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Set within a feminist and revisionist context, my dissertation examines 

literary representations of the historic roots of black women’s resistance in Cuba 

and the United States, by studying texts by both Afro-American and Afro-Cuban 

women from four different literary genres: Harriet Jacobs’s autobiographical 

slave narrative, a neo-slave narrative by Sherley Ann Williams, the testimonio of 

María de los Reyes Castillo (“Reyita”), and the poetry of Nancy Morejón and 

Georgina Herrera.  Conscious of the differences between the texts, I nevertheless 

demonstrate how the writers participate in black women’s self-inscription in the 

historical process by positioning themselves as subjects of their history and 

seizing discursive control of their (hi)stories. 
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Although the texts form part of separate discourses, I explore the 

commonalities of the rhetorical devices and narrative strategies employed by the 

authors as they disassemble racist and sexist stereotypes, (re)constructing black 

female subjectivity through an image of active resistance against oppression, one 

that authorizes unconventional definitions of womanhood and motherhood.  My 

project argues that in their revisions of national history, these writings also 

demonstrate the pervasive role of racial and gender categories in the creation of a 

discourse of national identity, while promoting a historiography constructed 

within flexible borders that need to be constantly negotiated. 

Putting these texts in dialogue with one another both within and across 

geopolitical boundaries, my project is characterized by a tension between 

positions, from close textual readings to historical commentaries, as I develop 

multilayered readings drawing on sources that range from cultural history and 

genre studies to psychoanalytical theory and black feminist criticism.  The 

authors’ literary representations of their culture of resistance constitute an 

essential contribution to literary and historical studies, suggesting a dialectic 

model for “reading dialogically” such concepts as “subjectivity,” “discourse,” 

“tradition,” and “history,” by simultaneously exploring multiple, contradictory, or 

complementary discursive spaces.  This dialectic of identification and difference, 

continuity and change, serves to describe the intertextual relationships within 

Afro-American and Afro-Cuban literary traditions.  Simultaneously, drawing on 
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dialogic relationships can open up new lines of enquiry and redress the historical 

imbalance of Western historiography by presenting black women’s history and 

subjectivity as multiple and discontinuous. 
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Introduction.  “Custodians of History”: (Re)Construction of 
Black Women as Historical and Literary Subjects in Afro-

American and Afro-Cuban Women’s Writing 

[This space owned by the Commission is] safe for a political activist, safe 
for a woman and wife, official in its acknowledgement of her story as the 
truth and official in giving her the space to become a historian, a custodian 
of history despite her gender. 
- Antje Krog, Country of my Skull (1988) 

 
 In Country of my Skull, Antje Krog analyzes the “Special Hearings on 

Women” organized in 1997 by the “Truth and Reconciliation Commission,” 

which was formed to address the violation of human rights by the system of 

Apartheid in South Africa.  These hearings emphasized the idea that both the 

silences and the words of those women who struggled against Apartheid had to be 

examined.  The quotation selected above focuses on the necessity for black 

women activists to have a “safe space” in which to tell their untold stories, 

“despite their gender.” 

 Reading Krog’s book, as well as many excerpts from the Hearings, led me 

to reflect on the difficulties black women in the United States have encountered 

when trying to provide an accurate account of their participation in history.  While 

the field of women’s history emerged in the 1970s, black women’s history did not 

establish itself as a separate field until the 1980s.  By then, Afro-American 

historiography was already recognized through the academic support of black 

studies brought by the Civil Rights Era, but it was not until black feminists 
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insisted on the need to devote a space specifically to black women’s perspectives 

that the academy acknowledged scholarship on black women’s history.  Patricia 

Morton distinguishes between how black and white women have figured in 

history by stating that whereas the role of white women in history has not been 

sufficiently analyzed, “in its images, the black woman’s history has both figured 

and been profoundly disfigured” (Disfigured xi).  Since their stories have been 

either untold or mistold, writing black women’s history must include both their 

construction and reconstruction as historical subjects.  Such a narrative must 

revise both the silences and the damaging stereotypes that have dictated how 

black women have emerged in historiography. 

The (re)construction of the story of the slave woman remains central to 

black women’s historiography, given that in the writing of history, “black 

Americans have long been equated with slaves” (Morton, Disfigured 137).  

Although we must be careful not to overuse the present to explain the past, since 

black women’s identity is rooted in their historical experience, the analysis of 

slave women’s history is fundamental to our contemporary culture’s images of 

black women and the latter’s present position in society.  Though slavery 

historiography flourished in the 1970s, these texts either continued to mythologize 

black womanhood or rendered black women invisible, and therefore black 

women’s own interpretation of their past remained obscure.  During this time 

there were a few publications which paid specific attention to Afro-American 
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women, such as Gerda Lerner’s Black Women in White America: A Documentary 

History (1972).  Despite commenting on the double burden of sexual and gender 

discrimination that black women had historically confronted, the work of this 

white feminist scholar was criticized for perpetuating the mythology of a strong 

black womanhood domineering over black men.  Many contemporary black 

feminists such as Erlene Stetson foreground the importance of Herbert Gutman’s 

focus on the black female slave in The Black Family in Slavery and Freedom, 

1750-1925 (1976).1  Nevertheless, Morton argues that Gutman’s positive portrait 

of the Afro-American family, while demolishing the myths of the black 

matriarchal figure and the sexually promiscuous “Jezebel,” highlighted black 

women’s deference to the patriarchal figure in the family (Disfigured 131). 

Throughout the nineteenth century and most of the twentieth century, 

American and Afro-American historiography portrayed black women as 

unidimensional types, ranging from sexual creatures to helpless victims, 

overpowerful matriarchs and virtuous women uplifting the black race.  A change 

in the study of slavery took place when gendered attention was given to slavery 

studies by historians such as Deborah White, Paula Giddings, Elizabeth Fox-

Genovese, and Darlene Clark Hine.2  Their work not only constitutes an attempt 

to fill in the gaps in contemporary historiography around the figure of the female 

slave, by deconstructing stereotypes, analyzing collective memories, and 

discovering black women’s inner lives, but it has created an image of how slavery 
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was experienced “as a multitude of worlds” (Morton, Discovering 10).  The 

appearance of black women’s history was influenced by the development of black 

women studies through the pioneering work of Toni Cade Bambara, Barbara 

Smith, Mary Helen Washington and Gloria Hull, whose debates about black 

feminist criticism demonstrate that the project of reconstructing black women’s 

history is a feminist endeavor.3  In this regard, black feminist criticism has 

emphasized the importance of the literature written by black women in the task of 

reexamining their active role in history.   

In attempting to place black women “rightly” in history, Afro-American 

women writers need to confront the fact that, as Deborah White argues, black 

women “have been given more myth than history” (Ar’n’t 167).  Historian 

Hayden White has discussed the characterization of historiography as a textual 

creation of myth-like fictions.  In his essay “The Fictions of Factual 

Representation,” White reflects on the fact that historical writing has much in 

common with fictional writing, claiming that “history is not less a form of fiction 

than the novel is a form of historical representation” (Tropics 122).  For White, all 

historical descriptions are interpretations, and all interpretations and all language 

are ideological.  Within this context, black women writers must find a space in 

literature to construct a discourse that revises the officially authorized historical 

version.  My first experience studying this literature was to focus on the work of 

black female writers who tried to tell their (hi)stories in turn-of-the-century 
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America, an era whose literature and historiography were characterized by 

racially sexualized discourses.  During the 1890s the effort to elevate blacks from 

slaves to citizens provoked the appearance of texts that presented blacks as 

incapable of improvement.  These ideas constituted the base for segregationist 

laws, the disenfranchisement of black voters, and the lynching and rape of the free 

black population.  Within this context, I examined the novel Iola Leroy or 

Shadows Uplifted (1892) by Frances Ellen Watkins Harper, and Southern Horrors 

and Other Writings, 1892-1900, a 1997 edition of Ida B. Wells’s writings on her 

anti-lynching campaign, in order to demonstrate that these two Afro-American 

authors engaged in a two-fold mission: fighting to improve the living conditions 

of their people, and interpreting/rewriting the history that white authors had failed 

“to read aright,” by presenting the facts to those who had the power to act and 

write history.4 

Henry Louis Gates Jr. has stated that anyone who analyzes black literature 

must do so as a comparativist (Signifying Monkey xxiv).5  Following this 

suggestion, I include in my dissertation black women writers from different areas 

of the African diaspora, as I examine literary representations of the historic roots 

of black women’s resistance in Cuba and the United States, studying texts by both 

Afro-American and Afro-Cuban women from four different literary genres.  The 

texts analyzed in what follows are the autobiographical slave narrative Incidents 

in the Life of a Slave Girl, Written by Herself (1861) by the Afro-American ex-
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slave Harriet Jacobs; the novel Dessa Rose (1986) by the Afro-American writer 

Sherley Ann Williams; a testimonial narrative, Reyita, sencillamente: testimonio 

de una negra cubana nonagenaria [Simply Reyita: Testimonial Narrative of a 

Nonagenarian Black Cuban Woman] (1996),6 written/transcribed by the Afro-

Cuban historian Daisy Rubiera Castillo from her interviews with her mother; and 

a selection of poems by the contemporary Afro-Cuban poets Nancy Morejón and 

Georgina Herrera. 

There have been many difficulties in developing this project on a 

comparative level.  In order to break up from the pattern of having men both as 

interpreters and interpreted in the writing of black women’s history, scholars need 

to confront the challenges caused by the paucity of evidence about black women 

and the fact that literacy was more the exception than the norm for black women 

in the nineteenth century.  As a consequence, I have had to employ texts from 

contemporary black women authors which return to the past in order to analyze 

black women’s present historical circumstances.  Despite these chronological 

differences in the production of the texts, I will nevertheless demonstrate how all 

the writers participate in black women’s self-inscription in the historical process 

by positioning themselves as subjects of their history.  In this vein, trying to 

counteract objectified portrayals of black women in historiography, the authors 

present a black female consciousness that seizes discursive control of their 

(hi)stories.  In addition, although the texts form part of separate discourses, I 
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intend to show the commonalities of the rhetorical devices they use to inscribe 

their testimonies in the written record of North American and Cuban history.  I 

analyze how the authors, lacking a “safe space” to write history, place themselves 

in a position where they can have some influence on the way history is being 

written.   

At the same time, I emphasize how the authors disassemble racist and 

sexist stereotypes, (re)constructing black female subjectivity through an image of 

active resistance against oppression, one that authorizes unconventional 

definitions of womanhood and motherhood.  This image, which I have named 

“the rebel (m)other,” allows the authors to make black woman’s presence and 

participation in history explicit, while redefining heroism from a black female 

perspective.  My project argues that these writings also demonstrate the 

significance of black women’s specific relationship to historical national tensions 

in Cuba and the United States.  By using a feminist and revisionist analysis, my 

study is connected to those done by critics such as Frances Foster, Hazel Carby, 

and Catherine Davies, who have discussed how black women writers in the 

United States and Cuba have used and manipulated dominant discourses to serve 

their own political intentions.7   

One of the main issues I considered when contemplating this project was 

the selection of authors from different countries.  In addition to Cuba, I explored 

the possibilities of discussing texts from Puerto Rico and Brazil, which are also 
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examples of the African diaspora sharing similar racially ambiguous societal 

codes, as opposed to the binary color code that characterizes the understanding of 

race in the United States.  As in Cuba and the United States, literary and historical 

studies in Brazil and Puerto Rico have dwelled on the question of national identity 

by addressing the issue of race.  Since the nineteenth century these texts have 

examined “the black problem” in the construction of a national discourse.  After 

the abolition of slavery, one of the most productive periods for the emergence of 

these texts was the decades of the 1920-30s, when a myriad of historical-social 

texts as well as literary ones were produced, analyzing the role and contributions 

of blacks to history and development in Cuba, Puerto Rico and Brazil.  Among 

these writings we can mention Brazilian sociologist Gilberto Freyre’s Casa 

grande e senzala (1933),8 which focuses on the relationships between masters and 

slaves to study how the mixing of cultures produces as a result “a new Brazilian.”  

This narrative of assimilation is also present in literary texts from Brazil’s 

modernist movement, such as Oswald de Andrade O manifesto antropófago [The 

Cannibalist Manifesto] (1928) and Mario de Andrade’s Macunaíma (1928), both 

of which use the topic of cannibalism to discuss the consumption and expulsion of 

other cultures to form a homogeneous Brazilian identity. 

On the other hand, in Puerto Rico, cultural and historical debates in the 

1930s produced foundational texts discussing the role of race in the formation of 

an idiosyncratic Puerto Rican identity that counteracted North American influence 
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in the island, such as Antonio S. Pedreira’s Insularismo [Insularism] (1934) and 

Tomás Blanco’s El prejuicio racial en Puerto Rico [Racial Prejudice in Puerto 

Rico] (1938).  During these decades the first instances of the so-called negrista 

poetry arise, such as Luis Palés Matos’s Tuntún de pasa y grifería (1937), which 

employed black themes and forms to highlight the importance of the African 

influence in the culture and history of the Antillean islands.  In Cuba, the 

negrismo movement acquired relevance through the works of musicologist and 

writer Alejo Carpentier and “national poet” Nicolás Guillén, among others.  

Similarly, the sociological and anthropological writings of Fernando Ortiz, such 

as Los negros brujos [Black Magic Men] (1906) and Los negros esclavos [Black 

Slaves] (1916), contributed to foreground the debate over the inclusion of blacks 

in a Cuban national discourse.  All of these texts make use of the trope of 

mestizaje [miscegenation] and the figure of the mulatto (often a female figure) to 

analyze the possibility of producing an ideology of national unity out of racial and 

cultural heterogeneity.   

An analysis of the historical experience of blacks in these three countries 

demonstrates that despite their constant presence as objects in national discourses, 

blacks have not been equal participants in the official construction of national 

projects.  In particular, the literary canons in the three countries contain few 

contributions by black women writers in which they discuss their role in national 

history.  Nevertheless, it is Cuba which stands out as the best scenario for the 
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analysis of black female-authored literary representations of black women’s 

history.  As I mentioned, the field of black women’s history dedicates special 

attention to the image of the female slave.  Though there exists only one known 

instance of a slave narrative in the Spanish Caribbean and Brazil, Autobiografía 

de un esclavo [Autobiography of a Slave] by the Cuban slave Juan Francisco 

Manzano (1840?), post-1959 Cuban literature presents works by black women 

writers in which the female slave’s resistance is seen as the beginning of centuries 

of historical struggles leading to the Revolution.  Besides producing this link 

between the figure of the female slave and the revolucionaria, in Cuba the 

interactions between history and literature are more prominent than in Puerto Rico 

and Brazil, since Fidel Castro’s mandate in the early days of the Revolution to 

rewrite history from the people’s perspective was directed not only to historians 

but to writers and artists, who were thus appointed as “unofficial” historians.9 

In comparison to the list of texts on black women’s history in the United 

States, there are fewer works in the study of Caribbean history that focus on the 

interactions of race and gender or that describe the experience of the female 

slave.10  Among these works, some are focused on the question of women’s 

resistance, such as Lucille Mathurin’s The Rebel Woman in the British West 

Indies During Slavery (1975) and Gary Y. Okihiro’s edition, In Resistance: 

Studies in African, Caribbean and Afro-American History (1986).  The editors of 

Engendering History: Caribbean Women in Historical Perspective (1995) argue 
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that to date the majority of studies on slave resistance have focused on the 

English-speaking Caribbean, and studies on the Hispanic Caribbean are needed 

for the development of comparative work (Sheperd, Brereton, and Bailey xviii).  

After the arrival of the Revolution, Cuban historiography has witnessed the 

publication of works about women’s participation in struggles for independence 

and the revolutionary struggle, though these do not highlight in particular black 

women’s role in them, with the exception of a few mythical figures.11   

According to Salvador Morales, studies of slavery in Cuba have increased 

since 1959, when the Revolution created a favorable atmosphere for a 

reevaluation of the role of blacks in the constitution of Cuba as a nation (ix).  

Thus, we have the works of Pedro Deschamps Chapeaux, Manuel Moreno 

Fraginals, José Luciano Franco, and more recently María del Carmen Barcia, 

Rafael Duharte, and Gabino la Rosa.  Some of these historians placed emphasis 

on the subject of resistance with their studies on cimarronaje, but there are still 

lacunae in slavery studies concerning the perspectives of the slaves themselves 

and the study of the female slave’s experience.12  In the prologue to Cuban 

historian Gloria García Rodríguez’s La esclavitud desde la esclavitud: la vision de 

los siervos [Slavery by the Slaves: The Slaves’ Perspective] (1996), Salvador 

Morales contrasts the lack of documents from the slave’s perspective in Latin 

America in general to the existence of such documents in the United States (xii).  

With her book, García Rodríguez attempts to pay close attention to the inner lives 
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and the mentalities of the slaves, by concentrating on their struggle against the 

laws that regulated their lives.  With regard to the figure of the female slave, 

among the few studies that deal with the subject, the work of Afro-Cuban 

historian Digna Castañeda Fuertes stands out.13 

On the subject of Caribbean women’s literature, Emilia Ippolito claims 

that there is a lack of literary criticism on Caribbean women writers, despite the 

fact that in the last decades more attention has been given to their literature (6).  

Among the critical works, the topics of resistance and black women’s writing 

have acquired also more relevance recently but many of these texts are dedicated 

to the British and French Caribbean, which would support Ippolito’s argument 

that “the West Indies and the Anglophone Caribbean remain the most important 

parts of this whole” (7).14  With my analysis of Afro-Cuban women’s literature I 

intend to contribute to turn the focus from the Anglophone Caribbean, and 

foreground both black women’s literature and history in the Spanish Caribbean.15  

Though there is now comparative work on slavery in the Americas and a few 

works explore the relationships between the culture and history of Afro-

Americans and Cubans, my project is the first comparative study of how black 

women’s literature in Cuba and the States rewrites history.16 

By studying works placed at the intersection between literature and 

history, I intend to show the continuity between fictional and documentary 

narrative in Afro-American and Afro-Cuban literature.  Valerie Smith has pointed 
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out the importance of “naming oneself and shaping one’s story, whether orally or 

in writing, in a culture where the discourse and ideology are controlled by the 

Other” (Self-Discovery 153).  I argue that the four genres around which I have 

organized my work demonstrate the different ways in which these writers 

authorize themselves to contest dominant discourses and challenge a historical 

narrative where the role of black women has been overlooked or turned into a 

myth.  By telling (hi)stories with reconstructive images of their own, these authors 

reveal the gap between the reality of black history and its representation. 

Putting these texts in dialogue with one another both within and across 

geopolitical boundaries, I attempt to search for family likeness without erasing 

differences.  Therefore, though we can discern certain patterns of resistance to 

what has been until now the representation of black women in history, I do not 

pretend to argue that the texts demonstrate the existence of a literary tradition 

which rewrites black women’s active role in history.  Indeed, my project 

constitutes an attempt to call attention to the disruptions and discontinuities that 

arise from establishing historiographical and literary canons.  Moreover, using 

texts from different geographical spaces requires us to develop different theories 

and practices of reading.  Valerie Smith has said that “ahistorical readings pose 

special problems for the critic of Afro-American writing” (Self-Discovery 6).  In 

this regard, my analysis demonstrates awareness that in the study of black 

women’s writing aesthetics and politics are inseparable.  On the one hand, 
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through techniques of close reading informed by theoretical engagement, I seek to 

illuminate the construction of texts.  On the other, even though the selection of 

texts from disparate historical periods has rendered a thorough contextualization 

unfeasible, I do consider the broad historical and political forces that were in 

place when the texts were produced, in order to provide some sense of the 

literary-historical conditions that gave rise to the works in question.  Due to this 

dual investment, my project is characterized by a tension between positions, from 

close textual readings to historical commentaries.  This tension is accompanied by 

the frequent use of translations, which, unless noted otherwise, are my own. 

The use of such an eclectic method allows me to forage among discourses 

and use what I can for my own purposes.  Though indebted to theorists, I do not 

advance an exclusive reading but rather engage with dynamic critical categories, 

which have been employed in different ways by scholars from different fields.  

One of the main influences in my work is Mikhail Bakhtin, whose theory of 

dialogism describes language as “the site of contradictions and struggle,” 

according to Ruth Robbins (120).17  Bakhtin argues that any text is polyvalent, 

since language is a process always in the making, which carries a multiplicity of 

meanings.  His writing was formative in the thinking of Julia Kristeva, on whose 

work I draw frequently in my project, because of the ability she has to bring 

together several discourses and to reject established frameworks.  In her essay 

“Stabat Mater,” Kristeva calls into question the authorized version of motherhood, 
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and in “Women’s Time” she argues that the kind of linear historical accounts 

associated with official historiography exclude women’s historical time.  Indeed, 

according to Robbins, Kristeva’s work “is a series of antitotalising gestures” 

(120). 

In her well-known book Revolution in Poetic Language (1974), Kristeva 

argues that “it is the obligation of the analyst to read the plurality of both the text 

and the speaking subject” (Robbins 127).  She distinguishes between symbolic 

and semiotic as two kinds of signifying processes in language: the symbolic refers 

to the language of transparency, aligned with the patriarchal function, and the 

semiotic is concerned with a language that rejects systematization.  Kristeva 

employs the dialectic between symbolic-semiotic to explore women’s relationship 

to language, and I would like to consider the presence of this dialectic in black 

women’s writing, which escapes traditional systems of categorization (semiotic 

element) while drawing on traditional discourses (symbolic element).  Kristeva is 

also recognized for introducing in critical discourse the term “intertextuality,” 

which addresses the multiplicity of discourses “competing with and modifying 

each other within a single text” (Robbins 123).  This scholar’s rejection of the 

either/or dilemma and her idea of language and the subject as processes open to 

change allow me to study Afro-American and Afro-Cuban women’s writing as 

open-ended and dialogic. 
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Kristeva brings together psychoanalysis and the study of national identity 

in Strangers to Ourselves (1989).18  In this text Kristeva’s notion of the 

“foreigner” has a double identity: it is the “real” figure of the foreigner in a 

cultural and nationalistic sense, and also the foreigner as the part of our identity 

that we do not recognize within ourselves.  Kristeva attempts to show that “it is 

our own unconscious which is projected onto those whom we exclude from our 

society/nation” (Oliver, “Introduction” 14).  In their use of psychoanalysis, 

Kristeva’s theories are aligned with the work of Sigmund Freud, Jacques Derrida, 

and Jacques Lacan, all of whom discuss in their writings the notion of the divided 

subject as opposed to the humanistic unified self.  The concept of alterity within 

identity is fundamental in my analysis, as I consider not merely the divided 

identity of the characters in the texts, but also the residue of the unconscious in 

these writings, since the authors had to face restrictions when authoring their 

work.  Moreover, as diaspora writers, these authors are examples of the 

postcolonial subject as a particular case of the split subject.  Thus, my work is 

also connected to the studies of Frantz Fanon, Homi Bhaba and Gayatri Spivak 

who discuss whether the postcolonial subject could ever achieve wholeness after 

the experience of colonialism.19  

Afro-American critic Mae Gwendolyn Henderson supports the use of 

different theories to study black women’s writing, arguing that “the critical 

insights of one reading might well become the blind spots on another reading” 
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(“Speaking” 117).  In this vein, Norma Claire Moruzzi criticizes the absence of a 

discussion of race and racism in Kristeva’s analysis of the foreigner.20  Therefore, 

in my project it is necessary to include theories that consider the particularities of 

black women’s experience of race through the work of Afro-American scholars 

such as Henry Louis Gates Jr. and W. B. Du Bois, who also study the notions of 

intertextuality in the black text, and the divided subjectivity of the black self, 

respectively.  Moreover, though I contextualize references to essays and theorists, 

my reading is grounded on a feminist perspective, and that leads me to study the 

work of black women feminists such as Mae Gwendolyn Henderson, Deborah 

McDowell and Valerie Smith, whose analysis of the interactions of race, class and 

gender in black women’s lives constitutes a proposal against the totalizing 

gestures of feminism.21  Nevertheless, black feminist critics in the United States 

have themselves participated in essentialist definitions when they discuss the 

situation of “black women” without distinguishing between ethnicity and 

nationality.   

This question leads me to the problematics of using an adequate 

terminology in discussions of black women writers from countries with different 

racial stratifications.  The term “black women” remains “essential” for my 

discussion, and as such I defend the practice of a “tactical essentialism” as a 

political strategy for feminism.  However, my comparative project demonstrates 

that one must consider the national identity of the subject, as black women from 
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the United States and Cuba have different historical and social backgrounds.  

When discussing black women’s writing in Cuba, I have decided to use the term 

“Afro-Cuban,” usually employed in critical studies in English, within the same 

context where I discuss Afro-American women’s writing, such as the introduction 

and conclusion to the dissertation.  However, I will use the term Black Cuban in 

the chapters specifically dedicated to black women writers from Cuba, since it is a 

term more easily welcomed by the writers themselves (the title of the text studied 

in the third chapter includes the words “una negra cubana” [a black Cuban 

woman]).22 

Yet, since the totalizing impulse of race in concepts such as black 

womanhood masks real differences between black women from Cuba and the 

United States, the work of Afro-Cuban writer and literary critic Nancy Morejón 

demonstrates that one needs to acknowledge internal discursive fields such as 

negrismo, transculturación, mestizaje, and cubanismo, when studying Afro-

Cuban women’s writings.  In my analysis I have tried to be careful to include the 

work of Latin America and Caribbean critics to place it in dialogue with that of 

North American and European scholars.  Similarly, my project places the work of 

black women writers in dialogue with the voices of black male authors.  Brodzki 

and Schenck have observed that “the establishment of a separate female tradition” 

carries the danger of “reverse reification” (“Introduction” 15).  Though dedicating 

a special space to female authors might seem to stress their marginalization, the 
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scarcity of studies dedicated to their work still demands the celebration of the 

singularity of their achievements.   

My dissertation is organized into four chapters divided into two parts, the 

first one examining Afro-American women’s writing and the second studying 

Afro-Cuban women’s texts.  All four chapters offer multilayered readings, 

drawing on a variety of critical sources, yet they follow the same structure, 

covering the following sections: 

1. GENDER AND GENRE 

In all the chapters I draw on genre studies and cultural history in order to 

examine the different rhetorical devices and narrative strategies that the authors 

use to inscribe themselves into national history.  Thus, I discuss issues such as 

defining texts at the margin, appropriating and revising genres, oral versus written 

history, or the relation between race and genre in the description of a so-called 

“black text.”  In “The Law of Genre” Derrida explains that the possibility of 

establishing genre limits is undermined by the impossibility of maintaining those 

limits; he also discusses the connection between “the feminine and masculine 

gender/genre” (221).  The study of black women’s writing shows both the 

inextricability of the self-conscious relation between gender and genre and the 

authors’ transformation of definitions of genre.  Through counter-discursive 

practices in boundary-breaking texts, the writers create new forms without simply 

superimposing one genre upon another.  In this process, black women’s writing 
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often draws on both oral and written sources, proving that we need to consider, as 

Valerie Smith argues, that when studying black women’s writing “to focus on the 

texts’ literariness is to oversimplify their lineage” (Self-Discovery 6).  On the 

other hand, Frederick Jameson has pointed out a pragmatic use of genre, signaling 

it as a way for the authors to ensure an appropriate reception of their texts (106).  

With regard to this issue, we must explore how the law of genre intersects with 

postcolonial and transnational contexts, as black women authors employ and 

subvert traditional genres for the revision of traditional canons. 

2. AUTHORSHIP AND AUTHORITY 

In her examination of Ida B. Wells’ use of rhetoric, Jacqueline Jones 

Royster affirms that for African American women, rhetorical expertise can be 

defined by “their abilities to use language imaginatively, creatively, and 

effectively in their efforts to assume a subject’s position.”  According to Royster, 

black women rhetors often place themselves in a position “not always to act on 

their own, but more often than not to influence the power, authority and actions of 

others” (176).  During the period of slavery, it was extremely difficult for slaves 

to acquire literacy as it was a violation of the law.  Therefore, through the process 

of authorship slave women proclaimed their humanity by acquiring authority over 

their stories.  Since the appearance of their first writings, black women have often 

had to face debates over the authenticity of their texts and their control and 

ownership of language and discourse.  Lying underneath all the controversy is the 
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authors’ dilemma of “speaking the master’s language” if they are to speak at all.  

By manipulating the meanings and nuances of the word (spoken and written), the 

authors call attention to issues of speech and silence in the texts, as they attempt 

to engage in the writing of their history.   

3. REBELLIOUS (M)OTHERS 

Rosemary Geisdorfer Feal states that the question of identity “has been 

central to Afro-Hispanic literature, and indeed, to all literatures in which a sense 

of individual and collective identity must be constructed within a framework of 

oppositionality” (“Reflections” 26).  In this vein, the texts examined manifest the 

writers’ negotiations with identity to ensure that complex identities are not erased 

in historical and literary representations of black female subjectivity.  We must 

value the authors’ own culturally specific strategies of survival and resistance in 

order to understand their use of the image of the rebel black mother in their texts.  

Morton argues that in Afro-American historiography “the subject of slave 

women’s resistance to slavery has been a major theme in historiography since 

Angela Davis” (Disfigured 143).23  Similarly, in Revolutionary Cuban 

historiography, the topic of resistance is recurrent, even if not so frequently 

studied in connection to the figure of the female slave.  On the other hand, in 

black women’s literary history in both countries, the reconstruction of mothering 

is a frequent subject, as the writers explore how race and gender alter black 

women’s experience of motherhood.  In my analysis of the texts, I show that the 



 

 22

authors introduce images of black women who resist through motherhood, 

contradicting historians’ tendency to focus either on black women’s fragility or on 

their strength, with the idea that to be less powerful is not synonymous with being 

powerless.   

4. NATIONAL IDENTIFICATION 

Literature is a crucial instrument in the formation of a national identity.  In 

the literary texts analyzed the individual narrator’s voice is linked to the collective 

voice of some larger political community, demonstrating that the nation 

constitutes a collective unconscious which “encapsulates the individual” (Davies, 

Place 40).  In addition, the authors’ struggle to produce their texts shows the 

existence of parallels between the lack of space available to black women as 

authoring subjects and their space in the nation.   

Zita Nunes argues that most nationalisms “base themselves on the return 

of a pure, homogeneous origin involving repression of all that troubles the 

integrity and purity of that origin” (115).  The texts I study illustrate how national 

discourses in the United States and Cuba discuss the trope of miscegenation as a 

threat to the stability of the nation and/or as a trope which symbolizes national 

unity.  Studying black women’s relationship with nationalism implies analyzing 

how images of the female body (often a metaphor of the maternal body) have 

been used to embody ideals of the wholeness of the state.  In addition to showing 

the gender specifics of nationalism, the texts lead us to reflect on how Afro-
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Americans have often discussed the issue of race and nation as the existence of “a 

nation within a nation,” as they were denied in the past the recognition as citizens 

that Afro-Cubans achieved (Brock, “Introduction” 11).24 

Benedict Anderson’s discussion of nations as “imagined communities” 

takes on a new meaning when we explore the connections between the nations of 

the diaspora and Africa as a motherland, by exploring race “as the sign of 

perceived kinship ties between blacks in Africa and throughout the diaspora” 

(Brooks 14).25  As an “imagined Africa” appears often inscribed in a woman’s 

body, similarly, the figure of the mulatto woman in these texts links race and 

nation by representing the dialectic of homogenization and difference.  By 

addressing these questions, the authors demonstrate the pervasive role of racial 

and gender categories in the creation of a discourse of national identity. 

 

5. REVISING (HI)STORIES 

With their writings the authors I study present examples of a “literature of 

fact” with which they try to counteract a “history of fiction” in order to ensure the 

“correct” representation of black women in historiography.  However, working at 

the intersection between fiction and fact opens up many questions.  For instance, 

how should we read the reconstruction of history in these texts: is this a different 

history or one that should be used to complement the authorized version?  Is the 

narrative searching for the truth or creating a new mythology?  The question of 
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myth appears frequently in the next chapters, suggesting possibilities for future 

paths of research, together with other questions over the power and limitations of 

memory and the historical representativeness of the author or protagonist.  

These five sections are the framework for the four chapters which 

constitute the two parts into which my dissertation is divided.  The first part 

explores how slave and neo-slave narratives (contemporary novels of slavery) 

tried to rewrite a specific period in the history of the United States during the 

nineteenth century when the project of national unification needed to confront the 

subject of race through issues such as miscegenation or the “nationalization” of 

slavery as a result of the Fugitive Slave Act which dictated that runaway slaves 

caught in the North were to be returned to their Southern masters.  Chapter one 

looks at Harriet Jacobs’s autobiographical slave narrative, Incidents in the Life of 

a Slave Girl, Written by Herself (1861).  This former slave’s story includes her 

escape from her masters, leaving her children behind and hiding for seven years in 

a garret, as well as her flight North and ultimate recovery of her children.  This is 

the earliest text in my dissertation and the reason for placing the chapters on Afro-

American texts before the section which studies Afro-Cuban texts.   

In this first chapter I study the combination of genres and the duality 

truth/fiction, history/literature, within slave narratives.  Then I examine the 

author’s struggle to introduce herself as a “presentable author,” discussing 

Jacobs’s narrative strategies while she remembers the self in slavery.  This 
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discussion entails an examination of the role played by the white editor, Lydia 

Maria Child, in the production of the slave narrative.  In addition, in Incidents the 

author makes use of the intersection between the discourses of abolitionism and 

feminism, employing the image of the rebel (m)other to challenge the domestic 

rhetoric of the antislavery movement.  Simultaneously, Jacobs’s descriptions of a 

rebellious community offer an alternative to the image of the individualistic 

runaway slave in another representative slave narrative, Frederick Douglass’s My 

Bondage and My Freedom (1855).  Moreover, Jacobs’s portrait of a divided 

crossracial household presents the nation’s fear of miscegenation as a threat to the 

creation of a homogeneous national identity.  Throughout her narrative, the author 

emphasizes the falsities of the slaveholder/master’s narrative in order to 

demonstrate that this narrative silences the different perspectives the slaves 

themselves have about their situation. 

 Chapter two considers the neo-slave narrative Dessa Rose (1986) by the 

Afro-American writer Sherley Ann Williams.  The novel is based on two real 

historical incidents involving rebellious women, a pregnant slave who led a 

rebellion and a white woman who gave sanctuary to runaway slaves; in William’s 

fictional narrative the two women meet in 1847 when the slave hides in the white 

woman’s farm.  Beginning with the interrogation of the imprisoned runaway 

slave, Dessa, by a white historian, the text revises the presentation of the slave 

woman’s voice in the slave narrative genre.  In the novel, Dessa emerges as a 
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speaking subject who paradoxically reverts to silence to prevent others from 

writing/stealing her (hi)story.  The inclusion of Dessa’s voice as teller of the story 

at the end of the novel leads me to argue the existence of a double authorship in 

the text, where Williams’s voice as an external author doubles as Dessa’s 

authorial voice within the text. 

The novel describes Dessa’s growth as a black woman by studying how 

the interaction between the two main female protagonists, both of them mothers, 

reconstructs and subverts the relations of gender, race, and power that help to 

generate our culture’s readings of racial and gender identities.  The text’s use of 

interracial identities also serves to comment on the problematic space black 

women occupy among the different groups that construct national identity.  In 

addition, Williams presents Dessa’s struggle against slavery as a struggle against 

misrepresentation and misreading, teaching us how to read both historical and 

literary texts.  Outraged by the credibility given to William Styron’s The 

Confessions of Nat Turner (1967), based on the transcription of the interrogation 

of the leader of a slave revolt, Williams rewrites the history of slavery through the 

eyes of a black heroine.  As Dessa tells her story to her children, the novel 

emphasizes the value of orality in Afro-American history. 

 Part two analyzes the ways in which, since the Cuban Revolution, several 

literary genres have contributed to rewrite the history of the country.  The texts I 

write about locate the beginning of the Revolutionary black woman’s resistance in 
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the period of slavery.  In chapter three I focus on a testimonial narrative, Reyita, 

sencillamente: testimonio de una negra cubana nonagenaria [Simply Reyita: 

Testimonial Narrative of a Black Nonagenarian Cuban Woman] (1996), 

written/transcribed by Daisy Rubiera Castillo from her interviews with her 

mother, Reyita, a 95-year-old Revolutionary Afro-Cuban woman, daughter and 

granddaughter of slaves.  After an analysis of the testimonial genre, I explore how 

this testimonio complicates the dialectic of authorship and narrative authority 

present in other examples of the genre.  Drawing on a concept that I call the 

“author-in-process/on trial,” I describe the ongoing dialectical process of the 

text’s authorship, as mother and daughter alternatively regain and lose control of 

the narrative authority.  Second, I inquire how the text represents the process of 

identity formation by showing how Reyita is never fully able to articulate her 

subjectivity-in-difference as a black mother.  Her conscious rebelliousness 

conflicts with her ambivalence regarding discourses of race and gender, obscuring 

her capacity for self-knowledge. 

 Reyita’s life story constitutes a revision of the isolated and violent rebel 

black male experience which appears in Miguel Barnet’s Biografía de un 

cimarrón [Biography of a Runaway Slave] (1966),26 based on the account of the 

ex-slave Esteban Montejo: unlike Montejo, Reyita, like her female ancestors, 

fights from within home with the support of a community.  Similarly, her 

individual testimonio constitutes also the collective memory of a family, and, by 
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extension, of a nation.  Beginning with the struggle of her slave grandmother, 

Reyita’s story presents her as an egalitarian mother, the figure of the Cuban nation 

after the Revolution.  In the conclusion, I explore the value of this testimonio for 

the writing of Cuban history by discussing how combining different versions of 

history can serve to show the discontinuities of a remembered past history. 

 Chapter four focuses on a selection of poems by Afro-Cuban poets Nancy 

Morejón and Georgina Herrera.  Simultaneously with Castro’s 1959 Revolution 

came the formal and thematic revolution of Black Cuban women’s poetry as a 

rewriting of 1920s and 1930s negrista poetry, which often portrayed black women 

as eroticized objects to be consumed.  I describe this post-revolutionary 

phenomenon as neo-negrista poetry, since Morejón and Herrera revise the use of 

black themes in Cuban poetry by positioning themselves as subjects of their 

discourse.  Regarding this revision, I compare these two authors’ poetry with the 

work of one of the most recognized negrista poets, Nicolás Guillén.  In addition, 

in order to understand their role as Black Cuban women poets, I consider the 

limitations Cuba’s revolutionary ideology can impose on these women artists’ 

freedom of expression, as they attempt to employ black politics and feminism in 

their description of Black Cuban women’s identity.  Morejón and Herrera 

discover a new black female subjectivity which incorporates political activism 

with more traditional aspects such as motherhood, to articulate the particularities 

of Black Cuban women’s experience in political struggles.  With their work these 
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two authors not only demonstrate black women’s active role in Cuban history; 

they also inscribe themselves both within and without the Revolutionary project 

of reconstructing national history.  Placing the origin of black women’s resistance 

in the period of slavery, Morejón’s and Herrera’s work reaffirms the Revolution’s 

place between present and past national struggles in Cuban history; yet, 

simultaneously, their discourse of difference might seem to destabilize projects of 

race and gender equality and national unification.  As a consequence, they employ 

a double discourse which subverts from within the Revolution’s reading of 

history. 

 The objective of my project is to examine the path taken by different black 

women writers in Cuba and the United States to move from being objects to 

subjects in historical and literary discourses.  This process involves positioning 

black female protagonists at the center of texts and developing the rhetorical 

dexterity to manipulate a multiplicity of discourses in order to heal the effects of 

past constructions of race and gender and subvert the dominant “Master” 

discourse.  While studying the revision of national history in their writings, I want 

to help us dispose of overtly simple understandings of Afro-American and Afro-

Cuban female identity.  An instance of this simplification occurs when 

contemporary feminism emphasizes communities of women in black women’s 

literary texts, but what are considered masculine counterplots are obscured from 

view.  My dissertation examines narratives of resistance in which the 
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protagonists’ active participation in politics does not result in an abandonment of 

their maternal bonds or a rejection of their womanhood.  Of a similarly 

contradictory nature is the authors’ struggle to regain the power of self-

representation, as they make use of the power of silence to exercise control over 

their texts, while defending the power to express themselves.  Moreover, the 

voices of these authors simultaneously constitute testimonials of collective 

memories while at the same time showing the existence of gaps between case and 

group studies in the writing of history.  By taking custody of history, these black 

women writers from Cuba and the United States successfully demonstrate the 

tensions and contradictions inherent in the notions of “subject,” “author,” “genre,” 

“nation,” and “history.”   
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Chapter 1.  “We Could Have Told Them a Different Story”: 
Harriet Jacobs’s Alternative Narrative and the Revision of the 

White Transcript 

  

He ended by saying to me, ‘This is the punishment she brought on herself 
for running away from a kind master.’  This whole story was false.  
- Harriet A. Jacobs, Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl1 
 

In her autobiographical narrative, the former slave Harriet Jacobs 

describes the lies slaveholders tell their slaves, in a chapter entitled “What Slaves 

Are Taught to Think of the North.”  Giving first a particular example of the story 

told to her by a slaveholder about the sufferings of a female runaway slave, 

Jacobs sets the record straight, saying she met the slave woman afterwards in New 

York and found the slaveholder’s story to be completely false.  Jacobs’s emphasis 

on the falsities of the slaveholder’s “master narrative” points out the fact that the 

true facts about slavery can be best conveyed by the voices of slaves themselves.  

Her words caution us “against believing interpretations that fail to take into 

account multiple perspectives,” specially the ones coming from silenced voices 

(Accomando 233). 

Joanne M. Braxton and Sharon Zuber call the slave woman “the most 

systematically silenced segment of antebellum America” (146).  In this vein, her 

coming to voice returns the repressed contexts of gender and race to the writing of 
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antebellum history.  Simultaneously, this revision signals the importance of 

reevaluating the writing excluded from the literary canon of the antebellum 

period.  Jacobs’s alternative narrative has therefore also an important role in 

ending the marginalization of black women in American literature.  In fact, critics 

such as Hazel Carby argue that the female-authored slave narrative tradition had 

an influence upon the emergence of black women novelists.2 

The most famous of the female slave narratives is undoubtedly Harriet 

Jacobs’s Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl, Written by Herself (1861).  Incidents 

inaugurated the tradition of black women’s autobiography with an analysis of 

“power, sex and morality within the slave system” (Andrews, “Changing” 226).  

In this narrative, Harriet Jacobs tells the story of her life under the pseudonym 

“Linda Brent,” from her childhood till the moment her freedom is bought by her 

employer in the North.  This former slave’s story includes an account of her 

experience of sexual harassment at the hands of her master, Dr. Flint, and how she 

evades his designs by entering into a relationship with a white neighbor, Mr. 

Sands, to whom she bears two children.3  In order to escape from her master and 

save her children from slavery, Linda leaves them behind and hides for seven 

years in her grandmother’s garret.  Tricking her master into believing she has left 

the South and with the help of her family, Linda engineers the sale of her children 

to their father.  Ultimately, she is able to escape to the North, where she regains 

her children but cannot provide them with a home.  As most critics have noticed, 
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the text focuses on the portrayal of the specific experiences of a female slave, 

mainly sexual abuse by her masters, and the slave’s inability to fulfill society’s 

cultural expectations of womanhood and motherhood.   

Incidents was first published in Boston in 1861, and the following year in 

England under the title The Deeper Wrong: Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl, 

Written by Herself.  Harriet Jacobs spent years trying to get the book published in 

England and in America.  As all former slaves, her words lacked authority and she 

needed the endorsement of a white editor that would “authenticate” her account.  

Hence, the white abolitionist and feminist writer Lydia Maria Child appeared as 

editor of Incidents while Jacobs hid herself as an author behind the subtitle 

“written by herself.”  As a consequence, the authenticity of her slave narrative 

was questioned and denied until in 1981 Jean Fagan Yellin discovered letters 

from Jacobs to Child which discuss Child’s editing of the former slave’s 

manuscript.4  Yellin had to establish the text’s authenticity and restore Jacobs’s 

authorship due to the significance of Incidents as the first instance in which a 

slave narrative presents a female slave pleading against slavery and the sexual 

exploitation of slave women.  Indeed, Jacobs’s use of a pseudonymous narrator 

highlights the sensational aspect of her narrative, which made writing her own 

story a painful experience.5  In my analysis, I consider that Jacobs’s authorship 

represents a double fight against slavery and patriarchy, motivated privately and 

individually by a desire to prove herself a valiant black slave mother, and more 
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publicly to aid the cause of abolition, protesting specially against the Fugitive 

Slave Law (1850), which was bringing back fugitive slaves in the North to their 

owners in the South.6 

In order to emerge as the most representative account of an Afro-

American female slave’s life, this nineteenth-century autobiographical slave 

narrative has been the subject of an important critical recuperation.  Because of 

Yellin’s work, scholars have recognized the complex sociopolitical conditions of 

its production in analyses that have focused on the aforementioned issues of 

authenticity and authorship, black women’s sexuality and the “Cult of True 

Womanhood,” the genre of slave narratives, and the significance of silences in the 

text, among other subjects.  However, no one has yet fully examined the role 

played by Jacobs in rewriting the history of slavery.  This chapter examines how 

after affirming that “Northerners know nothing at all about slavery,”7 Jacobs sets 

up to correct the lies told by Southerners and the Northerners’ understanding of 

the institution of slavery, becoming in the process an interpreter who revises the 

“official transcript of slavery.”   

In order to make a multilayered reading, I rely on a multiplicity of 

theories, drawing from genre studies, psychoanalytical theory, cultural history and 

black feminist criticism.  I examine the genre of slave narratives, discussing the 

slave author’s problematic narrative strategies of asserting authorship while 

remembering and representing the self in slavery.  In this vein, I look at the 
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psychoanalytical view of narrative as liberating, as I discuss Jacobs’s search for 

her identity as a writer.  Valerie Smith explains that the antebellum laws 

prohibiting slaves from reading and writing were intended to render them “unable 

to challenge their masters’ scriptural sanctions of slavery” (Self-Discovery 3).  

Jacobs’s narrative demonstrates that despite her command of literacy, as a slave-

author she must face the fact that the structures of discourse available to her might 

“embody values and assumptions that may elude [her] control” (Self-Discovery 

4).  In light of these issues, I study the influences of the discourses of abolitionism 

and feminism in creating a dialectics of identity and difference in the text.   

In addition, with the help of poststructuralist psychoanalytic theories of 

subject formation, I describe Jacob’s conflicted sense of self or selves as it is born 

out of encounters with the white other, as well as with its own otherness.  This 

consciously gendered perspective on identity leads me to compare the text with a 

male-authored slave narrative, in order to differentiate Incidents’ gendered 

discursive sites of resistance.  Subsequently, as I explain how the text redefines 

the master narrative from a black woman’s perspective, I refer to black women’s 

crucial otherness in the context of the nation’s division between North and South.  

Finally, I demonstrate how Jacobs’s narrative of resistance reclaims Afro-

American’s women’s ignored or suppressed active roles in history, by rewriting 

the history of slavery.  To explore how this rewriting is undertaken, we must first 

review the history and criticism of the slave narrative as a genre.   
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1. HYBRID GENRES: ASSIMILATION AND SUBVERSION IN 
AUTOBIOGRAPHICAL SLAVE NARRATIVES 
 

Reader, be assured this narrative is no fiction. 
- Harriet A. Jacobs, “Preface by the Author,” Incidents in the Life of a 
Slave Girl 

 
Margaret Lindgrem defines Incidents as “a hybrid, that owes something to 

the sentimental fiction, something to the slave narrative, something to the spiritual 

biography and something to the demands of the abolitionist movement” (24).  

Many critics have explained that this combination of genres is due to Jacobs’s 

need of discursive strategies that would adequately convey the novel content of 

the book.  Despite the combination, Incidents is invariably known as an 

autobiographical slave narrative, a genre which offers its own problems of 

definition.  Therefore, before turning to Jacobs’s production of the text, I will 

study the practices of writing slave narratives and the history of their critical 

reception and interpretation.  This analysis will entail a discussion of the 

autobiographical genre, showing how the authors of slave narratives follow the 

autobiographical pattern while simultaneously employing strategies of their own.  

Valerie Smith argues that it is necessary to understand the narratives’ generic 

properties and the signification of their conventions, “in order to capture the 

subtlety and achievement of the most compelling accounts” (Self-Discovery 11).  

Thus, studying the genre of slave narratives will allow us to better understand 
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texts such as Jacobs’s Incidents, which both employs and eludes the main 

conventions of the formula.   

Slave narratives are generally defined as accounts of slavery given by the 

slaves themselves.  Throughout the eighteenth and nineteenth century there 

appeared in the United States written and dictated testimonies of blacks’ 

enslavement.  Yet the texts usually analyzed by literary critics are the ones written 

and published as a genre before 1865, the year in which slavery was abolished in 

the country.  In the introduction to The Slave’s Narrative, Charles Davis and 

Henry Louis Gates argue that after that year, the primary objective of the texts 

was not proclaiming the humanity of the slaves, and therefore the generic 

expectations of these texts as a genre changed drastically (xiii).  William L. 

Andrews and Frances Foster explain that after 1865 the narratives did not dwell 

upon the horrors of the slave experience, but on blacks’ contributions to American 

society and their possibilities for integration.8  Andrews, one of the scholars who 

has studied more closely the differences between antebellum and postbellum 

narratives, discusses the critical ignorance of postbellum narratives, and has 

demonstrated the need to explore the rhetorics and representations of slavery in 

texts from different periods.  Thus, he compares Jacobs’s use of the moral 

discourse of true womanhood in her antebellum narrative with Elizabeth 

Keckley’s focus on a discourse of economic materialism in her postbellum 

narrative. 
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Moreover, the relationship between narrator and text also changes during 

the evolution of the genre.  While in the earliest examples, the text was dictated to 

a white amanuensis or editor, during the middle period accounts were 

characterized by their narrators’ claims of authenticity despite their obedience to 

the requirements of abolitionist editors.  Yet postbellum authors writing right after 

the war and at the beginning of the twentieth century did not need to focus so 

strongly on defending their authenticity, since this could be confirmed 

(Blassingame, Slave Testimony xli).  On the other hand, in addition to antebellum 

and postbellum narratives, there is also a group of oral slave narratives transcribed 

in the twentieth century, which has achieved critical consideration in the last 

decades: the Federal Writer’s Project Slave Narrative Collection.  Between 1936 

and 1938 the Federal Writer’s Project collected thousands of oral narratives 

(2,194 interviews) from black men and women who had once been enslaved.  

