and 

citizenship. After her time with the Bellmonts, which leaves Frado lame and 

spiritually disheartened, it is Aunt Abby who becomes her “sole comforter” 

and actively finds Frado a place of residence and employment, while Aunt 

Abby herself still resides in a delimited space of the Bellmonts. After Mrs. 

Hoggs’s embezzlement, Mrs. Moore again helps Frado. The narrator 

provides a significant piece of information on Mrs. Moore, stating that she 

“formerly had wealth at her command” but “her husband, defrauded of his 

last means by a branch of the Bellmont family, had supported them by 

manual labor, gone to the West, and left his wife and four young children” 

(68). In broad strokes, Mrs. Moore’s brief story illustrates the economical 

decline and dissolution of the Moore family in contrast with the influential 

and morally questionable Bellmont clan. Mrs. Moore’s predicament echoes 
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Mag’s and Frado’s as single mothers that are in financial distress, and are 

betrayed or oppressed by the upper class. Mrs. Moore’s back story is 

provided in order to accentuate her kindness—“But she felt humanity 

required her to give a shelter to one she knew to be worthy of a hospitable 

reception” (68)—while noting Frado’s “worthiness” of her kindness. The 

relationship between Mrs. Moore and Frado occurs on the margins of the 

patriarchal order, and in a social space that exists somewhere in between the 

private and public sphere. Contrary to the white middle-class wives who are 

nestled in domestic spheres, those who lack a family or husband to support 

them (like Mag, Frado, and Mrs. Moore) are thrust upon the public sphere 

and labor market in order to support themselves.  

 The last chapters of the novel create an alternative support system 

that enables Frado (and Wilson) to find financial support by her own 

entrepreneurial endeavors. Alongside Mrs. Moore, Frado meets an 

anonymous person who provides her of a “recipe” for a hair product “from 

which she might herself manufacture a useful article for her maintenance” 

(72). Frado now becomes a merchant who meets “some kind friends and 

purchasers” (72)—her entrepreneurship renders her a mobile agent who goes 

from home to home selling feminine products. The women in the appendix—

Allida, Margaretta Thorn, and the one who is signed as C.D.S.—create an 
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image of a supportive community that not only endorses Frado’s character 

but also her product. Allida notes of Mrs. Walker and her family who took 

Frado in as a sewer while aiding her poor health. Once abandoned by her 

own mother and horribly abused by another mother, Mrs. Bellmont, Frado 

finds a substitute mother whom she calls “mother” (74). Frado finds a 

community that stands as an alternative to the domesticity founded upon 

kinship and patriarchy. Finally, Frado finds her subjectivity in the North, not 

by marriage or a domestic arrangement, but as a working-class woman and 

an active participant of the northern economy.  

 In the last chapter of the novel, Wilson/the narrator purposely shifts 

from stating the novel as “my narrative” (70) to addressing, in the third-

person-perspective, Frado the protagonist. When we recall Brown’s last 

chapter, which also states the novel as “my narrative” (226), there is a stark 

contrast in how the two writers conclude their novels in terms of textuality. 

While Brown reaffirms his authorship over his telling the stories of 

Jefferson’s daughters, Wilson’s affirmative voice dissipates as the last 

chapter progresses. Furthermore, in the appendix, Wilson’s narrative voice is 

substituted by the aforementioned acquaintances—Allida, Margaret Thorne, 

and C.D.S.—and their stories about Frado. If Brown’s authoritative voice 

establishes his subjectivity within the structures of individual identity—as a 
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man, an American, and as a black American—Wilson’s strategically uses 

self-effacement as an enactment of defying such norms. Furthermore, as the 

racial identities of the writers of the appendix are not specified, the 

alternative community imagined through in the novel is presented as raceless. 

Rather, those who participate in individual acts of kindness towards Frado, 

who lend their “sympathy and aid” (72) become “friends of humanity” (80). 