Nevertheless, the corpus of slave narratives most thoroughly studied 

encompasses the years 1760 to 1865.  A Narrative of the Uncommon Sufferings, 

and Surprising Deliverance of Britton Hammon, A Negro Man (1760) is often 

considered as the beginning of this tradition, yet there is still dispute about the 

narrative’s authorship.9  Since 1760, many pre-nineteenth-century texts were 

published, but most of them were dictated to an amanuensis, such as A Narrative 

of the Most Remarkable Particulars in the Life of James Albert Ukawsaw 

Gronniosaw, An African Prince (1770).  Before the early nineteenth century, there 
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seems to be only one autobiographical slave narrative, The Interesting Narrative 

of Olaudah Equiano, or Gustavus Vassa, the African, published in London in 

1789.10  Though often considered as the originating text, its author was a British 

citizen who spent only two years in North American colonies, and was mainly a 

witness of the horrors of slavery in the West Indies.  Therefore, Equiano could be 

regarded as “an Anglo-African writer” instead of an Afro-American 

autobiographer (Andrews, To Tell a Free Story 57).   

The 1840s is the period that witnessed the publication of the most popular 

slave narratives (all written, not dictated, by ex-slaves) such as The Life of Josiah 

Jenson, Formerly a Slave, Now an Inhabitant of Canada (1849), whose author 

was said to be the basis for Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom in her bestselling 

novel, Uncle Tom’s Cabin (1851); Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, 

An American Slave, Written by Himself (1845); Narrative of William W. Brown, a 

Fugitive Slave (1847); and Narrative of the Life and Adventures of Henry Bibb 

(1849).  Within this whole corpus, there are several female-authored slave 

narratives (among which Incidents stands out as the best known), though women 

wrote less than 12 per cent of the narratives (Davis and Gates, The Slave’s 

Narrative 83).11  Moreover, as previously mentioned, there is also an extensive 

volume of narratives published after the Civil War, including Brown’s final 

memoir My Southern Home (1880) and Douglass’s second and third versions of 

his narrative, My Bondage and My Freedom (1855) and Life and Times of 
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Frederick Douglass (1881).  Among the postbellum slave narratives written by 

women the most studied is Elizabeth Keckley’s Behind the Scenes.  Or, Thirty 

Years a Slave, and Four Years in the White House (1868).   

 A consistent question pervades the definition of these slave narratives: is 

the slave’s vision of the institution of slavery an authentic tale or a work of 

fiction?  On the one hand, these writings constitute their authors’ transformation 

into historical selves.  Since the Renaissance, the act of writing has been invoked 

in Western aesthetic theory as a sign of reason.  Therefore, the narratives can be 

regarded as the textual evidence of blacks’ self-consciousness: as Davis and Gates 

affirm, with these works “the slaves wrote themselves into being” (The Slave’s 

Narrative xxiii).  In addition, the encounter between writing and history in this 

genre leads us to discuss its usefulness as a basis of slave historiography.  The use 

of the slaves’ written accounts of slavery as historical data offers a tremendous 

scope in testimony.  Yet Davis and Gates argue that until the 1970s historians 

treated these texts “with a pernicious double standard, finding ‘bias’ in the slave’s 

text and ‘objectivity’ in that of the master” (The Slave’s Narrative xii).  Having to 

establish the accuracy of their evidence, historians encountered several problems.  

When three popular narratives were exposed as inauthentic, the exposé cast 

doubts on all testimonies.  Reassuring the readers of the veracity of the narratives 

was therefore a main insistence of the slave narrators and their editors.  However, 
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the fact that narrator and editor shared a desire to put an end to slavery did 

interfere with the acceptance of the text’s documentary status. 

In fact, since the slave narratives dealt simultaneously with personal issues 

of a slave’s life and with public issues of the antislavery crusade, historians often 

dismissed the texts as inauthentic due to the abolitionists’ interventions.  The 

arguments of Ulrich B. Phillips in his works American Negro Slavery (1918) and 

Life and Labor in the Old South (1929) are credited with having influenced this 

reading of the narratives during most of the twentieth century.12  Phillips stated 

that “the ex-slave narratives in general…were issued with so much abolitionist 

editing that as a class their authenticity is doubtful” (Life and Labor 219).  His 

opinions were followed by other historians, and Blassingame notes that between 

the years 1902 and 1972, only three out of sixteen studies drew briefly on the 

slaves’ testimony (Davis and Gates, The Slave’s Narrative 79).  Then in 1972, 

two studies were published which defended the use of the slave narrative to 

reconstruct the history of the antebellum South from the slave’s point of view.  

One was John W Blassingame’s The Slave Community (1972), which recreated 

life in the slave quarters through the slaves’ testimony.  Blassingame continued to 

revise historiography’s account of slavery with his 1977 publication of Slave 

Testimony: Two Centuries of Letters, Speeches, Interviews and Autobiographies.   

The second work was George P. Rawick’s forty-one volume edition of the 

Federal Works Project’s interviews, published also in 1972 under the title The 
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American Slave: A Composite Autobiography.  This collection has rarely been 

used because its worth as historical data was questioned, but after Rawick’s work 

several historians began to consider the interviews as a more reliable source than 

the written narratives.  Without denying their value, other scholars addressed 

certain problems that must be considered when approaching these data: the 

circumstances in which the interviews took place implied a power relation 

between the white interviewers and their black subjects, and thus, the final result 

was probably influenced not only by the interviewers’ editing, but also by the 

inhibition of the interviewed.13   

Despite the recognition of limitations in using slave narratives, their 

possibilities as historical data have been extensively explored since the 1960s and 

1970s.  At this time, the Civil Rights and Black Power Movements called 

attention to the importance of listening to the slave’s voice in the process of 

understanding black consciousness and culture.  Thus, many successful full-

length studies were published which were based on the slave narrative as 

documentary evidence, such as Eugene Genovese’s Roll, Jordan, Roll: The World 

the Slaves Made (1974).14  Simultaneously, slave narratives were studied by 

anthropologists and sociologists, and they became the focus of literary scholars 

who argued for their central role in American literary history.   

The publication of the slave narratives to silence the claims that blacks 

could not write meant that Afro-Americans participated for the first time in a 
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national literary discourse.  In an often-mentioned 1849 oration on “The 

American Scholar,” Theodore Parker, a well-renowned transcendentalist, stated 

that though the narratives “hardly help to pay the scholar’s debt,” they were the 

original genre of American literature.15  During the nineteenth century, the 

narratives achieved an extensive readership and popularity, which even led to the 

creation of another genre, the “confederate romance,” also known as the 

plantation novel, which tried to counteract the slaves’ depiction of the system.  

Yet the slave narratives’ success did not reflect the opinions of contemporary 

literary critics, who, like Parker, did not grant the texts artistic value.  The Civil 

War did not put an end to blacks’ subjugation, and many black authors could only 

publish their narratives in black periodicals during the Reconstruction period.   

In the 1930s critics identified for the first time the foundational role of the 

slave narratives in the Afro-American literary tradition.  The decade of the 1960s 

brought more attention to this question, yet while emphasizing the intertextual 

relationship between slave narratives and other subsequent fictional works, 

scholars in the 1960s and 1970s still noted the formers’ lack of literary value.  

Finally, the development of new critical theories in the 1980s and 1990s 

addressed the rhetorical value of these texts and the question of their formal 

qualities.  One of the aspects explored concerns the importance of orality in Afro-

American literature, something fundamental in the creation of slave narratives, 

which were often revisions of the slaves’ speeches.  Thus, in a contemporary 
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review of Jacobs’s Incidents, the reviewer emphasized the fact that Jacobs’s 

written story coincided with her oral one: “we have heard many of the incidents 

from her own lips” (Davis and Gates, The Slave’s Narrative 32).16  In my opinion, 

slave narratives offer important historical evidence to historians and are equally 

important to literary critics for their form and structure.  These narratives 

promoted the appearance of a new genre in the 1980s, “the neo-slave narratives,” 

which demonstrates the continuous importance of this genre for a revision of 

slave historiography and a revisionary history of Afro-American literature. 

In discussions of the literary value of slave narratives, critics frequently  

define them as examples of autobiographical writing, or even as a genre unto 

itself.  In defense of the latter idea, scholars have studied the persistence of a 

formula in the texts which consists of the same theme (necessity of abolishing 

slavery), content (events and descriptions of the horrors of slavery), and form 

(episodic narrative).  In addition, unlike many autobiographers, slave narrators act 

as representatives of a group, straining between affirming singularity and 

employing a collective voice.  They also appear extremely aware of issues of 

authorship, something reflected in several aspects of the narrative.  Thus, the 

authors must constantly proclaim the truthfulness of their accounts and they 

include appended documents (letters, prefaces), mostly written by abolitionists, 

which also claim to authenticate the slave’s account.  According to Robert B. 

Stepto, the documents create “a dialogue of voices and forms” that are integrated 
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in varying degrees in different slave narratives, depending on the dynamic 

between the black tale and the white authenticating documents.  Stepto 

distinguishes between eclectic, integrated, authenticating, and generic narratives, 

with each type symbolizing a more sophisticated narrative.  In the generic type, 

the slave’s voice and his/her tale dominate over the authenticating machinery, and 

the resulting narrative constitutes an example of a specific genre, such as 

autobiography.  For Stepto, Frederick Douglass’s narratives constitute an example 

of generic narratives.17 

Like Stepto, James Olney, a recognized scholar of autobiography, believes 

that most slave narratives are too formulaic to be considered autobiographies, 

with exceptions such as the literary achievement of Douglass’s narratives.  He 

points out that the slave authors’ careful adherence to fact debarred their use of a 

memory that would make anything imaginative, as opposed to what takes place in 

autobiographies where memory creates the significance of past events (“I Was 

Born” 149-50).  Moreover, Olney notes that authors of slave narratives must not 

simply defend their reasons for writing, as autobiographers do, but posit their 

existence and identity.  Though these comparisons with traditional 

autobiographies introduce valid concerns, they disregard the existence of 

alternative autobiographical canons that might counteract the traditional Western 

model of autobiography. 
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The most fairly conventional understanding of the term autobiography is 

the life story written by a first-person narrator.18  Since the late eighteenth 

century, there have been debates about the consideration of autobiography as a 

definable genre or as the subset of other kind of writing (history, biography, 

fiction).  Contemporary discourse around autobiography still centers on the 

problematic of stabilizing and fixing generic boundaries, and most recent scholars 

of autobiographical studies proclaim the need to accept flexible boundaries.  

Hence, Shari Benstock argues that autobiography refuses to admit our academic 

practices, such as “our collective desire to know, define, and sum up” (“The 

Female Self Engendered” 6) and James Olney notes that autobiography is a form 

still defining itself (“Autobiography” 57-82). 

Autobiographical studies emerged as a field in the 1960s, when Georges 

Gusdorf’s proclaimed autobiography to be a genre in his seminal essay 

“Conditions and Limits of Autobiography” (1956).  Considered one of the most 

important modern critics of autobiography, Gusdorf affirmed that autobiography 

requires a kind of consciousness of self that is peculiar to the Western man (29).  

With this statement, Gusdorf denied the participation of women and ethnic 

minorities in the writing of autobiographies.  However, since the 1970s and 

1980s, theories on autobiographical writing by female and postcolonial subjects 

have interrogated and undermined the ideology of the autobiographical tradition, 

proving that “illegitimate speakers have a way of exposing the instability of 
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forms” (S. Smith and Watson, De/Colonizing xx).  These contemporary debates 

have also questioned the definition of the traditional autobiographical universal 

subject, which was, barring some exceptions, an enlightened man during the 

eighteenth century and a romantic individualistic man in the nineteenth century. 

Drawing on French psychoanalysis, feminism, postructuralism, and 

postcolonial theories, emerging transdisciplinary fields have called into question 

the universalizing agenda of Western literary practices and theorizing, while 

effectively providing alternative canons of autobiographical writing.  Some have 

explored autobiography as a potential site of decolonization, for instance in the 

autobiographical writings of Afro-American and Latin-American communities 

that present communal dimensions.  Thus, critics like William Andrews discuss 

the literary significance of Afro-American autobiography as a genre in its own 

right.  Scholarly studies of Afro-American autobiography have increased since the 

1960s, when the Civil Rights movement in the United States moved black 

intellectuals to recognize the concern with black selfhood and black culture 

adopted by black autobiographers. 

The requirements of the autobiographical genre have also been put into 

question by the limits of gender.  In the last decades, recent theoretical 

scholarship in women’s autobiography has explored how women engage in 

autobiographical discourse to renegotiate their marginality and enter into literary 

history.  According to Shari Benstock, women struggle against this 
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marginalization by narrating from the point of view of their relationship with the 

other, and their autobiographies present a decentered or absent self (“The Female 

Self Engendered” 10).  

Either as an example of a slave narrative or an Afro-American 

autobiography, Jacobs’s text exemplifies the instability of these genres.  In the 

1970s scholars like John W. Blassingame had rendered Jacobs’s narrative as 

inauthentic because it did not correspond to the parameters established by 

“representative” narratives like Douglass’s.19  Once Yellin demonstrated the 

authenticity of the narrative in 1981, black feminist critics began to explore the 

significance of Jacobs’s gender in relation to the content and form of the entire 

genre of slave narrative and the Afro-American autobiographical tradition.  Thus, 

Deborah McDowell pinpoints the importance of studying the relations of the slave 

narrative as genre to “the inscription of gendered ideologies of masculinity and 

femininity” (“In the First Place” 58).  As its title indicates, in contrast with 

Douglass’s, Jacobs’s narrative is not so much a life account as a revelation of 

specific “incidents” in her life.  As we will see with more detail later, in order to 

discuss the theme of sexual abuse Jacobs incorporated the rhetoric of the 

sentimental novel, a genre which had restrictions of its own.  Hence, commenting 

on Jacobs’s use of the slave narrative genre, Valerie Smith explains that the 

author “was doubly bound by the form in which she wrote, for it contained a plot 
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more compatible with received notions of masculinity that with those of 

womanhood” (Self-discovery 28).   

On the other hand, scholars like Elizabeth Fox-Genovese have analyzed 

the distinctiveness of Afro-American women’s autobiographies as a discourse.  

Describing the tactical maneuvers employed by writers such as Jacobs, Fox-

Genovese argues that scholars need to take into account the extra-textual 

conditions under which the texts were produced.  This would imply considering 

how the interactions of race, class and gender influence the authors’ concern to 

prove their being worthy black women.20  Yet even being aware of these 

considerations, many black women’s texts still defy classifications.  In fact, the 

autobiography of Zora Neale Hurston, an author who has been hailed as a 

foremother by black feminist critics, contradicts many of the tenets established in 

our discussion: her text, Dust Tracks on a Road (1942), does not intend to bear 

witness to a collective experience, nor is it “grounded in the experience of slavery 

and the literary tradition of the slave narratives” as other black women’s 

autobiographies examined by Fox-Genovese (“My Statue, My Self” 179).21  In 

view of exceptions such as Hurston’s, I would argue that Incidents fulfills many 

different classifications, and therefore we must not focus narrowly on one single 

interpretation.  Indeed, Fox-Genovese has asserted that “black women’s 

autobiographies suggest a tension in black women’s relations to various dominant 

discourses” (“My Statue, My Self” 198).  Instead of privileging one discourse 
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over other, in the discussion that follows I will explore how Jacobs’s narrative 

constitutes a perfect example of this tension.  

 

2.  THE FEMALE SLAVE AUTHOR AND THE DIALOGIC OF DISCOURSES IN 
INCIDENTS 

I had rather give [my story] from my own hand, than have it said that I 
employed others to do it for me. 
- Harriet Jacobs, “Letter from a Fugitive Slave.”  Appeared anonymously 
in the New York Tribune, June 21, 1853 

 

In her essay “In the First Place: Making Frederick Douglass and the Afro-

American Narrative Tradition,” Deborah McDowell discusses the process of 

canonization of Frederick Douglass’s Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, 

An American Slave, Written by Himself (1845) as the greatest slave narrative.  

Many scholars have described Douglass’s text as most representative of the slave 

experience, because its author’s rhetorical abilities helped him produce “the most 

carefully crafted example of the slave narrative” (Smith, Self-Discovery 1).  

Likewise, Robert Stepto argued that Douglass’s Narrative escapes the 

conventions of the formula and “inaugurates the autobiographical mode in Afro-

American letters” (“I Rose” 241).  Despite signs of struggle for authorial control 

between Douglass and the documents by abolitionists William Lloyd Garrison 

and Wendell Phillips that “authenticate” his narrative, Stepto claims that 

“Douglass’s tale dominates the narrative” (237).  Nevertheless, the changes the 

author effected in the two later versions of his autobiography, My Bondage and 
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My Freedom (1855) and Life and Times of Frederick Douglass (1892), 

demonstrate that Douglass still attempted “to fashion a work that would go 

beyond the genre of a slave narrative” (Moses 66). 

For Douglass, controlling the presentation of his personal history 

paralleled his struggle to liberate himself from the domination of white 

abolitionists under the leadership of William Lloyd Garrison.  Before publishing 

the Narrative, Douglass had spent several years on the abolitionist platform under 

the auspices of Garrison’s American Anti-Slavery society.  In the decade before 

writing his second autobiography, Douglass felt at odds with the principles of 

Garrisonians, reclaiming his individuality as an independent antislavery orator 

and journalist.  His second autobiography includes more description of 

Douglass’s life as a free man, and suggests that his development as a “self-made 

man” is related to “the question of whether or not he was qualified to interpret the 

meaning of his own life” (Sundquist, “Introduction” 4).22  However, the 

constraints of writing as an ex-slave made it difficult for him to “write freely of 

himself.”23  This situation can be symbolized by the image in which Douglass 

learns to write by copying his master’s writing: “I wrote other lines, as nearly like 

his as possible” (My Bondage 108).  In order to become an author, Douglass had 

to move beyond employing a mimetic strategy, and find a distinctive voice that 

showed him “mastering literacy.” 
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The existence of gender-specific conventions intensifies the problem of 

authorial control for female slave authors.  Harriet Jacobs’s struggle to write and 

publish her autobiography offers a “representative” example of the constraints 

female slave authors faced to establish their authorship.  Jacobs’s incursion in the 

literary world takes place among a group of mid-century writers.  First, there is 

the New York magazine writer and editor Nathaniel Parker Willis, at whose house 

Jacobs was working as a nursemaid while she wrote her autobiography.  The fact 

that Jacobs suspected her employer of having pro-slavery opinions problematized 

her writing experience: she hid it from him by writing at night, and did not ask 

him for any “character recommendations” as other slave authors did with their 

employers in order to prove the truthfulness of the slaves’ accounts.24  However, 

the connection with Parker Willis is an exception in Jacobs’s circle.  After 

escaping to the north, Jacobs immersed herself in abolitionist and feminist groups, 

where she met Amy Post, the Quaker friend who encouraged her to write her 

autobiography, and also William C. Nell, a black abolitionist and writer who 

would later publicize and support the publication of Jacobs’s narrative.25   

In her effort to achieve authority for her story, Jacobs planned first to 

enlist the aid of the abolitionist writer Harriet Beecher Stowe in producing a 

dictated narrative.  The fact that Jacobs sought the support of Stowe, widely 

popular after the publication of Uncle Tom’s Cabin (1852), indicates Jacobs’s 

knowledge of the written canon of anti-slavery writings.26  She asked both Post 
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and Mrs. Willis to help her in convincing Stowe: Post approached the best-selling 

author with Jacobs’s story, and Mrs. Willis asked Stowe on Jacobs’s behalf to 

take her employee’s daughter with her on Stowe’s trip to England.  Yet when 

Stowe commented on the possibility of Jacobs’s daughter being spoiled with 

attention by the British, Jacobs became infuriated for what these words implied 

about black people’s character.27  Moreover, she became offended by the fact that 

Stowe disclosed the private details of the ex-slave’s story to Mrs. Willis in order 

to verify Jacobs’s truthfulness.  Hence, when Stowe voiced her intentions of using 

Jacobs’s account in her next book, Key to Uncle Tom’s Cabin, Jacobs decided to 

play a part in the way in which slavery was represented in order to change how 

the slave was understood.28  By recounting her life, Jacobs tried to avoid the use 

of the slave’s life story by those who could not understand what lay behind that 

story.   

To achieve this objective, Jacobs began to send letters to newspapers: in 

the first one, under the headline “Letter from a Fugitive Slave” (1853), she 

discussed the sexual abuse of slave women in a manner similar to her narrative.29  

Affirming in this letter, “I had rather give [my story] from my own hand,” Jacobs 

tried to find a rhetorical context in which her self could be heard, by writing an 

autobiographical slave narrative.  As she struggled to get the book into print, a 

publisher asked Jacobs to get an introduction by the writer and activist Lydia 

Maria Child.  Through William C. Nell Jacobs met Child, who became the 
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“presumed” author of Incidents until Yelling’s 1981 discovery of Jacobs’s 

correspondence with Child and Post.  These letters proved Jacobs’s authorship of 

Incidents, with evidence of literary styles consistent with her narrative.  Yet an 

examination of the same correspondence has also shown that despite Child’s 

words (“I don’t think I altered fifty words in the whole volume”), this activist’s 

editing work did have an important influence in the resulting narrative.30  

In her “Introduction” to the text, Child says that her changes were mainly 

“for purposes of condensation and orderly arrangement” (Incidents 3).  Yet in the 

letters we can see how Child also asked Jacobs to expand her description of the 

anti-black violence that followed the slave rebellion led by Nat Turner in 1831.31  

Another important suggestion altered Jacobs’s ending, when Child proposed the 

death of the ex-slave’s grandmother as a more appropriate conclusion to the text 

than a chapter on another antislavery uprising, John Brown’s attack on Harpers 

Ferry in 1859.  Child herself was indirectly involved in Brown’s affair, by 

offering him support through her letters when he was imprisoned for his revolt.32  

Though these facts might make Child’s alteration of the conclusion of Incidents 

appear awkward at first glance, it is not strange within the context of abolitionists’ 

ideas.  Abolitionists used matriarchal plotting consciously “to exercise moral 

suasion” (Mills 266), and therefore Jacobs’s female slave narrative would be more 

persuasive if it ended with a reflection on the sanctity of motherhood.  Indeed, 

Child placed the same power on domestic values when she published excerpts 
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from Jacobs’s material about her grandmother in a section entitled “The Good 

Grandmother” in The Freedmen’s Book (1865), an anthology of biographies of 

famous black people which included also essays and other pieces written by black 

authors and white abolitionists.  Child edited and distributed the anthology to free 

blacks at her expense, in order to show them what blacks were capable of doing.   

Though Jacobs agreed on following Child’s emphasis on moral values, 

their partnership did not mirror the relationship between the passive female slave 

and her white liberator often found in abolitionist texts.  On the contrary, there are 

various instances that signal Jacobs’s determination to maintain control over her 

narrative.  Thus, while Child claims in the “Introduction” to have suppressed 

places and names in the story “for good reasons,” Jacobs states in her preface that 

she made this decision herself to be “kind and considerate towards others” 

(Incidents 2-3).  Similarly, in a letter to Post, Jacobs shows that she wanted her 

opinions to count.  Having missed a meeting with Child due to her work as a 

domestic maid, Jacobs expressed her regret: “I ought to have been there that we 

could have consulted together, and compared our views –although I know that 

hers are superior to mine yet we could have marked her great Ideas and my small 

ones together.”33  Jacobs was able to carry through some of the ideas with which 

Child differed: Yellin explains that Jacobs first accepted Child’s proposal to use 

letters by friends to publicize the narrative in the press, yet the letters ended up 

appended to the narrative as Jacobs had originally intended (Incidents xxiii).  
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Despite Child’s support for the publication, when the publishers went 

bankrupt Jacobs made arrangements for a Boston printer to publish Incidents “for 

the author.”  The “odyssey” that resulted in the publication of Incidents, from 

Jacobs’s connections with contemporary writers to her bringing out the book “on 

her own,” parallels her struggles in the production of the text.  Exploring the 

efforts of this newly emancipated Afro-American woman to render her life in 

literature demonstrates the complexities of Jacobs’s identity as an author.  The 

attempt to become the subject of discourses that typically took her as object (as in 

the case of abolitionist and sentimental writing), being simultaneously character 

and narrator, victim and agent, put Jacobs in an extremely difficult position.   

In their study of nineteenth-century women’s literature, Sandra Gilbert and 

Susan Gubar developed the term “anxiety of authorship” to refer to the 

discouragement from writing that female authors experienced owing to the 

paucity of female models and the pervasive view of writing as a male activity.34  

In order to speak as subjects, women writers often inscribed their writing selves 

within conventional models.  In Jacobs’s case, her status as an ex-slave, while 

authorizing her testimony through the persistence of her suffering, implies also a 

set of constraints in the way she tells her story.  In this respect, Karen Sanchez 

Eppler discusses Jacobs’s complex claim to “presentable representativeness,” 

commenting on the difficulties the author had to face when describing the 

degradation slavery caused to slaves, while introducing herself as a presentable 
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author (86).  To be able to address this situation, Jacobs developed certain 

narrative strategies: she created a pseudonymous identity, “Linda Brent,” to be the 

first-person narrator in the text, identifying herself solely as “the author” in the 

book’s cover page; and she validated her account through the authority of Lydia 

Maria Child.  If her fictive self protects Jacobs from some of the pain of revealing 

her story (“it would have been more pleasant to me to have been silent about my 

own history,” Incidents 1), this literary construct also forces her to constantly 

insist on the veracity of her narrative.  Therefore, from the very first line of the 

preface, Jacobs promises truth: “Reader, be assured this narrative is no fiction” 

(1). 

Jacobs’s difficult attempt at self-authorship is an example of the rhetorical 

problems facing an ex-slave woman rewriting history in the nineteenth century.  

In this chapter I would like to characterize Jacobs’s role as that of an 

“interpreter,” who sets out to correct and rewrite the official version of her 

(hi)story.  In order to teach her readers to read her Afro-American tale, Jacobs 

often tells them to pay attention to who is telling the story, urging them to 

question the source.  In this sense, Christina Accomando comments that Jacobs 

“often presents two different versions of something to reveal the differences 

between versions” (232)35.   

This is the strategy Jacobs uses in her narration of the funeral of Nancy, 

her beloved great-aunt, as she discusses the sentimental role played by Nancy’s 
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owners.  When Mrs. Flint, the slaveholder’s mistress, sheds a tear, Linda says 

Northerners might have described the scene as “a touching proof of the 

attachment between slaveholders and their servants” (146).  Then she affirms that 

the slaves themselves could have told Northerners “a different story” of Aunt 

Nancy’s sufferings under the slave system.  The text abounds in instances in 

which white people are unable to understand what black people are really thinking 

or experiencing.  When Mrs. Fanny, Linda’s grandmother’s old mistress, visits 

the two of them while they are undergoing Mr. Flint’s harassment, she consoles 

Linda “in her own peculiar way,” by wishing they were all at rest in their graves 

(89).  Linda immediately explains to the reader that the solution she plans for 

everybody’s peace of mind is not death, but securing their freedom.  Similarly, 

Mr. Sands, the father of Linda’s children, seems unable to understand the desire 

for freedom of Linda’s brother, William, who spent some time under his service.  

When telling of William’s escape during their trip to the North, he complains: “I 

trusted him as if he were my own brother, […] I feel confident that he will soon 

return to me” (137).  Linda subsequently tells us an account of the affair as she 

heard it from William himself. 

The discrepancies found between the different versions of these events 

show whites’ erroneous readings of the effects of slavery on the slaves.  As a 

consequence, Jacobs presents herself in her narrative as an “interpreter” who 

corrects the miscomprehensions that characterize whites’ perceptions of black 
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people.  In order to place herself in a position where she can have some influence 

in the way history is being written, Jacobs shows the falsities behind the way in 

which white people are reading the “transcript” of slavery.  Simultaneously, being 

an interpreter who moves between discourses allows her to correct the (hi)story 

that is being told to her community as well.  Thus, in her narrative she mentions 

her role reading newspapers for slaves who, unable to read, asked Linda if she had 

seen “anything in the newspapers about white folks over in the big north, who 

were trying to get their freedom for them” (45).  In her effort to inform her less 

knowledgeable fellow slaves about what was going on (“some believe that the 

abolitionists have already made them free,” 45), Linda uses the slaves’ direct 

language to present them with data from white accounts.  In another instance, 

after recounting how white priests would use the Bible to convince slaves to obey 

their masters, Linda helps an old slave to read.  Rejecting the antiliteracy law 

which punishes anyone who teaches a slave to read or write, Linda helps him 

learn to read the Bible by himself so that “[he] may know how to live” (73). 

Jacobs’s ability to speak both languages places her in an in-between 

position, which results in ambivalence and conflict within herself and her 

narrative discourse.  Therefore, in order to act as an interpreter, Jacobs reshapes 

the genres she uses, by reacting against discourses and conventions to which she 

is also subject.  To discuss Jacobs’s ability to use both dominant discourse and 

counterdiscourse, I will draw on Mae Gwendolyn Henderson’s theories of the 
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importance of the simultaneity of discourses in black women’s literature.36  

Henderson’s trope for this discursive diversity is “speaking in tongues” which she 

applies to both “glossolalia” - the practice of speech associated with black women 

in the Pentecostes Holiness church, as they express their spirituality in tongues 

known only to God - and “heteroglossia” - the ability to speak in the multiple 

known languages of public discourse (“Speaking in Tongues” 122-23).37 

Henderson describes the interlocutory and dialogic character of black 

women’s writing as a consequence of both a dialogic relation to others and an 

internal dialogue with the plural aspects of the self.  To explain the writers’ 

engagement with the other, the critic draws on Mikhail Bakhtin’s discussion of 

the dialogical interrelation of “social dialects,” which he defines as the diversity 

of voices, discourses, and languages in which each social group speaks.  To 

Bakhtin’s heterogeneous model, Henderson adds Hans-Georg Gadamer’s 

“dialectical model of conversation,” which presupposes a language of 

commonality and consensus as its goal.38  By taking from these theorists both the 

notions of “dialogic of differences” and “dialectic of identity,” Henderson argues 

that the complex and multiple positionality from which black women speak, 

produces a simultaneous discourse of difference and identity in black women’s 

writing:  

Through the multiple voices that enunciate her complex subjectivity, the 
black woman writer not only speaks familiarly in the discourse of the 
other(s), but as Other she is in contestorial dialogue with the hegemonic 
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dominant and subdominant or “ambiguously (non)hegemonic” discourses. 
(120) 

 
Black women’s diversity of discourse allows them to discuss, on the one 

hand, competing claims with white men and common concerns with black 

women; on the other hand, they establish a dialogue of identity and difference 

with black men and white women, whose discourses Henderson calls 

“ambiguously (non)hegemonic discourses.”39  This critic argues that in their 

relation with the two latter groups, black women writers use discourses that both 

“affirm and challenge the values and expectations of the reader” (121).  Slave 

narratives have a dialogical nature, since they address an invisible interlocutor, 

whom they try to convince of the horrors of slavery.  Hence, Henderson’s theories 

can be useful to study Jacobs’s role as an author: Jacobs’s ambivalence, her sense 

of being both self and other, exemplifies the dialogic of difference and 

identification with the others(s) that characterizes black women’s subjectivity and 

discourse.  I will explore now how this ambivalence is reflected in Jacobs’s 

conflicting relationship with her readers and her use and manipulation of different 

genres, mainly the autobiographical slave narrative and women’s sentimental 

fiction.  The generic transformation from the first genre to the second during 

certain parts of the text is intended to accommodate Jacobs’s discourse of 

sexuality, and it is achieved through the author’s appropriation and manipulation 
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of dominant discourses commonly found within slave narratives and sentimental 

fiction, such as the discourse of abolitionism and the “cult of true womanhood.”   

In her discussion of black female autobiographers’ sense of themselves 

and their attitude towards their probable readers, Genovese affirms that Jacobs did 

not identify with her readers but sought to interest them (“To Write My Self” 

166).  Many critics have expressed the same opinion, as the ex-slave outlined her 

intended audience in the preface: “I do earnestly desire to arouse the women of 

the North to a realizing sense of the condition of two millions of women at the 

South, still in bondage” (1).  Trying to write for those who might have some 

influence in ending slavery, Jacobs could not address her work primarily to a 

black community that was often unable to read and/or write.  However, her 

relationship towards her white female audience is not straightforward.  First, the 

author contrasts the situation of the women of the North with the life of the 

women of the South, “still in bondage.”  Yet by making no mention of race, and 

pointing only to an unjust situation (and geography) to differentiate the two 

groups, Jacobs is emphasizing black and white women’s sisterhood.  However, a 

few lines later, she asserts the inability of the white woman to understand fully the 

sufferings of the black one, because of their different experiences: “Only by 

experience can anyone realize how deep, and dark, and foul is that pit of 

abominations [slavery]” (2).  Henderson’s theories can help explain the ambiguity 

in Jacobs’s relationship with her Northern white female readers, by analyzing 
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how, in her revision of genres, Jacobs applies a dialogic of identification and 

difference by using the discourses of abolitionism and the cult of true 

womanhood.  In this vein, when addressing a Northern white female readership, 

the writer speaks both to and from the position of the other, simultaneously 

identifying herself with her readers’ opinions and rejecting them.   

With regard to the discourse of abolitionism, the text does follow the 

conventions of abolitionist projects familiar to Jacobs’s readers, such as the 

presence of a white editor and the use of authenticating documents to support the 

veracity of the text.  However, as we mentioned earlier, Jacobs insisted on her 

narrative being endorsed by the letters of two personal friends, a white woman, 

Amy Post, and a black man, George W. Lowther, a free black neighbor of 

Jacobs’s grandmother who moved to Boston and became a member of the circle 

of black abolitionist William C. Nell.  It is significant that in the presentation of 

her text, Jacobs chooses to be supported not by important white male figures, as it 

was common in most slave narratives, but by members of the two groups with 

which she enters into the discursive dialogic of identification and difference I 

have previously explained. 

Jacobs’s new voice as a female slave narrator reframes and reshapes the 

genre of the slave narrative by focusing on the similarities and differences 

between black women and black men’s discourses in these texts.  Thus, she states 

her opinion about the peculiarity of the slave woman’s suffering: “Slavery is 
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terrible for men; but it is far more terrible for women.  Superadded to the burden 

common to all, they have wrongs, and sufferings, and mortifications peculiarly 

their own” (77).  In this way, black men’s oppression is differentiated from that of 

black women, and therefore Jacobs’s narrative attempts to tell black men working 

in abolitionist circles about the specificity of the slave woman’s experiences.  

The presence of these unconventional aspects in Jacobs’s narrative has led 

critics like Yellin and Hazel Carby to emphasize the author’s situation at the 

margins of abolitionist discourse.  Thus, Yellin foregrounds Jacobs’s inclusion of 

the “forbidden topic of the sexual abuse of slave women in the public discussion 

of the slavery question” (Incidents xxiv).  Yet when discussing Jacobs’s 

unprecedented voice, one must not overlook the author’s simultaneous inclusion 

within the abolitionist discourse.  As a matter of fact, the image of the sexually 

abused slave was usually employed by abolitionist women, though it appeared 

often in tales of seduction of the “tragic mulatta” that avoided describing the 

particularities of this abuse.  As a slave author, Jacobs occupies a position “in-

between” discourses: acting as an “experienced” speaking subject enables her to 

react to the discourse of abolitionism she is subject to, by providing Northern 

abolitionists with a more accurate version of the realities of black people’s lives. 

When Linda explains her deliberate choice of a liaison with a white man 

and the illegitimacy of her children as a way of escaping from her master’s sexual 

harassment, Jacobs’s narrator is challenging “the rhetoric of antislavery moral 
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absolutism” (Andrews, “The Changing Moral” 229).  In the same vein, at the end 

of her narrative she comments on the difference between hers and the 

Northerners’ concepts of freedom: “We are as free from the power of slaveholders 

as are the white people of the North; and though that, according to my ideas is not 

saying a great deal, it is a vast improvement in my condition” (201, emphasis 

added).  In this way, Linda is critical of the ability of the abolitionist who “pities 

[her] oppressed people” (201) to truly understand her ordeals.  A very specific 

example of the limited ability of Northerners who oppose slavery to understand 

black people’s experience of slavery is the way in which Jacobs obtains her 

freedom.  When Mrs. Bruce, her Northern employer, tells Linda that she intends 

to buy her freedom, Linda feels distressed.  She rejects the offer, explaining to her 

employer that being purchased is a concession to slavery, and she prefers to go to 

her brother in North Carolina.  Yet Mrs. Bruce buys Linda without her 

knowledge, and her action, though being a relief, makes Linda feel obligated 

toward this woman, for whom she is still working at the end of the narrative.  

Since “[N]ortherners know nothing at all about Slavery,” Jacobs expresses her 

desire to “convince” them of “what Slavery really is” while contradictorily 

maintaining that only by experience can anyone realize that (Incidents 2).  Acting 

as an “interpreter” who has experienced both worlds (life as a slave and a “free” 

person), Jacobs attempts to build a bridge that helps Northerners grasp the reality 

of black people’s sufferings, by emphasizing and contrasting similarities and 
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differences between black women and black men, and black women and white 

women. 

In order to achieve that, Jacobs elaborates in her narrative on the 

interrelatedness of the slave narrative and sentimental fiction.  Thus, the second 

discourse that Jacobs reappropriates and revises in her text is the nineteenth-

century “cult of true womanhood.”  According to historian Barbara Welter, “the 

attributes of True Womanhood, by which a woman judged herself and was judged 

by her husband, her neighbors and society, could be divided in four cardinal 

virtues – piety, purity, submissiveness and domesticity” (Dimity Convictions 21).  

Throughout her narrative, Jacobs focuses on her identity as a woman, while 

making evident the differences of being a slave woman.  If the subtitle of her 

book identifies her by gender (“Written by Herself”), her need to use a 

pseudonym immediately points to the differences that exist between a white 

woman and a slave woman.  In a similar way, her condition as a slave does not 

keep Linda apart from the domestic sphere to which patriarchal codes restricted 

the “true woman”: Jacobs’s narrator is always carrying out domestic duties and 

that can encourage her female readers’ identification with her.40  Yet she can still 

remind them that the plights of a black and a white woman are not equal: the 

author is prevented from working on her book by her domestic obligations toward 

a white family.  
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This simultaneous discourse of difference and identity is most evident in 

Jacobs’s explanation of her sexual history.  In this sense, her arguments show how 

an ideology that excluded female slaves from the category of women also affected 

the way in which black women authors addressed their audience.  According to 

Andrews, “until the mid-nineteenth century slave narrators were motivated by 

their obligation “to prove themselves deserving of freedom” (“The Changing 

Moral” 236) but Incidents shows resistance to this “traditional strategy of self-

evaluation” (238).  However, Jacobs’s resistance to her readers’ judgment is quite 

ambiguous.  Thus, critics have used Bakhtin’s “double-voiced discourse” to 

explain how Jacobs speaks to the reader in two voices, a “discourse of shame” 

and a “discourse of defiance” (Davie 88).41  By adducing Henderson’s theories, 

we can show the impact of both gender and race in the author’s relationship with 

her readers while she discusses her sexual history. 

On the one hand, when dealing with the pain of narrating her sexual 

liaison, Jacobs’s narrator asks readers to understand her as a woman, thus 

apparently endorsing standards of “true womanhood.”  After wishing that her 

story conformed better to prevailing feminine mores, Linda appeals for her 

readers’ forgiveness using elaborate sentences, full of euphemisms, as would 

correspond to the genteel discourse of a “true woman” according to patriarchy: 

“O, ye happy women whose purity has been sheltered from childhood, who have 

been free to choose the objects of your affection, whose homes are protected by 
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law, do not judge the poor, desolate slave girl too severely” (54).  In order to 

enhance her moral standing in the eyes of her reader, the author espouses a 

discourse that reinforces her similarities with the latter.  Yet, since taking a white 

lover is a challenge to the patriarchal ideology of “true womanhood,” applying 

that discourse to her own circumstances brands Jacobs as “the other,” the absolute 

opposite of what a “true woman” should be. 

The contradictory feelings that the narrator experiences as she recounts 

these events can be seen in her using clear, straightforward sentences that point at 

her acting deliberately.  Thus, commenting upon her relationship with Mr. Sands, 

Linda asserts: “of course I saw whither all this was tending” (54).  Consequently, 

accepting her “otherness” makes Jacobs minimize her reader’s fitness to judge 

her: “Still, in looking back calmly, on the events of my life, I feel that the slave 

woman ought not to be judged by the same standard as others” (56).  

Nevertheless, Jacobs’s use of a double-voiced discourse proves to be no solution 

for the dilemma she faces when pleading mitigating circumstances.  Therefore, to 

avoid the narrative crisis caused by her ideological compromise, Jacobs’s narrator 

self-consciously hesitates when speaking out about her “impure” status.  This 

inability to tell the whole truth at revelatory moments results in the inscription of 

specific silences, which are both gendered and racialized (Carla Kaplan, 

“Recuperating Agents” 294).42  We can understand in this context the author’s 

effacement of the black woman’s body in the text: given the fact that the slave 
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woman’s abuse by her masters was always blamed on black women’s sexual 

promiscuity, Jacobs’s avoidance of any description of sexual abuse can reflect her 

recognition of the existence of this double standard in sexual matters.43 

The particularities of recounting her sexual history within the discourse of 

true womanhood result in Jacobs’s manipulation of sentimental narratives’ 

literary conventions.  First, her narrator appears as a more active and resistant 

character than these novels’ victimized heroines.  Second, while these narratives 

usually assume a receptive reader,44 the author of Incidents often denies the 

possibility of her reader’s emphatic response: “You never knew what it is to be a 

slave” (55).  Jacobs explicitly juxtaposes her circumstances to those of her 

readers, when the concluding line that shapes the ending of her narrative 

contradicts the sentimental novel’s happy ending: “Reader, my story ends with 

freedom; not in the usual way, with marriage.  I and my children are now free!” 

(201).  The fact that Jacobs’s story does not imitate white women’s successful 

quests for the marriage contract does not imply that “freedom is being chosen 

over marriage and the domestic sphere” (Davie 104).  By law denied to the slave, 

marriage is, in fact, one of the freedoms Jacobs’s female hero seeks: “the freedom 

to choose her own sexual partner” (Davie 87).  Thus, the ending emphasizes the 

powerlessness of what is supposed to be Linda’s absolute freedom.  Jacobs’s 

narrative treats subjects such as freedom, womanhood, and honor, as specific and 
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contextual, rather than universal, due to this constant comparison between the 

experience of the female slave narrator and her white female readers.   

Yet the narrative finds the former slave amassing evidence to recuperate 

her honor in the eyes of the reader.  What is the reason for this dilemma?  

Ultimately, Jacobs’s self-representation is going to determine her credibility as an 

author.  Therefore she needs to be special among slaves, and be credited with a 

character of unbroken spirit and moral values.  Matterson and Kaplan have noted 

that Jacobs’s readers are implicated in the problem of locating or restoring her 

agency in the text.45  As in the case of confessional literature, Jacobs places the 

reader “in the position of judge” (Matterson 88), and therefore it is her ambivalent 

manipulation of readers that best explains Jacobs’s identity as an author.  By 

drawing on Henderson’s trope of the “dialogic” writing of black women writers, 

we can understand how Jacobs wants readers to simultaneously recognize the 

“otherness of women” within themselves and their differences from the black 

female other.  In her desire to be judged as a woman, Jacobs needs the acceptance 

from women such as Lydia Mary Child, Amy Post, Mrs. Willis, all of whom show 

feelings of identification with the female slave.  Though in the narrative Mrs. 

Flint, Linda’s white mistress, is only able to see the differences between her 

slave’s plight and hers, the text abounds in examples of white women who do 

help Linda, commiserating with her sufferings as a woman and a mother.  



 

 78

Carla Kaplan criticizes many recuperative readings of Incidents for 

idealizing the power Jacobs exercises in telling her story (“Recuperating Agents” 

285).  Identifying Jacobs’s agency with her role as an author is indeed not precise 

because it fails to recognize what is in my opinion the strongest power of her text: 

Jacobs’s role in-between discourses in the act of revising, correcting and 

interpreting.  Karen Sánchez-Eppler notes that Jacobs needed to struggle “to 

disentangle the autobiographical desire to write down the self from her political 

desire to write an abolitionist polemic” (10).  Incidents has often been cited with 

Douglass’s narrative as the most representative female and male slave narrative 

respectively.  I have previously commented on how Jacobs’s title suggests her 

story’s difference from Douglass’s: Incidents’s emphasis on gender issues focuses 

on the intersection of slavery and sexual exploitation.  This intersection affects 

what Stephen Matterson sees as another difference between the narratives: while 

Douglass’s narrative is “orally driven,” Jacobs’s is “more self-consciously 

literary” in her use of a pseudonym, literary tropes, and direct references to 

another literary genre, sentimental fiction (82).   

However, despite Jacobs’s emphatic use of literary devices, the author 

demonstrates an “anxiety about literacy” which differentiates Incidents from the 

majority of slave narratives “in which command over letters is a tool of 

liberation” (Sánchez-Eppler 93).  This “anxiety” shows that there are differences 

in the ways in which black men and women represent their relation to language.  
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Douglass celebrates writing as “a pathway from slavery to freedom” through the 

written word (Narrative 38).  While he equates literacy with freedom, Jacobs 

hesitates to appropriate conventions of white patriarchy to narrate the sufferings 

of the female slave.  In Incidents, Linda’s learning to read has positive and 

negative effects on her struggle to free herself from Dr. Flint’s harassment.  On 

the one hand, her learning allows him to harass Linda with his lascivious letters, 

whose written words also affect Linda’s brother when he is forced to act as a 

carrier.  On the other, literacy gives her a weapon against his power: when Linda 

becomes afraid that Dr. Flint suspects her whereabouts, she writes him letters that 

she then has postmarked in Boston and New York to send him off in a wrong 

direction.  As the author of Incidents, Jacobs uses literacy to correct the corpus of 

writing against black women, but she struggles against the literary constraints she 

experiences in the act of writing down her sexual experience.  This struggle 

makes her a precursor of black women writers who engage in dialogues with “the 

other” through appropriating silences and revising dominant discourses.  Without 

the power to generate her own discourse, Jacobs maneuvers both to escape and to 

reinscribe herself within other discourses, seeking to create a new narrative 

position that grants her freedom.  In the next section we will see how, as a result, 

these narrative strategies produce her self-representation as a “rebel (m)other.” 
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3. “THE WAR OF HER LIFE”: HARRIET JACOBS’S REBELLIOUS 
MOTHERHOOD 
 

But when the ruthless hand of man strikes the blow, regardless of the 
misery he causes, it is hard to be submissive.  
- Harriet A. Jacobs, Incidents 

 
In dealing with issues of identity and subjectivity, autobiographical 

writing often “questions notions of selfhood rather than taking self for granted” 

(Benstock 13).  Moreover, in her psychoanalytical analysis of women’s slave 

narratives, Jennifer Fleischner notes that “any study of slave narratives must rely 

on some assumptions about the vexed concept of the self which stands at the 

center of autobiography” (19).  By taking an autobiographical stance, slave 

narrators attempted to create an identity of their own, achieving humanity through 

self-representation in their writings.  In this sense, the autobiographical 

component of slave narratives allows their authors to explore the relationship 

between enslavement and the absence of selfhood.   

In these narratives the narrators’ conflicted sense of self is born out of 

their encounters both with an external other and with the otherness within 

themselves.  As Martinican psychiatrist Frantz Fanon notes in his study of the 

psychological dilemma of the black self in a white world, the marginalized black 

self is at war with his or her own image.46  Fanon’s analysis, however, does not 

explore the particularities of black women’s experiences.  In the previous section, 

black feminist critic Mae Gwendolyn Henderson helped us understand the logic 
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of identity and difference in black women’s use of discourses, as the logic of self 

and other.  Incidents’ “unfixed” text provides moments of hesitation within or 

resistance between discourses, which represent the irruption of “the other.”  In 

this section, I will examine Jacobs’s construction of herself as a character in 

Incidents, through theories that undermine the notion of a unified subject in 

autobiography.  Thus, the plural selves that compose Linda Brent’s identity 

demonstrate that neither author nor character are as coherent or whole as Jacobs 

would like them to be.   

By examining the dialectic of self and other, I will analyze Jacobs’s 

conflicted understanding of her own identity through self-representation as a rebel 

(m)other.  In order to discuss this psychoanalytical account of the subject I will 

rely on Julia Kristeva’s theories of alterity within identity.  For Kristeva, 

difference exists within identity, constantly challenging it, and making that 

identity provisional.  Therefore, to reach some autonomy, we need to accept and 

welcome difference, instead of trying to control or exclude it.  Coming to terms 

with the splitting of her self, with her own divided identity would help Jacobs 

avoid being at war with her own image.  Kristeva uses the term “subject in 

process/on trial” to describe the constant negotiation of identity and difference: 

“our identities are constantly brought to trial, overruled” (“Interview with 

Kristeva” 351).  Understanding a notion of the self as “the changing same,” which 

presents continuity through change, rather than an already constituted notion of 
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the self, is particularly useful in the case of a slave’s identity.47  A slave’s account 

of his/her life offers one of the best examples of the distinction between condition 

and consciousness.  Jacobs did not know she was a slave until she was six years 

old, and therefore she had to reconcile her previous concept of her self with her 

new selves as a slave girl, a slave woman, a slave mother, and finally a “free” 

person.   

Jacobs’s account of her search for an independent, black, female selfhood 

constitutes a representative portrayal of the slave mother in black women’s 

autobiographical writing in the nineteenth century.  According to Carolyn 

Levander, “motherhood, more than other domestic tropes becomes the idiom 

through which Jacobs reveals in extensive detail the extremity of her condition as 

a slave woman” (29).  Having to negotiate her motherhood within the confines of 

the slave system, Jacobs demonstrates the emblematic importance of slave 

mothers for slavocracy.  In Jacobs’s self-portrayal, the rebellious and the maternal 

identities interact and clash with each other through the conflicting image of “the 

rebel (m)other.”  Simultaneously identifying with a domestic model and 

rebelliously resisting against the traditional passivity of this image, the author 

identifies and differentiates herself from members of other groups, symbolizing 

the difficulties black women face in trying to achieve the dignity of an 

autonomous self.  
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Fleischner argues that Jacobs’s image of black women as “other” is 

integrated into her self-perception (7).  However, from a Kristevan perspective, 

we can understand Jacobs’s difficulties in confronting her own otherness: the 

former slave’s desire to have a stable unified self accepted by society faces the 

resistance of her unconscious to socially enforced fixed identities.48  Thus, in the 

previous section, we saw how Jacobs oscillated between apologizing for deviating 

from conventions of true womanhood and challenging those conventions that 

could not take account of her experience.  Yet the author’s confrontation with her 

own alterity is most vividly present in her role as a mother, which lets Jacobs see 

that she is both self and other within the authorized discourse on motherhood.  On 

the one hand, maternity constitutes for the author “an alternative means of 

locating the domestic” (Sánchez-Eppler 89), and consequently a sign of sameness 

to other white women.  In this way, Linda recovers her pride as a woman by 

exercising a mother’s love for her children.  During her stay in Philadelphia after 

explaining her situation as a single mother to a black minister, he recommends 

that she is not so open with others about this issue to avoid their rejection.  Linda 

retorts that “If I am permitted to have my children, I intend to be a good mother, 

and to live in such a manner that people cannot treat me with contempt” (161). 

Yet Linda’s experience of motherhood in the South is limited by slavery, 

which forces her to acknowledge the disparity between the white mother and the 

black mother.  Since her early years, race determines the character’s 
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understanding of motherhood.  After discovering she is a slave upon the death of 

her mother, Linda enjoys the affections of her late mother’s mistress.  However, 

this white surrogate mother fails to fulfill her promises to free Linda, willing the 

slave girl to her sister’s daughter, the child of Dr. Flint.49  The first chapters 

mention examples of the conflict that has arisen between Linda’s family and her 

owners about how to raise the slave child.50  Both Linda’s grandmother and her 

father experience difficulties in exercising parental control over their children.  

This background prepares Linda for her transformation into a “spokeswoman for 

the outraged black mother” (Braxton and Zuber 152).  Once Dr. Flint threatens to 

sell her children if she does not accept his propositions, Linda goes into hiding, 

trusting her son and daughter in the hands of her family and Mr. Sands, her white 

lover and the children’s father.  When Mr. Sands does not keep his promise to 

emancipate them, Linda, striving to achieve maternal power to free her children, 

sheds her old self and assumes a new rebellious maternal role, which she uses as a 

weapon against the slave system.   

As a result, she redefines her motherhood by employing strong measures 

to exert maternal control, plotting to save her children while leaving them behind 

in her escape.  Though this abandonment is criticized by Mrs. Flint as a proof of 

Linda’s denial of her offspring, the slave’s actions are intended to free her 

children from slavery.  In fact, though she often uses the language of infanticide, 

wishing death for her children rather than slavery, Linda is aware of how her 
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actions might be read, and thus defends a slave mother’s maternal feelings as 

truthful: “She may be an ignorant creature, degraded by the system that has 

brutalized her from childhood; but she has a mother’s instincts, and is capable of 

feeling a mother’s agonies” (16).  Nevertheless, despite her efforts and the fact 

that she has more power than other slave mothers portrayed in the text, she 

believes “the system has left her ill-prepared to be a mother” (Wilson 174).51  

Indeed, Andrews notes that “proving herself a ‘good mother’” becomes a burden 

for Jacobs (“The Changing Rhetoric” 481): she knows that to free her children she 

must own herself, and yet the end of the narrative finds Linda living at her 

Northern employer’s home, more able to be the mother of Mrs. Bruce’s children 

than of her own. 

In spite of these “impossible” difficulties, Jacobs’s attempts to rebel “by 

rejecting the rights of others to apply their standards to her” (Becker 417), has its 

best chance through the construction of a figure of heroic maternity, which allows 

for the acceptance of a kind of female resistance that does not negate the culture’s 

most important assumptions about women’s natural role.  Thus, as a “rebel 

(m)other” Jacobs actively fights against slavery while asserting her female 

identity.  Therefore, often when she reacts and rebels against her circumstances, 

Jacobs claims her actions are “for my children’s sake far more than for my own” 

(201).  Nevertheless, the nineteenth-century discourse of true womanhood does 

not accept the alliance of the two qualities of femininity and resistance, and 
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having internalized this discourse, Jacobs herself has difficulties accepting an 

identity of herself as a composite of alternative selves.  Thus, when describing her 

mother Linda asserts: “[my mother] had been a slave merely in name, but in 

nature was noble and womanly” (7, emphasis added).  Linda’s use of a binary 

opposition to define her mother’s self, exemplifies the author’s problems in 

understanding her own continuously changing multiple identity: Incidents’s 

protagonist is alternatively (and/or simultaneously) a heroic woman who 

experiences the particular sufferings of the female slave, a heroic slave who 

struggles for her freedom, and a heroic mother who desperately tries to save her 

children.  

On the other hand, Jacobs’s resistance inflects her acts with gender, 

reversing the idea that heroism is accessible only by the traditional male qualities 

of power and aggressiveness.  As a consequence, her self-portrait constitutes a 

revision of both male slave narratives and white women’s family romances.  As a 

recognized author of the latter writings, Lydia Maria Child wrote several 

romances in which the main protagonist is the figure of the “tragic mulatta.”  This 

suffering heroine, who embodies many of the qualities of white virtuous 

womanhood, was created to make white women realize the injustice committed 

against “their sisters.”  One of the main points of sisterly identification was the 

idea of female passivity: in the tragic story of Xarifa, the quadroon daughter in 

Child’s short story “The Quadroons” (1842), passivity is portrayed as a 
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characteristic of “that docile and injured race” (63).  In contrast, though still 

determined to enlist the sympathies of white women, Jacobs, as the subject of her 

own narrative, offers less docility and more rebellion.52  

Moreover, her narrative also disregards the notion of passive womanhood 

as the only female model comparable to Frederick Douglass’s active slave 

manhood.  Jacobs’s struggle challenges the masculine assumption that physical 

battle is the most effective way of fighting.  In the three versions of his 

autobiography, Douglass’s most important act of physical resistance is his two-

hour-long fight against Covey, “the nigger-breaker.”  After enduring Covey’s 

persistent abuse, one day Douglass refuses to be beaten, and fights Covey until 

the latter abandons his efforts to whip him.  Douglass himself states that “the 

battle with Mr. Covey was the turning point in my career as a slave” (Narrative 

104).  According to Valerie Smith, the meaning of Douglass’s life is seen as a 

journey from slavehood to manhood (Self-Discovery 34), a concept articulated in 

the narrator’s statement: “You have seen how a man was made a slave, you shall 

see how a slave was made a man” (Narrative 47).   

In the only novella he wrote, “The Heroic Slave,” Douglass focuses on the 

qualities of male strength and courage to characterize his protagonist as an 

example of slave resistance.53  This fictional piece recounts the true events of the 

1841 slave revolt led by Madison Washington aboard the American ship Creole.  

In this tale about an archetypal slave hero, Douglass introduces the figures of 
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black women as objects of victimization: Washington’s wife, Susan, is a voiceless 

figure who is murdered while attempting to escape with her husband.54  Several 

scholars have noted that outside of the recurring invocation of the whipped black 

woman, black feminine presence is erased in Douglass’s texts.  According to 

these scholars, Douglass downplays the role played by black women in his life, as 

symbolized by the brief mention he makes of his first wife, the free black Anna 

Murray, in his Narrative.55  

In her discussion of the different portrayals of slave women by male and 

female narrators, Frances Foster has argued that “social attitudes toward women 

and literary conventions” dominate the male slave narratives, which tenaciously 

offer stereotyped images of slave women as sexually exploited beings (“’In 

Respect to Females…’” 66).56  In contrast to these images, Jacobs’s narrator takes 

action to resist Flint’s sexual advances in what she calls “the war of [her] life” 

(19).  First, she refuses to consent to the abuse and manipulates the power of 

silence to avoid being tricked by Flint.  Then, she uses more elaborate measures 

which differentiate her flight from slavery from Douglass’s escape: Linda rebels 

by using her sexuality (involvement with a white man), the voluntary 

imprisonment of her body in domestic spaces (refuge in a garret), and the 

manipulation of the “master discourse” (letters to Dr. Flint “from the North,” 

written from a Southern garret).   
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Carla Kaplan has argued that while Douglass accepts available modes of 

freedom, Jacobs refuses them, exposing her exclusion from the ideology of “true 

womanhood” (“Recuperating Agents” 293).  As a domestic worker and 

nursemaid, Jacobs writes from the female world of domesticity, while Douglass, 

especially in the second version of his autobiography, writes as a public figure 

who conforms in many ways to the nineteenth-century ideal of man.  Thus, Smith 

points out that the plot of Douglass’s narratives endorses “the fundamental 

American plot, the myth of the self-made man” (Self-Discovery 27).  In what is 

considered his most famous address Douglass discussed the question of “Self-

Made Men,” and he represented this mainstream myth in his autobiographical 

writings by portraying his struggle as that of “the case of the solitary slave” who 

succeeds in becoming an abolitionist leader.57   

While celebrating his achievement of autonomy in his narratives, 

Douglass reflects, like other abolitionists, on the way in which “slavocracy 

potentially destroys the sanctity of family relations” (V. Smith, Self-Discovery 

26).  He was the son of a black woman and, Douglass suspected, her master.  

Therefore, during his childhood he was afforded opportunities not given to other 

slaves, yet Douglass suffered for his inability to find out his family origins.  In 

addition, in his 1845 Narrative, he complains that slavery has killed his natural 

feelings for his biological mother.  Scholars have discussed how Douglass 

changes his representation of the mother in the following narratives.  Hence, in 
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My Bondage he highlights the fact that she had learned to read, which relates his 

love of letters to her native genius, but he also describes her image as voiceless: 

“the image is mute, and I have no striking words of hers treasured up” (42).  

McDowell suggests that in order to proclaim the abolitionist argument of the 

family’s destruction under slavery, Douglass promoted a patriarchal view of 

domestic relations, condemning the denial to male slaves of the rights of 

patriarchy (“In the First Place” 47). 

Jacobs’s matriarchal model of resistance constitutes an alternative to 

Douglass’s isolated struggle away from his family.  Her claim to personal 

freedom is complicated by her responsibility and connection to members of her 

family, her children in particular.  Though she also struggles for literacy and 

autonomy, hers is a mother’s version, which alters the “negotiations represented 

as liberating” in slave narratives (Kaplan, “Recuperating Agents” 293).  Thus, her 

brother, uncle, aunt, and grandmother play important roles in Linda’s escape, 

some of them even spending time in jail because of their support.  These 

characters not only help Linda hide and flee to the North, but they also act as 

surrogate parents for her children.  After Mr. Sands buys his and Linda’s children 

but does not emancipate them, she realizes she must struggle to achieve her 

children’s final liberation from slavery.  With his actions toward his “slave” 

progeny, the figure of Mr. Sands calls into mind the significance of slaveholders 

as false paternal figures. 
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To evaluate the role played by the slave community, particularly her 

family, in the development of Linda’s resistance as a rebel (m)other, we need to 

study her relationships with some of the different groups that form that 

community.  What is the source of Linda’s rebelliousness?  Is this one of the 

character’s individual traits or something she shares with her community?  On the 

one hand, Linda asserts that her naturally “buoyant disposition” (32) allowed her 

to avoid desperation when facing her master’s harassment.  Yet on the other hand, 

resistance against slavery seems to be also characteristic of her family, as they all 

exclaim after rescuing some of Linda’s relatives: “He that is willing to be a slave, 

let him be a slave” (26).  Linda’s childhood remembrances are an excellent source 

to understand how she herself saw her rebellious development within her 

community.  What she calls the “unusually happy circumstances of my early 

childhood” (6) change when her mother dies and Linda discovers that she is a 

slave.  Life as a slave child becomes much harder, and Linda reveals a courageous 

nature as she faces these hardships.  Thus, to her master’s first words about his 

power over her, Linda reacts by confessing to the reader: “never before had my 

puny arm felt half so strong” (18).  Meanwhile, her brother William enters into 

fights when his young master tries to punish him.  During their sibling talks Linda 

advises her brother to be forgiving, but she admits that though “one of God’s most 

powerless creatures” she has resolved “never to be conquered” (19).  Her 

adolescence adds gender to her grievances, and, as we have seen, one of her 
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strategies to escape her master’s sexual harassment is to become pregnant at 

sixteen.  Once a woman and a mother, Linda struggles to save her children, 

especially her daughter Ellen, from enduring what she has gone through as a 

slave.  

Ellen is one of several black female slaves who endure situations similar 

to Linda’s fate.  Thus, her daughter also suffers in secret the licentious advances 

of the Southern friend of the woman for whom Ellen works as a maid in the 

North.  Ellen’s acceptance of how her mother fought her own harassment brings 

the two of them closer.  Their struggle against harassment places them within a 

matriarchal line of rebellious women: when Linda regains “her virtue” by 

becoming a mother, she derives strength from ancestral mothers who made 

sacrifices for their children’s freedom.  On the other hand, Linda’s rebellious 

motherhood finds a counterpart in the figure of Fanny, another runaway slave 

mother, who is hidden by her own mother at home after having been sold and 

separated from her children.  Fanny also escapes to the North with Linda, who 

comments on the similarity of their plights, though Fanny’s children had been 

already sold before she escaped. 

Another important black female figure who strongly influences Jacobs’s 

courageous struggle is her Aunt Nancy.  Though often ignored by critics, she has 

a chapter named after her, and the scenes in which she participates symbolize 

most of the values Jacobs stands for.  Thus, her niece mentions that Aunt Nancy 
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always encouraged her to continue struggling, “never to yield” (144), when 

friends and relatives tried to discourage Linda from running to the North.  

Presented in the narrative as the twin sister of Linda’s mother, Nancy acts as a 

mother for Linda and her brother, besides being employed as a night nurse for her 

master’s children.  The hardships of her work break down her constitution, and 

prevent her from giving birth to live children.  When she dies childless, Linda is 

suggested by Dr. Flint as the most appropriate slave to occupy her place. 

In addition to these black women whose spirits of resistance parallel in 

some ways Linda’s mentality, there is a character who encapsulates the 

contradictions inherent in the figure of the rebel (m)other.  The identity of Linda’s 

grandmother has gathered different reactions from critics, who have pointed to her 

as alternatively a symbol of defiance and as a model of domestic virtue.  During 

their childhood, her grandchildren prefer plotting to escape from slavery to 

following her religious resignation, and Linda fears the grandmother’s reaction to 

the news of her pregnancy.  While calling her “a disgrace to your dead mother” 

(56), Linda’s grandmother preaches about the purity of women.  The silence about 

the grandmother’s own story (there is no mention of the father of her children) 

can be a sign that it might have not suited the official ideas on feminine virtue.  

Moreover, when talking to her son Benjamin she comments that she had not 

always borne everything patiently, but had once been rebellious like him (22).  On 

one occasion she courageously challenges Dr. Flint’s intentions to sell her 
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privately.  The grandmother’s alternative passive and rebel selves are part of the 

continuous changes in an identity that is full of contradictions.  Her story is a 

perfect symbol of the difficulties of occupying an in-between space in the world 

of slavery, as the property-owning black woman who is still unable to call her 

children her own (17).   

 Within this group of black women the figure of Jacobs’s mother does not 

constitute an example of resistance.  While presenting her daughter for baptism, 

Jacobs asks herself why her lot was so different from her mother’s, since the latter 

had been in the power of a mistress but never of a master (78).  Surrounded by 

surrogate mothers, Linda only knows her mother from what others say about her, 

and her idealized vision of a virtuous mother does not offer the possibility of 

describing Linda’s rebellious identity as an example of maternal identification.  

This leads us to reflect on the possible influence of male figures over the 

protagonist’s tenacious attitude.  In her analysis of Incidents, Fleischner suggests 

that the African-American masculine counterplot in Jacobs’s story has been 

obscured from view (92).  While contemporary feminist critics have emphasized 

the importance of communities of women in Jacobs’s developed consciousness, 

her relations to rebellious men in her family have not been given equal attention. 

 Quoting one of the most famous slavery laws, Jacobs complains that “‘the 

child shall follow the condition of the mother,’ not of the father” (76).  This law 

affected her as a mother but not as a daughter, since her father was a slave like the 
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mother, and a rather rebellious one.  It is therefore possible to consider that Linda 

underscores her father’s profound influence on her by depicting her father’s 

manliness and desire for freedom “as an introduction to her own story of 

resistance” (Fox-Genovese, “To Write My Self” 170).  His strongest wish is 

defined as the purchase of his children, and this leads his owners to deny Linda 

permission to go see his dead body, since they believed he had spoiled his 

children in life “by teaching them to feel that they were human beings” (10).  

Besides her identification with her father, Linda’s tenaciousness can also reflect 

her approval of the active confrontation exemplified by her brother William and 

her uncle Benjamin.58   

Jacobs’s brother wrote a short narrative of slavery, “A True Tale of 

Slavery,” which was serialized in a London journal one month after his sister’s 

book came out in Boston.  Though this text is often cited by Yellin in her 1987 

edition of Incidents, Fleischner complains that the significance of the narrative in 

understanding Jacobs’s text has not been acknowledged (62).  This less than 

twelve page long narrative tells the story of John S. Jacobs (called William in 

Jacobs’s text) from his early years till his solitary escape.  As a male slave 

narrative, “A True Tale” is similar to Douglass’s text in its focus on the manhood 

of the slave.  Yet as Fleischner rightly points out, John’s narrative demonstrates a 

tension as to who is central in the text, he or his sister, since his tale as a slave is 

tied to his sister’s exploitation (68).  Indeed, John’s first rebellious outbreaks are 
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motivated by his sister’s situation, and he spends time in jail accompanying her 

children.  Moreover, he escapes while traveling as the property of Mr. Sands 

during the latter’s wedding trip.  Jacobs’s text already shows that the two siblings 

share a close bond, confiding to each other their feelings about resisting slavery.  

Their escaping slavery proves to be a reflection of their father’s independent 

spirit.  Fleischner points out that “advancing North requires her [Linda] to become 

‘masculine’ in mode” (91).  By self-representing herself as a rebel mother, 

Linda’s rebellion can include both hiding in domestic spaces and wearing a 

sailor’s disguise when she runs away. 

Yet in contrast with her brother, Jacobs’s Linda experiences contradictory 

feelings about following the model of resistance represented by her father or by 

her grandmother.  These feelings appear in the story of Benjamin’s escape in a 

chapter entitled “The Slave Who Dared to Feel like a Man,” which shows Linda’s 

strong attachment to her young uncle.  Their bond is evident when Linda’s 

audacity and strength make Dr. Flint compare her with Benjamin, and when she 

decides to name her first child after his uncle.  However, though conscious like 

her male relatives of the necessity of escaping slavery’s yoke, her conflictive roles 

(rebel and mother) sometimes make her approve of her grandmother’s passive 

strategies of resistance.  Thus, she tells Benjamin after hearing about his decision 

to escape, “Go […] and break your mother’s heart!” (21), and immediately she 

repents of her words.  



 

 97

Analysis of the narratives of community in Incidents would not be 

complete without mentioning a group formed by rebellious white women.  As the 

discussion of the text’s readership proved, Jacobs experienced ambivalent feelings 

of inclusion and rejection in relation to her white female readers: “Oh reader can 

you imagine my joy? No, you cannot, unless you have been a slave mother” 

(173).  Throughout the account of her life as a slave we find examples of horrible 

mistresses who are at times tougher than the masters.  Jacobs’s Linda Brent 

experiences many problems with her mistress, Mrs. Flint, whom she pities for the 

unfaithfulness of Dr. Flint, even though the mistress remains unable to feel sorry 

for her black slave’s sufferings as a woman and a mother.  Neither does this 

unremorseful mistress identify with the pain of other slave mothers: during Aunt 

Nancy’s funeral, Mrs. Flint, in a sentimental gesture, tries to have the old servant 

whom she exploited in life, buried in the doctor’s family burial-place rather than 

next to her relatives.  According to Jacobs, this action demonstrates her 

indifference towards a black mother’s choice about her daughter’s final resting 

place (146). 

Yet the text also offers several instances in which both Northern and 

Southern white women help slave women.  In fact, when all the efforts of 

relatives and friends fail, it is a white woman, Mrs. Bruce, who buys Linda’s 

freedom.  Likewise, when Linda hides in the countryside in New England, for fear 

of Dr. Flint coming to New York, Mrs. Bruce also lets Linda take her child with 
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her, so that Mrs. Bruce would find out if Linda is caught, when her captors return 

the baby to her mother.   Does this mean sisterhood is possible within the female 

community?  Unfortunately, though the efforts of these women show that the 

plight of the slave woman was not incomprehensible to others, the latter remains 

somehow alienated from this group.  Thus, while the white women that identify 

with Jacobs consider their homes places of enslavement, the former slave woman 

longs for a home. 

As her relationships with these groups attest, describing Jacobs as “a new 

kind of hero who transcends race and class and gender and time” (Daniel 12) is 

not entirely feasible.  The difficulties and limitations Linda experiences prevent 

her at times from finding her own place in society.  The period spent in the garret 

might be seen as a symbol of this hero’s isolation in nineteenth-century society, 

despite the support of her community and others.  Linda acknowledges that 

eventually she must stand alone when her grandmother fails to convince Mr. Flint 

not to send Linda away: “I must fight my battle alone.  I had a woman’s pride, 

and a mother’s love for my children […].  My master had power and law on his 

side; I had a determined will” (85).   

In her study of slave narratives, Valerie Smith argues that Afro-American 

slave narrators “achieve autonomy and a sense of identity only to the extent that 

they can understand and name themselves in relation to a social unity” (123).  In 

this sense, Jacobs’s difficulty affiliating with a single group results in a conflicted 
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self-identity.  Though acting as representatives for their people, slave narrators 

also seek to represent themselves as individuals, and Douglass commented on 

“the selection of myself as somewhat remarkable” (McDowell 36).  Not being 

able to find her sense of self makes Jacobs’s Linda Brent reflect on the existence 

of unique qualities in herself that distinguish her from other members of her 

group: “But why, thought I, did my relatives ever cherish hopes for me? What 

was there to save me from the usual fate of slave girls? (60).  In the same chapter, 

her grandmother asks Mr. Sands, Linda’s white lover, why did he chose Linda 

“when they were plenty of slaves who did not care about character” (58).  Her 

grandmother’s comment points out the most conflicted area of Linda’s 

identification with a social group, her sense of purity and propriety.  As a slave 

woman, Linda experiences difficulties finding a satisfactory social definition of 

herself as a woman.  Though able to recognize her limitations, she has problems 

understanding and accepting that her alternative selves exist inside and outside of 

some of the communities to which she wants to belong.  She faces the need to 

establish a balance between her established identity and her willingness to 

assimilate some of the qualities that define other communities.  In the next 

section, we will discuss how Linda’s conflicted race, class and gender affiliations 

in the narrative parallel the slave woman’s conflicted position within the nation.  
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4. SPLIT SUBJECT/SPLIT NATION: ABOLITIONISM, MISCEGENATION AND 
BLACK WOMEN AS NATIONAL SUBJECTS  

 

The dream of my life is not yet realized.  I do not sit with my children in a 
home of my own.  
- Harriet A. Jacobs, Incidents  

 

Now I protest against that counterfeit logic which concludes that, because 
I do not want a black woman for a slave I must necessarily want her for a 
wife.  I need not have her for either, I can just leave her alone. 
- Abraham Lincoln, Selected Speeches and Writings59 
 

The previous section described Linda’s account of her battle for freedom 

within the context of similar quests performed by her family and other members 

of the black community.  This emphasis on community relations leads Valerie 

Smith to contrast Douglass’s emphasis on his individual will with Jacobs’s 

narrator’s description of a “self-in-relation” (Self-Discovery 33).  And yet the 

abolitionist objective behind their narratives implies that the two texts search for 

both individual and group freedom from enslavement.  Critics have explained the 

tension between the communal and the individual self as a typical trait of all slave 

narratives, and according to Lawrence Buell, portraying the individual as a 

representative of his/her community is in turn a characteristic of nineteenth-

century American autobiography in general.60  In her essay on what she calls 

“outlaw-genres,” Caren Kaplan discusses traditional autobiography’s fixation on 

“nationally identified” subjects as problematic when national borders are being 

redefined.  Kaplan proposes that genres such as collaborative life stories written 
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by minority women can reframe this autobiographical practice.61  Drawing on 

these arguments, we can understand the value of slave narratives as an “out-law 

genre,” which attempted to inscribe a form of nationhood in nineteenth-century 

America, where identities were not stable but nomadic, and racial diversity and 

gendered communities complicated the fixed notion of an American citizenship.  

The main characters in Jacobs’s and Douglass’s narratives appear poised 

between black society and a larger national scene, embodying the tension of being 

representative Afro-Americans as well as Americans.  Their texts demonstrate the 

uneasy reconciliation of the American and Afro-American traditions within the 

national identity and the difficulties of asserting the black other in relation to the 

white American self.  The ambiguity and tension created by this process are 

captured in the psychic split the black historian and sociologist W. E.B. Du Bois 

described as “double consciousness” in The Souls of Black Folk (1903): 

It is a peculiar feeling, this double-consciousness, this sense of always 
looking at one’s self through the eyes of others, of measuring one’s soul 
by the tape of a world that looks on in amused contempt and pity.  One 
ever feels his twoness, - an American, a Negro; two souls, two thoughts, 
two unreconciled strivings, two warring ideals in one dark body, whose 
dogged strength alone keeps it from being torn asunder. (215)  

 
Though Du Bois’s ideas about the dichotomy experienced by Americans of 

African descent can be found in the slave narratives, Jacobs’s and Douglass’s 

position writing before the Civil War further complicates their fragmented or 

double identities.  Thus, these slave authors write in a nation also divided between 
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North and South, and in their escapes from one section of the country to another, 

they exemplify the mobility and fragmentation of the nation (Sundquist, 

“Introduction” 2).  In my analysis of national identity in Incidents, I will discuss 

how the trope of domesticity and the divided home, linked to the issue of 

miscegenation, influenced the arguments on national stability during the 

nineteenth century.  In addition, references to Kristeva’s examination of the 

relationship between self and other within the nation-state in Strangers to 

Ourselves (1989) will foreground Jacobs’s arguments about black women’s 

conflicted representation as national subjects. 

 Du Bois’s arguments about the “double consciousness” of American 

blacks were meant to move black people to achieve full American citizenship in 

the Reconstruction era.  Though his ideas in this final stage of his life favored 

Black Nationalism, for most of his life Du Bois fought for blacks’ integration into 

the American system.62  As mentioned earlier, postbellum narratives written at the 

beginning of the Reconstruction era also focused on reinforcing blacks’ ability “to 

participate in the American myth of democratic possibility” (S. Smith, Where I’m 

Bound 30).  However, in antebellum slave narratives the focus is not simply on 

working against racism but ending slavery.  After the rise of abolitionism, the 

apologists for slavery used the argument of blacks’ inferiority in order to justify 

slavery.63  During the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, philosophers had 

already discussed the belief in blacks’ inferiority to whites as a race, yet it is with 
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the rise of the abolitionist campaign that “a systematic theory of racial inferiority” 

was developed (V. Smith 21) in a long list of Southern texts which helped 

foreground the otherness of the black American.  Moreover, national debates over 

questions of slavery raised the idea of colonization, an idea supported by 

Abraham Lincoln who proposed sending free blacks back to Africa.64  William 

Andrews argues that early black autobiographers present their authors as insiders 

who yet remain outside in some crucial sense (To Tell a Free Story 39).  In 

Douglass’s and Jacobs’s narratives we find the oscillation in the narrator’s 

position between black and white America, Northern and Southern ideologies, 

making them representatives of the doubleness of being in their process of 

acculturation into the American nation. 

Eric Sundsquist notes that Douglass believed that “the ideals of American 

democracy were capable, in principle, of encompassing all races” (“Introduction” 

2).  Yet Sundsquist also acknowledges that Douglass maintained a difficult 

balance between protest and assimilationist values which is reflected in the 

latter’s ambiguous place within the Afro-American community.  This becomes 

evident when comparing his two autobiographies: while the first text focuses on 

his solitary escape and successful achievement of freedom, the second 

autobiography includes more instances of a dialectic between his free self and 

communal attachment (Andrews, To Tell a Free Story 220).  In part, this is 

because the second narrative, My Bondage and My Freedom, offers more details 
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about Douglass’s life as an ex-slave and a freeman.  Recounting these 

experiences, Douglass discusses his conflict with Garrisonian abolitionism in the 

North as a proof of inherent American racism.  William Andrews signals that 

these new events led Douglass to emphasize in the second narrative the transition 

in his relationship with blacks.  Thus, the narrative describes Douglass’s 

relationship with alternative religious communities for blacks alone, for whom he 

becomes a leader whom they follow in their escape.  Though he eventually also 

breaks away from these communities, Andrews points out that Douglass’s return 

from England where he experiences “equality” is motivated by his need to be 

close to the black community.  Though still ambiguous in his identification with 

different groups, the second narrative does showcase the author’s preoccupation 

with the alienation of free Afro-Americans (To Tell a Free Story 238). 

 Even though through his criticism of Garrisonian paternalism, Douglass 

promoted a radical transformation of society, his second autobiography still 

retains as a theme the possibility of blacks achieving the American dream of 

mainstream integration which characterized the first version.  Douglass himself 

was able to create a successful public American self: after his separation from 

Garrisonian abolitionism, he launched in 1847 a black newspaper, the North Star, 

which became the most important black abolitionist newspaper in the country.  He 

also led the struggle for black civil rights and participated in the debate over the 

vote, in which he privileged race over gender to promote suffrage for black men 
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over suffrage for women, despite his lifelong support of women’s causes.  In his 

introduction to My Bondage, the black abolitionist James McCune Smith 

described the book as “an American book, for Americans, in the fullest sense of 

the idea” (23). 

In contrast to Jacobs’s public roles, Jacobs worked as a domestic servant, a 

nursemaid and a nanny.  She was a nurse during the Civil War for the black 

troops, and after the War she ran a boarding house, a “domestic business” like her 

grandmother’s bakery.  Jacobs did some work for the antislavery cause, especially 

with a circle of antislavery feminists and in an Anti-Slavery Office and Reading 

Room run by her brother.  Yet she could not pursue a public career like Douglass 

or like her brother, who became an antislavery lecturer and travelled and worked 

throughout the States and abroad, often with Jacobs’s son.65  In the last chapters 

of her narrative Linda describes her obligation to stay in the service of her white 

benefactress despite her desire to look for her own independent career.  Jacobs 

complains about this situation in the preface, in which she explains that her 

household duties have prevented her from dedicating time to her work as a writer: 

“Since I have been at the North, it has been necessary for me to work diligently 

for my own support, and the education of my children” (1).  Her work as a black 

servant in the North means Linda is excluded from the public space and even 

from her own private space.  Thus, the domestic ideology also excludes Jacobs, 

whose occupations mean she can “be” the domestic but not inhabit it (Sánchez-
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Eppler 87).66  Her inability to achieve either a successful public persona as a 

speaker and writer or an independent private persona symbolizes the difficulties 

black women experienced in trying to find a place in American society.   

With regard to her specific position within the black community, Jacobs’s 

narrative exemplifies Henderson’s arguments on how black women’s writing 

privileges (rather than represses) “the other in ourselves” (119).  Linda shows 

pride in her blackness as a sign of difference at several instances in the novel.  

When Dr. Flint criticizes her for being in love with a free black man, Linda 

retorts: “If he is a puppy I am a puppy, for we are both of the negro race.  It is 

right and honorable for us to love each other” (39).  Linda also emphasizes her 

pride in belonging to the black community when she criticizes the actions of 

blacks passing as whites.  Thus, recounting the visit made by a free colored man 

and a white constable to her grandmother’s house, Linda complains that the black 

man “had the blood of a slave father in his veins; but for the sake of passing 

himself off for white, he was ready to kiss the slaveholder’s feet.”  Linda despises 

him more than she does the white constable whose duties are despicable, because 

the latter “does not pretend to be what he was not” (119).  Jacobs’s narrator also 

discuses the theme of blacks’ racial inferiority to whites, by arguing that the black 

man is inferior because of the ignorance in which he is kept by slavery.  

Subsequently, she downplays the existence of racial differences between both 

races as she asks: “Who can measure the amount of Anglo-Saxon blood coursing 
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in the veins of American slaves?” (44).  Conscious of blacks’ marginalization, at 

the end of her narrative Linda dwells on her surprise at hearing “the honor 

conferred upon a colored person” in the South, when she finds out her uncle 

Phillip was called a citizen upon his death (201). 

In a chapter entitled “Prejudice Against Color” Linda describes 

experiencing this prejudice in the North while traveling as a nurse for Mrs. 

Bruce’s baby (Mrs Willis), as she finds herself surrounded by nurses from other 

nations who were “only one shade lighter in complexion,” looking at her as if her 

presence was “a contamination” (176).  Linda stands up for her rights and advises 

other colored servants to do the same as the only way to avoid oppression.  As 

this occasion shows, in general the experiences of Linda and her children in 

Boston and New York show the limitations of racial freedom in the North.  

Describing what happened when she first got there, she foregrounds her links with 

the black community: rather than staying at a home provided by the Anti-Slavery 

society, Linda chooses to enter in contact with old black friends from the South 

(from her grandmother’s neighborhood) who are now living in New York.  

Incidents shows that the alienation of blacks in the North is similar to that of 

enslaved blacks in the South.  Linda does not fully experience the American 

dream of a new existence in the North, where she notices that many laws “aped 

the customs of slavery” (163).  In part, the situation she criticizes is the result of 

the Fugitive Slave Law, which makes her characterize herself as “a slave in New 
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York” (193), “an oppressed American, not daring to show her face” (198).  Yet 

she also describes other forms of bondage encountered by free blacks in the 

North: while her daughter Ellen experiences sexual harassment by a Southerner 

visitor, her son Benjamin loses his job when his fellow workers find out there is 

black blood in his veins.   

In order to complete the discussion of blacks’ alienation in the nation, we 

need to examine the effects that the country’s division between North and South 

had on their psyches.  In Strangers to Ourselves, Kristeva uses the figure of the 

foreigner to examine the dialectic of self and other within the nation-state.  In her 

analysis of alterity within identity, Kristeva proposes accepting and welcoming 

difference within our psyche as necessary to avoid excluding difference within the 

nation.  Kristeva’s “foreigner” not only symbolizes the situation of blacks in the 

nation, (the doubleness of being which makes them foreign) but also the 

differences separating Northern and Southern Americans.  These two conflicts 

collide in the identity of the former slaves, who represent the split subject (black 

and white) within a split nation (North and South).  The fugitive slave represents 

the political conflict of a country at war with itself, and Sundquist calls him/her 

the “symbol of the identity crisis that tore apart the entire nation” (“Introduction” 

3).  Through their internalization of conflicted Northern and Southern ideologies, 

former slaves demonstrate the difficulties of reconciling North and South in one 

stable identity.   
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As most slave narratives, Incidents tells the narrator’s grievances during 

her enslavement in the South to the authority of whites in the North.  Jacobs’s tale 

of the truth of life in the South was published on the eve of the Civil War and at a 

time when Northerners were returning slaves to the South due to the Fugitive 

Slave Act.  This situation further complicates Jacobs’s construction of a new self 

in her narrative for a Northern audience.  Whereas she supports Northern 

abolitionism vs. the Southern system of slavery, she still experiences difficulties 

identifying herself with race, class, and gender ideologies from only one of the 

two parts of the country.  In Engendered in the South, Anne Goodwyn Jones 

argues for understanding how “the historical and regional specificity of the 

gendered oppositions” shapes the former slaves’ sense of self (203).  Thus, both 

Douglass and Jacobs were raised within certain race and gender ideologies in the 

South but needed to employ in their narratives the rhetoric of Northern gender 

norms in order to reach their audience in the free States. 

In her analysis of this issue, Goodwyn Jones suggests that because of their 

having been raised in cross-racial households, both Douglass and Jacobs followed 

gender ideologies of the Southern white upper class.  In contrast with the ideology 

of the Northern self-made man, the Southern gentleman was defined by his family 

lineage and driven by honor.  Goodwyn points out that though Douglass 

refashioned himself in My Bondage and My Freedom into a Northern bourgeois 

man, we can read his Southern past in his display of masculinity when fighting 
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with the slave breaker.  Similarly, we can understand his constant interest in his 

paternal white genealogy as a sign of his support of class origins.  On the other 

hand, discussing the position of women, Goodwyn differentiates between the 

Northern home, where white women ruled, and the Southern plantation, where 

white women shared caretaker roles with black female servants.  Growing up in 

this household, Jacobs rejected the southern stereotype of true womanhood as 

something that could define her, yet she compared herself to the ideal mother to 

endorse her Northern female readers’ devotion to the family.   

Jacobs is conscious that her position in the Southern home as a mulatto 

house-slave makes her special among slaves.  She reveals her awareness of this 

distinction at several instances in her narrative, describing how she was taught to 

read and spell as “a privilege which so rarely falls into the lot of a slave” (8).  As 

a consequence, she identifies with the Southern appreciation of the upper class, 

and shows her satisfaction when in her trip to England she is judged by her 

deportment, not by her complexion.  Despite instances of identification, the fact 

that she needs to apologize in both North and South for deviating from standard 

norms identifies Jacobs as Kristeva’s “foreigner,” both self and other, without a 

space of her own.  Though this appellation can also be applied to the black man, 

the existence of different gender systems implies that Douglass and Jacobs inhabit 

different spaces.  In this sense, the crucial importance of the cult of domesticity in 
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defining national tensions produces the specific complexity of the black female 

slave in the national discourse.   

During the Revolutionary period, the myth of an ideal home had an 

essential role in the attempt to solve the national crisis.  In the correlation between 

domestic tranquility and national stability, the sacred image of the family was 

claimed “by North and South alike in the debates over slavery” (Sundsquist, 

“Introduction” 7).  In fact, exploring the interdependence of domestic and market 

values in nineteenth-century American nationhood, Mauri Skinfill discusses how 

the rhetoric of domesticity symbolizes the ideological distinction between North 

and South.  Skinfill argues that in the North, industrialism divided market values 

from domestic ones, whereas in the South, market and home coincided (65).  

Whether it was paternalism and miscegenation in the South or Northern domestic 

ideology, the myth of the home collapsed as the nation failed to achieve a 

cohesive national identity.  Discussing the equation of nation and home, critics 

have signaled the importance of Lincoln’s 1858 Senate race speech on “The 

House Divided” which described the nation’s internal fragmentation as a result of 

the debates over slavery: 

I believe this government cannot endure permanently half-slave and half-
free.  I do not expect the Union to be dissolved – I do not expect the house 
to fall – but I do expect it will cease to be divided.  It will become all one 
thing, or all the other.67 
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The use of this metaphor (“a house divided against itself cannot stand”) 

implied that any threat to the stability of the home was not a private concern but a 

national one.  In her study of the intersection of antebellum feminist and 

abolitionist projects, Sánchez-Eppler explores how antislavery feminists linked 

structures of domesticity to structures of slavery in their writings.  Though white 

women in the North saw Jacobs as a metaphor of women’s plight, Jacobs’s 

narrator was still prevented from freely speaking of the abuse suffered as a female 

slave.  Moreover, as seen earlier, Jacobs compares her enslavement in the South, 

always in domestic spaces, with the entrapment she feels working as a domestic 

aide in Northern homes.  Thus, Sánchez-Eppler calls Jacobs’s narrative “a 

document of exclusion from the domestic” (88).  Moreover, this exclusion from 

the domestic and, by extension, the national unit, was specifically linked to the 

way in which the black woman was regarded as a threat to the home.   

Lincoln’s argument on national division suggests such a threat, by calling 

for the homogeneization of the nation.  As Skinfill notes, Lincoln used the threat 

of miscegenation as an argument for the abolition of slavery (67).68  Yet the 

argument was also employed by proslavery detractors, who relied on the natural 

disgust of white people against amalgamation to argue against the transformation 

of ex-slaves into free citizens.  The fact that the body of the black female slave 

threatens the ideal of the nation with miscegenation also appears in Lincoln’s 

speech on the Supreme Court’s Dred Scott decision of 1857, against black 
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citizenship anywhere in the United States.  As quoted at the beginning of this 

section, Lincoln explained in this speech that rejecting the black woman as a slave 

did not mean accepting her as a wife either: “I can just leave her alone.”69  The 

idea of just leaving the black woman “alone” responded to the distaste for racial 

commingling, which still constituted part of the argument for those who defended 

the rights of blacks before the Emancipation. 

In her discussion of miscegenation, Jacobs’s narrative demonstrates the 

contradictions this issue presents for the project of national unification.  

According to Skinfill, these contradictions are played out on the disruptive 

significance of the black slave woman’s body in relation to national tensions (72).  

Skinfill argues that the problematics created in Incidents by the black woman’s 

sexualized body rupture the familial cohesion in the South: the plantation family 

myth is dissolved by showing the relationship between master and female slave 

defiling the master’s marriage, and the image of white mistresses as foster sisters 

of the slaves they own.  What Skinfill calls the “rupture of American racial 

kinship” (75) can be extended to the fractures within families caused by the clash 

of people from North and South.  Incidents offers several examples of such 

situations: Linda describes the problems that occur when Northerners marry 

Southerners; in addition, when a Southern man visits his sister in New York, he 

disrupts that Northern home by harassing Linda’s daughter who works there.   
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 More importantly, in Jacobs’s narrative Linda’s involvement in an 

interracial relationship demonstrates her rebellious attitude towards the issue of 

miscegenation.  When Dr. Flint discovers Linda’s desire to marry a black man, he 

threatens that he will attack her lover, thus forcing the dissolution of Linda’s 

relationship.  By this time, she has been both a victim of her harassment and a 

witness of his threats to the slave mothers of his children.  Just as Linda has been 

silenced against speaking of the harassment, Dr. Flint prohibits slave mothers 

from acknowledging the white fatherhood of their slave children.  In this context, 

it is interesting that Linda escapes a miscegenetic liaison with Dr. Flint by 

“choosing” to enter into another liaison with a white man.  Though silencing the 

name of her white lover, Linda makes Dr. Flint aware that it is a white man who 

fathers her two illegitimate children.  Living in this crossracial world marks her 

family with ties to a white kinship: while her son is named after her brother, her 

daughter, Ellen, bears the name of the mistress of Linda’s father, and the surname 

of the latter, who is also named after a white gentleman.  Aware that this naming 

symbolically tightens the ties with whites, Linda is mortified “to be obliged to 

bestow his name [her father’s] on my children” (78).   

 The complexity of interracial relationships has also an uneasy effect on 

Douglass’s life.  In part, one can observe this effect in his narratives through his 

struggle with the recovery of his origins.  In the third chapter of My Bondage, 

discussing his parentage, he talks about the mystery of his white father, who was 
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rumored to be his master, and of his sparse knowledge of his black mother, who 

died soon after Douglass got separated from her when he was an infant.  

Moreover, miscegenation marks his romantic relationships with women: he 

describes his two wives by saying that one “was the color of my mother, and the 

second, the color of my father” (Life and Writings 4: 116).  Critics have noted the 

little space Douglass dedicates in his narratives to his relationship with his 

illiterate black wife, Anna Murray, whom he mentions only in one sentence about 

their marriage.  After Anna died, Douglass married his white secretary, a 

suffragist.  Aware of the criticism that sprung from this new relationship, 

Douglass explained that in the North circumstances had thrown him more into 

white society, and men choose wives from their nearest personal friends (Life and 

Writings 4: 410).  Jenny Franchot argues that Douglass read his two marriages “as 

an allegorical reenactment of his interracial origins otherwise rendered 

inaccessible by maternal loss and paternal repudiation” (163). 

 It was not only black authors who expressed their opinions about the topic 

of amalgamation.  Lydia Maria Child, the white editor of Incidents, incorporates 

this theme in her writings through the common trope of the tragic mulatta.  

According to Fleischner, the quadroon becomes a symbol in women’s antislavery 

writing, “enabling negotiation between sameness and difference, an intermediary 

area of potential intersubjectivity between self and other.”  Fleischner argues that 

the white woman’s antislavery romance managed the fear of (racial) difference by 
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transforming it into a mode of (gender) identification (39).  The mulatta’s mixed 

blood allows for this identification with white women: by playing with the idea of 

racial ambiguity, Child can avoid portraying the mulatta as an outsider, 

suggesting identification while maintaining difference.  Child’s portrayal of the 

mulatta figure helps white women link their plight under patriarchy to the 

mulatta’s suffering of sexual abuse, reminding us of Kristeva’s description of our 

encounters with the external other in the figure of the foreigner, and how these 

encounters prompt us to recognize the other within ourselves.   

Jacobs’s discussion of miscegenation demonstrates that black and white 

identities are far more fluid than society recognizes.  Hence, the “passing” of 

certain characters as “white” in order to escape slavery demonstrates that “identity 

as difference implies identity also as likeness” (S. Smith and Watson, Reading 

Autobiography 33).  Likewise, the sectionalism that affects the definition of 

national identity is further marked by the duality of identification and difference.  

The distinctions between Northerners and Southerners in Incidents are not well 

defined, proving that their identities are indeed provisional.  In these terms, Linda 

explains that when Northern men go to the South they become even crueler than 

Southerners: “when northerners go to the South to reside, they prove very apt 

scholars.  They soon imbibe the sentiments and disposition of their neighbors, and 

generally go beyond their teachers” (44).  Within this fluid national identity, 
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despite contact with abolitionist and feminist groups, the female slave remains 

marked by the rootlessness of the foreigner that Kristeva defines. 

Kristeva says about the foreigner’s origins that s/he has no home: s/he is 

from nowhere and everywhere.  Aware that s/he is an orphan, the foreigner’s 

secret wound is constituted by the loss of mother and father and the lost homeland 

(Strangers to Ourselves 21).  Close to the end of the book, Linda speaks longingly 

of a home of her own: “I still long for a hearthstone of my own, however humble” 

(201).  From the beginning she shows her desire for a home like her grandma’s 

(“we longed for a home like hers” 17).  Jacobs’s grandmother owned her house, 

and despite the traumas of slavery, the house remained a place where the family 

could reunite.  When speaking of a home in the last pages of her narrative, Linda 

mentions many family members, such as her uncle, grandmother, children, with 

whom she does not live as a family anymore.  Skinfill argues that Linda’s desire 

for a home of her own, separated from her white mistress, contradicts Lincoln’s 

plea for a united home/nation (75).  Hence, Linda’s comments on the disunion of 

family members are a sign of the difficulties of national integration. 

Similarly, in the second chapter of My Bondage, Douglass speaks of his 

HOME, in capital letters, referring to his grandparents’ little cabin, which he had 

to abandon to move to the big plantation (34).  This second autobiography is 

marked by the author’s problems with the Garrisonian community, and William 

Andrews argues that this text reveals more clearly Douglass’s hunger for a home, 
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as a motivation “throughout his youth and young manhood” (To Tell a Free Story 

220) and in his 1853 address “A Nation in the Midst of a Nation” while he was 

experiencing his excision from the Garrisonians, Douglass spoke of blacks’ lack 

of space within the nation.  Here he characterized blacks’ space within national 

identity by stating: “aliens are we in our native land.”  In contrast to abolitionist 

pamphlets which glorified the Northern States, both Jacobs and Douglass 

emphasize in their narratives the similarities between North and South by arguing 

that they feel like “aliens” in both places.  In addition, contrasting their 

experiences as invisible aliens in their country with their visible recognition in 

England, the former slaves converse with white America across their texts.  

Fleischner argues that the fact that both authors considered moving to England 

suggests the pressures of living among white Americans (188).  When Jacobs’s 

narrator travels to England, she enjoys the experience of having what she 

considers her class identity recognized.  Thus, Linda feels at home when wearing 

“the foreigner’s mask,” and coming back to the States, she finishes her narrative 

with a sense of homelessness.  The relative powerlessness of her freedom in the 

North, where she is hiding as in the South, demonstrates that Jacobs’s black 

narrator cannot claim a space in the divided house. 
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5. REWRITING THE SLAVE WOMAN’S “HISTORIES.” 

We tell ourselves our individual stories so as to become aware of our 
general history.  
- Ralph Ellison  

 

I am glad the time has come when “the lions write history.” 
- Wendell Phillips70  

 
 Charles Davis and Henry Louis Gates Jr. note that being accused of 

“having no collective history” by Hegel in 1813, “blacks responded by writing 

themselves individual histories” (The Slave’s Narrative xxiii).  In The Philosophy 

of History Hegel discussed the absence of history among black people as a sign of 

their lack of civilization.  By writing slave narratives of the Afro-American 

experience, black men and women revolutionized historiography.  Disrupting 

attempts to define black people as voiceless non-subjects, these personal 

narratives simultaneously recovered their authors’ history and humanity 

simultaneously.  Thus, John Sekora characterizes Douglass’s first narrative as 

“the first comprehensive, personal history of American slavery” 

(“Comprehending Slavery” 169).  Similarly, Incidents shows that the account of a 

black woman’s personal story cannot be divorced from the history of the people 

among whom it took shape. 