The textuality of the novel, then, opens up a fictional space to “those who 

have a spark of humanity in their breasts” (80), both within and outside of 

the novel, and creates an alternative site of belonging and citizenship.  
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CONCLUSION 

 

 In this study, I have tried to demonstrate how the African American 

writers addressed the problem of citizenship as raced subjectivities, through 

the form of the novel and domesticity. By reading domesticity as a process 

that is elaborated through the novel form, we can better understand how the 

notions of family, marriage, and domesticity are racialized in the antebellum 

in order to maintain the political disenfranchisement of the enslaved and 

freed black people, and how the novels try to destabilize the racialization of 

domesticity, and at times the notion of domesticity itself, in order to claim 

black citizenship. 

 This study also reads the four novels as literary and discursive 

responses to the political disenfranchisement of the black Americans, and 

especially in the context of the Fugitive Slave Act and the Dred Scott 

decision which highlights the delimitation of black citizenship in the 1850s. 

In engaging with the pressing and urgent problem of black citizenship, the 

writers absorb contemporaneous literary forms to criticize or adapt dominant 

norms of domesticity in formulating their political responses. In this aspect, I 

have tried to read the novels as complex texts and comb through the 
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contradictions the novels face when incorporating or rejecting the middle-

class norms of family and domesticity into the novel, keeping in mind that, 

as Lora Romero suggests, we must “entertain the possibility that traditions, 

or even individual texts, could be radical on some issues … and reactionary 

on others” (4).  

 If it hasn’t been made clear, the chapters of the dissertation is 

purposely structured to follow a sort of temporal process that displays the 

transition from slavery to freedom, instead of following the chronological 

order of the novels’ year of publication. This is to map how the 

representation and significance of domesticity is inflected differently 

according to the difference between the enslaved and freed/free status. As 

follows, in Clotel and Blake, the notion of domesticity entails more of an 

ideological and discursive dimension, such as the patronymic genealogy and 

patriarchal order of the bourgeois domesticity, while The Garies and Our Nig 

grapple with actual, physical domestic spaces. While this study identified the 

subject matter of domesticity as a shared aspect of the novels, it also tried to 

examine how the novels responded distinctively to the disenfranchisement of 

black Americans through their respective usage of the novel form and the 

representation of black domesticity. This study not only examined the novels 

within its specific historical background and in a literary dialogue with 
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contemporaneous literary modes, but also tried to read the novels in 

comparison and contrast with each other. 

 If the other three novels adapt domesticity into their vision of 

citizenship, Our Nig not only criticizes the violent order of white domesticity, 

but rejects the idea of domesticity itself. The choice not to end the novel in a 

conventionally happy ending in marriage not only distinguishes the novel 

form of Our Nig by its open-endedness, but demonstrates that Wilson rejects 

the ideology of marriage as a sign of female accomplishment in the genteel 

tradition. Within the trajectory of the novel, it is only logical that “our nig” 

Frado rejects to submit herself to another domestic order, and seeks to define 

her own accomplishment through economic independence.  

 The contrast between The Garies and Our Nig is noteworthy, 

particularly, when we read Emily Garie and Frado together, we can see the 

distinction in the attitudes the writers have towards middle-class domesticity. 

Emily and Frado are both orphaned, biracial girls who live in the free North. 

After they mature into adulthood, both choose to marry a black man in hopes 

of finding a community to belong to. However, as Emily finds both family 

and community, Frado is abandoned by her con-man husband and is left to 

be supported by other women of the North. Webb’s choice to depict Emily as 

a biracial woman that chooses to marry into black family shows how Webb 
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imbues an affirmation of racial identity to middle-class domesticity.  

 In this grain, Delany, and Webb adapt the ideology of the middle-

class respectability into their novels, and rewrite the middle-class family into 

a moral, respectable black family that becomes the core of a newly found 

black community. In rewriting the respectability into their black community, 

both novels emphasizes a domestic order that is led by a moral patriarchal 

figure—in Blake, it is the eponymous revolutionary figure, and in The Garies 

it is both Charlie Ellis who cultivates himself into a gentleman and Mr. 