 As suggested earlier, historians employing slave narratives in the writing 

of history must question the representativeness of the narratives.  For example, 

many narratives were written by slaves raised in not-so-common circumstances in 



 

 120

which they learned how to read and write.  Among these narratives, the ones 

written by fugitive slaves must be further singled out, as many more narratives 

were written by slaves who stayed in the South.  Yet, the relevance of the fugitive 

slaves’ narratives to cover historical lacunae is still undeniable, and their 

contribution is specially important in rewriting the underdeveloped history of 

black women.  In this case, Incidents stands out due to the paucity of black slave 

women’s narratives published and available.  In her article “In the First Place: 

Making Frederick Douglass and the Afro-American Narrative Tradition,” 

McDowell complains that Douglass’s narrative has been made to represent the 

black historical experience, and the discussion of the sacredness of his text has 

employed the figure of the black man to stand for the race.  McDowell calls for 

the elimination of a gender hierarchy in recognizing the importance of texts 

written by black men and women.  On the other hand, Elizabeth Fox-Genovese 

argues that black and white authors alike have recognized the experience of slave 

women as “in some essential way, emblematic of the system as a whole” 

(“Slavery, Race” 467).  Under slavery, black men and women inherited the 

condition of slaves from their slave mothers.  Moreover, the most discussed 

traumas caused by slavery referred to the disintegration of families and the sexual 

abuse of slave women.  Thus, at the center of these problematics affecting the 

manhood and womanhood of slaves were the experiences of black women.  
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Yet for Fox-Genovese, Jacobs’s narrative does not succeed in conjoining 

Linda Brent’s experience with the story of slavery in the South.  The critic notices 

the split of pronouns between “mine” and “their” when Linda describes her 

writing about slavery: “As for the colored race, it needs an abler pen than mine to 

describe the extremity of their sufferings, the depth of their degradation” 

(Incidents 52).  For Fox-Genovese, though the narrative offers hints of Southern 

black history, Jacobs is unable to come to terms with a history singularized by her 

exploitation as a female slave.  Instead, argues Fox-Genovese, Jacobs emphasizes 

her concern with middle-class respectability, endowing Linda with a Northern 

history, and presenting her family as able to speak pure English and live quite 

independently.  Only at the end of her narrative, when reminiscing about her dead 

relatives, does Jacobs’s narrator acknowledge that “the roots of her personal 

history lie in the South” (“Slavery, Race” 478).   

Undoubtedly, Jacobs faced a conflicted and often contradictory task in 

adequately telling a story that would describe the effects of slavery on her 

persona.  And she acknowledges this conflict in her preface where she explains 

that speaking about her own history was not something pleasant to her, but she 

hoped that it would arouse Northern women to realize the conditions of “my 

persecuted people” (1-2).  Rather than signaling the lack of historical relevance of 

her account, one might argue that Jacobs’s rhetorical difficulties in writing history 
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precisely exemplify many of the concerns an individual historian faces when 

narrating the history of a collectivity.   

In order to use slave narratives as evidence, historians also had to establish 

the authenticity and veracity of the accounts.  Hence, the verificability of the 

truthfulness of these texts was an essential part of their value when they were 

published.  In this respect, as we mentioned earlier, a contemporary reviewer 

defended the integrity of Jacobs’s narrative, by emphasizing that her written story 

coincided with her oral one (Davis and Gates, The Slave’s Narrative 32).  Jacobs 

herself highlights her identity as a witness-author in a letter to Amy Post, in which 

she discusses as an objective of her narrative “not to tell you what I have heard 

but what I have seen and I have suffered” (Yellin, “Texts and Contexts” 269).  As 

happens with all autobiographical accounts, the accuracy of her witness-account 

relies partly on her memory of the events.  Yet in Jacobs’s case, making her 

private history into a public document also implies dealing with the problem of 

explaining her sexual history.  Indeed, Skinfill argues that Jacobs’s credibility is 

undermined not because of her gender or slave status but because of her sexual 

history (69).   

By narrating this part of her story, Jacobs tried to find a public voice that 

would suggest what was always silenced in conventional sentimental novels, and 

she achieved this by partially concealing her story, demonstrating her 

unwillingness to disclose particular information.  In this respect, Fox-Genovese 
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suggests the possibility that Incidents contains “a factual lie,” because of the rarity 

of Linda Brent having escaped rape (Within the Plantation 392).  In Fox-

Genovese’s reading, Jacobs would have crafted a fictional character who refused 

to submit to forced sex.  Jean Fagan Yellin, who has published an autobiography 

on Jacobs, focuses on the close resemblance between Jacobs and Linda Brent to 

explain that Jacobs’s information about her life was accurate but not complete.  

For instance, Yellin points out that Jacobs omitted information about her family 

history, such as her father’s second marriage to a free woman (“Harriet Jacobs’s” 

766).  In the same way, Carla Kaplan also mentions the silence that surrounds the 

possibility of Jacobs having a white maternal grandfather, and the critic suggests 

that this denial to the reader of information might be meant to avoid shaming the 

grandmother (“Recuperative” 295).  In addition to showing that readers need to 

participate in completing Jacobs’s history, the narrative silences in Incidents 

demonstrate the control that the author exerted over her narrative. 

These silences also show how the author’s racial status and gender politics 

contribute to understanding Jacobs’s authorship of her story.  Her narrative 

teaches us about “the lion (or in this case, the lioness) writing history,” and it 

provides an example of the use of literary struggles as sites of social struggles.  In 

order to understand the intricate process of rewriting a history of cultural 

resistance, we need to look at W. E. B. Du Bois’s role as a historian who set out to 

recover Afro-American history early in the twentieth century.  Du Bois’s work as 
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a “historical sociologist” produced, among other texts, The Souls of Black Folk 

(1903), a collection of essays which examined, among other issues, the 

consciousness of color to a sociological analysis of certain phases of the history of 

blacks.  In this book, DuBois claimed that the black experience was at the center 

of American history.  He made a similar claim about blacks being left out of 

American history in his most significant historical work, Black Reconstruction in 

America (1935), which called for a reexamination of blacks’ role after 

emancipation.  In “Memory and Culture,” David Blight states that Du Bois’s 

arguments about the Reconstruction era represent the black scholar’s efforts to 

create a black countermemory.  Blight relies on Foucault’s idea of “counter-

memory,” which describes history as a cycle of contending wills and 

interpretations.71  For Blight, Du Bois’s description of the struggles over different 

versions of history suggests that the black historian was interested in pluralism “as 

a new conceptual framework for American history” (46).  

Du Bois’s interest in constructing a counter-memory in American history 

was caused by his dissenting from what was until then the traditional history of 

slavery and the South.  In order to correct the flaws in American historiography, 

he believed the freedmen had to be allowed to tell the story.  Hence, in Black 

Reconstruction Du Bois claimed that the slave narratives were the cornerstone of 

an alternative American history that must be told.  According to Blight, Du Bois’s 

arguments about the problematic relationship between American historiography 
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and the subject of race coincide with Nathan Huggins’s theory about the need to 

subvert and redefine the master narrative with an integrated history that 

acknowledges the fact that “slavery and freedom, black and white, are joined by 

the hip.”72   

On the other hand, Du Bois recognized the subjectivity of the historian’s 

craft, and in Black Reconstruction in America he claimed the dual function of the 

historian, to tell and interpret.  Like Du Bois, black activist and journalist Ida B. 

Wells also chose to become an interpreter of facts in her writings about lynching 

at the turn of the twentieth century.  As mentioned in the introduction, Wells was 

one of the black authors who attempted to transform rigid constructions about 

black people “prescribed by a powerful fictional narrative of race, gender, class 

and sexuality” (Miller xxii).  In her works, Wells calls for Afro-Americans to 

begin recording their own stories to counter the false depictions created by white-

owned presses.  Prior to Du Bois and Wells, Jacobs’s narrative already attempts to 

expose myths and misconstructions of black identity, by using facts given by a 

former slave herself to create more fluid possibilities of identification.  By 

becoming a speaking subject, Jacobs contributes to the return of “the unspoken” 

to the written record of American history.  Indeed, Jacobs stresses the unique 

vantage point she possesses to tell history, asserting as Du Bois does, that there 

are contradictions in the master narrative of slavery. 
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According to Christina Accomando, “Jacobs knows that context matters 

and narratives frequently are contested” (232).  Therefore, Jacobs employs 

different rhetorical strategies to record history from her point of view, such as 

presenting contending accounts, and criticizing the images of blacks that appear in 

books.  In this way, she refers to A South Side View of Slavery (1854), written by 

Nehemiah Adams, a Northern clergy-man who published an account of his 

experiences in the Slavery South.  By omitting the name of the author, and using 

the unspecific description “a clergy man goes South,” Jacobs’s narrator 

generalizes the situation about northern authors who become “convinced by 

slaveholders” and therefore go back home “to complain of exaggerations of 

abolitionists” (74).73  Thus, in her efforts to change the way in which history was 

written, Jacobs has to make known the false reasoning and beliefs behind public 

discourse.  She challenges the fictions that were being presented as facts, 

disassembling racist and sexist myths, and rescuing black women from a 

dehumanized objectification.   

By appealing to white audiences to change their (hi)stories about slavery 

and accept her alternative interpretation, Jacobs is attempting to speak for those 

unable to do so.  A symbolic representation of her role as a spokeswoman occurs 

in Incidents when Linda’s aunt is dying, broken by slavery’s yoke: the dying slave 

loses “the power of utterance” and cannot speak to her grieving mother.  Dr. Flint 

wishes then that the tragedy of this life be erased from blacks’ memory: “‘I wish 



 

 127

the past could be forgotten, and that we might never think of it’ said he, ‘and that 

Linda would come to supply her aunt’s place’” (145).  Linda rejects the offer to 

become another silent object of history and transforms herself instead into the 

teller of her aunt’s misfortunes.  As we saw earlier in the analysis of her 

authorship, this role specifically corrects “the master’s narrative.”  During the 

process, there are several occasions on which Dr. Flint attempts to counteract 

Linda’s use of the master’s narrative.  For example, when Linda sends a fake 

letter from her hiding place in the attic to her grandmother, in order to make Dr. 

Flint believe that she is in the North, Flint rewrites Linda’s letter and reads his 

own version to the illiterate grandmother. 

Similarly, Jacobs’s struggle to authorize her version of the female slave 

history has to face the misuse of her narrative even by abolitionist writers such as 

Stowe.  Jacobs became offended because Stowe wanted to use her story in A Key 

to Uncle Tom’s Cabin, insisting that it was a story of her own, not an appendix to 

Stowe’s book.  In a letter to Amy Post, Jacobs tells Post that Mrs. Willis wrote a 

letter to Stowe on her behalf, “begging that she would not use any of the facts in 

her key saying that I [Jacobs] wished it to be a history of my life entirely by itself 

which would do more good and it needed no romance but if she wanted some 

facts for her book that would be most happy to give her some.”74  Jacobs insisted 

on having control over the dissemination of her story, so that she could tell the 

facts herself.  It is worth noting that the focus on Lydia Maria Child’s help editing 
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the book has obscured the fact that Jacobs’s daughter participated in the project of 

producing Incidents by copying the manuscript.   

Jacobs’s struggle to tell her story shows that indeed “life remains a war,” 

and contrary to Dr. Flint’s wishes for slaves to forget past sufferings, Jacobs 

emphasizes the need to keep trying to explain this story.  Yet, despite her belief in 

a progressive history and her insistance throughout the text on the importance of 

her telling the true facts, Jacobs often sometimes wishes she could forget certain 

traumatic experiences.  The fact that there is trauma involved with Jacobs’s 

remembering the experiences she went through under slavery shows the 

discontinuities that exist in the writing of history, as not all the repressed comes 

back.  The problems Jacobs encounters for her work to be accepted in public 

discourse, where formal autobiography and historiography reside, are increased 

by the historical conditions under which slave narrators wrote.  The lack of 

individual freedom and autonomy to write in a home of her own symbolizes 

Jacobs’s difficulty in introducing her new voice in the writing of history.  As 

Davis and Gates note, these difficulties persist, as the reluctance to use the slave 

narratives in historiographical studies demonstrates that the Afro-American slave 

still needs surrogates (historians) to testify (The Slave’s Narrative 36).   
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1 Harriet A. Jacobs, Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl, Written by Herself, ed. 

Jean Fagan Yellin (Cambridge: Harvard UP, 1987).  All future references to the 

text or to Yellin’s introduction to it, are part of this edition and will be cited 

parenthetically. 

2 See Hazel V. Carby, Reconstructing Womanhood: The Emergence of the Afro-

American Woman Novelist. 

3 Throughout the chapter, I will use the name “Linda” when talking about Jacobs 

as the protagonist of Incidents, in the same way that I use the pseudonyms Jacobs 

created for the real characters in her story to refer to the other protagonists, such 

as “Dr. Flint,” whose real name was Dr. James Norcom. 

4 For an account of the discovery of Jacobs’s letters, see Jean Fagan Yellin, 

“Written by Herself: Harriet Jacobs’s Slave Narrative,” American Literature 53 

(Nov. 1981): 479-86.  The correspondence includes letters from Harriet Jacobs to 

Amy Post, from Lydia Maria Child to Jacobs and from William C. Nell (a black 

writer who supported Jacobs’s publication of her narrative), to Post.  The letters 

are in the Isaac and Amy Post Family Papers acquired by the University of 

Rochester Library. 

5 In an anonymous review in the Weekly Anglo-African, published the same year 

as Incidents, the review’s author called the book “the ‘oft-told tale’ of American 

slavery, in another and more revolting phase than that which is generally seen” 

(Yellin, Incidents xxv). 
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6 This law was passed by the Congress in 1850, punishing any citizen who would 

help fugitive slaves, even in the north where slavery had been abolished.  Yellin 

thoroughly explains the intricacies of this law, which she describes as: “a 

component part of the 1850 Compromise and the most comprehensive statement 

since 1793 on the rights of slaveholders to reclaim fugitives.  Instead of being 

taken before judicial officers, suspected fugitives were taken before 

commissioners, and these were paid a higher rate if they found the accused to be 

slaves.  The law also empowered federal officers to demand that all citizens aid in 

its enforcement; punishment for those who tried to rescue or conceal a fugitive 

included fines imprisonment and civil damages.  Lydia Maria Child polemicized 

against this law in a pamphlet entitled The Duty of Disobedience to the Fugitive 

Slave Law Act: An Appeal to the Legislators of Massachusetts (1860)” (Incidents 

265).  Jacobs often comments against this law in her narrative: “But while the 

Free States sustain a law which hurls fugitives back into slavery, how can the 

slaves resolve to become men?” (Incidents 43).  Likewise, her brother, John S. 

Jacobs, also complained about the Fugitive Slave Law in his abolitionist work.   

7 One of the two epigrams included in the title page from the first edition comes 

from “a woman of North Carolina,” and it says: “Northerners know nothing at all 

about Slavery.  They think it is perpetual bondage only.  They have no conception 

of the depth of degradation involved in that word, SLAVERY; if they had, they 

would never cease their efforts until so horrible a system was overthrown.” 
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8 For commentaries on the postbellum slave narratives, see Frances Smith Foster, 

Witnessing Slavery: The Development of Ante-Bellum Slave Narratives (Westport, 

Conn.: Greenwood Press, 1979); William L. Andrews, “The Representation of 

Slavery and the Rise of Afro-American Literary Realism, 1865-1920,” in Slavery 

and the Literary Imagination, eds. Deborah E. McDowell and Arnold Rampersad 

(Baltimore: The John Hopkins UP, 1989), 62-80, and also Andrews, “The 

Changing Rhetoric of the Nineteenth-Century Slave Narrative of the United 

States” in Wolfgang Binder, ed., Slavery in the Americas (Wurzburg: 

Konigshausen & Neuman), 471-86; Sidonie Smith, Where I’m Bound: Patterns of 

Slavery and Freedom in Black American Autobiography (Westport, Conn.: 

Greenwood Press, 1974).  

9 Frances Smith Foster considers Hammon the narrative’s author (Witnessing 

Slavery 40), but Marion Wilson Starling states that a “scribe” wrote the beginning 

and the end of his narrative (The Slave Narrative 52).  On the other hand, 

Deborah McDowell mentions that an earlier text, Adam Negro’s Tryall (1703), 

has sometimes been considered as the beginning of the genre (“In the First Place” 

37).  Yet William L. Andrews calls Adam Negro’s Tryall a “precursor of the slave 

narratives” (To Tell a Free Story 19).   This narrative is formed by the records 

describing the efforts of “Adam Negro” to win his freedom from his master 

through petitions to the Superior Court.   
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10 In her 1986 article, “Harriet Jacobs Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl: The 

Re-Definition of the Slave Narrative Genre,” Joanne M. Braxton points out 

another text as the beginning of the genre: Belinda: or the Cruelty of Men Whose 

Faces Were Like the Moon (1787).  Yet Braxton explains that since the text 

occupies only a few pages, it is considered too short to qualify as a slave narrative 

(381).  See Belinda in American Museum and Repository of Ancient and Modern 

Fugitive Pieces, Prose and Political I (June 1787). 

11 Despite the lack of examples within this genre, women occupied an important 

place in the beginnings of the Afro-American literary tradition: they wrote 

spiritual biographies, such as The Life and Religious Experience of Jarena Lee, a 

Colored Lady (1836), which is included in William L. Andrews, ed., Sisters of the 

Spirit: Three Black Women’s Autobiographies of the Nineteenth Century 

(Bloomington: Indiana UP, 1986).  Moreover, Harriet E. Wilson wrote the first 

novel by an Afro-American woman, Our Nig; or Sketches from the Life of a Free 

Black, in a Two-Story White House, North.  Showing that Slavery’s Shadows Fall 

Even There (1859); and the poet Phillis Wheatley is considered the earliest Afro-

American writer with Poems on Various Subjects, Religious and Moral by Phillis 

Wheatley, Negro Servant to Mr. John Wheatley, of Boston, in New England 

(1773).  

12 See Davis and Gates, The Slave’s Narrative, and Rushdy, Neo-Slave 

Narratives: Studies in the Social Logic of a Literary Form. 
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13 See William L. Andrews’s To Tell a Free Story (21-22), and Blassingame’s 

“Using the Testimony of Ex-Slaves.” 

14 Davis and Gates mention some of these works in the introduction to The Slave’s 

Narrative.  Among the best known are: George P. Rawick, From Sundown to 

Sunup: The Making of the Black Community (1972); Sidonie Smith, Where I’m 

Bound: Patterns of Slavery and Freedom in Black American Autobiography 

(1974); Frances Smith Foster, Witnessing Slavery (1979); and Marion Wilson 

Startling, The Slave Narrative: Its Place in American History (1982).  For an 

interesting use of the Federal Writers’ Project Collection in the study of black and 

white women’s history in the antebellum South, see Elizabeth Fox-Genovese’s 

Within the Plantation Household (1988).   

15 See The Slave’s Narrative, xxi. 

16 This review appeared in The Anti-Slavery Advocate, 53.2 (1 May 1861): 1. 

17 See Robert Stepto, “I Rose and Found My Voice: Narration, Authentication, 

and Authorial Control in Four Slave Narratives,” in Davis and Gates, eds., The 

Slave’s Narrative, 225-41.  This article was reprinted from Stepto, Behind the 

Veil: A Study of Afro-American Narrative (1979). 

18 The term autobiography is commonly thought to have been coined by 

nineteenth-century poet Robert Southey in 1809, though several scholars have 

pointed out prior uses of the word.  In Reading Autobiography, Smith and Watson 
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mention that the term “was first coined in the preface to a collection of poems by 

the eighteenth-century English working-class writer Ann Yearsley” (2). 

19 See Blassingame, The Slave Community (233-34). 

20 See Elizabeth Fox-Genovese, “My Statue, My Self: Autobiographical Writings 

of Afro-American Women” and “To Write My Self”: The Autobiographies of 

Afro-American Women.” 

21 In her study of the autobiographical genre, Linda Anderson explains that 

Hurston’s autobiography is considered a “disappointing text” by critics who 

defend that Afro-American autobiography is a specific subgenre “providing an 

alternative place of self-identification based on collectivity” (Autobiography 106). 

22 One of Frederick Douglass’s most famous speeches is “The Trials and 

Triumphs of Self-Made Men: An Address Delivered in Halifax, England, on 

January 1860.”  See John Blassingame, ed., The Frederick Douglass Papers 

Series One (New Haven: Yale UP, 1987). 

23 In Life and Times of Frederick Douglass, Douglass says: “I write freely of 

myself, not from choice, but because I have, by my cause, been morally forced 

into thus writing” (511).  For a discussion over Douglass’s dilemma trying to 

escape the constraints of writing about slavery, see Wilson J. Moses, “Writing 

Freely? Frederick Douglass and the Constraints of Racialized Writing.”  

24 Yellin mentions how Jacobs’s letters show the slave author’s conviction that 

Mr. Willis is pro-slavery.  In addition, Yellin mentions an 1859 account of slave 
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life by Willis, entitled “Negro Happiness in Virginia,” which prove that Jacobs 

had reasons for her opinion (“Texts and Contexts” 265). 

25 In her “Introduction” to Incidents, Yellin says that Amy Post was a participant 

in the first Woman’s Rights Convention at Seneca Falls in July 1848 (xvii). 

26 Jacobs mentions the book in her narrative when she expresses her gratefulness 

for the help a New England senator had bestowed on her: “This honorable 

gentleman would not have voted for the Fugitive Slave Law, as did the senator in 

“Uncle Tom’s Cabin;” on the contrary, he was strongly opposed to it; but he was 

enough under his influence to be afraid of having me remain in his house many 

hours” (Incidents 194). 

27 In her edition of Incidents Yellin quotes Jacobs in a letter where she expressed 

her fury to Post: “think dear Amy that a visit to Stafford House would spoil me as 

Mrs Stowe thinks petting is mre than my race can bear  well what a pity poor 

blacks cant have the firmness and stability of character that you white people 

have” (Incidents xix).  

28 Yellin documents this discussion of Jacobs and Stowe with five letters from 

Jacobs to Post.  See Yellin, “Texts and Contexts in Incidents” (254, 266).  The 

letters show that Mrs. Willis first contacted Stowe, and then Jacobs did it herself, 

but the results were unsuccessful, as Jacobs says: 

Mrs. Willis wrote her a very kind letter begging that she would not use 
any of the facts in her Key, saying that I wished it to be a history of my 



 

 136

                                                                                                                                     
life entirely by itself, which would do more good, and it needed no 
romance; but if she wanted some facts for her book, that I would be most 
happy to give her some.  She never answered the letter.  She [Mrs. Willis] 
wrote again, and I wrote twice, with no better success… I think she did not 
like my objection. I can’t help it.  

 
29 In one of her letters to Post, Jacobs mentions three letters that she wrote to 

newspapers.  Yellin has located two of them: “Letter from a Fugitive Slave,” New 

York Tribune, 21 June 1853, and “Cruelty to Slaves,” New York Tribune, 25 July 

1853.  There was another letter about the American Colonization Society, a group 

organized in 1817 which proposed to send blacks to Africa (see Jacobs’s letter to 

Post in Yellin’s edition of Incidents, 236-37). 

30 Yellin quotes Child in a letter to her friend Lucy [Searle], 4 Feb. 1861 

(Incidents 255). 

31 Nat Turner and his followers killed fifty-five whites in a slave insurrection in 

Southampton County, Virginia.  Many blacks were murdered in the aftermath of 

the insurrection.  See next chapter on Dessa Rose for a more detailed account of 

Turner’s story.   

32 John Brown led an attack at the United Sates Arsenal at Harpers Ferry on 

October 1859.  He was imprisoned and hanged on December 1859.  Child’s 

letters to Brown were published in the Correspondence between Lydia Maria 

Child and Gov. Wise and Mrs. Mason, of Virginia (1860), which became a best-

selling abolitionist pamphlet. 
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Yellin explains that Jacobs had added the chapter on John Brown’s 

uprising to the end of her completed manuscript.  She includes one of Child’s 

letters to Jacobs in which the former suggests the two changes to the narrative 

(Incidents 244). 

33 See Yellin, Incidents xxiii. 

34 The phrase “anxiety of authorship” was a revision of Harold Bloom’s male-

centered theory of poetic influence, which he named “the anxiety of influence.”  

Bloom contends, drawing on Freud’s Oedipus complex, that a young poet suffers 

from an anxiety that he will not be able to match the accomplishments of his 

literary father. See his book The Anxiety of Influence: A Theory of Poetry (1973). 

35 After I wrote my chapter, I read Christina Accomando’s article about Jacobs’s 

efforts to write a correct version of events in her narrative.  Yet in her article 

“’The Laws Were Laid Down to Me Anew’: Harriet Jacobs and the Reframing of 

Legal Fictions,” Accomando focuses on Jacobs’s revision of legal documents.  

36 Henderson notes that her reflections on the “simultaneity of discourse” in texts 

written by black women are inspired by Barbara Smith’s use of the term in her 

work on black feminist criticism (“Speaking in Tongues” 117).  See Barbara 

Smith, ed., Home Girls: A Black Feminist Anthology xxxii. 

37 Although Henderson refers to glossolalia being associated to black women 

pentacostals, glossolalia occurs also among men and among white pentacostals. 
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38 In “Discourse in the Novel,” Mikhail Bakhtin discusses the notion of dialogism, 

arguing that each social group speaks in a particular social dialect (The Dialogic 

Imagination 292).  He also discusses “heteroglossia” in the novel, as a speech 

which constitutes a type of double-voiced discourse which is able to express 

simultaneously “two different intentions: the direct intention of the character who 

is speaking, and the refracted intention of the author” (The Dialogic Imagination 

324).  On the other hand, in Truth and Method, Hans-Georg Gadamer’s dialectical 

model articulates “a relation of mutuality and reciprocity” (Henderson, 

“Speaking” 120).  Henderson explains that her model is meant to extend both 

theories: it rereads Bakhtin’s notion of class difference to encompass gender and 

race; and it revises Gadamer’s notion of tradition as a “partner in communication” 

within his theory, a vision of the individual’s relation with tradition which is 

problematic for the study of noncanonical writers (“Speaking” 139, note 13). 

39 Henderson extends this term used by Rachel Blau DuPlessis to designate white 

women, a group privileged by race and oppressed by gender, to black men, who 

are privileged by gender but oppressed by race (See DuPlessis’s Writing Beyond 

the Ending). 

40 Linda Brent’s escape from slavery by hiding herself in domestic spaces can be 

seen as an example of the relation between structures of domesticity and 

structures of slavery.  

41 See Bakhtin, The Dialogic Imagination: Four Essays, 324.   
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42 Kaplan argues that Jacobs’s treatment of silence shows the difference between 

white silence as something shameful and black silence as something valued.  

Kaplan also contradicts William Andrews’s emphasis on the importance of the 

internal dialogues in slave narratives (“Dialogue in Antebellum Afro-American 

Autobiography,” 91).  While Andrews considers Incidents the most dialogized 

antebellum slave narrative, Kaplan argues that Jacobs’s Linda avoids exchanges 

and direct response in her dialogues with Dr. Flint. 

43 Mauri Skinfill mentions Jacobs’s disappearance into the attic as an example of 

the effacement of the black woman’s body in her narrative (“Nation and 

Miscegenation” 71).  This situation reminds us of Ida B. Wells’s recuperation of 

the black female body into the discourse of rape and lynching: while discussing 

how the black women’s cries for ape had been silenced, Wells was careful not to 

display the black female body, avoiding describing accounts by black female 

victims in order to protect their virtue. 

44 See Franny Nudelman, “Harriet Jacobs and the Politics of Female Suffering.” 

45 See Carla Kaplan “Recuperating Agents” and Stephen Matterson’s “Shaped by 

Readers: The Slave Narratives of Frederick Douglass and Harriet Jacobs.”  In 

“Distrust of the Reader in Afro-American Narratives,” Robert Stepto describes 

how Afro-American literature employs a “discourse of distrust” where the reader 

is considered untrustworthy.  In “Recuperating Agents” Carla Kaplan argues that 
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Incidents substitutes this discourse of distrust between Jacobs and her white 

female readers for a “distrust of discourse” (294). 

46 See Fanon, Black Skin, White Masks. 

47 I borrow here the term “The Changing Same” from Deborah E. McDowell’s 

article of the same title, in which she observes that the tradition of black women’s 

fiction from the nineteenth century forward, shows continuities even as it 

changes.  McDowell takes the term from Leroi Jones (aka Amiri Baraka), “The 

Changing Same (R & B and New Black Music),” in which Jones traces the 

continuities in the black musical tradition. 

48 Like Kristeva, feminist theorist Teresa de Lauretis defines the unconscious as a 

potential source of agency, as it contains what the subject represses in order to 

conform to socially enforced norms.  See “Eccentric Subjects: Feminist Theory 

and Historical Consciousness.”  

49 Jacobs expresses a lot of anguish about this act of injustice from her beloved 

mistress, who had taught her to read and write, and had been “almost like a 

mother” (7).   

50 One example mentioned by both Jacobs and her brother in their narratives 

recounts how Jacobs’s brother had to decide between going to her mistress or to 

her father, as both of them were calling him at the same time.  When he decides to 

go to his mistress, his father reproves him saying: “You are my child” […], “and 
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when I call you, you should come immediately, if you have to pass through fire 

and water” (Incidents 9).  

51 The pseudo-independent situation of Jacobs’s grandmother, who owes her own 

business, gives her granddaughter certain advantages as a slave when she is 

growing up.  In addition, as a light-skinned slave, Jacobs enjoys the privileges of 

mulattoes who were usually kept within the house while the darker slaves worked 

in the plantation.  In this vein, Jacobs’s exile to the plantation puts her in similar 

situation to other slave mothers who had children with Dr. Flint, and lost custody 

of them.  

52 Yet Jennifer Fleischner discusses how Child showed some fantasies of female 

aggression between white and black women suppressed beneath the ideals of the 

family romance (51). 

53 In his essay “Race, Violence, and Manhood: The Masculine Ideal in Frederick 

Douglass’s ‘The Heroic Slave,’” Richard Yarborough discusses Douglass’s 

treatment of manhood in his novella.  According to Yarborough, Douglass 

presents manhood as synonymous with militant slave resistance.  

54 In his study of the novella, Yarborough compares Douglass’s fictional account 

with other three literary dramatizations of the event, by William Wells Brown in 

1863, Lydia Maria Child in 1866 and Pauline E. Hopkins in 1901.  It is interesting 

to notice that of the three authors, the black writer Pauline Hopkins is the only one 

that ascribes some strength and resistance to the character of Susan. 
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55 For a discussion of the presence of women in Douglass’s texts, see Richard 

Yarborough, “Race, Violence and Manhood”; Jenny Franchot, “The Punishment 

of Esther: Frederick Douglass and the Construction of the Feminine”; and 

Deborah McDowell, “In the First Place: Making Frederick Douglass and the 

Afro-American Narrative Tradition.” 

56 Though often praised by feminist critics, Foster’s article does fail to distinguish 

between pre-1865 and post-1865 narratives written by women. Thus, when she 

argues that slave women rarely mention sexual experiences when they tell their 

stories, most of the examples she offers were written after 1865, when black 

authors, as Andrews proved, did not focus on their victimization.  Moreover, the 

traumatic treatment of the theme of sexual abuse in female narratives is wrongly 

downplayed by Foster when she says about Jacobs: “In spite of this [sexual 

exploitation], she was able to exercise some control over her situation.  In 

exchange for sexual favors, she gained two well-loved children, an adoring –if in 

our eyes irresponsible –lover, and protection from the advances of her master” 

(68). 

57 An anonymous contemporary review describes Douglass’s struggle in My 

Bondage and My Freedom by comparing it to other examples “of genius 

struggling against adversity.”  Among these examples “the case of the solitary 

slave” stands out, as he raises himself “to a leadership in a great movement in 
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behalf of his brethren” (Putnam’s Monthly Magazine 6 (Nov. 1855): 547; 

reprinted in The Slave’s Narrative 30-31). 

58 John S. Jacobs (Harriet’s brother, called William in her narrative) comments on 

his narrative “A True Tale of Slavery” on his father’s character: “My father taught 

me to hate slavery, but forgot to teach me how to conceal my hatred” (85-86).  

His comments are quoted in Yellin, Incidents (262).  

59 Jennifer Fleischner quotes Lincoln from a speech on 26 June 1857 on the Dred 

Scott decision which denied citizenship to blacks (37).  See Lincoln, Selected 

Speeches and Writings (119-20). 

60 Fleischner quotes from Buell’s “Autobiography in the American Renaissance” 

in Mastering Slavery (179).  For a description of the tension between individual 

and communal self in slave narratives see Minrose Gwin, Black and White 

Women of the Old South: The Peculiar Sisterhood in American Literature.   

61 See Caren Kaplan, “Resisting Autobiography: Out-Law Genres and 

Transnational Feminist Subjects,” in De/Colonizing the Subject: The Politics of 

Gender in Women’s Autobiography, eds. Sidonie Smith and Julia Watson (115-

138). 

62 Out of frustration with the lack of improvement in blacks’ conditions, at the end 

of his life Du Bois joined the American Communist Party, renounced to his 

American citizenship and became a citizen of Ghana, where he died 
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63 See George M. Frederickson, The Black Image in the White Mind: The Debate 

on Afro-American Character and Destiny, 1817-1914. 

64 Skinfill explains that Lincoln envisioned as a solution to the sectional conflict 

the deportation of all slaves to Liberia to preclude the possibility of race mixing in 

the United States (67).  See Phillip Van Doren Stern, The Life and Writings of 

Abraham Lincoln, 349. 

65 Jacobs’s son, Joseph (Ben in Incidents) goes to pan gold to California with John 

S. Jacobs (William in Incidents), and later on they go to mine in Australia.  Jacobs 

responded to an appeal from Joseph sick in Australia but never heard from him 

again.  John S. Jacobs married an Englishwoman and lived in London, returning 

to the United States after the Civil War (Yellin, Incidents 224-25). 

66 According to Sánchez-Eppler, Linda “is the domestic,” because the body and 

labor of a female “sustains the Southern home” (87). 

67 See Van Doren Stern, The Life and Writings of Abraham Lincoln 429.  Quoted 

by Skinfill (66). 

68 The term miscegenation was coined by David Goodman Croly in 1863, which 

was the year of the Emancipation Proclamation (Fleischner 9). 

69 See Lincoln, Selected Speeches and Writings (120). 

70 Nineteenth-century white abolitionist Wendell Phillips’s comment is quoted in 

The Slave’s Narrative xvi.  Ralph Ellison’s comment is from a 1978 interview 
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with Ishmael Reed, Steve Cano, and Quincy Trope, published in Y’Bird, as quoted 

in The Slave’s Narrative xix. 

71 See Foucault, Language, Counter-Memory, Practice (1977). 

72 Blight quotes Huggins in “The Deforming Mirror of Truth,” which introduces 

Huggings’s Black Odyssey: The African American Ordeal in Slavery, xliv.  

73 The figure of Adam Nehemiah is behind one of the main characters in Sherley 

Ann Williams’s Dessa Rose (1986), which I study in the next chapter.  This fact 

showcases the connections between Afro-American women’s writings from 

different periods. 

74 Yellin includes a copy of this letter in her edition of Incidents (235). 
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Chapter 2.  “They Mistook Me for Another Dessa”: Correcting 
the (Mis)Reading Techniques of the Master(’s) Narrative 

 

I loved history when I was a child, until some clear-eyed Negro pointed 
out, quite rightly, that there was no place in the American past where I 
could go and be free. 
- Sherley Ann Williams, Dessa Rose’s “Author’s Note” 

 
 These introductory words are taken from the “Author’s Note” in Dessa 

Rose, a novel published in 1986 by the Afro-American author Sherley Ann 

Williams.  Outlining her motives for writing her first novel, Williams signals that 

her primary goal was to rewrite history.  Aware of the existence of gaps and 

silences in the national historical discourse with regards to Afro-American people, 

the author was moved to write a historical novel in an attempt to heal both 

historical and psychological wounds.  Her “literature of facts” intends to 

counteract a “history of fiction,” questioning the politics of those stories that have 

been constructed to explain American slavery. 

 Though Afro-American literature has always been characterized by a high 

degree of historical consciousness, the emergence of contemporary novels of 

slavery, what Bernard Bell has named “neoslave narratives,” is mainly a post-

1960s phenomenon.  Bell defined these texts as “residually oral, modern 

narratives of escape from bondage to freedom” (The Afro-American Novel and Its 

Tradition 289).1  It is significant that the majority of these novels have been 

written by black women: responding to this group’s relegation to last place in the 
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list of historical interlocutors, these writers have turned to fiction to remedy the 

erasure and/or misrepresentation of black women in the historical record.  They 

participate in their self-inscription into history by presenting the inner life of black 

female slaves from an era in which the thoughts of slaves have been preserved 

primarily through white intermediaries.  Simultaneously, contemporary Afro-

American women writers rewrite that history by focusing on particular acts of 

agency within the system, such as the story of the female rebel slave. 

Dessa Rose is based on two historical incidents involving rebellious 

women.  One took place in 1829, when a pregnant slave helped to lead an 

uprising on a coffle (a group of slaves chained together and herded, usually to a 

market).  Caught and convicted, her sentence to be hanged was delayed until after 

the birth of her child.  Williams also uses as a basis for her novel a historical 

incident from 1830, about a white woman living on an isolated farm, who was 

reported to have given sanctuary to runaway slaves.  In Williams’s novel, the two 

women meet during a summer in Alabama in 1847, when Mrs. Ruth Elizabeth 

Sutton, wife of a planter, hides Dessa and the slave’s newborn baby, together with 

other runaway slaves, on her property. 

The novel’s first section positions the text as a failed slave narrative, in 

which a white historian tries to interview the imprisoned Dessa about her 

involvement in the coffle revolt.  Rejecting his attempt to inscribe her within his 

history of slave rebellions, Dessa disrupts his interrogation and eventually 
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manages to escape from the cellar where she is imprisoned.  A version of this 

section appeared as a novella in 1980 under the title “Meditations on History.”  

The title called into mind William Styron’s novel The Confessions of Nat Turner 

(1967), which Styron described in the “Author’s Note” as “less an ‘historical 

novel’ in conventional terms than a meditation on history.”  Based on Thomas R. 

Gray’s 1831 transcription of his interrogation of the leader of a slave revolt, Nat 

Turner, Styron’s novel outraged many black intellectuals who argued that the Nat 

Turner created by the white author bore little resemblance to the Virginia slave 

insurrectionist, who is a hero in black communities.   

Williams’s meditations on history constitute also a meditation on 

historiography, indicting our cultural narratives of slavery and the American 

literary and intellectual tradition represented by Gray and Styron, whose texts are 

positioned at the intersection of historical and fictional discourses.  By developing 

the novella into a novel, Williams presents Dessa’s struggle against slavery as a 

battle against misrepresentation and misreading, teaching us how to read both 

historical and literary texts.  Thus, in the previously mentioned “Author’s Note” 

to Dessa Rose, Williams expresses her outrage at the credibility given to the 

publication of the fictionalized memoirs of a slave revolt leader.  Though she does 

not mention Styron’s name, there is no doubt that this Southern white writer is the 

object of her fury.2  Williams’s criticism of Styron’s book focuses on what she 

considers the betrayal of blacks by the written word.  Asserting that “African 
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Americans remain at the mercy of literature and writing” (5), she points out the 

difficulty of getting the slave woman’s story told in her own words.  Because in 

the past whites were usually the writers of the slave experience, they are the ones 

who have historicized their narrative of that experience.  Trying to define how the 

slave woman might have explained her world and her subjectivity in writing, 

Williams went looking for her own history.  

In the course of this chapter, I will explore how Dessa Rose revises the 

issue of the authorial stance in writing the slaves’ history.  To do so, I will first 

compare the different presentations of the slave woman’s voice in the neo-slave 

narratives and in their prototype genre, the slave narratives (both from the 

antebellum and the post-bellum eras).  Second, the inclusion of Dessa’s authorial 

voice in the novel will lead me to posit the existence of a double authorship of the 

text, where Williams’s voice as the book’s author doubles as Dessa’s voice within 

the novel.  In this analysis I will discuss the text’s intertextual relation with the 

rebel black male experience presented in a white-authored text, as well as with 

both white male and female transcripts of slavery included in the novel.  

In its attempt to correct historiography’s tendency to erase the story of the 

female slave rebel, the novel describes Dessa’s growth as a black woman with an 

identity of her own.  Thus, drawing on psychoanalytical theory, I will study how 

the interaction between the two main female protagonists, Dessa and Ruth, helps 

them reconstruct and subvert the relations of gender, race and power, which help 
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to generate our culture’s readings of racial identities.  The text’s use of interracial 

relationships also serves to comment on the problematic space black women 

occupy among the different groups that construct national identity.  Finally, 

through the voice of the excluded or misrepresented female slave, the text 

critiques the limitations of historical and literary discourse, and thus suggests new 

ways of authoring and reading historical writing.  

 

1. NEO-SLAVE NARRATIVES AND THE REVISION OF THE SLAVES’ TEXTS 
 

Only by grappling with the meaning and legacy of slavery can the 
imagination, recognizing finally the temporality of the institution, begin to 
transcend it. 
- Arnold Rampersad, “Du Bois’s The Souls of Black Folk” 

 

In the United States, the topic of slavery has repeatedly occupied the 

attention and imagination of literary authors.  It has been an inspiration to both 

white and black writers who have negotiated the meaning of slavery for American 

national discourse.  As we saw in the previous chapter, the genre of slave 

narratives had an extraordinary influence in raising this topic in national literature 

during the nineteenth century.  However, our analysis of this genre showed how 

for most of their existence these narratives have not enjoyed the praise of literary 

critics.  Deborah McDowell and Arnold Rampersad, editors of Slavery and the 

Literary Imagination, state that “the importance of slavery to American literature 

goes far beyond those narratives” (“Introduction” vii).  According to these critics, 
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American authors demonstrate in their works, from extremely popular books such 

as Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin (1852), Margaret Mitchells’ Gone 

with the Wind (1936), and Alex Haley’s Roots (1976), to complex novelistic 

achievements like William Faulkner’s Absalom, Absalom (1936), their constant 

concern with the interlocking themes of slavery and American life.   

In addition, slavery has also been a recurrent theme within the Afro-

American literary tradition.  In this way, the 1890s Reconstruction era witnessed 

the appearance of historical works that dealt with the aftereffects of slavery, such 

as Frances E. W. Harper’s Iola Leroy (1892) and Pauline Hopkins’s Contending 

Forces (1900); while the first decades of the next century produced the work of 

W. E. B. Du Bois and Booker T. Washington on the significance of the 

experience of slavery in Afro-American history.  During the Harlem Renaissance, 

encompassing the 1920s-1930s, the realist and naturalist currents of the 1940s and 

1950s, and the neorealism and modernism of 1960s and 1970s, most black authors 

used the theme of slavery like a memory of a past one can recall when facing new 

or difficult sociopolitical conditions, such as life in an urban setting or during the 

Civil Rights struggle.  

Though slavery appears to be a central theme in the Afro-American 

literary imagination, it has rarely been the central focus of Afro-American novels 

during most of the twentieth century.  Analyzing this paradox, Hazel Carby 

discusses three possible explanations for the paucity of novelistic historical 
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representations of slavery by black authors, pointing out that slavery is still an 

important influence in their works.  Hence, Carby signals first the critical 

influence of antebellum slave narratives on all subsequent black fictional 

discourse; second, the persistence of social and economic conditions of neo-

slavery in Afro-Americans’ lives; and finally, the development of an ideology of 

the folk, still influenced by the slave condition, that comes from fictional 

representations of sharecropping (“Ideologies of Black Folk” 125-26).3  

Discussing contemporary Afro-American women’s historical novels, Barbara 

Christian noted how up until the last decades of the twentieth century the 

novelists had written about every previous decade of that century, and had even 

gone back to the nineteenth century to look at their ancestors for some 

understanding of present situations.  Yet they had not recreated in the novels the 

society of the period of slavery (“Somebody Forgot” 327-28). 

Christian explains that many of these Afro-American writers had 

witnessed their families’ ambivalence toward remembering the history of 

enslavement (326).  Among the writers she mentions is Margaret Walker, author 

of the historical novel Jubilee (1966).  Both Christian and Carby, as well as many 

other theorists, point to this text as the catalyst in the emergence of “neo-slave 

narratives,” also known as “contemporary novels of slavery,” “historical novels of 

slavery,” or “slave narrative novels.”  The success of Walker’s text was soon 

followed by the discussion over Arna Bontemps’s Black Thunder, a novel about 
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the revolt of the slave Gabriel Prosser in Virginia in 1800.  Though Bontemps’s 

text was first published in 1938, it was more widely recognized only after being 

reprinted in 1968.  Since then, more black authors have chosen to write novels 

that explore slavery, such as Ernest Gaines’s The Autobiography of Miss Jane 

Pittman (1971), Gayl Jones’s Corregidora (1975), Ishmael Reed’s Flight to 

Canada (1976), Alex Haley’s Roots (1976), Barbara Chase-Riboud’s Sally 

Hemings (1979), Octavia Butler’s Kindred (1979), David Bradley’s The 

Chaneysville Incident (1981), Charles Johnson’s Oxherding Tale (1982), Alice 

Walker’s The Color Purple (1982) and Toni Morrison’s Beloved (1987).   

Critics have disagreed on establishing a list of texts that can be subsumed 

under the title of neo-slave narratives, since not all of these texts set their 

historical fiction during the period of slavery.  Thus, while Williams’s Dessa Rose 

unfolds in the 1840s at the height of slavery, Morrison’s novel takes place after 

abolition and Walker’s in Reconstruction Georgia.  In some cases, texts go back 

and forth between past and present times, like Bradley’s The Chaneysville 

Incident, in which a historian writing in the 1980s tries to reconstruct the history 

of his ancestors.  Other times, novels represent slavery’s past within a modern 

framework, like Gaines’s novel, which simulates the situation of the oral reports 

of former slaves collected by the Works Progress Administration in the 1930s.4   

Yet the most asked-about issue when analyzing this fictional revision of 

slavery is the reason behind Afro-American authors’ “compulsion to repeat” 
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(McDowell, “Negotiating Between Tenses” 144).  Where does it come from, this 

new desire to go back and revise Afro-American history “from an imaginative and 

informed point of view” (Christian, “Somebody Forgot” 327)?  From the 

comments of the authors themselves, we can infer that their fictionalizations of 

slavery are an attempt to insert themselves into contemporary historiographical 

interpretations of slavery.  Their efforts at offering the history of Afro-Americans 

from their point of view have to be understood within the recent interest in writing 

“a history from below.”  In this way, Ashraf H. A. Rushdy proclaims the new 

novels a product of the change in the historiography of slavery that took place 

during a crucial moment of historical and cultural contestation in the 1960s and 

1970s.  Generated by “intellectual and social conditions associated with the civil 

rights and the Black Power movements,” this emergent discourse on slavery 

valued slave testimony and slave resistance (Neo-Slave Narratives 3). 

Since the apparition of slave narratives, the approach of literary critics to 

these texts has been different from that of historians, and in the last decades 

numerous studies by literary scholars have asserted the renewed interest in slave 

narratives as a subject of discourse.  These studies posit that behind the new 

novelization of slavery lies the influence on subsequent Afro-American literary 

works of what was once called “the romance of American people.”5  Discussing 

the history of Afro-American literary tradition, Charles Davis and Henry Louis 

Gates have argued that the narratives of ex-slaves are “the generic foundation 
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which most Afro-American fictional and nonfictional narrative forms extended, 

refigured and troped” (The Slave’s Narrative xxxiii).  According to Klaus 

Ensslen, only one critical voice (John Sekora) disrupts the preponderant 

assumption that the slave narratives are the basis of a specific Afro-American 

literature (“The Renaissance” 601).6  In general, critics agree on this reading that 

highlights the importance of the slave narratives from the second third of the 

nineteenth century, which is generally considered the most important phase in the 

development of this genre.   

Gates’s argument in The Slave’s Narrative forms part of the theory he 

devised for the specific analysis of Afro-American literature.  In his The 

Signifying Monkey (1988), Gates draws upon the term signifyin(g), which refers 

to the verbal artistry that informs Afro-American vernacular and literary culture, 

to interpret the Afro-American literary tradition.  Gates uses the concept of 

signifyin(g) as “a metaphor for textual revision” (88), developing a theory that 

analyzes the self-reflexiveness and intertextuality of this literary tradition.7  In his 

study, he delves into the several levels of the trope of signifyin(g) in black texts: 

“as an explicit theme, as an implicit rhetorical strategy, and as a principle of 

literary history” (Signifying 89).8   

In this section, I want to reflect on the usefulness of signifyin(g) as a 

theoretical principle that demonstrates that “the tradition of Afro-American 

literature, a tradition of grounded repetition and difference, is characterized by its 
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urge to start over, to begin again, but always to begin on a well-structured 

foundation” (Gates, Signifying 256).9  The neo-slave narratives can be seen as an 

example of how contemporary black authors turn back to the slave narratives for 

both form and content.  Thus, besides correcting and revising history, these 

writers use the novel as a form of discourse to revise the narrative strategies of the 

slave narrative.  Ensslen’s words summarize for us the ways in which these novels 

have established a dialogue with the earlier texts, by drawing on two levels -- the 

referential level of mimesis and the rhetorical level of discourse: 

The mimetic impulse seeks to imaginatively fill out and complement the 
omissions, gaps and silences forced on the original narrating subjects of 
the slave narratives by the limited interest of their 19th century American 
audience;[…] The discourse-oriented impulse is revisionist by nature and 
takes up stereotypes, traditions and methods of narrative discourse from 
the historical matrix in order to subvert or counteract them by procedures 
of narrating and structuring derived from either specifically Afro-
American or newly invented forms of discourse [..]. (602-3) 
 

Looking at Dessa Rose can help us see how neo-slave narratives written 

by women try to correct both rhetorical and thematic restrictions imposed on the 

nineteenth-century slave authors by political and literary conventions.  On the one 

hand, on the issue of content, McDowell states that in most slave narratives black 

women appear as victims of their situation (“Negotiating” 146).10  Since it is a 

male-dominated genre, there are a limited number of slave narratives, such as 

Incidents, that record the experiences of successful female runaway slaves.  Yet 

even these rebellious slaves were never figures of violence, since nineteenth-
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century audiences would not accept a female protagonist like Dessa, who leads a 

rebellion and kills whites.  Since the 1970s, Afro-American historiography has 

produced some studies on group resistance under the slave system, and 

contemporary writers, while using the theme of slavery, nevertheless emphasize 

this issue of agency.  Still, many male critics have failed to understand black 

women writers’ need to reclaim the powerful agency of their ancestors.  Thus, 

while comparing the works of Morrison and Williams with those of black male 

writers such as Charles Johnson and Ishmael Reed, Ensslen argues that the 

women “focus more on an imaginative recapturing of the past than on bringing to 

bear the past on the present and the future” (617).  As we will see later in this 

chapter, by reconstructing the figure of a heroic rebel (fore)mother, Williams 

attempts to have a positive and empowering effect on how black women see 

themselves now, as well as on black women’s images of themselves in future 

generations.  

In addition to omissions and silences in the content, the authors of 

nineteenth-century slave narratives also suffered many restrictions on the 

narrative and rhetorical strategies they were allowed to use.  One of the main 

constraints was on the language employed by their heroines, who had to avoid 

speaking black dialect, thought of at best as comic, and at worst, as ignorant.  

Though “representative” of their race, these black women also had to be 

considered superior to most of the slaves to be presentable authors, since their 
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narratives criticized the ignorance and degradation in which slaves were kept.  

The fact that the emphasis was on criticizing the horror of the institution meant 

that the representation of the characters’ consciousness and subjectivity was less 

important.  Dessa Rose succeeds in turning many of these narrative conventions 

inside out, while affirming black subjectivity, agency, and literacy.   

As we saw in the first chapter, traditional slave narratives were framed by 

prefaces and appendices by white writers who acted as guarantors of the 

narratives’ validity.  Despite these additions, such narratives intended to affirm 

the ex-slaves’ agency in constructing a black selfhood.  However, Dessa Rose 

revises this situation by showing that it is Dessa’s escape from the white man’s 

control, and her use of her own language/dialect, which allow her to write her 

human and liberated self into history.  In the process of privileging the 

representation of the slaves’ subjectivity, the novel also revises the use of other 

genres within the slave narrative (we saw the example of the sentimental novel in 

Incidents).  Thus, the text parodies and criticizes the genre of the plantation novel 

for its construction of a paternalistic image of slavery by showing how slaves 

correct a planter’s wife ideas about the slaves’ feelings.  

To conclude this analysis of how neo-slave narratives revised a previous 

genre, we need to consider the distinction between the representation of slavery in 

antebellum and postbellum slave narratives.  William Andrews has written 

extensively about the differences between these two periods of the genre.11  In the 
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narratives written before the Civil War, slavery was presented as the hell from 

which slaves had to escape.  Therefore, Andrews argues that in these narratives 

the slave’s self-representation emphasized his/her rebelliousness as well as his/her 

uniqueness as an individual by using literacy as the ultimate form of power.  In 

contrast, narratives published after 1865 offered a more pragmatic view of 

slavery, and did not present rebellion as necessary to the preservation of selfhood.  

Thus most of the ex-slaves who wrote postbellum narratives described themselves 

as industrious slaves who could contribute to the advancement of a post-abolition 

society.12  Considering these distinctions, neo-slave narratives seem to share 

qualities with both genres.  On the one hand, while dedicating more time in the 

text to the slave’s consciousness, these fictional narratives offer more rebellion 

and less obedience (Cooke 586).  On the other hand, like their postbellum 

predecessors, the contemporary novels also revise the past in order to keep it 

meaningful to the present.   

In this process of revisionism, neo-slave narratives have received criticism 

because of their fictional nature.  Thus, scholars like Michael G. Cooke and 

Ensslen have discussed the problem of using “a metaphor of slavery,” by asking 

whether this metaphor can “retain its [slavery’s] force as historical reality” 

(Cooke 584).13  Both critics find problems specifically in the formal aspects of 

these narratives.  Though postbellum slave narratives emphasize the monstrosity 

of slavery less than do antebellum narratives, Cooke argues that, in contrast to the 
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new novels, post-bellum narratives do not include passages of aesthetic 

appreciation which “metaphorize slavery toward the aesthetic stance” (595).  

Similarly, Ensslen observes that by playing with the form, the new texts can 

convey an “emptying out of emotional and social appeal” (612).  Though I agree 

with the scholars’ cautious attitude when revisiting such a traumatic historical 

experience, I would like to highlight the importance of the gesture implicit in the 

work of the new writers.  The process of revisionism in their texts not only shows 

that Afro-American authors periodically revise the framework built by slave 

narrators.  It also points to the fact that, like the ex-slaves who wrote once slavery 

was already abolished, black writers still feel the need to (re)write “a usable 

American past.”14  Though some neo-slave narratives might overarticulate the 

ironies and aesthetic issues, most writers like Williams address the urgency of 

finding new discursive conventions that would allow them to discuss their erased 

or non-recorded past and make it serviceable for the future.15  As the next section 

will show, Dessa Rose demonstrates that the use of fiction is part of black 

authors’ search for a new form and language that allows them to express the 

feelings of blacks towards the writing of the slavery past.  
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2. “TWICE-TOLD TALES”: REAL AND FICTIVE AUTHORSHIPS IN A BLACK 
WOMEN’S DOUBLE-VOICED TEXT 

 

We must ourselves develop the men and women which will faithfully 
portray the inmost thoughts and feelings of the Negro with all the fire and 
romance which lie dormant in our history. 
- Pauline Hopkins, Contending Forces 

 
In 1899, Charles Chesnutt published The Conjure Woman, which claimed 

to be a collection of dictated slave narratives transcribed by a white business man 

from Ohio.  Many reviewers, unaware of the fact that Chesnutt was an Afro-

American, assumed that the text’s author was a Northerner who had become 

familiar with the customs of Southern blacks.  A similar example of the confusion 

readers can experience when attempting to distinguish between real and fictive 

authors occurred with the publication of James Weldon Johnson’s The 

Autobiography of an Ex-Colored Man (1912).  Johnson designed the novel to be 

taken as a real autobiography, publishing first the text anonymously; when he 

revealed to reviewers that the text was fictive in 1927, some readers continued 

believing that he was the real black man behind the narrator’s mask.   

 When discussing these novelists’ works, William Andrews suggests that 

one of Johnson’s intentions was to unveil the conventions that predisposed his 

readership to believe in a certain type of author for his novel (“The 

Representation of Slavery and the Rise of Afro-American Literary Realism” 75).  

The destabilizing of the reality of the authorial persona seen in the initial 
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reception of Chesnutt’s and Johnson’s work is pertinent to my analysis of 

authorship in Dessa Rose.  Like her two predecessors, Williams also puts an 

emphasis “on reality as a function of consciousness mediated through language” 

(“Representation” 76), in this case in order to revise the conventions of authoring 

a slave narrative.   

 The texts of slave narratives are always marked by complicated linguistic 

negotiations and a perpetual tension between black narrators and white editors.  

These “twice-told tales” encapsulate two versions of the story, the oral tale of the 

slave and the written version of the story, “supervised” by the white editor (Davis 

and Gates, Slave’s Narrative xii).  Gates has claimed that all black texts are in 

essence “double-voiced,” because they rely on both black and white literary 

antecedents, and employ modes of figuration taken from Western and black 

vernacular traditions (Signifying xxiii).16  The trope of the “Talking Book” is the 

unifying metaphor in Gates’s analysis of the double-voiced black literary 

tradition.  This trope first appeared in slave narratives where the “white” written 

text (usually the Bible) failed to speak to the (slave) black writer.  Through an 

examination of various texts, from both the nineteenth and the twentieth centuries, 

Gates shows how the trope of the “Talking Book,” “making the white written text 

speak with a black voice,” has been repeated and revised in the Afro-American 

literary tradition (Signifying 124).  Gates’s analysis of this trope symbolizes the 

struggle of “the black speaking subject to find his or her own voice” (239).  In this 
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struggle tensions arise, as black texts talk to other texts and oral black culture 

attempts to be represented or contained within written culture. 

 In this section I develop a reading of Dessa Rose which employs and 

revises the notions of the double-voiced text and the trope of the “Talking Book.”  

Williams pointed out in an interview the most crucial question she faced when 

getting Dessa’s story told: “How could the story of an illiterate black person come 

to us unless written down by a white person?” (Greene, “Conversation” 34).  

Unlike the cultivated Turner, Dessa cannot read or write, and her narrow access to 

the world as a field hand slave gives her a partial understanding of her situation 

which should preclude her use of an omniscient point of view.  Like this female 

slave, the two other protagonists/narrators of the story have a circumscribed 

perspective: the white male writer, whose proslavery text has prevailed in official 

historiography, and the young white mistress, whose particular experience has not 

made the historical record.  Michelle Wallace argues that Williams overcomes the 

limitations of each character “by adopting the narrative strategy of a rhetorical 

play of relative perspective” (3).   

Like Wallace, I will explore here the ways in which Williams’s technique 

expands the main characters’ consciousness through a complex intersection of 

their paths.  My analysis demonstrates, further, how the interaction of voices 

produces the metaphor of inside and outside texts as a way to introduce the real 

Williams and the fictive Dessa as co-authors of the novel.  Dessa Rose is 
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structured by three symbolic encounters between black and white worlds that 

mark the stages of Dessa’s passage from slavery to freedom, and present the story 

told increasingly from her perspective.  Thus, in the epilogue to the novel, we 

encounter Dessa as she is telling her story to a young relative, who is writing it 

down and then saying it back to her.  My reading of the novel sees Dessa Rose as 

a combination of two parallel texts, with Dessa and Williams dialogically 

engaging with white transcripts of the rebel female slave’s (hi)story.  I would 

describe the authorial stance as a relation of identification between real and 

fictive.  In the nineteenth century, the texts of slave narratives created their 

authors, since through their use of literacy, considered a sign of reason by 

Western aesthetic theory, the slaves wrote themselves “into being” (Signifying 

131).  Drawing on this idea of self-creation through representation, I suggest that 

the text of the novel Dessa Rose gives birth to Dessa, the slave narrator as author.  

Thus, Dessa’s authored text exists within the “outside text” of the novel, in which 

Williams acts as writer/editor of Dessa’s testimony.  As a result, this double-

voiced authorship resolves the tension between black subject and white editor 

which has threatened to expropriate the slave author in the past.  

Besides introducing a more active role for the black (slave) writer, the 

collaboration between Dessa and Williams also revises the tension between the 

oral and written present in slave narratives.  In this way, I understand the novel’s 

final scenes as a repetition and revision of the trope of the “Talking Book,” 



 

 165

showing how Dessa’s own black text speaks back at her.  Through the interaction 

between black and white discourses in the novel, the text explores the issue of 

how authors of historical narratives attempt to control history and discourse.  For 

the analysis of the discursive strategies black women writers employ to establish a 

dialogue with the discourses of the others, I will draw again on Henderson’s 

theories on the simultaneous logic of difference and identity that characterize 

black women’s discursive relation to other dominant and subdominant discourses 

(“Speaking in Tongues” 121).  Henderson’s ideas will help me as I proceed to 

examine the authoring processes of Williams and Dessa. 

Emma Waters Dawson has observed that Williams’s narrative technique 

“is in itself a response to previous ways that the historical narrative has been 

recorded” (18).  In fact, Williams’s innovative technique as an author of this neo-

slave narrative exemplifies her resistance against the constraints of the “Master 

narrative” of slavery.  The first aspect of this process of resistance is the blending 

of fiction and reality that characterizes many of the author’s literary creations, 

which culminate in the double authorship of the novel.  Thus, in the brief 

introductory essay to her novella “Meditations on History,” Williams reflects on 

the authorial persona that she has adopted in her previous critical works: “a man 

in Give Birth to Brightness, and a sexual voice in ‘The Blues Roots of 

Contemporary Poetry’.”  After saying that these “disguises” helped her “to come 
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into my own voice as an author,” Williams states: “I am the women I speak of in 

my stories and poems” (198).   

In the novel, this identification between the author and the protagonist of 

her creations can be seen in the “textual healing” the text effects on both Dessa 

and Williams.17  In the same way that the text moves towards healing Dessa from 

the pain that has been inflicted on her by the hold of slavery, the “Author’s Note” 

points out that among her motives for writing, Williams also counts her own 

healing.  The novel grows out of the latter’s personal need to rewrite a history that 

has obscured the community, agency, and resistance of blacks.  Williams creates 

an alternative story after educating herself and finding out historical data that she 

had previously ignored, and we will see later how Dessa also becomes an author 

after discovering more about the institution of slavery.  Simultaneously, the 

connections between past and present in the stories of Dessa and Williams merge 

the narrative’s perspective with the political perspective of the period in which 

Williams wrote her novel, since both the 1840s and 1980s were periods of “racial 

turbulence as well as progressive agitation of women’s rights” (Henderson, 

“Stories” 289).  

The blending of fact and fiction caused Williams’s clash with her editors, 

in what Rushdy describes as a replica of the “earliest confrontation between 

master texts and slave narratives” (Neo-Slave Narratives 141).  Williams has 

explained that her editors, “scared to death readers wouldn’t know where fact 
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ended and fiction began,” wanted her to write a statement declaring that her text 

was not based on a historical incident (“The Lion’s History” 257).  Forced to 

clarify what was fact and what was fiction in her novel, Williams chose a 

combination of both in the conclusion to her “Author’s Note,” asserting that this 

fiction based on facts “is as true as if I myself had lived it,” and later on, “I now 

own a summer in the nineteenth century” (6).  In her novel Williams attempts to 

demonstrate that history can be fictional and fiction can (re)tell history.  

Therefore, her narration interpolates what did happen (the historical facts on 

which the novel is based) with what might have happened (the fictional stories).  

Critiques have commented on this technique by emphasizing “the incorporance of 

a current counter to realism,” signaling that the story becomes more fantastic in 

the second and third parts (Trapasso 222).   

The first part of Dessa Rose, based on Williams’s novella, is explicitly 

connected with Styron’s The Confessions of Nat Turner.  Albert E. Stone has 

called Dessa Rose “the first text by a black woman to deal with Nat Turner’s 

paradigm” (375).  Thus, a second aspect of Williams’s struggle as an author to 

correct the master narrative involves her use of fictional discourse as a direct 

critique of what she sees as Styron’s replica of the white editor’s role in 

antebellum slave narratives.  Williams signifies upon Styron’s novel, dialogically 

engaging with the text, by making implicit and explicit intertextual references in 

her work.18   
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As Williams has indicated, she started writing the novella “Meditations on 

History” in the late 1960s, when the outraged response of black intellectuals to 

Styron’s portrayal of Nat Turner was still ongoing.  Black critics complained 

about Styron assuming Turner’s black persona by giving him the author’s own 

formal speech, and about Styron misrepresenting the rebel slave’s life and 

motives.  In response, Styron pointed to the scarcity of printed sources and argued 

about the creative freedom of a literary author.  Yet, black scholars and writers 

combined their criticism of Styron’s choice of narrative strategies with their 

exposition of Styron’s ignorance of important historical facts, such as Turner’s 

marriage to a black woman, claiming the author presented the rebel as an 

emasculated black man lusting after white women.19 

In order to examine Styron’s revision of Turner’s story, we need to review 

his novel’s intertextual relation to Thomas R. Gray’s Confessions.  Besides 

appropriating the title, and presenting a fictional version of Gray and Turner’s 

interactions, Styron quotes descriptions of Turner’s acts from Gray’s text.  While 

explaining his writing of the novel, Styron did at one point question the validity of 

Gray’s historical manuscript as the basis for judging Turner’s persona.  In this 

way, Styron provides a commentary on some of Turner’s silences when 

apparently “confessing” to Gray, and his presentation of his writing process as 

similar to Gray’s can be read as an ironic gesture that suggests the impossibility of 

getting to know the “real” Nat Turner.  However, in other instances the author has 
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defended a reading of Turner as the religious fanatic portrayed by Gray, and his 

use of imagination to recreate Turner’s persona remains controversial, as we will 

see in the next section.20   

How does Williams comment upon Styron’s strategies through her 

writing?  First, by taking the title of her novella from one of Styron’s comments, 

Williams stresses the author’s personal vision in his “meditations.”21  Indeed, this 

Southern white writer, born in Virginia, home to the insurrection, has confessed to 

being “drawn irresistibly” to the relationship between Turner and Margaret 

Whitehead, the one woman Turner murdered during the insurrection, and the one 

with whom the rebel slave has fantasies of rape in Styron’s novel.22  On the other 

hand, in response to the criticism of Styron’s fictive appropriation of a black 

man’s voice, Williams not only writes from the perspective of a black woman, she 

also represents the consciousness of a white proslavery writer, Adam Nehemiah, 

who tries to “write” Dessa in his book.  This character seems to be a rewriting of 

Nehemiah Adams, the author of A South-Side View of Slavery (1854), a Northern 

clergyman whose proslavery tract defended the advantageous effects of slavery on 

the slaves’ spiritual life over its damaging features.23  Moreover, the author 

reconstructs a previously silenced voice in the master narrative of slavery in the 

person of Ruth, a slave master’s wife.  In contrast with Styron’s work, Williams’s 

story does not appropriate the meaning of the life of a cultural hero; rather, her 

story gives new life to previously unknown heroines.  
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Second, Williams’s novel comments on the danger of using racial 

stereotypes, and many critics argue that she “signifies” on Styron’s emasculated 

Nat Turner through her characterization of Nathan, one of the runaway slaves 

who help Dessa in her flight from slavery.  Nathan has sexual relationships both 

with his owner (she forces him) and with Ruth (they choose each other).  Through 

her presentation of these relationships, which I will analyze in more detail later, 

Williams demonstrates the complicated interconnections of power and sexuality 

in the sexual relationships of whites and blacks.  Finally, her text revises the 

configuration of historical understanding that Styron employs.  According to 

Rushdy, black critics based their complaint against Styron’s cultural appropriation 

of Turner partly on the author’s disregard for the material on the rebel’s story 

contained in Afro-American folk traditions (Neo-Slave Narratives 87).  As we 

will see later in the analysis of Dessa’s rebelliousness, Williams had studied the 

figure of the black rebel in her critical work Give Birth to Brightness (1972), 

where she emphasized the value of oral legends in the transmission of this history 

from generation to generation.  

The rediscovery of the importance of Afro-American oral sources in 

understanding the history of slavery constitutes the last aspect of Williams’s 

authorship I want to discuss.  Her novel seems to be “working at cross purposes” 

(Goodman 24): by honoring slave narratives and oral stories while at the same 

time absorbing them within Williams’s own written narrative.  This tension 
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between spoken and written subverts the formal discourse of the nineteenth-

century slave narrative and Gray’s and Styron’s version of the slave’s rewriting of 

his story.  From the beginning, Williams alters the authority of the main narration, 

Nehemiah’s account of Dessa’s story, by introducing this text with Dessa’s 

reveries.  These recollections establish her as a speaking subject to be taken into 

account in order to decode the meaning of the narrator’s entries.  Introducing the 

story from Dessa’s perspective was a conscious strategy for the author, who 

wanted to be certain that it would act “as a prism through which the rest of the 

story must be read” (“The Lion’s History” 255).   

In the same way that the black voice takes precedence in the prologue, the 

italicized epilogue is narrated from Dessa’s point of view, creating a circular 

structure which emphasizes the connectedness between present and past and 

shows Dessa’s evolution as a self-conscious story-teller.  The novel faces the 

dilemma of imagining a writing self and a rhetorical context in which that self can 

be heard.  In order to understand the process by which Dessa becomes an author, I 

will examine three different aspects of the interaction between white and black 

discourses in the novel, as Dessa struggles to maintain control of her story.  

 The first aspect is the revision of the inscription of the female slave in the 

dominant white discourse.  While Williams’s book counters the slave’s 

inscription into the master narrative of slavery, as symbolized outside the text by 

Thomas Gray’s and Williams Styron’s narratives, Dessa’s story counters the 
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master’s narrative of both white male and female as scribes/interpreters of her 

experience.  The first section, entitled “The Darky,” is narrated mostly from the 

point of view of Adam Nehemiah, who tries to inscribe Dessa in his new book 

about slave uprisings, entitled The Roots of Rebellion in the Slave Population and 

Some Means of Eradicating Them.  Considering this a “compelling short title” for 

what he hopes will be his “magnum opus,” Nehemiah seeks to appropriate 

Dessa’s (hi)story for the purposes of justifying the continued enslavement of a 

race, an argument that promotes the “master narrative” of slavery.  A Northerner 

with Calvinistic working-class origins, Nehemiah aspires to enter the Southern 

planter class, and for that he hopes that “the Work” will eclipse the success of his 

previous book, The Master’s Complete Guide to Dealing with Slaves and Other 

Dependents. 

Undermining his claim that he can interpret the slaves’ consciousness, 

Nehemiah transcribes Dessa’s words without understanding their import, and 

therefore his recording of facts misses the true key to Dessa’s rebelliousness: the 

death of Kaine, her husband and the father of her then-unborn child, at the hands 

of their master.  Though his name reminds us of the archetypal namer and 

chronicler, Nehemiah misuses the privilege of naming.24  This white male 

transcriber, who dreams about being a writer and thus ironically recalls both Gray 

and Styron, is unable to see or name Dessa, whom he either addresses with 

generic and offensive appellatives, or misnames as Odessa.  Despite his assertions 
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“I know this darky, I tell you; I know her very well”; “I got her down here in my 

book” (231-32), Nehemiah’s “ways of reading” Dessa’s character confirm his 

inability either to read or, consequently, write black female subjectivity.  Thus, he 

misreads Dessa’s title, “devil woman,” not as a symbol of the blacks’ admiration 

for her courage, but as a sign of her misconduct and savagery.  

Nehemiah is not the only one who participates in Dessa’s misnaming and 

whose text she revises.  Like Jacobs in her narrative, Dessa faces the dilemma of 

inscribing herself in both hegemonic and ambiguously non-hegemonic discursive 

contexts (Henderson, “Speaking” 120).  The second section, “The Wench,” 

follows Dessa, after she is taken by her fellow runaway slaves from the cellar 

where she is imprisoned, to Sutton’s Glen, the big property inhabited by the 

abandoned wife of a planter turned gambler.  Ruth Sutton accepts runaway slaves 

on her property in exchange for their help in cultivating her land.  The white 

female’s narrative of slavery both resembles and differs from the white historian’s 

reading of the slaves’ subjectivity.  Like Nehemiah’s narrative, Ruth’s self-

narration also ignores and erases the realities of the slaves’ lives: she distrusts 

blacks’ stories and rejects the version she receives of Dessa’s struggle.  Arguing 

that “there was more to the story that what blacks were telling,” she imagines that 

Dessa’s sexual promiscuity must be the reason for the slave’s imprisonment (96). 

Yet, in contrast to Nehemiah’s, Ruth’s text of slavery resembles the 

plantation novel’s portrait of contented slaves, and shows the absurdity of 
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“expecting all darkies to be like family” (127).  Indeed, Ruth’s suspicion of the 

veracity of slaves’ narratives leads her to replace the voices of her slaves with her 

own and thus to control them “as supplements to her own narrative” (“Reading 

Mammy” 371).  For instance, the inscription of Dorcas, her family servant, in her 

personal narrative silences the slave’s own history.25  Dessa teaches her to see 

Dorcas by contesting the meaning of the word “mammy,” which carries a distinct 

semantic meaning for each woman: for Dessa the word refers to her own mother, 

whereas for Ruth it is the name with which her family renamed Dorcas.  When 

Ruth is unable to recall her slave’s proper name, Dessa makes her realize that she 

may not know anything about her “mammy’s history.”  Thus, becoming aware of 

how she had appropriated stories that did not belong to her or her family, the 

white woman asks herself: “What else had she refused to see?” (153).  

The last section of the book, “The Negress,” exemplifies Dessa’s final 

correction of the white transcription of her story.  As the slaves prepare a scam to 

escape to the West, they recruit Ruth to travel with them to different towns, 

selling the slaves back into slavery, and waiting for them to escape and run back 

to her.  In this masquerade, Dessa is the servant and Ruth her white mistress, and 

their performance of these roles challenges the historical construction of these 

racially loaded images.  On the final stage of their successful trip, Nehemiah 

reappears trying once more to inscribe Dessa’s scarred body into his reading of 

slave rebellion.  As a rebellious slave, Dessa has been branded in her thighs and 
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hips with whip marks and the letter “R.  Having by then learned that their roles 

can be transformed, Ruth supports Dessa as the latter enacts her final reinscription 

into the master narrative.  As Dessa claims “they mistook me for another Dessa,” 

her “mistress” Ruth helps Dessa hide her scars from Nehemiah and the white 

sheriff he has called to help him imprison the escaped slave.  In this vein, Dessa 

reaffirms her ability to name herself and her own experience in the historical 

transcript of slavery, by rejecting Nehemiah’s description of her as “a danger to 

womanhood” (228). 

Simultaneously, her act of self-entitlement challenges the misnaming to 

which she has been subjected.  When she tells Ruth, “my name Dessa, Dessa 

Rose.  Ain’t no O to it” (232), Dessa corrects whites’ assumption that her own 

name is a corruption of Odessa.  In her study of the play on names as “a unifying 

trope” in the novel, Mary Kempt Davies explains Dessa’s act as a rejection of the 

otherness with which she is read by Nehemiah’s and Ruth’s historical narratives.  

Curiously, both characters’ names also experience changes during the novel: 

while Nehemiah’s name is reduced to “Nemi” in his last encounter with Dessa, 

Ruth’s varies from “Miz Rufel” to “Miz Ruint.”  Eventually, Ruth learns, through 

longer and closer interaction with slaves, the significance of being called by one’s 

own name.26 

The interaction between discourses in Dessa’s authorial process can also 

be seen in the use of a new language to rewrite the black experience.  Thus, in 
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order for Dessa to insert her own story into the historiography of slavery, she 

needs to resist “the adverse power of literacy and codification” (McDowell, 

“Witnessing Slavery” 150).  Gates significantly asks: “how can the black subject 

posit a full and sufficient self in a language in which blackness is a sign of 

absence? (Signifying 169).27  To address the problem of maintaining control of her 

story by rejecting the language that misrepresents her, Dessa employs different 

mechanisms.  Often, she refuses to allow the narrators to inscribe an image of her 

in their stories about slavery, by choosing when to speak.  Hence, she resorts to 

silence to prevent whites from writing/stealing her history: for instance, she 

conceals from Nehemiah and Ruth the details of her torture, which they must 

learn from secondary sources.   

At other times, she disrupts Nehemiah’s interrogation by employing 

methods particular to the culture of the black community: signifying, black music, 

and the use of black dialect.  As we saw earlier, in Gates’s formulation 

“signifying” names a metafigure denoting all rhetorical strategies that subvert the 

dominant meaning of language practice through forms of linguistic free play.  For 

Dessa, “talking with the white man was a game” (60), and during her 

interrogation, she misleads and mocks Nehemiah, turning his questions back upon 

themselves and playing on his words.  Simultaneously, her reminiscences lack 

chronology and order, and she talks about a subject never coming to a point.  

Through these practices, she succeeds in leading him on a false search for the 
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runaway slaves while her friends rescue her, actualizing in the narrative the 

discursive games she is playing. 

Besides being unable to read Dessa’s “signifying,” Nehemiah cannot 

speak the language by which Dessa communicates from her jail cell with the other 

slaves.  Using call and response rhythm, Dessa converses with her emancipators 

through the lyrics of a spiritual.28  Prior to her escape, Dessa had already had an 

experience of the strong power of music to communicate blacks’ feelings.  Her 

husband, Kaine, used to sing to her, accompanying himself on the banjo.  This 

instrument, which he got from an African musician, represented for Kaine a way 

of speaking in a language not understood by whites.  Thus, when his master broke 

his banjo, a desperate Kaine attacked him, which led to the slave’s own killing.  

At first, distraught by Kaine’s death, Dessa cannot understand why the banjo 

could not have been replaced.  Only after realizing the possibility of 

communicating through music (“was this really an answer?” she wonders when 

she hears the slaves’ singing response, 65), does Dessa become aware of the 

symbolic value of speaking a language outside the dominant discourse. 

As I have mentioned earlier, in section after section, the narrative 

increasingly includes Dessa’s own narrative voice.  Thus, the first two sections 

are told largely from the point of view of Nemi and Ruth, respectively.  Dessa’s 

voice appears here interpreting the scenes for us from a countering perspective 

and reality, or guiding us through italicized passages describing poetic dreams or 
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personal recollections of her life on the plantation.  However, in the third and last 

section, Dessa becomes the narrator whose first-person voice dominates and 

controls the telling of her story.  At this moment, the diction of her slave idiom 

takes center stage, while the whites’ “correct English” is relegated to the margins 

of the story.  Her use of black English and double-coded oral narratives (which 

Nehemiah cannot decipher), points to the third area in her struggle for discursive 

power: the dichotomy of orality versus literacy. 

Throughout the whole process, Dessa often struggles to articulate her 

experiences by saying “I couldn’t put into words all this that was going through 

my head,” though the text always emphasizes her feelings as valid accounts of her 

sufferings until she is able to speak out (174).  Dessa inserts herself into formal 

discourse through a wholly separate oral and folk tradition.  According to Hazel 

Carby, “the recovery of an Afro-American history embedded in oral culture has 

formed a very important part of the challenge to dominant interpretations of 

American history” (“Ideologies” 129).  The beginning of their literary tradition 

saw how Afro-Americans’ desire for voice led former slaves like Frederick 

Douglass to equate literacy and freedom.  However, this desire was soon 

accompanied by a distrust of the oppressive literacy of racist institutions. 29  

This ambivalence between privileging either the oral or written text is also 

present in the ending of Dessa Rose.  In the last scene, Dessa speaks out in black 

English to confront Nehemiah, whose white transcript of his interview with Dessa 
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is deemed unintelligible by two white “readers,” Ruth and a Southern sheriff.  

Williams then faces the dilemma of whether to replace this text with a written or 

an oral text.  As a response, Dessa Rose, in itself an example of a literary text 

empowering an oral tradition, includes an epilogue in which Dessa speaks to a 

young black scribe while she braids her children’s hair, a nonscribal way of story-

telling passed on by her elders.  At the same time, she makes sure her children 

know her story, by making the scribe (“the child,” a young relative) first write it 

down and then recount it.  Dessa’s account of her past unites both orality and 

writing, dismantling the split between written white text and black speaking 

voice.  In this scene, Dessa resembles once again the slave narrators, whose 

writings were often “direct extensions of their speeches” (Davis and Gates, 

Slave’s Narrative xvi).  Yet she revises the scene often included by slave narrators 

in which they see the “Talking Book” speaking to their master, but not to them.30  

As in the case of the slave narrators, this scene is for Dessa a rite of passage in 

becoming the author of her story, but the content of the scene varies.  Here, Dessa 

speaks the black text, and the text speaks back at her, by means of the scribe who 

writes it and repeats it.  Dessa’s comment, “I will never forget Nemi trying to read 

me” (236), acquires in this context a double meaning: not only had Nemi tried “to 

read Dessa’s” character to inscribe it in his book, but he had also “read to Dessa” 

the Bible, and asked her to repeat his words.  Therefore, the last scene represents 
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Dessa’s successful attempt to get the written text to speak back to her, without the 

need of the white intermediary. 

Throughout the third section, several clues indicate that Dessa is 

addressing an interlocutor (“you know”; “I tell you, honey,” 225-26), to prepare 

the reader for the revelatory ending of Dessa as an oral narrator in the epilogue.  

This has lead Marta Sánchez to affirm that Dessa has been telling the story all 

along -- as an omniscient narrator who speaks all figures in the novel (21).  I 

would argue, however, that Dessa’s authorship presents new ways of authoring 

historical accounts that reject omniscient narrators as insufficient or unreliable.  

Her success as a narrator involves appropriating and transforming dominant and 

subdominant discourses, exemplifying the simultaneous dialogic of identity and 

difference that characterizes black women’s subjectivity and discourse 

(Henderson, “Speaking” 121). 

At the beginning of the novel, Dessa’s voice is not allowed in court, and 

she lacks the words to describe or interpret what has happened after Kaine’s 

death.  Yet her contact with the white world, mainly through Nemi and Ruth, 

teaches her more about the slave system, prompting her to comprehend her past 

“as she speaks it” and making her dread the ignorance in which slaves are kept.  

Though she initially accepts that “the past lay sealed between her thighs,” two 

occasions make her realize the danger of not reclaiming her own history.  First, 

she must speak so that Dorcas, the family servant, can recover her identity; and 
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second, she must plead her case to avoid being jailed by Nehemiah.  Though she 

manages to revise these stories, she does not solve the dilemma of Dorcas’s 

existence, and Dessa’s marked body retains her signs of enslavement within the 

dominant discourse.  Yet her newborn awareness of the contingencies of all 

discourses teaches Dessa valuable lessons of reading and writing a historical text.  

She acknowledges that her truth is mediated by her reliance on memory (“And my 

mind wanders.  This why I have it wrote down,” 236); that she cannot offer a 

perfect transcription of what other characters have said (“I can’t put my words 

together like they did,” 227); and that her account cannot be read metaphorically 

to stand for all black slaves’ stories (“onliest mind I be knowing is mines,” 41).   

Williams’s interventionist strategies replicate those of her heroine, 

dialectically engaging black and white tradition to revise official historiography.  

By not letting orality and writing cancel each other out in the novel, Williams is 

supporting her own vision of Afro-American literature: she has noted that this 

literature is created within the framework of multiple relationships and the tension 

between white literacy and the black oral tradition (“The Blues Roots” 542).  

Conscious of the act that “reading is governed by institutional and social forces” 

(Neo-Slave Narratives 88), Williams represents the process by which black 

women have recovered the stories of their past, by teaching new ways of reading 

and writing history.  Thus, Dessa and Williams, in their roles as authors of the 

text, act as “custodians of history,” interpreters between discourses whose voices 
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need to be part of the dialogue that would ensure that we are reading right the 

historical transcript of slavery. 

 

3. DEVIL WOMAN OR DEBIL WOMAN?: ASSERTING REBELLIOUSNESS 
THROUGH AN INTERRACIAL SISTERHOOD 
 

He had not cared to compel her forcibly; she had been in a 
dangerously excitable state when first apprehended –biting, 
scratching, spitting, a wildcat –apparently unconcerned about the 
harm her actions might cause her unborn child. 
- Sherley Ann Williams, Dessa Rose 
 

In her book Ar’n’t I a Woman: Female Slaves in the Plantation South 

(1985), historian Deborah Gray White argues that the period of slavery saw the 

origin of the two most popular myths of black women: Jezebel, a sexually 

promiscuous creature, and Mammy, the essential maternal nurturer.  Both myths 

were created by the white patriarchal South to defend its sexual abuse of black 

women and its use of these women as family caretakers, respectively.  Since they 

first appeared, the pervasiveness of these myths has led black women in a struggle 

to transform the dominant social and cultural images of black women.  In this 

section, I will examine how Dessa Rose participates in this project by employing 

the image of the “rebel (m)other” in the reconstruction of images of both black 

and white women.   

Williams has described the Dessa-Ruth relationship as the imaginative 

essence and fulcrum of Dessa Rose (Cooke 591).  Since the novella “Meditations 
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on History” did not have the character of Ruth, the abandoned wife of a planter 

who hides Dessa and the other runaway slaves, Williams’s decision to introduce 

the white woman as a protagonist in the novel was a conscious alteration in the 

story.  According to Nancy Porter, “the intersection of these two women’s paths 

[Dessa’s and Ruth’s] is the catalyst for the expansion of each woman’s 

consciousness” (261).  In this way, Dessa’s self-construction through her 

relationship with a white woman can be studied by drawing once again on 

Henderson’s theories, which consider how black women function in their 

literature as a site of a “dialectics/dialogics of identity and difference” 

(Henderson, “Speaking in Tongues” 137).  However, in this case, the relationship 

functions similarly from the white woman’s perspective.  Following these ideas, I 

will study how the novel revisits images of black and white women from the 

nineteenth century, by focusing on the issues of rebellion, motherhood and female 

sexuality.  By the end of the novel, the interactions between Dessa and Ruth allow 

them to rebel against social and metaphorical bondage, assuming authority in 

controlling their own images, especially when those images reproduce patriarchal 

ideas about women.   

 Before turning to rebel (m)others, I would like to examine the 

interconnections of rebellion, manhood and sexuality in the portrayal of Nat 

Turner, the historical manipulation of whose image by white authors Thomas 

Gray and William Styron has been questioned by Williams.  Turner’s trait of 
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rebelliousness appears very differently described in the texts published by Gray 

and Styron, respectively.  In the 1831 text, The Confessions of Nat Turner, 

Thomas Gray tried to reassure his audience that there was no danger of more 

slave uprisings, by explaining in his prefatory remarks to the Confessions that 

Turner’s motives were not “revenge or sudden anger” but “gloomy fanaticism” 

(3).31  Emphasizing Turner’s identity as a religious extremist also allowed Gray to 

counteract the slave’s portrayal of himself as a prophet engaged in a holy war 

against whites.  However, to persuade his audience that Turner’s motives could 

have no basis in the sayings of the Bible, Gray did also have to focus on the 

savagery of Turner’s “mission.”  Thus, the Virginia lawyer finished his prefatory 

remarks with horrific statements such as: “many a mother as she presses her 

infant darling to her bosom, will shudder at the recollection of Nat Turner, and his 

band of ferocious miscreants” (3).  Critics have commented on the curious 

dialectic and dynamics of this text, which presents Gray and Turner engaged in 

the process as collaborators with opposing motives, creating as a result two 

myths: Turner’s image of himself as a divinely-led prophet and Gray’s figure of 

the slave as an aberrant fanatic.  In the end, the possibility of getting to know the 

“real” Turner through a text on whose successful publication Gray capitalized has 

been questioned by both defenders and critics of Styron’s novelized revision of 

these Confessions. 
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Styron’s 1967 Confessions problematizes in a rather different manner the 

identity of the Virginia slave insurrectionist.  While examining how Styron 

revised Gray’s text, black scholars called into question the writer’s reading of 

Turner’s manhood.  In his novel, Turner is unmarried, has his only sexual 

experience with another male slave, and has no relationship, sexual or otherwise, 

with a female slave.  On the other hand, Styron highlights the role of Margaret 

Whitehead, the young white woman who was the only victim killed directly by 

Turner in his insurrection.  The novelist’s portrayal of Turner’s violent lust for 

white women (mainly Margaret), filled with fantasies of rape, supported racist 

stereotypical views of the myth of the black rapist.  These views are also present 

in some of Styron’s portraits of black women, who either appear as sexually 

promiscuous or enjoy being raped by white men, as Turner’s mother does in the 

novel.  Thus critics have pointed out that Styron and Turner’s relation models a 

specific oppressive racial paradigm: diminishing his status as a man, Styron views 

Turner as “a subject-object of erotic desire rather than political interest” 

(Henderson, “Stories” 290). 

If Styron’s portrayal of Turner’s sexuality takes away from his 

rebelliousness, Williams’s novel in contrast uses rebellion to reclaim a more 

positive image of black women’s sexuality and motherhood.  The notion of black 

female heroism is not uncommon among black women writers.  In the 

introduction to her 1980 anthology on contemporary black women writers, 
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Midnight Birds, Mary Helen Washington claims that one of the unique patterns of 

this fiction is that “black women have consistently given us a heroic image of the 

black woman” (xv).  For this black feminist critic, only these writers give black 

women the heroic stature that opposes the identity society forces upon them.  In 

the autographical comments prefacing her novella “Meditations on History,” first 

published in Washington’s anthology, Williams corroborates the critic’s 

statement.  Thus, Williams complains about the difficulties of finding stories 

when she was growing up about “heroic young [black] women” in her readings of 

either black male or white female writers (197).  Though life with her older sister 

and the latter’s group of friends proved to Williams that these women existed, she 

could not find their stories in the fiction she read as an adolescent, and therefore 

she “created for us the kind of book she wanted to read” (Trapasso 220). 

Previous to the publication of the novella, Williams had already presented 

her definition of a black hero in Give Birth to Brightness (1972), her critical study 

on Neo-Black literature.  In this book she uses the term “Black hero” to analyze 

the figures of “the streetmen,” the male protagonists of a group of literary works 

by black male authors, who are characterized in these texts by a fusion of 

rebellion and group consciousness (214).  She describes their rebellion against 

society by stating: “a hero in the eyes of Black people is more likely to be a law 

breaker than a law maker” (213).  Similarly, in the case of slave revolt leaders, 

Williams argued that the term rebel “is a synonym of hero, rather than antihero, 
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for they [the black revolt leaders] established through their actions a heroic model 

and tradition based on black necessity.”  For Williams, the heroism of rebels like 

Turner has been immortalized in black legends and songs, despite the work of 

Styron (59).   

Yet black women are absent in this heroic tradition of resistance.  By 

dedicating her novella to Angela Davis, Williams intervenes in this story, linking 

her heroine to a tradition of female resistance.  Williams found the incident about 

the rebel female slave on which she based her story in Davis’s article “Reflections 

on the Black Women’s Role in the Community of Slaves” (1971) and traced it to 

Davis’s source, the book American Negro Slave Revolts published in 1943 

(reprinted in 1974) by Herbert Aptheker, where she found the incident about 

Ruth.32  The general ignorance about the history of rebel black women is 

symbolized by the fact that Williams did not find out the slave insurrectionist’s 

real name, Dinah.33  As I have commented earlier, in the majority of published 

slave narratives, written by black men, black women figure mainly as victims of 

sexual abuse.  Contemporary authors like Williams are attempting to write new 

narratives about black women, which shift from sexual victimization to creative 

resistance. 

In Dessa Rose, Williams changes the historical setting of the story in order 

to highlight the specific sources of the protagonist(s)’s rebelliousness.  Her 

novella “Meditations on History” takes place in the 1820s, a period immersed in 
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an atmosphere of revolt, which gave way to the uprisings and conspiracies of 

Gabriel Posser (1800), Denmark Vesey (1822), and later on, Turner’s 1831 slave 

revolt.  However, the incidents in the novel occur over a summer in 1847, when 

the author, expressing her sadness that “these two women never met,” makes her 

two female protagonists connect (“Author’s Note” 6).  As Henderson explains, 

the 1840s was a period that witnessed both increased abolitionist activity and 

militant agitation for women’s rights (“Stories” 289).  This twofold background 

context allows Williams to analyze the relations between Ruth and Dessa by 

establishing a dialogue between the nineteenth- century discourses of slavery and 

rebellion and the discourse of womanhood.  

Critics have not emphasized the fact that Dessa’s rebellious side is 

described first in her confrontation with a white woman.  When Dessa’s husband, 

Kaine, attacks his master for breaking his banjo, we are reminded of other fights 

between master and male slave described in slave narratives, such as Frederick 

Douglass’s attack on Covey.  However, Dessa’s violent attack on her mistress 

does not strike us as such a common image.  During Nehemiah’s interrogation of 

Dessa, he writes that she attacked the master after finding out that he killed Kaine.  

Though we hear several characters mention this attack during the novel, Dessa 

does not recount the details of this event, but reveals a new piece of information 

that startles Nehemiah (“there had been no hint of anything like this in the court 

records” 41).  Accused by her mistress of carrying the master’s child, Dessa 



 

 189

defends her own dignity, the fruit of her love with Kaine, and the death of the 

latter, by striking the white woman.  The specifics of this event are later recalled 

vividly by Dessa, as she reflects on her feelings about attacking her mistress: 

though not ashamed of the deed, she is frightened at “the terror and glee” of her 

own response (58).  Once tortured and sold to the coffle, killing white men during 

her escape brings Dessa a certain awareness that she can have control over her 

destiny as do white people: “I kill white mens because of the same reason Masa 

killed Kaine.  Cause I can” (20). 

Her behavior is memorialized in her body: Dessa bears more marks on her 

body than other female slaves and her scars identify her as a rebellious slave and 

signal, according to Henderson, “the literal inscriptions of the white man’s 

attempt to exercise discursive domination over Dessa” (“Stories” 300).  Those 

scars have also been “inscribed” by the white woman, as Dessa explains to Ruth 

that her mistress punished her “cause she can” (139).  As a result, the punishment 

inflicted on Dessa situates her in opposition to the white woman: since the whip 

marks are on her genitalia, they also constitute a direct attack on Dessa’s female 

sexuality, denying her the femininity that is the “privilege” of white womanhood.  

Nehemiah’s project exemplifies the complications of these simultaneous attempts 

to mark and erase the rebel female slave body.  He both writes that “the female of 

this species is as deadly as the male” (43) -- focusing on her rebelliousness as a 

mark that erases her female difference--, and “she is but a darky and a female at 
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that” (23), using her femininity as a further sign of inferiority.  Adding pregnancy 

to the rebel female body does still not guarantee Dessa her status as a woman, but 

rather undermines her struggle in Ruth’s and Nemi’s eyes: if it is true that a 

pregnant slave woman can lead a rebellion, then she must not be womanly.  Since 

within the gender politics of slavery her pregnancy is considered strictly as a 

material advantage, hanging is delayed so that slaveholders can keep her child.  

Paradoxically, Dessa’s ability to keep her baby will eventually give her 

confidence in her ability to escape slavery’s control. 

The impossibility of being a rebel and a woman in society’s eyes is 

already established at the outset of the first chapter, narrated in Dessa’s voice as 

written in Nehemiah’s journal: “…Was I white, I might woulda fainted when 

Emmalina told me Masa done god upside Kaine head, nelly about kilt him iff’n he 

wa’n’t dead already” (17).  In light of this passage we can infer that from the 

beginning of the story Dessa is conscious of the difference between her strength 

and white women’s cultivated image of weakness.  In the anecdotes told to Dessa 

by Kaine and Aunt Lefonia, both of them house slaves, fainting and crying is 

what the mistress does when something does not suit her.  Dessa explains that 

Kaine would be laughing whenever that happened, after hearing “how one lil 

sickly white woman turn a House that big upside down” (17).  The confrontation 

between Dessa and her mistress confers more importance on the fact that, 
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throughout the text, Dessa redefines her womanhood and motherhood in 

connection with the second white woman she interacts with, Ruth Sutton.   

According to Suzan Harrison, “Williams challenges oppositional 

stereotypes in order to interrogate both blackness and whiteness” (18).  Thus, 

Dessa’s self-construction of her identity as a black woman is inextricably 

connected with Ruth’s discovery of the differences and similarities between the 

two of them.  Williams emphasizes the underlying relationship of identity and 

difference between the women, signaling their interdependence on the other’s 

self-definition.  By the end of the story, the “new” Dessa is, in part, the 

consequence of meeting a “new” slaveholding white woman.  The revision of the 

racially loaded stereotypes that socially define both women is made possible by 

the isolation of Ruth’s plantation.  In this context, protected from the outside 

world of slavery, Dessa and Ruth learn that their characters are not static and they 

have the capacity to perform roles other than the ones assigned to them by 

dominant society.  Conscious of the importance of change in blacks’ lives, “it like 

a darky to risk what he know is good on ‘chance,’ on ‘change,’ on new or 

‘another’ (205), Dessa describes the beginning of a new life when she lies for the 

first time in Ruth’s bed: “that bed was grave and birthing place to me” (197).34  

Motherhood and female sexuality become the two central tropes in this process of 

black (and white) female reconstruction.  
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Barbara Christian points out that in contemporary novels of slavery, like 

Beloved and Dessa Rose, remembering and re-imagining what has not been 

recorded “centers on motherhood, mothering and being mothered” (338).  Dessa 

dreams of her mother when she encounters Ruth for the first time, and asks her 

mother to interpret for her what it means to dream of a white woman (83).  

Through the memory of her mother, Dessa delves into herself as a subject, and 

returns to her origins as a slave girl before starting a different life outside of 

slavery’s yoke.  Simultaneously, her memories remind her not to forget the past: 

besides being a source of selfhood, Dessa’s mother represents the historical 

legacy of her foremothers, inserting Dessa in a matrilineage.  A crucial scene of 

the text presents Dessa repeating her mother’s litany of children’s names, so that 

they are not erased from history (119-20).  Thus, recollections of her mother have 

usefulness for the future, teaching Dessa to grant a living presence to her past in 

her own life.  

However, as seen in the first chapter, motherhood is also “the context for 

the slave woman’s most deeply felt conflicts” (Christian, “Somebody Forgot” 

335).  Though critical to their concept of the self, motherhood was denied for 

slave women.  As we saw in the first chapter, being defined in opposition to the 

terms of motherhood accorded to white women caused women like Jacobs to 

develop their own discourse of womanhood.  Thus, like Jacobs, Dessa explains 

her escape because she did not want her baby to be enslaved (139).  The novel’s 
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variations on Jacobs’s story still emphasize the difficulties confronting a black 

mother.  Initially, Dessa does have her baby with her, but her wounded body is 

unable to nurse him, making Dessa feel “less than a woman” (170); later on, 

Dessa is forced to leave her baby behind during the group’s scam to get money.  

In addition, the discussion over infanticide in the novel brings out more extreme 

responses to the difficulties of becoming a black mother.  When Dessa becomes 

pregnant, Kaine wants her to use Aunt Lefonia’s knowledge of roots to abort the 

baby, thus saving it from being sold as a slave.35  Once she is condemned, Dessa 

thinks about killing herself (“she would swallow her tongue”) and killing the baby 

to avoid it being raised into slavery (“she would take the cord and loop it around 

the baby’s neck”) (63).36 

Even though the novel introduces the characters of matriarchal figures 

such as Dessa’s mother and Aunt Lefonia who have power within the community, 

it also resists presenting the notion of an ever-powerful matriarchy.  Through this 

resistance, the text not only shows the struggles of black mothers, but also 

counteracts society’s essentializing ideas of black women as ideal maternal 

figures.  The concept of the Mammy, which slave owners used for Afro-American 

mothering, “was an ideal symbol of the patriarchal tradition” which in the South 

“raised motherhood to sainthood” (D. White 58).  As the personification of this 

ideal, Mammy was the principal proof for proslavery propagandists to depict 

slavery “as a school of moral instruction” (Wallace 3).  Wallace also explains that 
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Mammy was not only the appellative usually given to a devoted black servant, but 

also the way in which black women called their own mothers in the South.37  

Drawing on the different semantic meaning the term has for each woman, 

Williams explores the concept of the double-“signifying” Mammy, by making her 

the focus of the first verbal encounter between Dessa and Ruth.   