Walters who represents black ownership. And in case of all three novels 

written by black male writers, the novels adapt the ideology of true 

womanhood into the characterization of the black females. The virtue and 

chastity of the black female characters are presented as the embodiment of 

black respectability and the capacity for citizenship. Perhaps Mrs. Garie can 

be seen as an exception, as chapter three previously demonstrates, for her 

association with the sexual exploitation of slavery as a slave/wife makes her 

an unsuitable character to be accommodated into the respectable black 

middle class. The significance of the black female characters, then, should be 

read in the broader context of the dominant discourse on black female 

sexuality. Brown, Delany, and Webb recognize the political need to rewrite 

the figure of the oversexualized black female by depicting black female 
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characters as chaste and virtuous. And in this regard, the three novels suggest 

that the formerly sexualized female bodies can only be transformed into 

political subjectivities through the middle-class domestic order. 

 To this point, the adaptation of middle-class respectability reveals a 

blind spot in the novels in regards to the question of black female sexual 

desire and subjectivity. The adherence to middle-class norms of gender roles, 

as we can see in the novels, suppresses any mention of sexual desire. Clotel 

also attempts to rewrite the eroticized mulatta figure as virtuous daughters 

who embody the Republican ideals of freedom and equality. Even Our Nig, 

which is the most critical towards middle-class domesticity of the four 

novels, acknowledges Mag’s and Frados’ sexual desire in a self-censured 

manner by justifying their motivation for marriage as an exchange for 

stability (in Mag’s case) or belonging (in Frado’s case). All four novels show 

a self-awareness of the vulnerability of black female sexuality, and the 

dominant preconceptions of black female sexuality that constantly eroticizes 

the black female body; the novels depicts the black female characters as 

sexed subjectivities but dare not to depict them as sexual subjectivities.  

 The question of black female subjectivity and sexuality, then, raises 

a fundamental question about the literary public sphere the novels aspire to 

enter. The literary public sphere, which, as I have argued in the introduction, 
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enables the writers to imagine their participation as citizens by their literary 

representations, is revealed to have a gendered structure of citizenship. If the 

question of black female subjectivity remains as a crucial limitation to the 

envisioned black domesticity in the novels, the domesticity the novels 

represent or emulate entail an inherently hierarchical structure that is unable 

to address the gendered inequality of domestic orders. If domesticity, as the 

black male writers suggest, becomes the basis of civic society and citizenship, 

the problem of gendered subjectivity and corporeality cannot be fully 

articulated within the frame of domesticity, and the problem of gender also 

becomes an unresolved question of the possibility of embracing female 

sexuality within the frame of citizenship.  

 By thinking about how the black writers, in their aspiration for 

literary participation as an enactment of citizenship, adapt or reject 

domesticity, this study expands upon the previous studies of domesticity. If 

the critical attention to domesticity and domestic novels were considered 

within strictly racial or gendered categories—categories such as white 

female writers, black female writers, etc.—this study tries to think beyond 

the critical categories by grouping a specific era of black writers of both 

genders to examine the complex and contradictory function of domesticity in 

the novels, how the novels at times adheres to and confirms gender roles 



 

 

 
197 

 

while at times uses domesticity in racially redefining middle-class values, 

and how domesticity becomes a frame of reference to invite intertextual 

discussions between black/white, male/female texts.  

 Furthermore, by examining domesticity and its relation to the 

politics of each novel, this critical frame helps us gain insight into the 

problem of gender in the early African American literary works. The critical 

attention to African American literature, in some ways, is overshadowed by 

the overall project of political uplift and racial elevation. However, as this 

study shows, the novels have their limitations and achievements, especially 

in regards to the representation of gender issues. Thus, this study reiterates 

the significance of the intersectionality of race and gender in African 

American studies and American studies.  
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국문초록 

 
 