Listening half way to Ruth talking about Dorcas, her Mammy, a drowsy 

Dessa reacts to the white woman’s inscription of the slave into her story.  Though 

aware of them being two different characters, Dessa negates the existence of this 

“constructed motherhood” (“no white girl could ever have taken her place in 

mammy’s bosom,” 118) by telling her own mammy’s history, represented by her 

mother’s litany of children, most of them lost to slavery.  Dessa wins her point 

because Ruth cannot recall Mammy’s proper name.  The fact that Dessa “puts a 

stranger in her [Dorcas’s] place” causes Ruth’s loss of identity (128).  Since 

Mammy was seen by Ruth as a mother figure (with more influence over Ruth than 

the latter’s real mother), Mammy is crucial for Ruth’ self-definition.  In fact, just 

as Dessa’s mammy had named her daughter, Dorcas had changed Ruth’s name 

into Rufel, a name Ruth now thinks might have been Dorcas’s revenge on her 

family’s renaming of the slave.  

Through her discussion with Dessa over the image of Mammy, Ruth 

becomes conscious of the constructed nature of this figure in the historical 

imagination.  Dorcas’s “absent” yet present character (she dies weeks before the 
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action starts) has been the subject of much critical discussion.  Rushdy calls her a 

“subject of relation” because Dorcas’s subjectivity is dependent on a model of kin 

relations: “the model in which she is called “Mammy,” and on Rufel’s capacity 

for narrative relation, a capacity through which her slave mistress narrates her as a 

“mammy” (Neo-Slave Narratives 151).  Rushdy suggests that Williams introduces 

the trait of resistance in the character of Dorcas, in a critique of Styron’s docile 

slave women.  Indeed, this absent slave could have been a rebel, since besides 

renaming Ruth, Dorcas contradicts and corrects her mistress several times.  I 

share this idea with the critic, yet my interest centers on studying how Williams 

presents rebellious motherhood by reconstructing the image of “Mammy” through 

both Ruth and Dessa. 

Critics have noted that Ruth acts as a “white mammy” when she nurses 

Dessa’s baby.  They have also observed how this action unmasks the power 

relations that affect mothering, startling Harker and Ada, the slaves that witness 

the scene, and hurting Dessa’s belief in her ability as a mother.  Yet this action is 

also the beginning of Ruth’s rebellion: breastfeeding Dessa’s baby breaks all the 

rules about proper womanly behavior that the white woman has learned.  Her 

rupture of conventions will go a step further when she establishes a sexual 

relationship with Nathan, the runaway slave she first turns to in her sadness over 

having forgotten her “Mammy’s” name.  Similarly, Dessa’s final rebellion also 

occurs while she is acting as a “Mammy,” a disguise she uses in the scam in 
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which she collaborates with Ruth and other fellow runaway slaves.  It is as a 

Mammy that she achieves her final liberation from slavery, escaping from 

Nehemiah’s inscription of her in his master text.  In this scene, she is helped by 

Aunt Chloe, an old slave called in to check Dessa’s body for scars, who lies to the 

sheriff about Dessa’s condition.38  Describing the actions of these three female 

characters, performed in the “Mammy” role, helps Williams to prove that 

slaveholders could misjudge the “always docile” mammies. 

The second trope in the reconstruction of the images of black and white 

women in the antebellum South is sexuality.  Discussing the work of black 

women writers from 1860-1960, Mary Helen Washington argues that “the anxiety 

of black women writers over the representation of sexuality goes back to the 

nineteenth century and the prescription for womanly ‘virtues’ which made slave 

women automatically immoral and less feminine than white women” (“Darkened 

Eye” xxiv).  Both Nehemiah and Ruth assume that Dessa has been marked in her 

genitalia for being “Jezebel,” the promiscuous sexual female slave who willingly 

lies with the Master.  Their misjudgment is even more evident since Williams 

makes Dessa the antithesis of this image, not having suffered sexual abuse like 

other slaves: “Oh, I was spared much that others endured” (176). 

Williams attempts to overcome the stereotypes of black women’s 

sexuality by first showing a variety of different stories told by black women who 

were subjected to this abuse.  Their accounts demonstrate the specificities of 



 

 197

black women’s experiences within a common context, proving as a consequence 

the interconnectedness of victimization and rebellion in their reactions to the 

abuse.  In her first encounter with these occurrences, Dessa listens to her slave 

friend, Martha, complaining at one time that she was forced by the master’s 

brother, and another time suggesting her willingness to have sexual relations with 

the master: “least that’d be one man can’t be sold way from you” (78).  Dessa 

finds out more about this particular black woman’s experience as she travels in 

the coffle, when Linda, a slave who had been constantly raped by the white men 

who transported the slaves, strikes her would-be rapist and initiates the uprising 

that sets Dessa free.39  Another enlightening step for Dessa is listening to the 

stories of sexual abuse going on for generations in a typical slaveholding family.  

Thus, Ada, one of the slaves hidden on Ruth’s plantation, tells Dessa about being 

raped by her master and escaping to save Annabelle, her child with the master, 

from being raped by him.  

In addition to showing the heterogeneity of responses within a shared 

context of sexual abuse, Williams also provides examples of the existence of love 

and courtship within the slave community to illustrate the sexual agency of black 

women.40  Farah Jasmine Griffin has pointed out that Dessa Rose is one example 

of how black women writers seek to reconstitute their bodies “as sites of healing, 

pleasure and resistance” (521).  Patriarchal and white supremacy have constructed 

negative notions of black women’s bodies, and Dessa shows the impact of these 
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standards of beauty on these women’s lives.  Both as a slave and as a free but 

scarred woman, Dessa feels inhibited about her femininity, and doubts her 

capacity to hold the affection of a black man.  Griffin argues that “re-imagining 

the body as a body engaged in acts of pleasure” helps Dessa heal (525).  As I 

noted earlier, the key to understanding Desa’s rebellion is her love for Kaine, 

which prompts her to strike master and mistress.  Later on, Dessa becomes 

involved with Harker, a runaway slave who convinces her to participate in the 

scam despite her fury over Ruth and Nathan’s sexual relationship.  Dessa and 

Harper’s lovemaking scenes prepare her for her next act of resistance in the scam 

that eventually sets the slaves free.   

Prior to the love scenes with Harker, Dessa suffers the insults of a male 

runaway slave, who believes that Dessa and the other female slaves are jealous of 

Ruth being with Nathan and calls them “old mules.”  Feeling rejected by her own 

people (“was this what they thought of us? Mules”), Dessa tells the ex-slaves to 

“get another mule” to play the Mammy in their scheme (183-84).41  As Griffin 

observes, the rejection of her body contributes to Dessa’s “absence of the will to 

resistance” (530).  There are more underlying factors behind the extreme anger 

Dessa feels about this incident, which she compares to the fury she felt when she 

struck her mistress.  In the text Dessa repeatedly explains her anger as a result of 

her fear of losing the closeness between herself and the men who helped her.  As I 

shall argue in the next section, there is a very complex set of relationships within 
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the black community to which Dessa’s anger is responding.  Yet here it is worth 

noting how this scene is still misinterpreted by essentialist male critics, who 

blame Dessa’s actions on female jealousy and thus misunderstand black women’s 

exercise of agency.42 

The reception of Nathan and Ruth’s sexual relationship by contemporary 

readers also proves the continuation of the taboo on miscegenation (Christian, 

“Somebody Forgot” 331).  Williams’s development of the story line represents 

white women and black men as capable of breaking the rules to exercise sexual 

agency, correcting the omissions of slave narratives on these sexual relations.  As 

in the case of Dessa and Kaine, the novel describes early on Ruth’s courtship by 

her husband.  In this context, Ruth is portrayed as a quintessential Southern belle 

who leaves her family to become a supplement to her husband’s life.  McKible 

translates her nickname among slaves, “Rufel” as signifying “roof fell,” signaling 

how the reality of Ruth’s real life in the House fell far away from her dreams (9). 

Her second nickname, Miz Ruint (meaning “ruined,” which Ruth 

understands) is used as an insult by Dessa and other slaves who disapprove of her 

relationship with Nathan.  Williams describes Ruth’s relationship with Nathan as 

a catalyst in the white woman’s discovery of blacks’ individuality.  Ruth cannot 

see Nathan “as she had seen Dorcas, almost as an extension of herself” (146), 

because the runaway slave cannot be subsumed by Ruth within her family history.  

Through Nathan, Ruth learns to listen to the slaves.  Many critics have observed 
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that Williams probably names Nathan after Nat Turner to correct Styron’s reading 

of Nat’s sexuality (McKible 232).  In this correction, Williams introduces a 

second white woman into the story: prior to becoming Ruth’s lover on his 

initiative, Nathan had a sexual relationship with his former mistress, Miz 

Lorraine, whose sexuality broke all the rules of Southern womanhood.  Williams 

refigures Styron’s representation of black man’s sexuality, by making of Nathan 

“a sexually potent refiguration of Styron’s emasculated Nat” (Henderson, 

“Stories” 298). 

In the last scenes of the novel, Ruth and Dessa become conscious of the 

similarities of their victimization and rebel together.  First Dessa helps Ruth with 

an attempted rape, when the white woman is attacked by the master of the house 

in which both women stay for a night during their scam.  This incident teaches 

Dessa that as women they are both subject to sexual abuse: “I hadn’t knowed 

white mens could use a white woman like that, just take her by the force same as 

they could with us” (201).  In their final confrontation with Nehemiah, both 

women struggle against the slavery system and a patriarchal system that 

victimizes women.  In his criticism of womanhood as “all alike,” Nehemiah 

notices the identification taking place between Ruth and Dessa (232).43   

In their time together, Dessa and Ruth learn about themselves through the 

similarities they share with one another.  When during their scam, Dessa, 

unaccustomed to playing the role of mammy, disregards Ruth’s orders in front of 
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whites, Ruth comments that “somebody better start paying attention, else they 

going to ruin the whole thing.”  Dessa realizes her mistake, but becomes angry 

that Ruth “could signify like that” (198).  In turn, Ruth feels outraged when 

Nathan compares her and Dessa’s personal tragedies (137), but secretly admires 

Dessa’s courage (147).  Harrison points out that the women’s discovery that the 

“difference in race does not erase shared gender” allows them to establish a 

relation that does not erase difference but still allows for connection (20).  

Williams’s novel does not present Dessa and Ruth as equals, but rather helps them 

evolve from an oppositional relationship based on difference to a relationship of 

both identity and difference.  In these dynamics, which “resemble feminist 

psychoanalytic scenarios” (Porter 263), Ruth and Dessa learn that there can be a 

space for otherness within their own self-identity.   

This is the same unresolved difference that defines a rebel woman, where 

female sexuality and maternal instincts exist within a rebellious spirit.  Ruth and 

Dessa confront their society in their ability to be rebellious women, something the 

system does not allow and tries to erase.  McDowell observes that, despite Nemi’s 

attempts to defeminize Dessa, her femininity is established by Kaine, her 

pregnancy, and her courage (“(W)Riting” 25)  Like Dessa, Ruth rejects being a 

victim of the system, escaping family and husband to go to the free North.  The 

complication of being rebel mothers is contained in the different possible readings 

of the epithet that Dessa receives after the coffle uprising.  While Willson calls 
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her the “devil woman,” the slaves coin the name “debil woman” from his 

description; Dessa dislikes the name and only accepts it after her last encounter 

with Nehemiah.  In her analysis of the play on naming in the novel, Kemp Davis 

notes that Dessa accepts the epithet when she realizes “her admirers are not 

‘signifying upon’ her” and they know “who the ‘devil’ is in this scenario” (556).  

Yet Kemp Davis, like other critics, misses the possible “signifying” meaning of 

the spelling change in the name.  Ruth’s son, Timmy, explains to her mother that 

the slaves call Dessa the “debil woman” and laugh after that (93).  I would like to 

read this spelling change as signaling the author’s way of showing how the slaves 

ironically signify on the system’s refusal to acknowledge a woman as a rebellious 

creature.  The name coined by the slaves is not “devil” but “debil,” which one 

could “read” as a version of the Spanish term for “weak” [débil].  Dessa’s final 

acceptance of the epithet symbolizes her understanding that in the slaves’ reading 

being rebellious does not make Dessa the devil nor less of a woman, nor does it 

stereotype her as “weak.”  In the next section we will see how this process of self-

recognition influences Dessa’s adaptation to the intricate net of relationships 

between racial and gender groups created by the antebellum South.   
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4. ONE SINGLE NATION?: INTERRELATION OF COMMUNITIES IN DESSA ROSE 
 

And the man what play it, he a Af’ca man, he say the music he play be 
from his home, and his home be his; it don’t be belongs to no white folks.  
Nobody there belongs to white folks, just onliest theyselfs and each others. 
-Sherley Ann Williams, Dessa Rose 

 
When Dessa tells Nehemiah the reasons why Kaine’s banjo was so 

important to her husband, her explanation conveys the powerlessness Kaine 

experienced as a black man in a white-dominated country.  After listening to the 

African man playing the banjo and telling stories of an all-black country, Kaine 

tried to make “home be his and the banjo be his” (38).  Aware that he has no 

home, he also realizes that African music cannot be his when his master destroys 

his banjo.  Dessa often listens to the more experienced Kaine about the 

impossibility of running away from slavery, even in the free North.  Despite his 

disagreement with the idea, Dessa wants them to run away and have their baby.  

Yet she feels overwhelmed by Kaine’s stories and often wonders: “wasn’t there 

no place where a nigga could just be?” (50).  Dessa is finally able to carry out her 

plan after the scam with Ruth and the other escapees.  Convinced by Harker, the 

runaway slave with whom Dessa falls in love in Ruth’s plantation, Dessa and her 

comrades try to find a place in the nation outside of slavery by going West, a 

decision which constitutes a rewriting of the slave narrative conventions, where 

slaves usually run to the North (Carby, “Ideologies” 139).   
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As mentioned earlier, slave narratives were once praised for their ability to 

capture “all the original romance of the American people” (Parker 37).  The novel 

Dessa Rose explores in two particular ways the multiplicity and complexity of 

American national culture: first, the text examines the difficulties black and 

whites experience adjusting to a relationship outside of the bonds of slavery; 

second, it offers a glimpse into the complexity and variety of views within the 

black community.  The interactions between and within groups allow Williams to 

show blacks’ struggle to find a place in a country that offers them no space.  

Carby has pointed out that “narratives of escape are usually organized as 

individual biographies” (“Ideologies” 140).  In this vein, the masculine bias in 

traditional slave narratives produced multiple examples of the black male’s 

isolated struggle.  In contrast, female slave narratives like Jacobs’s tell the story 

of “the self-in relation” (V. Smith, “Loopholes of Retreat” 217).  Moody notes 

that contemporary authors writing about slavery privilege community over 

autonomy as well (646).  Yet Dessa’s story attempts to balance the distinctions 

between individual and communal identity in order to present a vision of the 

intricate world where she lives.   

Before turning to the visions of nation and community in Williams’s 

novel, it is important to examine the rebel male slave’s world as seen in Gray’s 

and Styron’s texts.  I mentioned previously that the text of the original 

Confessions offers an ambivalent representation of its subject, who was 
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sometimes portrayed as a villain and at other times as a superior individual.  

Likewise, the document’s characterization of Turner’s community is not clearcut.  

On the one hand, the text does emphasize Turner’s special destiny by highlighting 

the individual uniqueness that characterized antebellum rebels (Andrews, 

“Representation” 65).  Thus, Turner describes how he avoided mixing in society 

and wrapped himself in mystery.44  Yet he behaved in such a way that he would 

“appear” to be great, after having been convinced of his greatness by the 

confidence of both blacks and whites in his superior judgment (6).  Turner 

mentions how as he was growing up his father and mother, his grandmother, his 

master (who belonged to the church), and other religious persons remarked often 

about his “uncommon intelligence” (5).  His words in the text present his 

supporting environment as that of a mixed community: it is worth noticing that as 

he explains the development of his ideas, Turner describes an audience “both 

white and black” at least three times when he discusses people’s belief in his 

being ordained “for some great purpose in the hands of the Almighty” (6).  

Moreover, though Turner withdrew from intercourse with other servants to fulfill 

the mission he believed he was meant to serve, his role as a leader of the revolt 

made him part of a community of followers, whose confidence he had obtained by 

interacting with them.  In this way, the document paints a complicated picture of 

Turner’s relation to his community, which seems to coincide with Williams’s 
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description of black heroes’ motivation as “a fusion of rebellion and group 

consciousness” (Give Birth 214). 

Styron’s analysis of Turner’s world offers a rather different picture.  On 

the one hand, as black critics have demonstrated, Styron often changes Gray’s 

text, and one of the most noticeable changes of this rewriting is that Turner’s 

family plays a less significant role.  Styron eliminates from the text Turner’s 

father and grandmother, and downplays the influence of the family on the slave’s 

learning process.  Thus, the narrative supports ideas about the lack of family 

values among slaves, ideas that were promoted by dominant contemporary 

historiography when Styron wrote the book.45  On the other hand, Turner’s 

relationship with fellow slaves who often “consulted” him, according to Gray’s 

document, is replaced in the novel by a relationship of detachment on Turner’s 

part that often degenerates into disgust: “my black shit-eating people [who] were 

surely like flies, God’s mindless outcasts” (27).  Rushdy observes that black 

critics complained that the influence that Turner’s relationship with his 

community of fellow slaves had on his rebellious spirit was displaced by fantasies 

of white women in the novel.  Though Styron’s supporters have claimed the novel 

describes Turner as motivated by religious sensibility and love for his people, 

black critics have demonstrated how these motivations are eventually mediated 

through the person of Margaret Whitehead.  The fact that many scenes which 

channel Turner’s religiosity through his sexuality show him fantasizing about 
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raping white women reinforce stereotypes in the representation of the 

relationships between the white and black communities.46  Donna Haisty Mitchell 

states that “Styron takes away Turner’s dignity and his love for his fellow slaves” 

(730).  In contrast to this representation of Turner, Williams’s novel of slave 

rebellion attempts to reassure us of the existence of relationships of love and 

nurturance between and within communities. 

The novel introduces visions of a heterogeneous community dealing with 

issues that are not just central to the historical era of the antebellum South.  As I 

showed earlier, the text provides a political connection with the racial and gender 

issues that received particular attention in the United States from the 1960s till the 

1980s (Porter 252).  Thus, by reflecting group conflicts caused by questions of 

race, class and gender, the narrative offers a reading of the complexity of 

American national identity during slavery times with relevance for contemporary 

America.  The three main characters in the novel reveal their perspectives on the 

world shared by blacks and whites in the antebellum South through visions 

limited by their experiences and cultural backgrounds.  As a result, all three 

characters create essentialized definitions of the other.  Regarding this issue, 

Marta Sánchez argues that the novel presents identities and histories as relational 

(35).   

I would like to return at this point to Kristeva’s theories of individual and 

national identity in Strangers to Ourselves.  In the first chapter, we explained how 
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Kristeva’s notion of otherness within the self teaches us the need to recognize the 

other in ourselves in order to learn to live with difference within the nation state.  

Henderson observes that Dessa protests against the place in discourse and society 

that has been assigned to blacks by racist and patriarchal white male discourse 

(“(W)Riting” 30).  Both Nehemiah and Ruth have learned to define themselves in 

opposition to the black other, without recognizing the common humanity of 

blacks and whites.  When the familiar system of the antebellum South is 

disrupted, their inability to accept their connections with the other threatens their 

sense of self. 

In his effort to belong to the Southern aristocracy, Nehemiah has 

transformed himself into an expert on the treatment of slaves.  In order to control 

them through his writing, Nehemiah denies the humanity of his subject.  

Henderson claims that by degrading Dessa as an animal, Nehemiah confirms his 

civilization: “it is the narrator’s effacement and degradation of Dessa which 

defines his own sense of self-superiority” (“Working” 26).  In this way, Nehemiah 

becomes troubled after striking Dessa because that action lowers him “to the same 

level of random violence that characterized the actions of the blacks among 

themselves” (30).  In this system, controlling the slave uprisings is intended to 

make blacks know their place in a civilized society.  Dessa’s refusal to be 

confined in the order imposed by whites disrupts their social system.  When Dessa 

escapes, Nehemiah becomes almost “possessed” by her loss.  He reflects 
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incredulously, “to think that she was so deep as to give never an indication” (71), 

and continues to struggle to inscribe her in the space he has set for her in his 

social system: not somebody who can read his mind and use it against him to 

escape, as Dessa did, but a savage, promiscuous woman: “sly bitch, smile at me, 

pretend” (71).  

As the wife of a planter, Ruth is a different product of Southern society.  

The actions in the text also force her to accept changes in her social order, 

realizing the self-delusions of slave masters over familial relationships between 

masters and slaves.  Abandoned by her gambler husband, Ruth must live with 

runaway slaves who help her run the house and the plantation.  Unattached by the 

bonds of slavery, these blacks do not act in front of a white person as Ruth 

expects them to: “she had never met darkies who seemed so unversed in what was 

due her place as these” (132).  Ruth had been accustomed to a structure in which 

she was positioned at the center of the big House, a symbol of Southern society, 

and blacks were there at the margins ready to serve her.  The image of the happy 

black nursemaid was part of the family fiction created by slave holders, and 

learning to think about Dorcas as a whole person with an identity of her own 

disturbs Ruth’s own position as the mistress.  As Marta Sánchez explains, “the 

granting of subject status to mammy implies a displacement of Rufel’s” (30).  

Only when Ruth sees Dorcas as more than “an extension of herself” (146) can she 

grant her space as an equal subject in the national identity. 
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The crises of identity suffered by both Nehemiah and Ruth in the novel are 

caused by their inability to recognize blacks as parts of themselves, seeing them 

only as “supplements of selfhood.”47  Once Dorcas is dead, Ruth learns through 

Dessa and the runaway slaves that her “Mammy” had a family, opinions, a voice.  

Both Nehemiah and Ruth become aware that blacks’ presence has had an 

influence on them only when the slaves are absent.  In this way, in “Meditations 

on History” Nehemiah observes that “Dessa has a subtle presence, almost an 

influence which I have only become aware of in its absence” (244).  The novel 

makes both Nehemiah and Ruth question the relationship they would maintain 

with blacks if the latter were not slaves but free citizens. 

Likewise, the text makes black characters change their own conception of 

whiteness.  For Dessa, Ruth is what she had learned to hate, and seeing her feed 

the slave’s baby goes against “everything she had been taught to think about 

white women” (117).  Though Nathan and Ruth herself assure Dessa that not all 

mistresses are alike, Dessa faces difficulties learning to live with a different 

conception of the white woman.  During her life as a slave, and especially in the 

coffle and the cellar, Dessa becomes accustomed to the fact that in whites’ eyes 

blacks do not count.  Therefore, when she sees Nathan in bed with Ruth, she 

describes him as a mark on her sheet, commenting that for white people slaves are 

“nothing but marks to be used, wiped out” (171).  Harker helps Dessa realize that 

the situation can easily be read in reverse: in New Orleans, blacks who come from 
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islands where they have made themselves free, use the French blanc (creolized as 

blank) to mean “white,” and Dessa laughs at the possibility of reading whiteness 

as an absence (171). 

We saw before how Dessa’s process of self-awareness intersects with 

Ruth’s, and this intersection helps break down the dichotomies between black 

woman and white woman.  Dessa struggles to accept Ruth as part of her group, 

which, in her opinion, offers no space for both.  Thus, when Nathan asks: “Why 

can’t I like you and her too?” she reflects “It seemed to me that one rubbed out 

the other” (205).  Seeing Ruth as a white mammy, as somebody similar to herself, 

“was almost to deny her whole existence” (117).  Therefore Dessa must learn to 

live with Ruth by engaging with the aspects of the other in herself: considering 

Ruth as another wife who has lost her husband, a woman subjected to rape, a 

mother who breastfeeds her baby. 

Ensslen claims that the “inscription of male-female partnerships, 

(sometimes transcending the race barrier)” appears often in recent 

fictionalizations of slave narrative as a means to help heal the scars of slavery 

(623).  Dessa Rose explores the dynamics of interracial friendships and interracial 

couples, showing us how race, class, and gender affect the dynamics of social 

groups, and the possibilities for identification within one nation in that era.  The 

interaction of communities in Williams’s text demonstrates that in order to change 

the system and learn to live within an authentically heterogeneous community, 
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both blacks and whites need to gain a deeper knowledge of themselves and the 

similarities and differences between their cultures. 

 When Dessa encounters Nathan and Ruth together, something inside of 

her screams “Can’t I have nothing?” (163).  Though other slaves, and critics of 

the text as well, have often read Dessa’s crisis as a sign of her love for Nathan, 

Williams explains in an interview that the relationship between these two slaves 

has more to do with a sense of community among blacks.  By occupying a place 

next to the man with whom Dessa escaped from slavery, Ruth intrudes into 

Dessa’s safe world of the black community.  Regarding this subject, in addition to 

portraying relationships between groups, the novel analyzes relationships among 

blacks.  Critics have remarked how the text establishes a sense of the underground 

slave community, inaccessible to the slaveholder.  In this community, Dessa is not 

like Turner, special among slaves, but an ordinary fieldhand “unremarkable for 

education, background and condition” (Wallace 3).  In this way, this rebel slave’s 

use of dialect serves to make her voice a more authentic representation of the 

slave community (Henderson, “(W)Riting” 27).  Dessa’s recollections of the 

Vaugham plantation represent the relationships and intimate lives of Dessa and 

others enslaved by presenting a supportive community where black women are 

central.  Likewise, when the chained group overpowers the slave trader Wilson on 

the way to market, their power comes from collective action; freeing Dessa from 

the cellar is also a result of the resistance nurtured by the culture of slave quarters 
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in Ruth’s plantation.  Critics such as Jocelyn Moody have remarked on the 

concept of a well-knit slave community in the novel, studying the black 

community as a united site of resistance against the system of slavery.48  

Nevertheless, one must beware of using a limited and monolithic concept of the 

slave community and, like Ruth, failing to distinguish among the blacks working 

in the plantation.   

I would like to argue that the novel highlights the existence of individual 

differences among blacks.  In the first section, Nehemiah’s analysis of rebellion 

points out that often there were blacks who betrayed the uprisings.  Moreover, 

Dessa expresses her feelings of alienation in the new Quarters at Ruth’s 

plantation, and is reluctant to share her past life with Kaine with her new 

comrades (166).  In this new group, problems appear because Dessa, after finding 

Ruth and Nathan together, refuses to participate with Ruth in the scam to get 

money.  The division that arises shows that communication is vital between black 

men and women, who need to listen to each other’s needs to be able to fight 

collectively for their survival. 

Exploring the difficult topic of race relations within the nation, Williams 

shows how blacks and whites must learn to cooperate with each other in order to 

live together.  The narrative emphasizes the necessity of redefining commonality 

and difference within national identity, in order to accept that there is no absolute 

difference, but instead an underlying difference within sameness.  As Kristeva’s 
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and Henderson’s theories point out, living with different groups is possible not by 

identifying with the other, but by recognizing the other within us.  Thus, the novel 

does not have a utopian ending: despite the alliances and solidarity established in 

the novel, Ruth chooses a separate destiny from her black friends (she goes 

North), in an image which seems to symbolize the disunity in the nation.  Sanchez 

observes that Williams keeps Dessa’s dialect “to make us encounter its difference 

and its difference must be respected” (33).   

Porter suggests that the issues raised in the novel are at the heart of the 

contemporary feminist debate over difference (266).  On the subject of black 

women’s relation to feminism and the question of race, Williams has been a 

proponent of “womanist” theory.  Womanist is a term introduced and defined by 

Alice Walker as a black feminist or feminist of color in her 1983 collection of 

essays In Search of Our Mothers’ Gardens.  Walker employs the term as an 

alternative to feminist, which, in her view, has a narrow application to white 

women of the middle and upper classes.  Taking on Walker’s ideas, Williams 

wrote an essay praising “womanism” for being a theory “committed to the 

survival and wholeness of entire people, male and female” (In Search xi-xii).  In 

this same essay she claims that “theories or ways of reading ought actively to 

promote the enlargement of both [community and dialogue]” (“Some 

Implications” 74).  It is worth noting that Williams’s critical intervention in 

literary debates has often emphasized the importance of these two notions, 
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community and dialogue, to deal with differences.  Thus, in her essay about the 

influence of the blues on Afro-American literature, and more specifically on 

poetry, the author describes as the primary characteristic of blues songs “the 

particularized, individual experience rooted in a common reality” (“Blues Roots” 

546).  In Dessa Rose, Williams teaches us that accepting the existence of 

individual and group differences within the nation does not imply a denial of the 

urgency of unity against prejudice.   

 

5. REVISING THE FICTIONS OF HISTORY 
 

The future was a matter of keeping the past at bay. 
- Toni Morrison, Beloved 
 

Unlike sacred music, the blues deals with a world where the inability to 
solve a problem does not necessarily mean that one can, or ought to, 
transcend it.  
- Sherley Ann Williams, “The Blues Roots of Contemporary Afro-
American Poetry” 

 
  

In her essay “The Blues Roots of Contemporary Afro-American Poetry,” 

Williams supports the idea that Afro-American music influences the form and 

structure of Afro-American writing.  Focusing specifically on the blues, the 

author claims that though “the internal strategy of the blues is action, rather than 

contemplation,” the blues singer “strives to create an atmosphere in which 

analysis can take place” (544).  Whether the lessons implicit in the lyrics convey 
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the desired results or not, the main issue is to achieve analytic distance.  

Williams’s words on the significance for Afro-American literature of this “blues 

strategy” of analysis can be applied to the subject of writing historical literature, a 

subject which she faces in Dessa Rose.  Discussing in an interview the uses of 

history in her work, Williams comments: 

Dealing with history, whether it’s a very recent past or something that 
happened a hundred or two hundred years ago, is the kind of thing that 
makes people stop and look and rethink, and by so doing, see that there are 
other possibilities for looking at the world. (“Interview” 290)  

 
Dessa Rose addresses the question of how to deal with the historical past 

by attempting to find a way to write about it that internalizes the Afro-American 

experience.  In the process, Williams’s fiction successfully broadens the definition 

of historical literature.   

 Davis and Gates have observed that in slave narratives both the historical 

experience narrated and the textual experience of narrating it reinforce each other 

(Slave’s Narrative xix).  In this chapter I have shown the importance of the 

authorship question in rewriting slave narratives, but it is necessary to discuss 

how this matter is connected with representing a historical process.  In his 

analysis of the evolution of realism in Afro-American literature, William L. 

Andrews compares American slave narratives from the antebellum and 

postbellum eras.  According to Andrews, the earliest authors were convinced that 

“American history was not progressive because slavery held the process of 
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American social and political evolution in thrall” (“Representation” 78).  

Therefore, they looked for a historical precedent for their message in mythical 

history as recorded in the Bible.  After emancipation, slave narrative incorporated 

a historical consciousness that chronicled the progressive changes taking place in 

American society.  Realizing the decline of black socio-political progress, black 

narrators in the late nineteenth century turned back to the past to remind 

themselves in the present that their struggles could produce results (Andrews, 

“Representation” 78-79). 

Andrews explains that by the turn of the century authors like Johnson and 

Chesnutt defended “their right to reappropriate the signifying potential of black 

reality” (“Representation” 78-79).  Following a similar objective, the new trend of 

historical novels called neo-slave narratives attempts to appropriate history 

through fiction, by drawing upon previous Afro-American texts and contemporary 

historical research.  The texts are grounded in the historical record, but their 

fictional explorations of the slaves’ “undocumentable inside”49 disempower 

official documentation: by revising history’s master narrative as told by the 

dominant culture, the novels are “signifying on history.”50  Simultaneously, and 

despite the fictiveness of the characters portrayed, these texts underscore the 

authority of their message as a symbolic model with relevance to the 

contemporary reader.  This section explores Dessa Rose as an example of these 

fictions of history, examining the text’s relationship to historiography and the 
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question of the appropriation of cultural history, as well as describing the 

objectives and means of Williams’s correction of history. 

The literary debate that Williams establishes with Styron and Gray has its 

parallel in the conflict between two different historiographical schools.  As a 

historical novel, Dessa Rose not only follows certain conventions from literary 

tradition, but represents a certain historiographical point of view.  The novel 

claims authority from historical accounts whose sources Williams identifies as 

Angela Davis and Herbert Aptheker.  As a result, the text engages in dialogue 

both with Styron’s novel and with the discourse of the contemporary historians of 

slavery who influenced Styron.   

Many critics have agreed on signaling that Styron “interprets the dynamics 

of the slave community and the character of Nat Turner through Stanley Elkins’s 

controversial work on slavery” (Henderson, “(W)riting” 13).  Elkins’s vigorously 

contested book, Slavery: A Problem in American Institutional and Academic Life 

(1959), is then a key text in this debate.  Among the most discussed theses of the 

book was the theory about the slaves’ personality type: Elkins argued that the 

slave system produced a “Sambo,” “a slave who was docile but irresponsible, 

loyal but lazy, humble but chronically given to lying and stealing” (Slavery 82).  

Following this thesis, Elkins concluded that there were no widespread slave 

rebellions in the United States, and he rejected the value of slave testimony to 

write blacks’ history.  Elkins’s arguments were used by Daniel Patrick Moynihan 
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to support his (in)famous report The Negro Family: The Case for National Action 

(1965), in which he asserted that the root of the problems of Afro-American 

families was the lasting effects of slavery on blacks’ psychology.  Rushdy points 

out that Moynihan misread Elkins’s thesis, by extending the arguments to blacks 

who were not enslaved, a misreading which became common in academic 

discourse during the following years (Neo-Slave Narratives 42).  Rushdy notes 

that Styron consistently praised Elkins’s thesis and expressed his belief that 

Sambo existed and that rebellions were isolated incidents.  Though the novelist 

introduces in his narrative some slaves who are not docile, the majority are 

portrayed as Sambos.51 

In contrast, Williams’s fictional portrait follows an opposing 

historiographical interpretation that made claims to a revolutionary black 

tradition.  Hazel Carby states that black historiography began to concern itself 

with the recovery of this tradition during the thirties (“Ideologies” 138).  As we 

mentioned earlier, this was the period when the Work Progress Administration 

compiled the Slave Narrative Collection, formed by interviews with ex-slaves.  In 

addition, the Depression decade witnessed the publication of Arna Botemps’s 

novel of slave rebellion, Black Thunder (1936), and the production of the first 

famous historiographical studies on this issue, C. L. R. James’s The Black 

Jacobins (1938) and Herbert Aptheker’s Negro Slave Revolts (1939).52  Yet it was 

not until the late sixties and seventies that Afro-American historiography focused 
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on the study of group resistance within the black community.  Rushdy argues that, 

witnessing the Civil Rights Movement, historians, “prompted by the activists’ 

sensitivity to slave resistance as analogous to contemporary urban rebellion,” 

reassessed the issue of slave resistance and slave personality based on a deeper 

knowledge of slave testimony and culture (Neo-Slave Narratives 37).53 

In the late sixties, both Botemps’s novel and a new version of Aptheker’s 

text were reprinted.  In opposition to Elkins’s thesis, Aptheker’s pioneering work 

on slave resistance argued that insurrections were more widespread than 

historians had acknowledged, and thus the Nat Turner uprising was not an 

isolated incident but the culmination of conspiracies and revolts from the 

immediate past (11).  Aptheker was a major source for Davis’s article on the 

crucial role played by women in the slave community.  Thus, through the work of 

Davis and Aptheker, Williams had access to sources that told a different story 

about slavery from what she had been told about black female slaves and white 

women: “I now know that slavery eliminated neither heroism nor love; it provided 

occasions for their expressions.  The Davis article marked a turning point in my 

efforts to apprehend that other history” (“Author’s Note” 6). 

In the first section of Dessa Rose Williams describes Nehemiah’s research 

on slave rebellions, and the problems he faces (outdated reports, tales from 

different sources, silenced white cooperation in rebellion) underscore his 

difficulty discerning the true events from the rumors, and the subsequent gaps and 
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silences in his recorded data.  One of Styron’s critics argued that the events 

portrayed by the novelist in his book were read as true by the audience “because 

by being ‘historical’ they must of necessity be ‘true’.”54  At a forum held at the 

thirty-fourth annual meeting of the Southern Historical Association in 1968, the 

Afro-American author and critic Ralph Ellison discussed the uses of history in 

fiction with Styron and other authors.  Ellison noted that, in the past, officially 

recorded history was altered according to racial attitudes and practices, and blacks 

often passed along history in oral form.  The result of this, Ellison continued, was 

that blacks have kept “a high sensitivity to the ironies of historical writing” and 

“skepticism concerning the validity of most reports” (125-26).55   

Ellison’s arguments suggest the difficulty of rendering a faithful portrayal 

of blacks in a literature based on official history.  One of the most complex 

questions debated in the Styron controversy is raised by Williams when she 

reports Nehemiah’s telling of the story: the appropriation of Afro-American 

cultural history.  In other words, who is authorized to represent slavery?  In her 

analysis of Styron’s and Williams’s books, Susan Goodman argues that historical 

novels have always reformulated the past, and the conception of Williams’s novel 

parallels Styron’s: the Afro-American author uses imagination to recreate 

historical documents, and her look at the past has “a meditative nature” 

(“Competing Histories” 15).  Goodman rightly shows that in his novel Styron 

presents Gray and Turner manipulating each other, while Styron parodies his own 
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role through his characterization of Gray as a biased transcriber.  She concludes 

that, by promoting and subverting a faith in history in his novel, Styron “gives 

readers a chance to write their own history” (“Competing” 19-22). 

In my opinion, however, Goodman fails to recognize the inherent problem 

in the way in which Styron chooses to rewrite Turner’s story.  Pondering whether 

Williams’s portrayal of Nehemiah suggests the white writer’s inevitable 

incapacity to render an authentic portrayal of blacks, Henderson decides that the 

author’s lesson is that “whites cannot decode black speech unless they challenge 

motives served by dominant discourse” (“(W)riting” 37).  White writers and 

scholars have always controlled images of blacks, and therefore when a white 

writer attempts to recreate an historical black figure, s/he must be especially 

careful to avoid reinforcing myths and stereotypes.  Already removed from the 

historical character by race, class and culture, Styron takes liberties with the facts 

and these liberties are plagued by sexually racial myths and fetishes that parallel 

the official discourse that silenced blacks’ versions of slavery.  Styron seems 

unaware of or reluctant to recognize the dilemma.  In the forum previously 

mentioned, Ellison argued that he would limit the autonomy of the novelist who 

chooses to write historical fiction about figures that are not simply historical, that 

live within us.  In this case, Ellison continues, “I’d damn well be very careful 

about what I fed my reader, in order for him to recreate in his imagination and 

through his sense of history what that gentleman was” (130).  In contrast, Styron 
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argues that facts do “not really mean anything” and he speaks of books “which do 

exist outside of history,” and therefore must be judged “by other levels of 

understanding” (129-31).  

Rushdy states that the issue of cultural appropriation has not yet been 

resolved since that would depend on a deep change in social relations (Neo-Slave 

Narratives 55).  In order to revise the writing of history, Williams does not posit a 

change in authority and an exclusion of white control but rather a difficult 

approximation between the two.  Thus, she does not imply that the problems are 

solved when author and audience belong to the same culture.  Dessa does refuse 

to show her scars and tell her story to Nehemiah and Ruth as both an act of 

resistance and a means of containing pain by forgetting the past (McDowell, 

“Negotiating” 155); though she eventually confides in Ruth, she still avoids 

telling her the details.  However, Dessa is also reluctant to share her story with 

other slaves; in the coffle and on Ruth’s farm, Sutton’s Glen, she remains mostly 

silent about her past with Kaine.  Despite the pain it causes her, Dessa tells her 

story once she has recognized the importance of doing so and she has found her 

own discourse, which unites oral and written traditions.  The particularities of this 

discourse constitute the main contributions of Williams’s novel to the field of 

historical writing.  

In “The Lion’s History: The Ghetto Writes B[l]ack,” Williams describes 

what she calls the “Lion’s History” as the simple revisionist history that would 
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retell the main events of a nation’s narrative “through the perspective of the 

conquered peoples instead of the victorious ones” (Rushdy, Neo-Slave Narratives 

158).  A major function of this history is “to balance the representation of 

institutional oppression rather than to change the discourse of History itself” 

(“Lion’s History” 246).  Williams’s novel participates in this process by offering 

us particular strategical functions of the new kind of historical writing represented 

by black writers, through the notions of “re-memory” and revision. 

 Mary Frances Berry and John Blassingame have called memory “an 

instrument of survival” for African Americans (Long Memory: The Black 

Experience in America x).  Williams’s novel demonstrates the tension between 

remembering and forgetting a traumatic past, in order to move beyond it.  When 

we find Dessa at the end of the novel telling her story to one of her grandchildren, 

she has realized the importance of remembering and understanding her past for 

her own self-knowledge.  Barbara Christian says that African-American women’s 

historical novels “remind us that if we want to be whole, we must recall the past, 

those parts that we want to remember, those parts that we want to forget” 

(“Somebody Forgot” 341).   

Moreover, by recalling her past and having it written down, the freed 

Dessa (and Williams through her character) tries to honor the suffering of other 

fellow slaves, and like postbellum narrators, ensure that slavery continues to be 

discussed, making readers responsible for not repeating it.  In order to move 
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beyond the pain, blacks need to inform themselves about their past, setting the 

record straight about themselves and their own history.  It is Dessa’s contact with 

whites that proves to her the dangers of slaves being a voiceless mass in the 

written versions of slavery.  At one point of Nehemiah’s interrogation, Dessa 

begins to talk to herself, acknowledging her past as a process: “She saw the past 

as she talked, not as she had lived but as she had come to understand it” (57).  Her 

loss of husband, family, and friends has made Dessa unrecognizable to herself in 

the cellar, and therefore her talking reassures her that her memory of the past and 

of herself “will live through the telling and retelling of her story.” (Goodman 24).  

Thus, acknowledging her continuous self through her connection of past and 

present makes Dessa’s past persist in her memory: “caught in her own flow, she 

listened and continued, seeing as she spoke the power of Master as absolute and 

evil” (57).   

 In her use of the term “re-memory” to name blacks’ remembrance of their 

past, Christian observes that this process determines how we value the past, 

through “what we remember, what we select to emphasize, what we forget” 

(“Somebody Forgot,” 329, 333).  The look at the past in Williams’s novel creates 

“a past with a difference” (Trapaso 221), counteracting the limitations and failures 

of historical discourse by suggesting more possibilities.  Williams has said that 

she believes her story “had some very real applications for today” (“Interview” 

287).  Her fictional response considers the past as the “production of a continuous 
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present and its discourses” (McDowell, “Negotiating” 147).  In this vein, her 

novel confronts cultural constructions of today.  By revising individual and 

communal history, racial and gendered identities, in narratives about the past, 

Williams shows that they are all social texts open to more interpretations and 

“revisions that challenge and escape master readings” (Harrison 21). 

Discussing the politics of language and representation in the novel, 

Henderson notes that the concern with signification extends to questioning the 

truth claim of any narrative, historical or literary (“(W)riting” 16).  Thus, 

McDowell describes how the multiple versions of Dessa’s enslavement and 

escape “underscore the difficulty of ascertaining the “Truth” (“Negotiating” 145).  

In a similar way, the story of Dorcas, who has had no voice during her life as a 

slave, is reconstructed through the imagination of others and remains “the 

irreducible enigma of the silent and deferred ‘Mammy’” (Rushdy, “Reading 

Mammy” 381).  A closer study of the novel’s historical sources provides us with 

another instance of history as a non-totalizable account.  The process of selecting 

data that surrounds Dessa’s original “historical character” signals the suppression 

of the female slave rebel’s story in historiography.  When Mary Kemp Davis 

examined Aptheker’s account of the incident involving the pregnant female slave 

rebel, she found out that one of his sources mentioned the slave’s actual name, 

Dinah.  Aptheker does not call her by her name in his account, and therefore in 

Davis’s and Williams’s work the slave remains nameless (M. Davis 546).  In 
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addition, Aptheker’s account of the incident also tells us about another female 

slave who helped recapture the slaves in the same uprising.  Another of 

Aptheker’s sources, David Walker, treating this incident in his Appeal to the 

Colored Citizens of the World (1829-30), not only wrote Dinah out of the picture, 

but also foregrounded the betrayal of the other black woman.  Though Williams 

does not include this female traitor in her story, she introduces the figures of other 

blacks betraying rebellions, such as Thomas, whose name “continued as a curse 

among slaves in the district” (27). 

Yet McDowell emphasizes the point that Dessa Rose does not offer a 

postmodern relativism, or any radical indeterminacy (“Negotiating” 145).  Indeed, 

the content of the novel shows that there are fundamental painful certainties 

which must be addressed in the story of slavery.  Thus, at the end of the narrative 

the text stresses the continuity of the struggle when the success of Dessa the 

author is balanced by her saying that “we have paid for our children’s place in the 

world again, and again …” (236).  As a slave, Dessa is used to considering future 

as something that “belonged to our masters” (210).  Believing in the 

“contemporaneity of history” (McKible 227), Williams’s novel reaffirms the 

importance of knowing the past to make it consequential for the future of the 

children “who would share it in the 21st century” (“Author’s Note” 6).  Rushdy 

explains that liberal journalists covering the birth of Black Studies complained 

that black scholars distorted history to create their own mythology (Neo-Slave 
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Narratives 57).  Yet Williams empowers the present and future of blacks by 

drawing on historical data.  Believing that “whatever our historical circumstances 

that those circumstances had never barred us from heroic action” (“Interview” 

289), Williams sets out to employ the compensatory power of fiction to avoid the 

construction of blacks as victims.  

On the other hand, in relation to the subject of revising the form of 

historical writing, McDowell notes that Williams makes use of a poststructuralist 

critique of the subject and binary oppositions (“Witnessing” 147).  Williams 

admitted being influenced by debates on literary circles about “the uses of history, 

deconstruction, and other aspects of contemporary critical theory” (“Interview” 

290).  Acknowledging the limits of conventional strategies, the author offers a 

variety of approaches based on the idea of revision through an intertextual 

dialogic struggle between texts and discourses.  In the same way that Dessa Rose 

subverts positions of dominance and submission in its narrative plot, it also 

provides a model for writing history where there is never unquestioned control of 

the text, and it is necessary to admit more voices and discourses.  Until the 

emergence of modern revisionist history based on the testimony of slaves, the 

primary sources for the study of slavery were the written records of whites.  The 

new tradition proposed by Williams considers that the combination of new voices 

and genres does not result in them canceling each other out.  Incorporating the 

notion of orality is not only a challenge for white writers.  Black authors must 
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learn to “inscribe the vernacular voice within the formal text” in order to 

transform both traditions (Henderson, “(W)Riting” 38).  Cunningham compares 

this arena of struggle with Henderson’s discussion of black women’s position in 

theory (45).  For Henderson black women do not move from the margins to the 

center but rather “remain on the borders of discourse, speaking from the vantage 

point of the insider/outsider” (“Speaking” 137).  In this vein, Williams’s novel, 

while recognizing the differences within shared histories, proclaims the need to 

listen to blacks’ stories within American history.  Dessa Rose shows that 

Americans will not be able to understand their historical past unless they revise 

Ruth’s statement “I know Mammy didn’t know a thing about history” (117).  
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1 In the first book dedicated to the study of these narratives, Neo-Slave 

Narratives: Studies in the Social Logic of a Literary Form (1999), Ashraf H. A. 

Rushdy revises the term coined by Bell.  Thus, Rushdy defines neo-slave 

narratives as a specific type within contemporary novels of slavery, “that assume 

the form, adopt the conventions, and take on the first-person voice of the 

antebellum slave narrative” (Neo-Slave Narratives 3).  In my work I will be using 

Rushdy’s spelling of the term, “neo-slave narratives,” versus Bell’s “neoslave 

narratives.”   

2 Without mentioning Styron’s name, Williams makes sure that we can identify 

the novel: “I admit also to being outraged by a certain, critically acclaimed novel 

of the early seventies that travestied the as-told-to memoir of slave revolt leader 

Nat Turner” (6). 

3 Carby argues that this discourse dissolves historical difference: “a mythology of 

the rural South conflates the nineteenth and twentieth centuries and two very 

distinct modes of production, slavery and sharecropping, into one mythical rural 

folk existence” (127).  

4 Klaus Ensslen argues that Gaines’s novel is not truthfully a neo-slave narrative, 

because the context of the civil rights movement in the 1960s determines the 

discourse of the novel (“The Renaissance of Slave Narrative” 606).  
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5 For the nineteenth-century transcendentalist Theodore Parker, the slave 

narratives were able to capture “all the original romance” of the American people 

better than “the white man’s novel” (“The American Scholar” 37).   

6 See John Sekora’s “Black Message/White Envelope: Genre Authenticity and 

Authority in the Antebellum Slave Narrative.” 

7 According to Gates, his theoretical concept does not apply only to black-

authored texts: “all texts Signify upon other texts” (xxiv).  His principle is based 

on the notion of intertextuality, a term first thoroughly theorised by Julia Kristeva 

in 1966.  Kristeva considered that texts have to be placed within the historical and 

social text; no text can be read outside its relation to other, already extant texts.  

See Desire in Language. 

8 Though in the title of his book Gates uses the spelling “signifying,” within the 

text he calls it “signifyin(g).”  In my essay, I will keep the first spelling, more 

common among black critics.   

9 Gates’s description of this theoretical principle for the analysis of Afro-

American literature calls to mind “the changing same,” a concept of “generational 

connections” articulated first by Amiri Baraka using Afro-American music, and 

further developed by Deborah McDowell in relation to Afro-American women’s 

literature.  See Black Music and “The Changing Same.” 