   1850년대는 노예제로 인한 정치적 대립이 첨예해졌던 시기였을 뿐 아

니라, 미국이라는 국가적 정체성이 인종주의적 이데올로기로 구성되었던 

시기였다. 특히, 1850년대에 제정되었던 도망노예법(Fugitive Slave Act)이나, 

노예주에서 자유주로 이주한 흑인 노예 드레드 스콧(Dred Scott)에게 시민

권을 허가하지 않은 1857년도의 판결 등은 미국의 시민권이 인종적 구분

에 의해 규정된다는 사실을 확인시켜주는 법적 사건들이었다. 이러한 가

운데, 노예 신분으로부터 해방되었거나 출생부터 노예 신분이 아닌 흑인

들의 존재는 백인성을 전제로 한 국가적 정체성을 위협했을 뿐만 아니라, 

1850년대의 미국 시민권에 내재된 인종주의적 성격에 대한 근본적인 물

음을 제기하게 된다. 이 논문은, 시민도 아니면서 노예도 아닌 흑인들이, 

자신들의 모순적인 상황에 대응하는 방식으로 소설이라는 장르를 통해 

국가 안에서의 위치와 소속감에 대한 고민을 하게 되었다는 전제에서 출

발한다.  

   본 논문은 남북전쟁 이전, 1850년대에 출간된 미국 흑인 작가들에 의

해 출간된 소설들을 연구대상으로 삼아, 법적인 시민권이 보장되지 않았

던 시기에 작가들이 소설 쓰기가 갖는 의의에 대해 생각해 보고 있다. 소

설이라는 허구적인 공간이 작가들에게는 주어지지 않았던 시민권을 상상

할 수 있게 함으로써, 법적인 개념으로서의 시민권뿐만 아니라, 국가 안

에서의 소속감을 모색할 수 있었음을 본고에서 주장하고 있다. 특히, 이 

논문에서는 소설 안에서 가정성을 재현하는 방식을 통해 작가들이 미국 

백인중심주의적인 중산층 가정성을 어떻게 전유, 모방, 혹은 비판했는지 

분석하고, 가정성의 재현 방식이 각 소설들이 구현하고자 하는 시민, 시

민권의 의미와 어떠한 연관을 맺고 있는지 분석한다.  
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   1850년대에 출간된 네 작품들, 윌리엄 웰스 브라운(William Wells Brown)

의 『클로텔, 대통령의 딸』(Clotel; or, the President’s Daughter, 1853), 프랭

크 웹(Frank J. Webb)의 『개리네와 그 친구들』 (The Garies and Their 

Friends, 1857), 해리엇 윌슨(Harriet Wilson)의 『우리 검둥이, 혹은 한 자유 

흑인의 삶에 대한 스케치』(Our Nig, or, Sketches from the Life of a Free Black, 

1859), 마틴 딜레이니(Martin Delany)의 『블레이크, 혹은 미국의 오두막들』

(Blake, or the Huts of America, 1859-62)은 공통적으로 가정성을 재현하고 있

다. 미국 노예제의 역사 안에서 가정성은 백인들의 가부장적 질서 및 가

계도의 특권화를 공고히 했을 뿐만 아니라, 흑인들의 인간됨을 지우고 인

권을 박탈하는 기제로 사용되어 왔다. 즉, 가정성은 흑인들에게 투쟁을 

통해 얻어내야 할 무엇임과 동시에 그들을 억압하는 기제이기도 하는, 양

가적인 대상이 되었다. 이러한 흑인들의 역사를 고려해볼 때, 흑인 작가

들이 소설 안에서 백인 중심주의적인 가정적 질서를 비판하거나, 흑인들

의 가족 혹은 가정적 공간을 상상하는 일은 시민권을 위한 정치적 투쟁

의 하나로 볼 수 있다. 

   각 소설들이 가정성을 재현, 비판, 혹은 전유하는 방식은 저마다 다르

다. 이 논문은 가정성의 재현을 통해서 각 소설들이 구현하고자 하는 시

민권의 양상이 무엇인지, 그리고 각 소설들이 갖고 있는 정치적 의의 혹

은 한계가 무엇인지 살펴보고자 한다. 또한, 가정성의 재현을 통해 당대

의 문학적 형식에 대해 흑인 작가들의 소설들은 어떠한 방식으로 담론적 

차원에서 대응했는지도 살펴보고 있다. 특히, 미국의 백인중심적인 가정

성 이데올로기가 흑인성이 지시하는 육체성—가령, 과도한 섹슈얼리티의 

상징, 정통적 가계도를 형성하는 언어적 체계로부터 벗어난 육체성 등—

을 구성하는 데 주도적인 역할을 했다는 점을 감안했을 때, 흑인 작가들

이 소설을 통해 가정성을 재현하는 양상들은 흑인성을 구성하는 담론에 
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대한 적극적 대응이라고 할 수 있겠다. 