10 To sustain this argument, McDowell mentions Frances Foster’s article: “In 

respect to females…’: Differences in the Portrayals of Women by Male and 
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Female Narrators.”  Foster notes that in slave narratives written by women, the 

authors de-emphasize their sexual abuse, which is not presented as “the most 

profound aspect of their existence” (67).  Though, as we saw in the first chapter, 

Jacobs’s narrative focuses on the particularities of the female slave’s sufferings 

(which include sexual abuse), she emphasizes her rebellion against her pledge, 

rather than appearing merely as a victim.  Moreover, Andrews points out that 

postbellum narrators rarely mention the violation of slave women.  As I explain in 

the next pages, antebellum and postbellum slave narratives offered different 

definitions of heroism, one as “moral courage” and the other as “industriousness.” 

11 See his articles “The Representation of Slavery and the Rise of Afro-American 

Literary Realism” and “The Changing Rhetoric of the Nineteenth-Century Slave 

Narrative of the United States.” 

12 Andrews explains that the postbellum narrators still claimed heroism and 

dignity of their own, but based on a different notion of heroism.  Thus, in 

Elizabeth Keckley’s postbellum slave narrative, Behind the Scenes.  Or, Thirty 

Years a Slave, and Four Years in the White House (1868), Keckley focuses on her 

successful story as a hard-working woman after slavery was abolished.  See “The 

Changing Rhetoric of the Nineteenth-Century Slave Narrative of the United 

States”. 

13 In his article, Cooke compares the return to slavery as a theme in Afro-

American and Caribbean literature.  Cooke argues that there is a difference in the 
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“metaphor of slavery” as it is used in each literature.  Thus, in Afro-American 

fiction there is a personal, more subjective motive (“a making up of one’s mind as 

a basic condition of engagement,” “The Metaphor of Slavery” 585).  In contrast, 

the Caribbean metaphor of slavery has a sociotelic form, addressed toward 

“making over of the society rather than the self as in United States” (586).  

However, Cooke focuses only on English-speaking fiction published in the 

Caribbean.  In the second part of the dissertation, we will see how Black Cuban 

authors using genres like testimonio and poetry discuss personal motives and a 

collective national consciousness. 

14 Andrews writes that by the turn of the century, “blacks were realizing their 

need for a usable American past on which they could build” (“The Rise of Afro-

American Literary Realism” 69). 

15 Discussing Oxherding Tale (1982), the neo-slave narrative written by Charles 

Johnson, Ensslen argues that “instead of trying to recover areas of silence and 

omission as part of the experience of bondage and freedom, Johnson’s text 

engineers a gradual attrition of emotional involvement by way of ironic 

intellectual overarticulation” (612).  Yet Johnson’s seems to be a very particular 

case among the neo-slave narratives he discusses. 

16 As mentioned in the introduction, Gates believes that to analyze black literature 

one “must do so as a comparativist” (Signifying xxiv).  Gates’s theory is indebted 
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to Bakhtin’s notion of double-voiced discourse and Du Bois’s theory of blacks’ 

double consciousness. 

17 I am indebted in my use of the term “textual healing” to Farah Jasmine Griffin, 

who describes it as the literary project of contemporary women writers who 

“explore female bodies as sites of healing, pleasure and resistance” (“Textual 

Healing” 521). 

18 However, she also insisted on the specificity of her own project, claiming that 

Styron’s influence on the novel was mostly confined to the original short story 

(“Interview with Shirley M. Jordan” 289). 

19 For the black authors’ response, see William Styron’s Nat Turner: Ten Black 

Writers Respond.  For an excellent analysis of the whole controversy, see Stone’s 

The Return of Nat Turner and Rushdy’s Neo-Slave Narratives.  

20 Critics accused Styron of naively accepting the validity of Gray’s Confessions, 

because he stated in the 1965 article “The Quiet Dust” that Gray’s text seems 

“honest and reliable” (23).  Yet Styron commented in a 1968 article in the Nation 

that “The entire pedantic, impossibly elevated and formal tone of the 

‘Confessions’ makes me believe that they were not recorded with ‘little or no 

variation’ from Nat’s words, as Gray states in his prologue” (“Truth and Nat 

Turner: An Exchange” 546).  Quoted in Harrison’s “Master Narratives/Subverting 

Masters” 24). 
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See also Rushdy’s discussion of Styron’s contradictory pronouncements on the 

figure of Turner represented in Gray’s Confessions (Neo-Slave Narratives 73-85).  

Rushdy explains that Styron went from calling Turner “an extraordinary man” 

(Conversations with William Styron 45) to saying that “on the record Nat Turner 

was a dangerous religious lunatic” (“Afterword to the Vintage Edition: Nat 

Turner Revisited,” in The Confessions of Nat Turner (Vintage International 

Edition 1992), 341). 

21 Goodman says that Styron explained that he called his book “meditations” 

because he wanted to emphasize the process of his own thinking (“Competing 

Histories”15). 

22 Rushdy quotes Styron from the “Afterword to the Vintage Edition: Nat Turner 

Revisited” 446 (Neo-Slave Narratives 251). 

23 Jacobs herself criticizes the real Nehemiah Adams, when complaining against 

Northern preachers who, unaware of the slaves’ inability to talk freely, believe the 

lies they are told by slaveholders.   

24 Adam Nehemiah bears the names of the archetypal namer in the Bible (Adam) 

and of an Old Testament figure who preserved tradition in Jerusalem (Nehemiah).  

See Mary Kempt Davis’s “Everybody Knows Her Name” 547-48. 

25 In the novel, the narrator recalls from Ruth’s point of view: “They called her 

Mammy because Mrs. Carson thought the title made her seem as if she had been 

with the family for a long time” (123). 
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26 This play on names has been studied by many critics.  Ensslen observes that 

“Nemi echoes from the word ‘enemy’ as well as the Latin nemo = nobody” (620).  

On the other hand, “Miz Ruint” refers to the fact that in the eyes of society, Ruth 

is “ruined” after she sleeps with a black slave.  I will analyze the significance of 

Ruth’s nicknames in the next section.  

27 In her anthology on contemporary black women writers, black feminist critic 

Mary Helen Washington proclaimed black women’s need to use a new language 

to speak their truth about their history (“In Pursuit of Our Own history” xxi). 

28 Fox-Good observes that Williams’s interest in Afro-American forms of music 

as they intersect with literary works can be seen in the author’s work, “especially 

in her poetry, some of which is written in blues forms or thematizes blues motifs 

or blues singers” (“Singing the Unsayable” 31). 

29 Andrews argues that “the Romantic trust in the power of language by slave 

narrators did not go unchallenged in some narratives (“Rise” 67). 

30 As we saw in the first chapter, Jacobs’s oral story coincided with her written 

one. 

31 All quotations from Gray’s Confessions will be taken from the text reprinted in 

The Confessions of Nat Turner: A Critical Handbook, and cited parenthetically in 

the body of the text. 
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32 Williams prefaces the novella with a quotation from Davis’s article, where 

Davis addresses the myths of Jezebel and Mammy and the heroic resistance of 

black foremothers. 

33 See last section of the chapter for an explanation of how Dinah’s story and 

name were erased in several historical accounts of her story. 

34 Though Kempt notes that Dessa can be suffering from postpartum delirium, this 

would only be another way of showing the changing effects of motherhood on her 

female identity (557).   

35 Talking to Nehemiah, Dessa makes several references to blacks’ use of roots as 

contraceptives, making the white transcriber greedy with the prospect of 

developing an underground business. 

36 Dessa’s idea of committing suicide by swallowing her tongue connects the idea 

of death with being silenced forever.  Curiously, as seen in the first chapter, both 

images were also connected in the death of Jacobs’s aunt. 

37 The importance of the character of ‘Mammy” in the text leads us to believe that 

the author is signifying on Margaret Mitchell’s (in)famous romantic notion of the 

Mammy in Gone With the Wind.  Black writers were angered by Mitchell’s 

portrayal of Mammy and other slaves.  For an analysis of these writers responding 

to the figure of Mammy in Mitchell’s novel, see Mary Conde’s “Some African-

American Fictional Responses to Gone with the Wind.”  



 

 238

                                                                                                                                     
38 Aunt Chloe has been described as a figure that represents black women’s 

sisterhood, but as Rushdy (Neo-Slave Narratives 149) points out, Dessa gives 

Chloe a coin to ensure her support. 

39 The name of this female slave rebel could be read as an instance of Williams’s 

“signifying” on Linda Brent, Harriet Jacobs’s pseudonym in her autobiography. 

40 In the “Author’s Note,” Williams says that the historical data on which she 

based her story proved to her that “slavery eliminated neither heroism nor love” 

(6). 

41 The scene recalls the popular words of Zora Neale Hurston’s Nanny in Their 

Eyes Were Watching God: “De nigger woman is de mule uh de world so fur as Ah 

can see” (29). 

42 See Klaus Ensslen’s “The Renaissance of the Slave Narrative” 619. 

43 In an endnote to her article “Stories of Odessa,” Henderson points out that 

Nehemiah Adams, the minister on whom Williams’s character seems to be based, 

besides writing A South-side View of Slavery, wrote an earlier tract in which he 

warned women “not to speak out against slavery – a stance that set him in 

opposition to both women’s rights and abolition” (304, note 20). 

44 I need to emphasize here the limitations of this document, prepared by a white 

proslavery writer.  Moreover, at moments Gray’s doubts about Turner’s own 

words are inscribed in the text.   
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45 See Daniel Moynihan’s report about black families published in 1965.  I 

describe this report in the last section of the chapter. 

46 See Clarke, ed. William Styron’s Nat Turner: Ten Black Writers Respond, 

especially chapter 1: Lerone Bennett, Jr.’s “Nat’s Last White Man.”  In a chapter 

entitled “The Discourse Mobilized,” Rushdy explains that the debate over 

Styron’s novel was conducted around the figure of Margaret Whitehead (Neo-

Slave Narratives 77).   

47 Though I am using here Kristeva’s arguments in Strangers to Ourselves, in his 

article “Reading Mammy: The Subject of Relation in Sherley Ann Williams’s 

Dessa Rose,” Rushdy quotes Patricia Williams’s study of slave law, which 

presents similar ideas.  Patricia Williams explains that slave law includes the code 

for constructing social beings as partial entities.  These relationships are the 

opposite of what Williams describes as “truly total relationships,” the ones which 

present images of whole people dependent on whole people, based on the belief 

that others are parts of ourselves (See The Alchemy of Race and Rights).  As 

Rushdy explains, Ruth thinks of Dorcas not as part of herself, but as a supplement 

to her life story, an extension of herself which replicates her own opinions (368-

70). 

48 See Moody’s “Ripping Away the Veil of Slavery: Literacy, Communal Love 

and Self-Esteem in Three Slave Women’s Narratives.” 
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49 In “The Uses of History in Fiction,” Southern critic writer Robert Penn Warren 

claims that the fiction writer claims to know the inside of his characters, “the 

undocumentable inside,” though he mostly fails (118).  “The Uses of History in 

Fiction” was edited from the transcription of a panel discussion at the thirty-fourth 

annual meeting of the Southern Historical Association in 1968.  It first appeared 

in the Southern Literary Journal 1 (Spring 1969), and it was reprinted in James 

L.West III ed., Conversations with William Styron. 

50 Rushdy uses first the phrase “signifying on history” in his article “Daughters 

Signifyin(g) History”: The Example of Toni Morrison’s Beloved” and he employs 

it again in “Reading Mammy: The Subject of Relation in Sherley Ann Williams’s 

Dessa Rose.”  Rushdy defines this strategy as the means by which these writers 

not only revise the personal stories of black women but also criticize a 

historiographical tradition (particularly Elkin’s school).  See “Reading Mammy,” 

382.  

51 Styron’s most complete remarks on Elkins’s thesis appeared in Styron’s review 

of Aptheker’s book (“Overcome,” New York Review of Books 26 Sept. 1963), 

cited by Rushdy, Neo-Slave Narratives 84.  I am indebted to Rushdy for his 

detailed analysis of the controversial effects that Elkins’s text had on subsequent 

literary, sociological, and historical writing.  

52Besides The Black Jacobins: Touissant L’Ouverture and the San Domingo 

Revolution and Negro Slave Revolts in the United States, 1526-1860 (1938), 
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Carby also mentions other revisionist histories published during the thirties, such 

as W. E. B. Du Bois’s Black Reconstruction (1935), Bell Wiley’s Southern 

Negroes, 1861-1865 (1938), Aptheker’s The Negro in the Civil War (1938), and 

Joseph Cephas Carroll’s Slave Insurrections in the United States, 1800-1865 

(1938).  See Carby’s “Ideologies of Black Folk.” 

53 As I mentioned in the first chapter, 1972 saw the simultaneous publication of 

the first two books that systematically employed slave testimony as historical 

evidence: John Blasingame’s The Slave Community and George Rawick’s From 

Sundown to Sunup. 

54 See Mike Thelwell’s “Back with the Wind: Mr. Styron and the Reverend 

Turner” in William Styron’s Nat Turner: Ten Black Writers Respond (79). 

55 From “The Uses of History in Fiction.”  The conference panel consisted of 

Ralph Ellison, William Styron, Robert Penn Warren, and the noted historian C. 

Vann Woodward, who led the discussion.  See note 49. 
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Chapter 3.  “In My Own Voice, In My Own Place”: The 
Continuous Revision of History in a Black Cuban Woman’s 

Testimonial Narrative 

 

Who could describe life under slavery better than this woman and who can 
describe the present better than you?1   
- Fidel Castro, “Words to the intellectuals,” June 1961  

 

Lately I’ve been reading everything that has been written and is being 
written about black people--though it’s not much--but some of the things 
that are said annoy me, I don’t know, I think they don’t go deep enough, 
they don’t interview the old people, who were, after all, the ones who had 
to suffer the whole situation.  I think as we die out the writers will get 
further from the truth.   
- Reyita sencillamente2 

 
 I would like to be able to say without hesitation that this chapter begins 

and ends with the words of Reyita, protagonist and co-author (?) of Reyita, 

sencillamente, testimonio de una negra cubana nonagenaria, [Simply Reyita, 

Testimonial Narrative of a Nonagenarian Black Cuban Woman] (1996).  

However, in the same way that I cannot escape placing a question mark after 

describing Reyita’s role as co-author, I am aware that translating her words into 

English already constitutes a departure from what can be called her “real” voice. 

 The reason for all this hesitancy lies in the fact that, as in the case of other 

testimonios, the production of Reyita, sencillamente is a matter of debate and 

controversy.  Written/transcribed by the Black Cuban historian Daisy Rubiera 

Castillo from her interviews with her mother Reyita, this yet-to-be-critically 

examined work was finalist in the Casa de las Américas literary prize in 1997.  
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Once described as the first Cuban testimonial narrative that used gender as an 

analytical tool,3 it constitutes the closest narrative we have of Black Cuban 

women’s life since the period of slavery from a protagonist with direct knowledge 

of the experience.   

 The book tells the life story of Reyita, a ninety-five-year-old 

Revolutionary black woman from Santiago de Cuba, daughter of Carlos, a black 

mambí,4 and Isabel, a Black Cuban woman born after la ley de vientres libres [the 

law of free wombs] was passed, and therefore a free child who nevertheless 

worked as hard “as a slave” for her ex-slave master father (21).5  Beginning with 

the arrival of Isabel’s African mother in Cuba as a slave, the text emphasizes the 

struggles of Reyita’s female ancestors, grandmothers, and aunts who suffered 

sexual abuse by their masters, fought as mambisas during the Independence Wars, 

and participated in the political struggles of the Partido Independiente de Color 

[Independent Colored Party].  Reyita was sporadically raised by some of these 

family members, since Isabel’s relationship with Reyita, her darkest-skinned 

daughter, was often one of rejection.  Impregnated by her mother’s master, Isabel 

led a youth full of hardships, and considered her daughter a remembrance of what 

for her was the misery of being born black.  She had several other children with 

white men, and the only time that she was proud of Reyita was when the latter 

“married white.”   
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 Reyita was born in 1902 when the United States granted independence, 

though with the “right” of intervention, to Cuba, which became a Republic.6  The 

text portrays Reyita’s life during the Republic and the triumph of the Revolution 

in 1959.  It presents her conflicted relationship with her white husband, as she is 

divided between her support of black identity and her desire to prevent her 

children from going through what she experienced as a child.  Though the 

struggle for family advancement is the centerpiece of the story, Afro-Cuban 

politics plays also an important part, sometimes more obvious than others, yet 

always highlighting the participation of black women during important moments 

in the political history of Black Cubans. 

 As we saw in the introduction, Cuban historiography has frequently 

ignored women’s role in the national struggles for independence.  In spite of the 

fact that women were often defenders and promoters of revolutionary struggle, 

their participation has not been adequately recorded.  The black female experience 

of this struggle is still less addressed by Cuban historians, and sometimes it is 

even omitted within Afro-Cuban politics.  Though the Revolution is not examined 

exhaustively in the text, Reyita’s testimonio allows us to witness some of the 

contradictory attitudes of the Revolution toward black women, as well as their 

consequences.  For Reyita and her daughter, the conscious act of employing 

language to name and represent themselves marks their understanding of how 

national historical discourses have silenced their people.  This chapter examines 
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how they try to find a voice and a discourse that allows them to transform 

themselves into active and articulate historical agents.  

 Conscious of the fact that no one theoretical position is adequate to fully 

frame this study, I will employ several theoretical prisms, drawing upon sources 

ranging from cultural history to genre studies, psychoanalytical theory, and black 

feminist and postcolonial criticism, to analyze the representation of “the rebel 

(m)other” in this testimonio.  Whether fighting against slavery, participating in the 

independence wars, or supporting the Revolution, the text presents Black Cuban 

women who take part in historical struggles while defining their sexual, racial, 

and class identities from within a domestic space. 

 In order to demonstrate how this writing participates in Black Cuban 

women’s self-inscription in history, I will examine first the genre to which it 

belongs and the dialectic of authorship and narrative authority taking place in its 

production.  Therefore, I will consider some of the formal/stylistic strategies used 

in articulating the silenced subject.  Second, I will inquire how the text represents 

the process of identity formation, by showing how it constitutes a counterpoint to 

the rebel black male experience.  To address this issue, I will study how the 

protagonist simultaneously invokes and subverts ideologies with which she 

identifies herself, and the psychological tension created within the black female 

self.  This tension is presented in the context of an already-conflicted national 

identity, demonstrating the significance of black women’s relationship to 
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historical national tensions.  The chapter concludes by problematizing the value of 

truth in this testimonial narrative while reflecting on what the literary 

(re)construction of black women as active historical subjects means for the 

writing of Cuban national history. 

 

1.  THE DIALECTICS OF TESTIMONIO: PAST, PRESENT ... AND FUTURE? 

What is left today of the desire called testimonio? 
- John Beverley, “The Real Thing” 

 

 As we saw in the introduction, in the Caribbean, as in the rest of Latin 

America, the creation of a national literature and a historical identity are 

inseparable.  Reyita’s testimonial narrative, positioned at the intersection of 

historical and fictional discourses, is an example of the continuity between 

fictional and documentary narrative in post-1959 Cuban literature.  In 

contemporary Cuba, the revolutionary present calls for the reconstruction of a 

heroic past that serves to validate the agenda of the revolution.  Several literary 

genres have contributed to the rewriting of the history of the country with an 

emphasis on the struggles of the past.  One of the most popular genres of recent 

Cuban historical literature virtually unknown before the Revolution is the 

testimonio.7 

 Lacking a safe space to write history, both informant and interlocutor in 

Reyita, sencillamente make use of the testimonial genre to present themselves as 
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authorized to contest dominant discourses, thus becoming “custodians of history.”  

According to John Beverley, the question of how subaltern groups themselves 

appropriate and use testimonio has not been addressed adequately (“Real Thing” 

281).  This makes of Reyita a very special text in the discussion of testimonio, 

since researcher/writer and informant belong to the same subaltern group: Black 

Cuban women (though Daisy’s social and educational background constitutes an 

improvement over her mother’s).  In order to study Reyita as a testimonial 

narrative, we need to review the history of this kind of writing and its criticism, so 

that we can arrive at certain conclusions about the genre.  

 The term testimonio in Spanish literally means testimony and connotes an 

act of testifying or bearing witness legally or religiously.  In recent decades it has 

come to designate a genre of writing.  Though the term testimonio8 as well as 

testimonial narrative are the most frequently used when analyzing the genre, it 

has also received the names of, among others, documentary narrative, 

documentary novel and, narrative documentary prose; and in Spanish, novela 

testimonio, novela periodística and novela sin ficción.  Testimonio is usually 

described as the translation of the suppressed voice of a group from the margin of 

the historical process to the center.  Its particular composition makes it difficult to 

attribute just one author to the text, since it is generally formed by the oral history 

given by an informant and transcribed/written by a researcher/interlocutor.   
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 Defining this category of texts seems as complicated a task as naming it.  

Let us look at two of the most famous definitions, given by John Beverley and 

George Yúdice:9  

a novel or novella-length narrative in book or pamphlet (that is, printed as 
opposed to acoustic)  form, told on the first person by a narrator who is 
also the real protagonist or witness of the events he or she recounts, and 
whose unit of narration is usually a “life” or a significant life experience. 
[...] The situation of narration in testimonio has to involve an urgency to 
communicate, a problem of repression, poverty, subalternity, 
imprisonment, struggle for survival, and so on. (Beverley, “The Margin at 
the Center” 24- 26) 
 

An authentic narrative, told by a witness who is moved to narrate by the 
urgency of a situation (e.g., war, oppression, revolution, etc..).  
Emphasizing popular, oral discourse, the witness portrays his or her own 
experience as an agent (rather than a representative) of a collective 
memory and identity.  Truth is summoned in the cause of denouncing a 
present situation of exploitation and oppression or in exorcising and 
setting aright official history. (Yúdice, “Testimonio and Postmodernism” 
44) 
 

 Though the characteristics present in these definitions are common 

features in most testimonios, the term has also been applied to texts which are not 

produced from a marginal, subaltern perspective, as well as those “authored” by 

the subjects of the events without collaboration.  In my view, there is no single, 

all-encompassing definition of testimonio, but the fact that it provides a view on 

history from a more personal and committed perspective by using techniques 

drawn from fiction is regularly present in these texts.  Similarly, the production of 

these texts constitutes an inexhaustible theme for reflection, due to their position 



 

 249

at the crossroads of discourses: history or literature, fact or fiction, oral or written, 

single or co-authored; these are only some of the dilemmas that arise from this 

analysis.  In fact, its “uneasy status” as an in-between product has caused Elzbieta 

Sklodowska to state that testimonio “remains undefined” (“Testimonial Novel” 

84). 

Sklodowska is only one of several critics (together with Barnet, 

Echevarría, Rojas, Duchesne, and Beverley, and others) who have analyzed the 

possible origin of this genre.10  Despite the studies that consider these texts to 

have a specifically Latin-American-Revolutionary-postmodern origin, according 

to these theorists there is a long list of earlier testimonio-like texts, ranging from 

anticolonial chronicles, campaign literature and war chronicles, to evangelic 

stories, letters, travel diaries, sociological investigations of the 1920s, and the oral 

historiography of the 1940s.  Sklodowska speaks also of a “genealogical fallacy” 

when the only precursors of testimonio are seen in Latin America, and she herself 

provides examples of similar texts in France, Germany, and Russia, among 

others.11  

 However, it is necessary to emphasize that what is discussed as a new 

narrative genre is generally considered to have come into existence in Cuba with 

Biografía de un cimarrón [Biography of a Runaway Slave].  Published in 1966, 

this text was written/transcribed by Miguel Barnet from his interviews with a 

former runaway slave, Esteban Montejo.12  Following the appearance of this 
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work, numerous testimonies were published in the 1960s and 1970s in connection 

with the radicalism of the 1960s and the movements for national liberation in 

Central America.13  Activists recounted their experiences in these revolutionary 

upheavals, participating in the reconstruction of national histories with the help of 

intellectuals.  Testimonio debates ensued during the next twenty years, and the 

eighties witnessed the appearance of new critical theories analyzing the 

flourishing of Latin American testimonial literature.  

 As we mentioned at the beginning of this section, in Cuba testimonio has 

not developed without institutional support: these texts take part in the official 

discursive project of the Revolution.  Fidel Castro, in his speech “Palabras a los 

intelectuales” [Words to the Intellectuals] (1961) at the beginning of the 

Revolution, gave the mandate to intellectuals committed to the Revolution to 

rewrite history from a popular perspective.  Himself the author of what has been 

sometimes called a testimonio-like text, La historia me absolverá [History Will 

Absolve Me] (1953),14 Castro believes in the importance of producing 

historiographical accounts that center on Cuba’s centuries of struggle for 

independence, in order to promote Revolutionary ideology.  Therefore, in Cuba 

literature fulfills a role in educating the people about the nation’s past with the 

intention of affecting how the present is portrayed.  In this vein, González 

Echevarría affirms that Cuban narrative has used testimonio to try to solve the 

problem of chronicling the Revolution as both a continuation and a new 
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beginning, by means of “a literature that is both testimonial in the sense of being a 

witness account and a kind of memorial” (“Biografía” 114).  Among the many 

texts representative of the Cuban testimonial corpus are: Che Guevara’s Pasajes 

de la guerra revolucionaria [Views from the Revolutionary War] (1963), Carlos 

Franqui’s Cuba: el libro de los doce [Cuba: The Book of the Twelve] (1966), 

Miguel Barnet’s Canción de Raquel [Rachel’s Song] (1969), Captain Antonio 

Núñez Jiménez’s La abuela [The Grandmother] (1973), Carmen Gonce and 

Nancy Morejón’s Lengua de pájaro [Bird’s Tongue] (1971), Raúl González 

Cascorro’s Aquí se habla de combatientes y de bandidos [Here We Talk about 

Combatants and Outlaws] (1975), and Aida García Alonso’s Manuela la 

mexicana [The Mexican Manuela] (1968).  The project of recognizing testimonio 

as a national genre became a reality when it acquired status as a genre unto itself 

with the 1970 decision of Casa de las Américas to begin awarding a prize in this 

category in its literary contest.15  Yet, the fact that this institution sanctioned the 

phenomenon did not manage to specify its generic status, or silence the ensuing 

debates. 

 During the first wave of testimonio criticism in the eighties, most 

academic writers argued that this genre was finally giving voice to the silenced 

and making the invisible visible, by introducing authentic voices into the writing 

of history.  Then came the 1999 uproar about the truth value of Me llamo 

Rigoberta Menchú [I, Rigoberta Menchú, An Indian Woman in Guatemala], 
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which had become an icon of the genre since its publication in 1983.  Scholarly 

debate turned political, as many academics put into doubt the use of the subaltern 

voice within the ideological projects of the researchers who wrote/transcribed 

these mediated testimonios.  After all, in 1970 Barnet himself had changed the 

definition of his work calling it a testimonial novel (novela testimonio) to 

emphasize how he had shaped the material to give it a literary form.16 

 When poststructuralist and especially postmodernist theories took a hold 

in academia, several scholars began considering the sincerity of testimonio as 

something ambiguous.  They questioned issues of representation and emphasized 

the possible fictionality of testimonio, analyzed now as a text controlled by the 

editor/researcher.  Subsequently, many of these critics (Yúdice, Gugelberger, 

Beverley, Sklodowska) started discussing this ambiguity in relation to postmodern 

texts, considering both kinds of writing as hybrid texts which affirm alterity and 

negate the concept of hegemonic, monolithic discourses.  Yet, as Sklodowska and 

Yúdice point out, several characteristics distinguish testimonio from postmodern 

discourse: first, there are examples of testimonios written from the same 

ideological point of view of certain master discourses;17 second, rewriting history, 

a main goal in most testimonios, is not an objective in postmodern thought, for 

which there is no historical master discourse; and finally, testimonio is usually not 

self-demystifying.18  
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 In the case of Cuba’s testimonio, the relationship with a postmodern anti-

totalizing discourse is indeed complex, since Cuba has made of the Revolution an 

officialist discourse, and one where difference and alterity have almost no space 

to exist.  Therefore, although they are writing against a monolithic master 

narrative of the past, Cuban authors of testimonio are inevitably inscribed into an 

official historiographical project of the present.  On the other hand, with regard to 

testimonio’s alleged inability to question itself, we will see later how Reyita is an 

example of how testimonios can indeed contain self-critical gestures “while 

making a strategic claim to a kind of truth about the events they portray” 

(Jorgensen 76).   

 Nevertheless, the main criticism against considering testimonio a 

postmodern genre lies in postmodernism’s deconstruction of any solid ground of 

selfhood.  Yúdice posits that deconstruction does not provide marginalized 

elements with their own specificity outside of hegemonic discourse, and therefore 

this indeterminacy only manages to recuperate “the other” as an absence (50).  

Yet, the fact that testimonio could reinforce hierarchies of power does not stop 

many postmodern theorists from believing in its revisionary potential.  According 

to Sklodowska, they often suspend postmodern incredulity in their criticism in 

order to give the subaltern the possibility of defining him/herself (Testimonio 

hispanoamericano 90). 
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 We could finish our reflections on the attempts to specify the genre of 

testimonio with Beverley’s remarks about these characterizations as “at best 

provisional, at worst repressive” (“Margin” 25).  However, for the purposes of 

this study, I am going to explore the relationship of testimonio with one particular 

genre, which also has a certain generic ambiguity and has been the focus of 

increasing critical interest--the autobiographical genre, which was explored in the 

first chapter’s analysis of Incidents.  This comparison can serve to illustrate my 

thesis about the specific hybrid quality that already ambiguous genres acquire 

when employed as counterhegemonic narratives by black women authors. 

 Despite the common characteristics of the autobiographical genre and 

most examples of testimonio (a marginal subject telling his/her life story), many 

scholars have refused to classify both genres under the same title.  One of the 

most common reasons given for this distinction lies in the testimonio’s political 

content.  Thus, Sommer mentions the collective or plural self of testimonio vs. 

autobiography’s isolated subject, arguing that autobiography usually presents one 

individual speaking to other isolated readers, not a self speaking for a community 

(“No Secrets” 151).  Sommer employs the difference between two rhetorical 

devices, metaphor and metonymy, to exemplify this distinction.  In the testimonio, 

the narrator’s relation to his/her social group is as a particular individual, a 

participant (metonymy--relation by continguity), not an ideal type as in 

autobiography (metaphor--substitution).  According to Sommer, in testimonial 
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narratives, the reader “can be called into the text without assuming an identity 

with the writer or with her group” (“Not Just a Personal Story” 130).   

However, three specific cases of autobiographical writing redefine 

canonical notions of autobiography, blurring the boundaries with testimonio as a 

result.  The first case in question links gender and genre in exploring how women 

engage in autobiographical discourse to renegotiate their marginality and enter 

into literary history.  In this vein, the first chapter showed us how in women’s 

autobiography, women struggle against this marginalization by narrating from the 

viewpoint of their relationship with the other.  By delineating their identity in “a 

relational manner,” through the connection with the other,19 they are also 

describing “a self in a collective mode,” similar to Sommer’s metonymical 

relationship. 

 Second, we have the specific example of Latin American autobiography, 

which is often endowed with communal dimensions.  In her study of Spanish 

American autobiographical practices (Brazil is excluded from the study), Sylvia 

Molloy affirms that this kind of writing is informed by “a strong testimonial 

stance” (At Face Value 8).  Molloy explains that in these countries 

autobiographers see themselves as witnesses and their texts generate “a reflection 

of the fluctuating place of the subject within its community” (8-9).20 

 Finally, the case of the autobiographical slave narrative provides also a 

space for the marginalized and silenced to speak for and to a community, just as 
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testimonio is supposed to do.21  In her comparison between autobiography and 

testimonio, Sommer says that “the autobiographer can enjoy the privilege and 

privacy of being misunderstood, whereas those who testify cannot afford or even 

survive it” (“Not Just a Personal Story” 130).  Yet I would like to recall here the 

case of many black former slaves, who were in lesser or greater danger because of 

telling an account of their lives.  In the first chapter, we saw Harriet Jacobs’s use 

of a pseudonym for herself and the other real characters in her text, in order to be 

able to discuss the sexual abuse of the female slave.  More dramatic was the case 

of the Cuban slave author Juan Francisco Manzano, who began writing his 

Autobiografía (1840) while still a slave.22  Published under the protection of 

Cuban white intellectuals writing under the Spanish slave-holding regime, 

Manzano could not afford to be misunderstood in his remarks about the slavery 

system.  Therefore, instead of advocating the elimination of slavery, he focuses on 

a criticism of the arbitrariness of punishment.23 

 From my point of view, the more visible difference lies between 

autobiographies and mediated testimonios.  The latter construct the collective self 

during public events (Sommer, “No Secrets” 151), in which an informant 

provides an oral text that is displaced by a written one.  Orality gives the 

testimonio a sense of veracity and truthfulness, while raising the question of the 

researcher/writer’s ability to recreate the voice and words of the subject.  

However, once again autobiographical slave narratives bear the closest 
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resemblance to testimonio, since, as we saw in Jacob’s case, editorial 

interventions and ordering processes also problematize in these writings the issue 

of the subaltern’s control over the text. 

 These three examples of autobiographical practices subverting the 

traditional canon of autobiography bring us back to the latest testimonial 

criticism, which discusses the institutionalization of the genre.  Recently, critics 

have argued that testimonio’s moment has passed (Gugelberger 1 and Beverley, 

“Real Thing” 281), because its move from the margins to the center of the canon 

has made testimonio lose value as a counterdiscourse.  They emphasize that 

testimonio moved into the academic canon when all master discourses were 

dismantled by postmodernism, but consequently the genre lost its marginality and 

power of transgression.  Gugelberger speaks of a third phase in which we try to 

find new “modes of transgression,” that is, explore new ways of dealing with the 

marginal, which are not canonized (12).  Gugelberger cites Alberto Moreiras’s 

criticism of the testimonio’s “poetics of solidarity.”  Moreiras argues that in the 

hands of scholars, testimonio loses its extraliterary force, and he questions the 

presumed solidarity of researchers and with it the subaltern’s possibility to 

speak.24 

 In my opinion, the recognition of moral and strategic tensions does not 

invalidate the advantages of reading testimonial narratives.  Testimonio has 

produced a dynamic and discursive characterization of self-representation and 
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these dynamics provide some space for agency.  Critics have said that testimonio 

is “first and foremost an act” (Yúdice 46) and that the informant may not write 

but will act (Gugelberger 18).  Even considering that testimonial texts are 

examples of falsified interpretations or contain historical errors, a combination of 

competing and complementary versions of history can voice the discontinuities of 

a remembered past history.  Moreover, the fact that this genre remains undefined, 

that it adopts features of several discourses, can teach us to respect its content and 

not to simply appropriate it.  If testimonio integrates this criticism of its own 

construction, it can become “a model for non-totalizing politics” (Sommer, “No 

Secrets” 157), teaching us to live with difference, without trying to repress it.  

Furthermore, can one truly say that there are no surprises coming out of this 

“standardized” genre?  In the early 1990s, Doris Sommer wrote that she knew of 

no testimonio of (Black) Cuban women confronting feminist challenges (“Not 

Just a Personal Story” 116).  Now we have Reyita.  
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2.  A FAMILY FEUD? “AUTHORITY-IN-PROCESS” IN THE PRODUCTION OF 
REYITA, SENCILLAMENTE: TESTIMONIO DE UNA NEGRA CUBANA NONAGENARIA 
 

It’s her book.  The one she made.  What she told so that it would be 
written. 
- Daisy Rubiera, interview on June 200125  

 
 According to Daisy Rubiera Castillo, the intention behind writing Reyita 

was to give voice to Black Cuban women.26  The original title supports this 

statement, by including the notions of race and gender (una negra--a black 

woman), nationality (cubana--Cuban), historical past (nonagenaria--

nonagenarian), and even class (Reyita makes an issue of being called “Reyita 

sencillamente”--simply Reyita--after confronting class prejudice.)27  However, the 

emphasis on how the interaction of these selves constitutes Reyita’s plural 

identity has been lost in other versions of the title that appear in subsequent 

editions.  The changes undergone in the original title, both in Cuba and abroad, 

have sometimes affected also the name of the text’s author.  

The fifth Cuban edition, a special one ordered by Raúl Castro in 1990, 

contained a very noticeable omission: the word “black” was missing from the 

title.28  Daisy Rubiera blames “the perception of race in Cuba” for this omission, 

which suppresses the focus given to the protagonist’s race in her and her mother’s 

intended project.29  On the other hand, in the United States the English version of 

the book is entitled: Reyita: The Life of a Black Cuban Woman in the Twentieth 
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Century (2000), which alters significantly what the original title conveyed about 

the project.  It changes the text’s genre from testimonio to life story; it lessens the 

importance of memory in the story, by omitting the fact that Reyita was a 

nonagenarian when she gave an account of her life; and finally, it suppresses 

Reyita’s voice, by eliminating the words “simply Reyita,” since she uses these 

words in the text to describe herself and signal her rejection of class distinctions. 

 The question of naming is more crucial than it seems at first sight.  In his 

essay “The Real Thing,” Beverley criticizes the way in which scholars have used 

Rigoberta Menchú’s first name in their studies because he feels it implies the 

desire of the scholar to appropriate the informant for him/herself (268).  I agree 

that using the informant’s first name vs. the researcher’s last name when 

discussing these texts can be wrong because it suggests a difference in status.  Yet 

in Reyita’s case, using her first name supports her opinions in matters of class.  

Moreover, throughout the chapter I will also use Daisy Rubiera’s first name when 

analyzing her participation as a protagonist in the text together with her mother, 

and when mentioning our interviews and encounters.  In these interviews, which 

are quoted here extensively, we addressed each other by our first names. 

 The discrepancies in the bibliographical classification of the book become 

more problematic when they raise questions about the text’s authorship, since 

both Reyita and her daughter appear alternatively as authors in these different 

editions.  In Cuba, the book’s cover includes Daisy Rubiera Castillo’s name under 
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the title, in the place usually occupied by the author’s name, while in the States 

the cover identifies it as a life story by María de los Reyes Castillo Bueno 

(Reyita’s complete name), as told to her daughter Daisy Rubiera Castillo.  This 

distinction has been an issue with other testimonios as well, such as Biografía de 

un cimarrón (1966).  In bibliographical searches in libraries of the United States 

this book can be found as The Autobiography of a Runaway Slave under the 

authorship of Esteban Montejo, Miguel Barnet’s informant in the interviews that 

were the basis for the text.  In other cases, bibliographers and editors have given 

equal power to both informant and researcher in the production of the testimonios. 

 When asked about the changes in the author’s name, Daisy commented 

that they were due to the different interests of publishers, and that being called 

author or editor of the book was not a matter of concern for her: “It does not 

worry me.  Maybe it is because she is my mother.  It does not worry me” 

(emphasis mine ).30  I would like to explore in this section how the strong bond 

between informant and researcher (of kinship and otherwise) creates a special 

kind of authorship in the production of Reyita, sencillamente.  In this section I 

will rely on Kristeva’s concept of an identity in a continuous dialectical process to 

discuss the conflicting issue of authorship in this testimonio. 

 In order to analyze the unique identification between Reyita and Daisy, it 

is necessary to address the two possible tensions between informant and 

researcher that Sklodowska distinguishes: one due to the ways in which the 
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informant defines himself/herself to the interlocutor in ethnic/cultural terms, and 

the other caused by the struggle for the control of the text (Testimonio 

hispanoamericano 110).  Reyita’s testimonio offers a new variation on the first 

problematic described by Sklodowska, since her intimate relationship with the 

researcher implies that Reyita’s reflections have her family as a direct audience as 

well as a larger audience.  My interviews with Daisy Rubiera can share some light 

on the particular sites and circumstances of the act of remembering that generated 

this testimonio.  Daisy was working on a conference presentation about black 

women in Cuba, and mentioned to her mother that she had found advertisements 

for the sale of black female slaves in nineteenth-century newspapers.  Reyita told 

her daughter that her own family history was full of examples for her work, and a 

two-hour talk between them corroborated that statement.  After a night of 

reflection on the potential of her mother’s knowledge of the matter, Daisy came 

back with a tape recorder and started rediscovering the woman she did not know 

behind the mother she grew up with.  Thus, she compiled data for a linear 

biography centered on the theme of racial discrimination.  The project was 

abandoned for a while until Daisy retired from her official job as a researcher in 

several cultural institutions31 and joined MAGIN, a non-official group of Cuban 

women who studied how gender issues affected the portrayal of women’s image 

in the Cuban media.32  Her incorporation into this group allowed Daisy to use a 



 

 263

gender perspective in the reexamination of Reyita’s testimonio, focusing now on 

emphasizing the latter’s self-perception as a black woman. 

 The collective nature of the act of remembering in testimonio is 

emphasized by the project’s foundational idea being claimed both by mother and 

daughter.  The (hi)story Reyita tells can also be considered a personal history 

(Reyita’s) and a collective history (both familiar and national): after Daisy and 

Reyita did their interviews alone in the kitchen, the rest of Reyita’s children 

would listen to the tapes.  Therefore, when Reyita speaks, she does it as a mother, 

addressing not a regular researcher, but her daughter (often she addresses all her 

children in plural): “I will explain to you some things about her [Isabel, Reyita’s 

mother], that you all don’t know, and you’ll see how I’m right” (29); “Do you 

understand?” (23)  Making sure that the audience formed by her children is 

grasping what she wants to convey to them is an important requisite for Reyita the 

mother. 

 Due to this familial relationship, Daisy is more present in the text than 

other researchers/interlocutors who occupy a space in the margins of the text.  

Contrasting her role with the work of those other researchers produces interesting 

results: Elena Poniatowska, a prolific Mexican author who has written/edited 

several testimonios, defines her participation in these texts as “a kind of vehicle 

through which other voices pass.”33  Rubiera, on the other hand, claims for herself 
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the authority of experiencing many events as a witness: “I am the other voice, the 

one that is not heard.  I am part of the story.”34 

 In several occasions, Daisy’s voice can actually be “heard” through 

Reyita’s, as the latter addresses her daughter: “What, I made a mistake?  No, my 

latest great-grandson and great-great granddaughter hadn’t been born yet.  I’ve 

got that sum right” (152); “...I’m already losing it [my memory].  You don’t think 

so?  Oh, you are just saying that to flatter me!” (154)”; “Do you remember how to 

make it [a special dish]?  No?  What a shame!” (102).  Yet Daisy’s presence is not 

simply manifested in an occasional appearance as an interlocutor.  In order to 

confer veracity on her memories, Reyita often mentions Daisy’s involvement in 

the story: “They [the prostitutes] always passed my house.  You were always 

noticing them” (68); she even asks Daisy to reminisce with her: “Do you 

remember the afternoon we went under water to buy milk?” (118) (emphasis 

added).  As becomes clear, the politics of remembering are central to the 

production of this testimonio.  In this section and the next we will see how the 

differences in the informant’s and researcher’s projects sometimes cause struggles 

over what to remember. 

 With regard to the second tension Sklodowska identifies, one needs to 

discuss the hotly debated point of “who has the power to control the text” when 

analyzing the characterization of a lower-class black woman as the ideal 

informant.  In the case of this text, the use of the researcher by the informant 
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allows us to see how, instead of a monologized text, testimonio can be a site of 

resistance and collaboration.  I would like to describe this collision by once again 

using Bakhtin’s theories on “dialogism,” on the textual polyphonic interplay of 

characters’ voices in a text.  As I also did in the first chapter, I want to depart 

from his consideration of stable speaking subjects by adding notions provided by 

Kristeva’s theories of subjectivity.  Relying on Kristeva’s poststructuralist 

theories of split subjectivity, I argue that the text presents not only the interplay of 

the voices of informant and researcher, both characters in the text, but also the 

voices of the multiple and contradictory positionings experienced by each of these 

subjects as authors.35 

 Analyzing the complex dynamic between speaking subject and interpreter 

in projects that transform oral histories into written ones implies first studying 

how the text portrays the researcher’s working strategies, including his/her 

approach to the informant.  In order to explore Rubiera’s strategies, I am going to 

compare her participation in a discursive manipulation of the text’s orality with 

the strategies employed by Miguel Barnet in the testimonio of the former slave 

Esteban Montejo. 

The changes Barnet effected in the text went further than simply erasing 

reiterations, according to the writer himself.  Actually, there are two phases that 

explain his presumptive authorship of the text.  First, in the prologue to the 

testimonio, he discusses his use of “the habitual resources of ethnological 
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investigation” (6); while acknowledging his suppression of repetitions and his 

paraphrase of some of Montejo’s words, he emphasizes that “we did not try to 

create a novel” (9).  This prologue focuses on presenting the text as truth-saying, 

and Barnet attempts to provide this text with more scientific value by including a 

glossary of terms and some random historical notes. 

 Yet in 1970 when Barnet wrote “La novela-testimonio: socio-literatura,” 

[Testimonial Novel: Socio-Literature] he presented himself as the creator of a text 

belonging to a new kind of literature: the testimonial novel.  In this article Barnet 

affirmed that “the false literature, simplistic and chata, that is the result of a direct 

transcription, does not go anywhere” (29).  Therefore, he asserted that, in his 

work, he would always take from the recorder the tone of the language and the 

anecdote, while “the rest, the style, and the nuances, would always be my 

contribution” (29).36  In this second and ultimate analysis of his participation in 

the production of the text, Barnet embraces the role of author and creator, though 

acknowledging the difficulties of balancing the freedom of literary creativity with 

being truthful to the informant’s words.  However, the problem lies in the nature 

of the relationship between Barnet and Montejo, according to some academic 

readers of this testimonio. 

 In this article, Barnet describes his dialogue with “the other” with these 

words: “There is also a depersonalization; one is already the other, and only that 

way one could think like him, talk like him, feel deeply life’s blows, 
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communicated to one by the informant, and feel them like one’s own” (36).37  

Barnet presupposes the same resemblance between himself and Montejo in the 

prologue to Biografía, a prologue which “creates uniformity in a project that 

should address difference,” according to Sklodowska (“Spanish American” 89).  

This identification between informant and researcher is indeed problematic, since 

this communal self suggests that Barnet searches for his own identity through 

Montejo, and yet the process does not seem to be reciprocal.38  Thus, on the one 

hand Barnet mentions in the prologue that Montejo identified with them (he uses 

the plural to include himself and his fellow researchers) and discovered the 

interest and repercussions of their work (7).  Yet he also characterizes Montejo’s 

opinions as particular to him as a black man: “it [his vision] reflects our 

informant’s way of approaching things, of dealing with men, his group attitude, 

partial to his race,” and later he speaks of “a biased approach, favorable to black 

men, when passing judgment on events like the war” (10).39  Barnet has no direct 

knowledge of the facts that Montejo discusses, and therefore his comments prove 

that he approaches the data from an ideological point of view which is not entirely 

the same as Montejo’s.  

In Daisy Rubiera’s case, she has not written any essays about the 

production of Reyita, sencillamente.  The only published information comes from 

the prologue written by Mirta Rodríguez Calderón and from the epilogue, in 

which Rubiera relates the last part of her investigation, after she had finished 
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recording the interviews.  In the prologue, Rodríguez Calderón asserts that the 

researcher steals from Reyita part of her hidden stories, but in the end “the dream-

like stories Reyita draws with her colorful orality emerge untouched” (11).  Such 

contradictory statements try to solve the conflict that is created when the 

researcher endeavors to legitimize (and divulge) oral history by writing it down.  

Several words in these sentences problematize the truth value of the narrative: 

Reyita’s stories have a “dream-like” quality, the researcher “steals,” and Reyita’s 

orality emerges “untouched.”  Although in this testimonio of mother to daughter 

we do not find the superior-inferior relationship that appears in other testimonios 

like Biografía, and, as we will see later, both informant and researcher share the 

same ideological orientation, Reyita’s recorded words are still decontextualized.  

Therefore, Arturo Alape’s argument that the book has been written by “two 

voices, one which speaks and one which asks questions” (2) needs to be qualified.  

The second voice not only interrogates but also writes, and, consequently, it has 

the power to transform the first voice into a textual construct.   

 In my interviews with Daisy Rubiera, she characterized her 

editorial/authorial work as one of “restructuring, putting together, and 

reorganizing.”  She stated that she did not have many things to ask when her 

mother was speaking, because the events were often familiar to her.  Her role was 

one of listening and also verifying the data by talking with other relatives and 

checking archives.  However, despite her assertions about not altering Reyita’s 
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language, she admitted to getting rid of some repetitions so that the text would be 

easier to read.  Unfortunately, what she and other editors define as unnecessary 

reiterations are often specific oral narrative strategies, particular to the informant, 

which could therefore give us an insight into his/her thoughts. 

 González Echevarría has asserted that there is a symbiosis between 

Montejo and Barnet which occurs when they “turn out to have been the same all 

along” (121), both of them authors unsure of their position.  Echevarría goes as 

far as to call Montejo “the voice of authority” to Barnet’s role as a scribe (122).  

Yet at the end of his essay he clarifies that the ex-slave’s memory is an illusion, 

and the role of the author in this tense dialogue is in the end an illusion too.  

Though many critics of the testimonial genre focus on resolving the tension over 

the control of the text, others like Echevarría try to avoid presenting a single 

authorship.  Thus Beverley observes that, in testimonial literature, information 

and control of representation  do not just “flow one way” (“Margin” 21), while 

Sklodowska suggests that, instead of choosing one element of the binomial, a self- 

critical mediation should help transform testimonio into a “dialectic of the 

informant’s will and the researcher’s intentions” (“Testimonio mediatizado” 89).  

My analysis of Reyita, sencillamente coincides with these last scholars in refusing 

to establish a fixed, definite authorship.  Following Kristeva’s ways of theorizing 

identity, the relationship between Reyita and her mother in terms of controlling 
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the narrative can be defined through a concept that I call the “author-in-process/on 

trial.”   

 As we saw in the first chapter, Kristeva’s notion of the “subject-in-

process/on trial” helps us understand identity as something that needs to be 

constantly negotiated, unstable and incomplete, always becoming.  Her analysis 

of psychoanalytical discourse proclaims the need to negotiate our identity and 

difference as “subjects in process/on trial”: since difference is within identity, 

“our identities are constantly brought to trial, overruled” (“Question” 351).  For 

Kristeva, however, this unstable incompleteness needs not mean a breakdown of 

identity, since difference can exist within the subject without being repressed or 

destroyed.  Accepting plurality over uniqueness means recognizing that a 

subject’s identity is constituted by an interaction of selves rather than a mere 

sequence of substitutions.  This fragmented subject, constructed and 

deconstructed, serves to illustrate the ongoing dialectical process of Reyita’s 

authorship. 