   본론 1장, 브라운의 작품 『클로텔』을 다루는 장에서는 브라운이 리

디아 마리아 차일드(Lydia Maria Child)의 단편소설 「쿼드룬」(“The 

Quadroons”) 과 토머스 제퍼슨(Thomas Jefferson)의 글들을 소설 속에 차용 

및 병치를 함으로써 미국 독립의 이념들이 내재하는 인종주의적 속성을 

폭로하고 있음을 주장한다. 그러나 한편으로는 브라운의 소설 쓰기 전략

은, 브라운의 남성 주체가 글쓰기를 통해 시민 주체가 되는 과정과 소설 

속 흑인 여성 인물들에게 부정되는 시민권이 대조되는 결과를 낳는 한계

를 드러내기도 한다. 본론 2장에서는 딜레이니의 『블레이크』가 흑인 노

예들에게 거부되고 박탈되었던 가정적 질서를 소설이라는 허구적인 공간 

안에서 어떠한 방식으로 재현되는지 살펴본다. 특히, 당대의 대표적인 반

노예제 소설인 해리엇 비처 스토(Harriet Beecher Stowe)의 『톰 아저씨의 

오두막』(Uncle Tom’s Cabin)과의 대조를 통해, 딜레이니가 가부장적 질서 

안에서 구축되는 시민권의 이상적인 양태로 도덕적인 흑인 남성성을 소

설 안에서 구현하고 있음을 2장에서 읽어낸다. 흑인 가부장제의 구축은 

노예제로 인해 생겨난 흑인 여성의 성적 착취에 맞서 흑인 여성들을 시

민사회 안으로 포섭하고 보호하는 방식으로 소설에서 제시되지만, 딜레이

니의 소설은 백인들의 폭력에 맞서 세워지는 흑인 가부장제가 내재적으

로 갖고 있는 억압적 위계가 궁극적으로 해결하지 못한 채, 미완된 형태

로 남는 한계 또한 갖고 있다. 웹의 가정소설 『개리네와 그 친구들』을 

다루는 3장에서는, 노예제를 직접적으로 다루었던 1, 2장의 소설들과는 달

리, 자유주인 북부에서 노예제와는 다른 방식으로 이뤄지는 인종적 억압

을 소설이 어떻게 재현되고, 이러한 인종적 억압에 맞서는 방식으로 소설

이 인종적 정체성과 공동체의 형성이 흑인 가정의 존속과 생존을 통해 

드러내고 있음을 주장한다. 웹의 소설은, 논문에서 다루는 소설들 중에서 
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가장 정형화된 가정소설의 형식을 갖고 있는데, 이는 가정이라는 틀을 흑

인의 시민권 획득을 위해 전유하는 소설의 정치성과 맞닿아 있다고 볼 

수 있다. 마지막 4장에서는 윌슨의 『우리 검둥이』를 다루는데, 앞선 남

성 작가들의 작품들이 가정성을 구축하고 재현함으로써 시민권을 상상하

는 방식을 취했다면, 윌슨의 작품은 가정성의 폭력성을 폭로하고 가정성

을 거부하는 방식을 취한다. 가정성에 대한 윌슨의 태도는 소설이 보여 

주는 형식적 실험을 통해 더욱 부각되는데, 가령 고정적이지 않은 시점의 

활용을 통해 자서전적인 형식과 소설의 형식을 오감으로써, 소설 속 주인

공인 프레이도(Frado)가 보여 주는 흑인 여성 주체의 주변성을 드러낸다. 

특히, 흔히 여성 인물들이 소설 안에서 획득하는 전형적인 결말, 즉 결혼

을 거부하고 노동하는 주체로서의 프레이도의 성장 과정을 추적함으로써, 

소설은 가부장적 가정성을 전면적으로 거부한다.  

    

 

주요어: 미국소설, 19세기 미국, 윌리엄 웰스 브라운, 마틴 딜레이니, 프랭
크 웹, 해리엇 윌슨, 시민권, 가정성 
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