On the one hand, it is the researcher who has the power to represent her 

interlocutor through the printed word, empowering with her scholarly authority 

the words of her silenced mother, words that are not recognized in public 

discourse.  Thus, the book starts with Daisy yielding to her mother: “To Reyita, to 

her convening presence, I give the floor” (13).  Moreover, as in other mediated 

testimonios, the informant is moved to speak at least partly by the researcher’s 
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efforts, as Reyita tells her daughter: “you have driven me to take stock of my life” 

(163).  According to Arturo Alape, the daughter “stimulates and incites, awakens 

the memory, opens folds” (2). 

 In fact, several of Reyita’s statements about telling her life story show us 

that she follows Daisy’s directions when addressing certain issues.  For instance, 

Reyita comments on the death of her revolutionary son Nene: “I wouldn’t want to 

have to talk about that..., but since you tell me it is necessary, I’m going to make 

an effort...,” and later on: “Oh my God, my son, why do you make me talk about 

that...?” (127).40  Her reluctance to talk about certain issues remains after editing, 

and we might wonder whether signs of this reluctance are also kept in other 

testimonios in which the researcher is concerned about projecting a relationship of 

equality with the informant.  Whereas most testimonios simulate a monologue, 

eliminating any trace of the interviewer’s questions, in Reyita, sencillamente her 

mother’s remarks give us an insight into Daisy’s agenda.  

 However, the prologue also encourages the reader to look for what Reyita 

hides: “[...] each person can find out in what Reyita says many things she is silent 

about; and in what she tells some parts of what she did not want to tell” (10).41  In 

this vein, Reyita exercises the power to withhold information from the researcher.  

In spite of her daughter’s insistence, Reyita does not tell Daisy the name of the 

man she really loved, who was not her husband (Daisy’s father).  In one of my 

interviews with Daisy, she mentioned that her mother later confessed more about 
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this story to Daisy’s friend, Sonnia Moro, who collaborated in the research for the 

book.  Indeed, Reyita hid from her daughter also the fact that that she had had a 

sexual relationship with this man.  This is an example of the particular 

complications that arise from the filial relationship between informant and 

researcher. 

 Daisy also complains in the epilogue that her mother did not really say 

what she thought about her white husband, who appears in the book as a sexist, 

racist, and antirevolutionary figure: “this was a theme on which she was not so 

open” (165).  The resistance we can read in Reyita’s silences shows her anxiety 

about how to tell certain parts of her story to her family.  Her relationship with a 

white man, the father of her mulatto children, causes Reyita to confront her 

confused sense of allegiance as a black mother.  Furthermore, this identity crisis 

demonstrates that even in a collaborative life story, the subject resists complete 

framing: the gaps and spaces in this text-in-process exemplify how Reyita also 

appropriates us for her purposes.  According to Beverley, one should not make the 

mistake of considering the testimonio’s informant only as the “native informant” 

of classical anthropology, who can be a witness but not create his/her own 

narrative authority (“Real Thing” 276).  

 Nevertheless, Daisy takes control of the narrative again with a sort of 

epilogue written without emphasizing that there has been a change in narrative 

voice.  The epilogue, entitled “New Truths,” describes Daisy’s search for more 
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information on her white father.  After traveling to visit some old relatives on her 

father’s side that she had never met, Daisy discovers that he had lied to her 

mother: he had only visited his relatives once during the three months he told her 

he was with them.”  Reyita had finished the narrative by thinking that she knew 

all the truth about her husband when she found out that he had never legally 

married her.  Therefore, Daisy’s discoveries of “new lies” disempower Reyita as 

an informant, giving new authority to her daughter.   

 Yet Daisy’s investigations also generate more unanswered questions about 

her father’s behavior, and she has to admit that “only he knew what he did with 

the rest of the time” (171).  Therefore, the conclusion of the book shows that 

authorship is still “in-process/on trial;” the power and control over the text were 

only temporarily recovered by Daisy, who is eventually unable to answer all the 

questions raised by her father’s secrets and lies.  Discovering new information on 

her father also transforms the daughter into an informant: when her colleague 

advises Daisy to hide the lies from Reyita, Daisy argues that her mother would 

never forgive her for hiding the piece of news.  Thus Reyita’s influence over her 

daughter elicits from Daisy another written account of her mother’s own past, in 

this case in the form of a letter to Reyita about the new discoveries on her white 

husband.42   

 The way in which the roles are exchanged shows us how there is no self-

same subject as author in this collaborative venture of mother and daughter that 
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began in a kitchen.  The alternative identities that Reyita and Daisy have within 

themselves allows them to participate jointly in an “authorship-in-process” that is 

constantly being (de)constructed.  Thus, even though she is the scholar who 

writes/transcribes her mother’s story, Daisy is also a Black Cuban woman whose 

voice lacks authority as an author.  In our interviews, she pointed out that her 

recognition abroad had not been equaled in Cuba, where race issues had also been 

omitted in discussions of the book.  On the other hand, Reyita does not simply 

take on the role of protagonist.  According to Daisy, her mother was always 

concerned about transmitting the right image of herself to the public.43  Conscious 

of her identity as a textual construct, and aware of the power of written material to 

convey a sense of truth, Reyita exercised a certain control of the text in an effort 

to have her voice heard.  The next section discusses how the differences and 

commonalities that constitute this joint project of mother and daughter produce as 

a result the construction of the rebel (m)other figure. 
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3.  LIKE MOTHER, LIKE DAUGHTER: THE REBEL/REVOLUTIONARY 
(M)OTHER 

That Cuba’s cultural tradition can be recovered by absenting or displaying 
the black mother figure is perhaps the most significant lesson of the 
[prototypical Cuban son] “Son de la Ma Teodora”. 
- Vera M. Kutzinski, Sugar’s Secrets   

 

Don’t forget you are strong because I taught you how to be that way. 
- Reyita to her daughter Daisy, interview on June 200144 

 
 In the prologue to Biografía de un cimarrón, Miguel Barnet explains that 

his primary interest when he went to visit the Veterans’ Home in Havana was 

studying the existence of religions of African origin in Cuba.  Esteban Montejo 

was only one of the two persons that had caught the young ethnologist’s eye when 

reading an article about centenarian Cubans at the Home: the other one was a 

female ex-slave, who was also a “santera” and a spiritualist.  Considering Barnet’s 

research interests, it seems an odd choice to immediately “forget about the old 

woman” and choose a taciturn man who “did not refer directly to religious topics” 

(6).  Questioned about his decision, the author answered that Montejo’s 

extraordinary imagination and richness in anecdotes made him stand out as an 

interesting character.45  However, I would suggest that it was mainly Montejo’s 

rebelliousness that made Barnet dismiss the old woman, since this trait allowed 

Barnet to present the cimarrón as the right symbol of a Revolutionary tradition.46  

 In “Biografía de un cimarrón and the Novel of the Cuban Revolution,” 

González Echevarría differentiates between two trends of testimonio: “epic 
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testimony,” which deals predominantly with action (namely war) rather than 

description; and a kind of petite histoire, a cultural history dealing with everyday 

life (116).47  According to this critic, Montejo’s testimonio combines both trends, 

being both an epic account and a story of daily life.  Though Echevarría argues 

that women are often authors of the second kind of testimonios, I would insist that 

Reyita’s rebellious motherhood participates in a story of resistance and 

domesticity, making her a representative of both trends.  In fact, Reyita’s story 

transcends what Celsa Albert Batista has called “domestic maroonage” (45).48  

The stories of active resistance portrayed in the testimonio represent more than 

domestic struggles.  After reading Reyita, sencillamente, the notion of Cuban 

cimarronas should not be so easily dismissed from Cuban history.49  

 By analyzing again the dialectic between the voices of mother and 

daughter, I will interrogate the ways in which both construct and reflect the 

process of identity formation.  As a result of this process, the text discovers new 

conflicts that threaten the notion of an attained selfhood.  Therefore, I will return 

to Kristeva’s theories of alterity within identity in order to explore the dialectic 

between self and other that takes place within a plural identity.  Reyita’s 

subjectivity is multiple and discontinuous: contrary to the idea that she tells her 

story “without psychological splitting” (Alape 1), I argue that Reyita experiences 

a profound split as a subject.  The image of “the rebel (m)other” serves to 

demonstrate the continuous psychological tension experienced by her and the 
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other female protagonists in this text: their ambivalence and indecision are born 

not only out of encounters with the white other, but also with “the (unconscious) 

other” within themselves.  Drawing on Kristeva’s use of psychoanalysis as a 

model for embracing difference, I will show how Reyita is never fully able to 

articulate her “subjectivity in difference” as a black woman and a black mother.  

Her conscious rebelliousness conflicts with her self-doubts and ambivalence, 

obscuring her capacity for self-knowledge. 

 My indebtedness to Kristeva extends to some of her meditations on 

maternity in Stabat Mater (1987).  She argues that after the demise of the cult of 

the Virgin Mary we have been left without a satisfactory discourse on 

motherhood.  For Kristeva, the construct of the maternal by means of the Virgin 

has been constantly evolving over time, and her consideration of the Virgin Mary 

as a changing figure is useful when discussing black motherhood in Cuba as well 

as the States.  This analysis requires historical and cultural specificity to suggest 

how black women call into question authorized discourses of motherhood.  Thus, 

in the first chapter we discussed Harriet Jacobs’s call for a new understanding of 

black motherhood, while explaining her reasons for leaving her children behind in 

her escape from slavery.  At the same time, her role as a mother allowed her to 

invoke the moral discourse of true womanhood, by defending her choice to 

become pregnant outside of wedlock as necessary to give her children a chance of 

freedom.  I will examine here Reyita’s similar combination of two conflicting 
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discourses to defend her rebelliousness as a black woman by using a traditional 

approach to motherhood. 

 In order to rationalize and historicize definitions of black motherhood in 

Cuba, there needs to be an analysis of Cuba’s own image of the “warrior mother”: 

the iconic figure of Mariana Grajales.  Mother of Antonio Maceo, mulatto hero of 

Cuba’s independence struggles, Mariana is a symbol of Afro-Cuban resistance in 

the nineteenth century.  Her role in protest and political movements proves that 

women were not peripheral to Caribbean society, but rather were active directly 

and indirectly in revolutionary struggle.  In a way similar to Kristeva’s account of 

the use of the Virgin Mary to examine maternal femininity, Cuba’s mother icon 

has been manipulated in connection with Mariana Grajales.  This manipulation 

becomes apparent when we trace the construction of the mother myth of Mariana 

as it has changed over time.50  

 Despite the fact that her figure is the one most frequently mentioned in 

discussions of black women’s participation in Cuban’s wars, historiography on 

Mariana is much scarcer than on her sons.  Mariana Grajales Cuello was born in 

Santiago de Cuba in 1808.  Together with her second husband, Marcos Maceo, 

she had thirteen children, nine of whom lost their lives in Cuba’s independence 

struggles.  Antonio Maceo and José Maceo, generals in the Liberation Army, are 

the most famous of these children, who are portrayed in Cuban history as the 

heroic offspring of a valiant and self-abnegating mother.  Mariana herself joined 
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the 1868-78 insurrection, and was sent into exile to Kingston, Jamaica, where she 

died in 1893.   

 Early studies discuss Mariana as the mother of a model home, who 

sacrificed everything for her country.  According to Jean Stubbs, this image 

developed in the 1950s into what she calls “the mother patriot and matron-saint” 

(304), and it is not until the 1970s that the figure of a Mariana who followed the 

rebel forces wherever they went is portrayed as a Revolutionary woman.  All the 

biographies present Mariana as a model of moral rectitude, rarely mentioning 

certain facts about her love affair with Marcos Maceo, such as her years of life 

with him in free union while he might have been married to Amparo Tellez, with 

whom he had six children.51  For Stubbs, Mariana has been constructed through a 

specific ideology of reproduction, and no attempt has been made to analyze her as 

a Black Cuban in political and cultural terms.  Strength and power are 

characteristics of women in Black Cuban culture, as this scholar observes, and 

therefore these traits of Mariana’s character could be used to recognize her as a 

specific symbol of Black Cuban resistance.  Rethinking Mariana Grajales in this 

manner would involve discussing her powers as a healer and her knowledge of 

medicinal herbs, her place within the context of Black Cuban belief systems, such 

as Santería and Voodoo, and especially her revolutionary political ideas which led 

her to follow the Liberation Army in the fight for Independence. 
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Nowadays Mariana’s image as a Black Cuban figure focuses on her 

maternal role as that of a strong woman who led her family into actively 

participating in Revolutionary struggles.  Jean Stubbs has called attention to the 

significance of Cubans choosing to interpret Mariana as “a defiant and heroic 

mother-leader” (315).  I want to emphasize here how in Cuba resistance and 

motherhood can be equally celebrated as prerogatives for women, especially in 

the case of Black Cuban women.  However, Reyita’s conflicted and often 

contradictory opinions exemplify the difficulties that Black Cuban women must 

face when combining the two discourses of motherhood and political agency.  

Thus, in her struggle for self-representation, Reyita’s strong black consciousness 

enters into conflict with “received” commonplace ideas about motherhood and 

Revolutionary ideology. 

 Reyita’s first experience of what a mother is supposed to be is not a 

positive one, as she suffers racial discrimination at the hands of her mulatto 

mother.  Isabel makes her darkest-skinned child feel like an outsider in the family: 

“For my mother it was an embarrassment that I - of her four daughters - was the 

only black one.  I always felt the difference between us, because she didn’t have 

as much affection for me as she did for my sisters. […] I always felt rejected by 

her” (17).52  These words appear at the very beginning of Reyita’s narrative, 

under the heading: “My hair is white, my skin is black: who am I?”  Reyita’s 

experience of racial prejudice with her mother occupies an important place in her 
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quest for identity, especially influencing her when making one of the most 

important decisions discussed in her story: “marrying white.”   

 As a grown-up, Reyita understands that Isabel’s harsh life was the main 

cause for her mother’s rejection of anything black, and she wants Daisy to 

understand it so: “you’ll see that I’m right [about Isabel] (29).”  Making sure the 

children are conscious of Isabel’s difficult life is fundamental for Reyita, since the 

motives behind Isabel’s actions had a direct effect upon Reyita’s marriage 

decisions.  Though Reyita did not share her mother’s opinions, her experience of 

discrimination as a daughter, together with a desire for stability, led her to marry a 

white man.  Her marriage to Antonio Rubiera is the only occasion on which 

Reyita pleases her mother, who congratulates her for “improving the race” (62).  

Yet this decision creates a conflict for Reyita, demonstrated in her defensive 

attitude when she discusses the issue: “It goes without saying now that I love my 

race, I love black people” (59).  Throughout the book, the figure of Reyita is 

identified as a defender of the rights of blacks and one who participates in the 

Marcus Garvey Movement and supports the struggles of the Partido 

Independiente de Color.  Consequently, she feels the need to explain to her 

audience, especially her family, her reasons for marrying a white man.  One of the 

first lines of the narrative is -- “I had an important reason that explains it all, you 

know?” (17), and the text includes a section called: “Why I married a white man” 

(59). 
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 Essentially, Reyita’s motives focus on motherhood: discrimination in 

Cuba and on her mother’s part convinced Reyita that she needed to make an effort 

to free her children from any suffering caused by prejudice.  However, “marrying 

white” will be a source of unbearable tensions at home, where husband and wife 

share radically opposite beliefs.  Thus, santería and Revolutionary ideology, two 

very important tenets of Reyita’s belief system, are rejected by her husband 

Antonio Rubiera, who exhibits prejudice towards his own dark-skinned children. 

 Reyita will then use the same motive, a mother’s love for her children, to 

rebel within her home, reclaiming a more independent role than that of housewife, 

so that she can provide her children with what she thinks they deserve: “I 

sacrificed it all, I sacrificed myself as a woman in order to be just a mother” 

(134).  Knowing that her husband is not going to fight for her children’s rights, 

Reyita rebels against the limits of the domestic conventions she believes in: she 

refuses to submit in order to achieve an independent life for her children.  All her 

work is performed within the home, using medicinal herbs and spiritual spells to 

help people.  In this way, her example of “cimarronaje doméstico” [domestic 

maroonage] transforms motherhood into a site of production and resistance.    

The construction of Reyita’s subjectivity is grounded in the collective 

experience of a genealogy of rebellious black mothers.  Thus, the first chapter 

describes the lives of Reyita’s female ancestors, especially her two grandmothers, 

whose strong maternal bonds and courage in the struggle against oppression are 
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admired by their granddaughter.  First, there is Tatica, Reyita’s maternal 

grandmother, who fought in the Guerra del 95 [War of 1895] with her husband 

while taking care of her children.  According to Arturo Alape, “Reyita bases her 

existence in the image of her maternal grandmother when she was taken from 

Africa” (2).  Tatica’s stories about her homeland teach Reyita to love the 

continent; and she also inherits Tatica’s beliefs in African religious traditions.  On 

the other hand, Mamacita, the paternal grandmother, presents similarities to the 

figure of Mariana Grajales.  Mamacita’s first black husband died during the 

Guerra de los diez años [Ten Years’ War] (1868-78), in which both participated; 

afterwards, antagonizing her family, she lived with a white man, who left the 

country during the War of 1895 while Mamacita and her children went to battle.  

One of her sons, Reyita’s father and the only black man who lived with Isabel, 

“was born by one of life’s coincidences on the day in which the Ten Years’ War 

started” (Reyita 39) and later on went to fight in the War of 1895.53  Hence, these 

introductory chapters help present Reyita’s rebellious streak as a trait inherited 

from either her mother’s or her father’s side.   

Whatever the case, Reyita’s rebelliousness finds its full expression in her 

support of the Revolution, of which her husband does not approve.  Besides 

meeting with her husband’s opposition, this rebellious ideology eventually enters 

into conflict with her own black consciousness.  In fact, while participating in 

Revolutionary struggle, Reyita simultaneously qualifies her stance towards the 
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ideology she follows: after affirming that there is no need to worry about skin 

color nowadays, she recognizes the existence of persons that keep the problem of 

discrimination alive after the Revolution.  Subsequent critical comments about the 

absence of black protagonists in contemporary books and television series end 

with Reyita firmly exclaiming that “there is still a lot to do!” (26-27). 

 Reyita’s support of conflicting cultural and political ideologies is reflected 

in her contradictory opinions and behavior.  On the one hand, there is her belief in 

Revolutionary ideology, with its lack of attention to a specific black 

consciousness; on the other, her pride in her socioracial group, while she struggles 

to give her children a very different life.  Having been “the other” in her family, 

Reyita supports those who are marginalized but wants to be part of “the center,” 

too.  Yet her efforts to provide her children with better material conditions often 

contradict the Revolution’s dismissal of capitalist consumerism and class 

distinctions.  The complexities of constructing a self in her marginal position 

create tensions between self and other within her plural identity.  Therefore, by 

using rebellious motherhood to create a healthy sense of herself, Reyita 

challenges some of the ideologies she subscribes to. 

 Reyita does not write her own testimonial narrative, however, and 

therefore hers is a mediated self-narration.  I would argue that Daisy Rubiera’s 

role in shaping the narrative also helps to portray Reyita as a “rebel (m)other”: the 

prototype of the Revolutionary Cuban mother.  In order to understand the 
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daughter’s agenda, it is necessary to examine her research interests by looking at 

her two published essays.  Both essays examine from a gender perspective the 

influence of Africa in Cuban culture and history.  The most recent one is 

“Mujeres en la Regla Ochá: una perspectiva de género” [Women in Regla Ochá: 

A Look at Gender Issues] (1999), which claims to be the first gender-based 

analysis of the restricted position of women in Regla Ochá or Santería.  The 

theme of this essay can be connected to the extensive discussion of Afro-Cuban 

religious practices in Reyita.  Throughout the book, Reyita describes her visions 

of future and healing powers, her belief in espiritismo cruzado and her devotion to 

saints.  Among the latter, the figure she mentions the most is the Virgen de la 

Caridad del Cobre, a symbol of the syncretism of Afro-Cuban religious practices, 

mixing Catholicism and religions of African origin.  Reyita’s veneration of this 

important maternal figure is a constant when she needs to ask something for her 

family, such as having a white husband for her children or the recovery of her 

gravely ill son. 

 Rubiera’s other essay, “La mujer negra en Cuba” [The Black Woman in 

Cuba] (1996) analyzes the living conditions of women of African origin in Cuba, 

from their arrival in the country in the sixteenth century until the nineteenth 

century.  In the text, Rubiera Castillo describes the heroic efforts of the mothers of 

black Revolutionary figures as representative of national struggles.  The author 

considers that there are several characteristics that were transmitted from the 
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African woman to the Cuban woman down through the centuries: namely, 

discipline and effort in their work and their direction of the family.  By using the 

examples of Dominga Moncada54 and Mariana Grajales, mothers of heroic Black 

Cuban Revolutionary figures, she concludes her essay stating the influence that 

these “true representatives of the Cuban mother” (22) have had in fights for 

national liberation in Cuba. 

 The history of Reyita as “the mother of a Revolutionary martyr” 

incorporates her into the genealogy of Revolutionary mothers.  As we saw in the 

previous section dedicated to the testimonio’s authorship, Reyita suffers in telling 

the story of her slain son but she must do it, according to Daisy’s guidelines (“you 

tell me it is necessary,” 127).  When her son is killed in an explosion described as 

an example of the sabotage of the Revolution by yanqui imperialism, Reyita calls 

him “proud successor of my mambí ancestors and my father” (126), connecting 

Revolutionary present with the struggles for independence in the past.  

Furthermore, the preface of the book portraits Reyita as mother not only of her 

own children, but also of the ones rejected by others.  Thus she appears as the 

egalitarian mother of all races and cultures, the same image of the Cuban nation 

after the Revolution. 

 In my interviews with Daisy, she blamed the female stereotypes that might 

exist in her essay on her ignorance of how to use gender as an analytical tool 

before the composition of this testimonial narrative.  According to her, she tried to 
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convey Reyita’s subjectivity as an independent woman not defined by her 

offspring, while Reyita emphasized motherhood over womanhood in her account 

of her life.  In my opinion, the creation of the image of “the rebel (m)other” can 

be seen as another example of the interrelation of both Reyita’s and Daisy’s 

agendas.  Daisy is the youngest child, born when her mother had already 

reclaimed her power within the home, and she inherited Reyita’s rebelliousness.  

The identification between the two is shown clearly when both mother and 

daughter relate the same story at different moments in the text: how Daisy was the 

only child who rejected her father’s abusive behavior by refusing to fan him like 

her siblings, because (in Daisy’s words) “though black, I am not a slave” (87).  

This image of her father as the white colonizer is one of the negative 

characterizations that contribute to his being represented in opposition to Reyita 

as the egalitarian revolutionary mother. 

 The text abounds in parallelisms that reflect the identification between 

mother and daughter.  Daisy is the only one of Reyita’s children who goes to the 

University, something to which the self-educated Reyita had no access.  Daisy’s 

admission to the university as a result of Reyita’s maternal efforts is mentioned 

next to the latter’s entrance in the Revolutionary militia, because both 

achievements occurred simultaneously.  Similarly, when telling her story, Reyita 

often points out how Daisy understands her mother’s most difficult experiences, 

such as losing a son (“you know that [pain] because you also lost a son,” 128) and 
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marrying a white man (“I know you understand why I wanted to marry a white 

man,” 59; emphasis mine). 

 Helen Deutsch has said that “mothers don’t write; they are written” (140).  

In the case of this testimonio, both mother and daughter participate in the 

construction of Reyita’s female subjectivity, but each of their interventions occurs 

in different planes as a result of the text’s generic identity.  Sylvia Molloy asserts 

that in autobiographies “self-image is an end product but it is also an initial 

figure” (150).  In this testimonio, the image represented constitutes a different 

goal for the informant and the researcher: for Reyita, the discovery of herself as a 

rebel (m)other appears to come from the self-awareness derived from telling her 

story, whereas for her daughter the construction of this self seems the initial goal, 

a preconception that dictates her arrangement of the past in the text.  To 

understand this last point, we need to consider Rubiera’s previous research, the 

presentation of Reyita’s figure in the preface, and the daughter’s own assertion of 

the need of Reyita in Cuban literature after the cimarrón.55 

 Indeed, through this image of Reyita, the text constitutes also a revision of 

the prototypical male testimonio, Biografía de un cimarrón.  In Reyita the female 

protagonists enter politics as an extension of the domestic realm, when 

motherhood gives them a rationale for their rebelliousness.  In contrast with 

Montejo’s violent and isolated struggle in the manigua, Reyita, like her female 

ancestors, fights from within the home, with the support of a community.  Thus, 
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these women’s struggle against oppression focuses on searching for a home for 

their children, instead of being the task of a solitary hero.  The genealogical 

concern and the emphasis on family ties are also linked to Reyita’s need to insert 

herself into a privileged lineage.  Since there is a real lack of Black Cuban 

foremothers in the writing of testimonios, in the interest of collectivity and 

continuity Reyita is constructed as the product of a community where the mother 

figures have an African origin.  The next section will explore Black Cuban 

women’s special type of agency as an example of a form of maternal nationalism, 

an icon symbolizing national independence. 

 

4.  BLACK AND/OR CUBAN: THE BLACK FEMALE (M)OTHER OF THE CUBAN 
NATION 

According to [Cuban poet] Guillén, to be authentically Cuban means 
recognizing the voice of the silenced other within the self. 
- Lorna Williams, “The Emergence of an Afro-Cuban Aesthetic” 

 
 In her analysis of Latin American autobiographies, Molloy describes 

autobiography as “the perfect vehicle for the new history of the newly formed 

countries” (143).  Despite her aversion to considering all private Latin American 

texts as national allegories, Molloy refers to the ideological weight of 

autobiographies in the consolidation of national values.  Sharing her reluctance, I 

would like to examine the impact of testimonio on the formation of Cuba’s 

nationalist cultural ideology.  As I have argued earlier, the writing of testimonios 
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in Cuba has contributed to the creation of a heroic epic of the past.  Regarding this 

issue, George Yúdice has spoken of “an attempt by the Cuban state to consolidate 

a national subject through the testimonial process” (45).  By looking at Reyita’s 

testimonio, whose subject matter is both intimate and collective, I will explore the 

role played by race, class, and gender in the formulation of Cuba’s national 

identity. 

 Before analyzing Reyita as a “national subject,” it will be necessary to 

consider once again the example of the most famous Black Cuban 

protagonist/author of a testimonio, Esteban Montejo.  Barnet defines Montejo in 

the prologue as “a legitimate actor of Cuba’s historical process,” (11) for his 

actions as a runaway slave, and as a mambí during the 1895-1898 Independence 

War.  Both the prologue and Barnet’s editorial work in Biografía present 

Montejo’s rebelliousness as a symbol of the country’s Revolutionary identity.  

Paradoxically, the same characteristics that make Montejo a less than ideal 

“informant” (individuality, suspiciousness, and isolation) help Barnet present him 

as the ideal subject of a collective experience that connects past and present.56  He 

simultaneously asserts that Montejo’s story is “a personal vision” (9), and that it 

narrates “experiences common to many Cuban men” (11).  Barnet met with some 

difficulties merging the protagonist’s life and national history in the book, 

resulting in the obliteration of Montejo’s presence by sociocultural phenomena.  

Thus, the generic titles that introduce each section (“Slavery,” “The Abolition of 
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Slavery,” and “The War of Independence”) point to periods in Cuban history 

more than to individual incidents in a person’s life.   

 Examining in unison individual and national identity is also problematic in 

Reyita, which some have considered a sequel to the cimarrón’s text.  As in 

Montejo’s case, Reyita’s identity is connected to national identity when the latter 

is presented as representative of a national group: Black Cuban women who rebel 

against conventions.  In the preface to the book, Mirta Rodríguez Calderón uses a 

paradox to insist on Reyita’s necessary combination of individuality and 

representativeness: “Reyita is herself and she is also us [Cuban women]” (9).  

Calderón explains that what makes Reyita’s life “exceptional” is “the 

convergence in her life of the challenges that many other female existences went 

through, and the courage of having faced them all” (9).  Reyita herself is aware of 

her representative value: according to her daughter, Reyita always announced 

proudly that she had been born in 1902, the year in which Cuba became a 

Republic, though her birth certificate situates her birth in 1901.57  Besides the 

possibility of a mistake on her certificate, Reyita’s insistence could be read as her 

own recognition of the parallelisms between her life and the history of the 

nation’s liberational struggles. 

 Nevertheless, the question of using Reyita as a synecdoche of the country 

is not a simple one.  Certainly, her story explores social as well as personal 

concerns.  However, Reyita does not represent all Cubans, but a very particular 
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socioracial group, Black Cuban women struggling to survive economically and to 

be socially recognized.  Indeed, the first description we have of her in the preface 

emphasizes in multiple instances the interactions of race, gender, and class in her 

life.  Her testimonio manifests the difficulties Reyita’s group must face to be 

accepted as representatives of the Cuban nation. 

 Black women’s conflicted place within the nation is partly explained by 

observing the role of gender and race in Cuba’s nationalist discourse.  In her study 

of female subjectivity and national identity in Cuba, Catherine Davies discusses 

what she calls “national feminism,” that is, “feminist demands inscribed in terms 

of a nationalist agenda,” and its evolution during Cuba’s history (Place 35).  

According to Davies, during the Republic demands for women’s rights were 

perceived as nationalistic, and the image of the “warrior mother” was used as a 

symbol of national independence.  At the same time, feminist writers often 

applied the tropes of mother and home to nationalist ideology (Place 36-38).  In 

the revolutionary period, there is a continuation of images of women warriors, as 

mambisas [insurgents against Spanish domination] are seen as representatives of 

maternal nationalism and the Independence War is known as the “women’s war.”  

Yet the possibilities for feminist expression become complicated with the blurring 

of differences caused by the Revolution’s emphasis on unity under the ideology of 

cubanismo, which characterizes radical feminism as a consequence of bourgeois 
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culture and imperialism (Place 199).  In summary, in Cuba feminist discourse has 

always been encapsulated within nationalist theories. 

The “virility” or maleness of the patriotic ideal still makes Cuban women 

unknown historical heroines, something even more evident in the case of black 

women.  José Martí, leader of Cuba’s independence movement, who called 

Mariana Grajales “the lioness,”58 was one of the main personalities that 

acknowledged the achievements of black heroines in revolutionary struggles.  

There is still work to be done before Mariana Grajales and other lesser-known 

black female figures are recognized or studied for their roles in Cuban history.  

On the one hand, Reyita’s testimonio showcases the importance in national 

culture of what is considered a female space: the home as the place where women 

keep alive historical memory and values.  Yet, Reyita’s life also demonstrates that 

black women’s struggles do not take place only at home but also in public spaces, 

as she participates in the Marcus Garvey movement, defends her Afro-Cuban 

religious beliefs, fights for her children’s welfare, or enters the Communist Party.  

Her struggles are a reflection of the difficulty that women face in finding their 

own space in nationalistic rhetoric, in which masculine identity is the norm.   

 To acknowledge the historic contributions of Black Cuban women in the 

construction of a still unfolding Cuban nationhood, we must look at the role of 

race in the building of the Cuban nation.  Cuba is not the only country in the 

Caribbean where blacks have been used for national affirmation: for the 
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Caribbean nations, the struggle to define their national identity in a post-colonial 

era required paying attention to the population of African origin.59  This process 

had already begun in colonial times.  In The Representation of Slavery in Cuban 

Fiction, Lorna Williams explains that in first half of the nineteenth-century, the 

Cuban liberal publicist Domingo Del Monte made “a rhetorical link between 

blackness and Cubanness” to address the question of nationhood (6).  The leader 

of a reformist but not openly abolitionist group, Del Monte became a literary 

mentor for the slave author Juan Francisco Manzano, and related the figure of the 

black slave with the island’s status as a Spanish colony.  This controversial 

connection of race and nation persists in contemporary Revolutionary Cuba.  

Throughout the centuries Cubans of color have often found their appeals for 

social improvement and justice suppressed in the name of national unity, and have 

therefore chosen “to make their demands for rights not as blacks but as Cubans” 

(Brock, “Introduction” 10).  Thus, their challenge to racism has always been made 

from within the framework of the nation.60  According to Sarduy, in contemporary 

Cuba the strength of cubanía, Cuba’s ideological national discourse, has produced 

“a phenomenon of silence and deracialization to achieve national unity” (Afro-

Cuban Voices 18). 

 It may now be useful to turn to Kristeva’s discourse to examine the 

dialectic between self and other that takes place within the nation-state, where 

national identity is formed on the basis of exclusion.  As we saw earlier, in 
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Strangers to Ourselves, the postructuralist critic defends the need to accept 

difference as part of our society as well as within ourselves.  Kristevan theory 

enables the study the black female (m)other as a challenge to a stable 

homogeneous national identity, of which it is also a necessary element.  In 

twentieth-century Cuban nationhood, the rhetoric of homogeneity is 

problematized by the category of race.  By portraying the emphasis on race as 

anti-national, the Cuban nation avoids facing the challenge of addressing 

difference as a necessary constituent of its national identity.  Inscribing difference 

within the nation can reaffirm Cuba’s national identity by breaking the 

contradictory pattern of “simultaneous incorporation and exclusion of Cubans of 

color in the nationalist project” (Scott 29). 

 After studying the role played by race and gender in Cuba’s nationalist 

ideology, it is necessary to examine the way in which Reyita’s testimonio tries to 

find a place for the figure of the black (m)other within a homogeneous nationalist 

project.  Davies suggests that Cuba’s exercise of nationalism as a gendered 

discourse has often employed the image of “the Great Mother” (39).  While 

looking at motherhood as a central trope in black women’s reconstruction of their 

history, Ippolito discusses similarly “the historical construction of the black 

woman as ‘the great mother,’ negatively embedded in the ‘mammy’ figure of 

Euro-American imagination” (58).  We could read Reyita’s testimonio within the 

context of the veneration of the mother figure that took place after the Revolution, 
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when connections made between mother and home were reclaimed in defining a 

national identity.  In Cuba’s national feminist discourse, family functions as a 

symbol of the nation: thus, the independence wars are also known as “family 

wars,” because whole mambisa families participated in them, and the Maceo 

family is represented as the perfect symbol of this fusion of family and nation.  

 Likewise, in the different periods in Cuban history that Reyita’s testimonio 

presents, the concept of family appears always linked to the struggle for equality 

in Cuba.  For instance, discrimination in Reyita’s family (such as the prejudice 

her mulatto mother, Isabel, felt towards her) is compared to the discrimination in 

Cuba; Marcus Garvey’s “Back to Africa” movement is described as a “big black 

family” (23); the poor and mostly black population of the Chicharrones 

neighborhood (called La Sierra Chiquita -- “the little Sierra” -- for its connection 

to the revolutionary struggle in the mountains) constitutes “a big family” (120) in 

its fight for survival and their support of the Revolution; and finally, Reyita’s 

family of grandchildren and great grandchildren is “a rainbow without racial 

prejudice” (151). 

 This equation of family and nation makes Reyita’s problems 

representative of national conflicts.  As a consequence, Reyita’s personal situation 

with her white husband, which shows the existence of disguised prejudice, 

contradicts the idea of Cuba as one big family with no racial discrimination.  In 

this vein, it is the practice of santería in the text that exemplifies best the 
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marginalization of Black Cubans.  Elizabeth Dore describes Reyita’s practice of 

Regla Ochá or Santería as “a form of engagement in race politics” (6), and she 

also suggests that it might constitute a challenge to the gender order within the 

Afro-Cuban community, since there are not many women santeras.  In my 

opinion, this practice also makes a statement about national politics: first of all, 

the religious syncretism of santería symbolizes the hybridism of the nation, 

through figures such as the Virgen de la Caridad del Cobre, an image that fuses 

the Afro-Cuban female deity or orixa Yemayá with the Virgin Mary.  Moreover, 

the story of Reyita’s adoration of this Virgin, Cuba’s patron saint, points to the 

situation of Afro-Cuban culture in the nation by demonstrating the difficulties of 

practicing openly beliefs of African origin.   

When she comments on her religious beliefs, Reyita tells us that in Cuba 

“everybody walks” (everybody believes in supernatural things) (96).  Later on she 

says that “everyone carries his or her beliefs in their heart: whether they admit it 

or not” (98).  For Reyita, religion is an individual matter, and everybody should 

practice what they want and how they want to do it.  However, her practices are 

constantly criticized by several family members (especially her husband), and 

they are not shared by her children.61  In one particular incident, Reyita is even 

forced to hide her beliefs when one of her granddaughters, an active member of 

the Communist party, asks Reyita to remove the Virgin’s image from the entrance 

to the house (149).  Considering that her granddaughter belongs to a different era, 
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Reyita hides the image in her room.  However, the sacrifice is enormous (“I had 

to do something that has always bothered me,” 149), because it constitutes a 

betrayal of her promise to the Virgin: in exchange for marrying a white man, she 

had placed the Virgin’s image to preside over her house, so that everybody could 

see her (59).   

The displacement of the syncretic image of the Virgin to a hidden place in 

Reyita’s house illustrates that there is still a certain marginalization of Afro-

Cuban cultural beliefs in Cuban Revolutionary society.  According to María 

Teresa Marrero, a number of scholars have considered the permanence of santería 

as “a manifestation of strong resistance towards acculturation and subjugation of 

the Afro-Cuban and Afro-Caribbean diasporic peoples” (142).  In the same way, 

resistance is also exercised through the survival of an African musical tradition.  

Therefore, when Reyita hides the Virgin, she is engaging in a behavior similar to 

that of her mother, who hid her love of dance and music for fear of behaving like 

a black person.   

Reyita’s testimonio nevertheless shows that the role of black mothers in 

keeping alive cultural traditions has a definite influence in the development of a 

Cuban cultural identity.  When she describes her “rainbow” family, Reyita 

emphasizes that one of her main duties as a mother was to inculcate in her 

children a strong love of their homeland.  The result of her sacrifices as a mother 

is a united family, but also one where differences abound.  This ideal image of the 
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home disappears when she makes a more general statement of the situation of 

blacks in Cuba, as it becomes clear that they have been wrongly represented.  Her 

complaints concerning what has been written about blacks’ contributions to 

history extends to their images in literature.  For example, she criticizes the 

inaccurate images of blacks in literary texts, mentioning the poem “Canción para 

dormir a un negrito” [Lullaby for a Black Baby], by the Cuban poet Emilio 

Ballagas.62  This poem introduces the voice of a black mother, who hopes her son 

can become a boxer when he grows up.  In response, Reyita affirms that only 

black mothers themselves know what they want for their children: “[…] the poem 

showed –according to the author- the biggest dream a black man had, or a black 

mother had for her son. […] uh, only we really knew what our aspirations were” 

(159).63  Therefore, her text implies an acknowledgment that it is now the rebel 

mothers’ turn to rewrite their own history. 

 

5.  TESTIMONIO AND THE (RE)WRITING OF CUBAN HISTORY 

We dreamed of an archive of the word.  Reyita was going to start that. 
- Daisy Rubiera, interview on June 200164 

 
 In my previous analysis of the testimonial genre, I discussed the debate 

over this genre’s position at the crossroads of many discourses.  Particularly, the 

debate has centered on the degree to which testimonios have historiographical 

value or whether they are mainly fictional texts.  Regarding this controversy, 
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Echevarría argues that an important function of testimonio is to rewrite Cuban 

history, “rescuing the past from conventional, often distorted, accounts” 

(“Biografía” 122).  In his opinion, since the triumph of the Revolution this 

rewriting has been primarily concerned with rethinking and reconstructing the 

history of slavery.  Though rethinking slavery in many of these texts has provided 

critiques of racial blind spots in official history, there are still absences and 

distortions in the dominant view of Black Cubans in Cuban history after the 

Revolution.  One way of challenging this view is to account for black women’s 

participation in the struggle against slavery and racism.   

As a whole, Reyita’s narrative constitutes a witness account of the 

struggles endured by Black Cubans, showcasing women’s participation.  In this 

way, her testimonio begins with the stories she heard from her female ancestors 

after they left Africa, commenting on their sufferings under the slavery system 

and their role during the Independence Wars.  Reyita describes as well her own 

witnessing of the brutal suppression of the Partido Independiente de Color 

[Independent Colored Party] in 1912.65  Her family was closely involved in the 

events surrounding the 1912 guerrita de los negros [Little Negro War], also 

known as the Race War.  As she retells the story, Reyita connects daily anecdotes 

with important events, including her encounters with prominent figures from the 

Partido such as Evaristo Estenoz and Pedro Ivonet.  This is one of the many cases 

in the text in which Reyita mentions her acquaintance with famous characters 



 

 301

from Cuba’s political and cultural history (other examples are Fulgencio Batista 

and Benny Moré), lending national relevance to her intimate narrative.66   

Narrating the repression against blacks leads Reyita to recount the 

situation during the Republic and the Batista dictatorship, as well as during the 

beginning of the Revolution.  In all contexts she emphasizes the connection of 

Black Cuban women with the struggle.  Thus, after mentioning the death of her 

uncle during the suppression of the Independent Colored Party, an event which 

killed many black men, Reyita recounts the experience of his widow, Margarita 

Plana.  Doña Mangá, as Margarita was known, was the President of the 

Committee of Ladies for the Party, and she was imprisoned for her support of its 

politics.67  Reyita’s account of the 1912 repression is extremely important because 

in her role as a witness, she actually supports a theory suggested by historians 

about the events leading to the massacre.  In a chapter of Our Struggle dedicated 

to the 1912 “race war,” Aline Helg points out that there are many accounts by 

opponents of the regime of President Gómez (who ordered the repression against 

Party members), describing an agreement between the partisans of Independence 

and the President.  According to these sources, the president broke the agreement 

when publicly turning against the Party.  This is the same argument made by 

Reyita, who describes how everybody knew that the members of the Party had 

been convinced by the President of his support.  Aware that this has not been the 
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official version of the massacre, Reyita criticizes historians for not interviewing 

witnesses to these tragic events.68   

 In the introduction to Afro-Cuban voices, Pérez Sarduy points out that, 

despite the importance of race in Cuban history, until the 1980s there were no 

“race histories” in Cuba (33).  Besides telling events from the history of blacks in 

Cuba, Reyita also discusses the work of Cuban scholars in this field.  Reyita 

comments that the little that has been written about race does not go deeply into 

the story because the protagonists have not been interviewed.  For her, in spite of 

all their effort, researchers are merely interpreters of second-hand documents, and 

they fail to portray the real situation (27).  In different terms, Barnet also 

compared the historian’s way of narrating history to that of the testimonio’s 

“informant,” by expressing his preference for Esteban Montejo’s ironic tone over 

the pomposity of many historians (“Para llegar a Esteban ” 201).69  Barnet 

repeated his argument when discussing testimonial writing in his collection of 

essays La fuente viva, privileging “the simple voice of men without a history” 

over previous official versions of historical events (5).  This description of the 

role played by the testimonio’s “informant” shows the highlighted importance of 

the primary speaker rather than the professional historian after the emergence of 

fields such as ethnic studies and women’s studies.  According to Michel de 

Certeau, these studies challenged the relevance of the speaker in traditional 
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historiography when they “put the subject/producer of history into question” 

(“History: Ethics, Science and Fiction” 146).  

Testimonial narratives do offer a more heterogeneous view of historical 

reality than many historiographical texts, by reflecting on the importance of race, 

gender, and class in the speaker’s identity.  However, this does not imply that the 

version of history offered by testimonios is impartial.  The historical periods 

covered in these texts can obey particular ideological concerns.  For instance, 

Biografía de un cimarrón uses Montejo’s life in the mountains as a symbol of his 

Revolutionary spirit.  When Barnet describes this time in the prologue, he says 

that “it remains in memory as a remote and confused period” (9).70  This 

experience cannot be corroborated by informative endnotes, as Barnet does with 

the Independence War and life on the plantation.  Since it is the most blurred in 

memory, this period can also be more easily mystified and idealized.71  On the 

other hand, in the case of Reyita’s testimonio, after the prologue emphasizes her 

adamant support of the Revolution, the text presents her contradictory statements 

about the system’s treatment of blacks, while otherwise saying surprisingly little 

about the Revolution. 

The value of testimonial personal accounts for the writing of history has 

also been reconsidered due to these texts’ reinvindication of orality.  In general, 

historians have been forced to argue for the validity of sources and subjects in oral 

history, since Western historiographical methodology believes that oral accounts 
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lack the authority of written texts.  Testimonial critics have also discussed the 

distinction between orality and writing when analyzing these texts.  Sklodowska 

mentions Derrida’s study of the written word, in which this philosopher claims 

that writing has an iterative power, since each (re)reading gives it its value, 

whereas spoken words cannot last in time and space (“Testimonio mediatizado” 

86).72  Sklodowska refers to this issue to comment on the paradox of testimonio’s 

ultimate dependence on a written transcription to preserve an oral tradition.  

However, I would like to suggest that the use of recorded tapes complicates this 

distinction: does not the power of words last longer than the moment they were 

pronounced, every time someone plays the tape?  In what seems a self-reflection 

on the particularities of oral accounts, the prologue to Reyita’s testimonio offers a 

means of recovering the value of the spoken word by reading the text aloud: 

“These pages are done to be listened to by ear, in a slow voice, in low tones” 

(10).73  Through this procedure, the reader of the text will be transformed into a 

storyteller who tells the story to another reader/listener of the “spoken text.” 

Yet the fact that oral sources are doubted as especially untrustworthy 

problematizes again the truth value of Reyita’s testimonio.  Here one needs to 

consider the importance of the oral tradition of story telling as an example of the 

African contributions to Cuban identity.  This is reflected not only in the 

informants’ role as witnesses but also in their identities as carriers of visions.  In 

Reyita’s case, her abilities as a fortune-teller affect her experience of historical 
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events.  Thus, she has a vision of future events right before the Race War 

explodes.  As a result of her discussion of unexplainable powers, her account of 

the war immediately loses empirical validity, according to Western 

historiographical methodology.  Interestingly, Reyita’s gift as a fortune-teller is 

similar to Esteban Montejo’s special ability to experience the supernatural in 

Biografía.  When Barnet mentions that “the best informants are the elders who are 

an enormous source of fantasy” (“La novela testimonio” 37), he seems to be 

reflecting on Montejo’s reliance on “magical realism” to explain blacks’ lives 

during slavery.74  On the other hand, he might also be pointing out another of the 

“untrustworthy” aspect of oral historical accounts: their reliance on memory. 

According to Molloy, memory as a theme is often absent, and almost 

never questioned, in Spanish American autobiography (140).  This issue is 

complicated in the case of testimonio owing to its double authorship.  As we have 

discussed, Reyita’s narrative is a project of both mother and daughter, and 

therefore it offers different views on the informant’s mnemonic capacities.  On 

the one hand, Reyita casts doubts on the truth value of her own words, mentioning 

her memory loss.  On the other hand, Daisy not only has an influence on telling 

her mother what to remember,75 she also reinforces her mother’s good memory.  

Stepping out of the role of a simple transcriber, Daisy tries to correct her mother’s 

negative reflections on her memory, probably since they might jeopardize the 

testimonio’s recreation of the past and its claim to veracity.  An example of the 
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difference of opinions between the women can be seen when Reyita tries to 

remember some of the poems she has read during her life: “Ah, my girl! if I had 

the memory I used to have, I’m already losing it.  You don’t think so?  You’re 

just saying that to flatter me” (154).76 

On the relationship of orality to memory, we need to look at the fact that 

the “informant’s” recreation of the past updates it, in order to meet the demands 

of the present in which s/he is telling the account.  Here, it is important to 

consider the mandate to rewrite the past from the people’s perspective after the 

Cuban Revolution.  Barnet compared the rescue of memory with the rescue of a 

culture: mentioning an African proverb, “un viejo muere y muere una biblioteca” 

(“lose an old man, lose a library”), he emphasized the importance of interviewing 

old people to recover the history of Cuban culture (“La identidad no es una 

utopía” 45). Thus, a testimonial account like Reyita’s constitutes also the exercise 

of memory as a civic duty, so that a communal past is not lost. 

Mary Chamberlain argues that rather than relegate gender and memory to 

the edges of history, we need to use them as interpretative tools for understanding 

the process of historical change (“Gender and Memory” 94).  Testimonial writing 

calls attention to the importance of such tools in the writing of history, while 

adding others like race and class.  However, it is still necessary to find a way to 

read testimonios in order to renegotiate the truth value of national histories.  

Should testimonial accounts replace official historical versions?  For final 
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reflections on the validity of testimonios to rewrite history, I want to return here to 

Doris Sommer’s employment of the rhetorical figures of metaphor and metonymy 

to suggest a way of reading testimonial language.   

As I explained earlier, while trying to decide whether testimonios are to be 

included within the autobiographical genre, Sommer argues that the “I” in 

autobiography represents and replaces his/her group as an ideal type.  

Simultaneously, the reader of autobiography assumes this metaphoric 

identification to identify him/herself with the autobiographer.  On the other hand, 

the testimonial narrator relates to her group as a particular individual, a 

participant, a component of the whole.  Thus, according to Sommer, the reader in 

testimonios is invited to be with (estar con) the speaker rather than to be (ser) 

him/her.  Sommers’s analysis allows her to defend “the testimonial’s insertion 

within a more general discourse of metonymy to challenge the hegemonic 

language of metaphoric substitution” (“Not Just a Personal Story” 110).  Drawing 

on this critic’s ideas for his analysis of the dynamics between testimonio and 

historiography, George B. Handley points out that a testimonial account must be 

read metonymically “as dependent for its meaning on the possibility, or indeed 

the impossibility, of other witnesses” (66).  Handley argues that testimonios 

should not be read as accounts that metaphorically stand in the stead of other 

accounts.  Doing that, he continues, would lead us to expect from the text an 

unmediated truth which excludes the necessity of further witnesses/accounts. 
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Handley posits the necessity of placing testimonios in a metonymical 

relation to one another and to official historiographical accounts.  By drawing on 

these ideas, I argue that the effect of testimonio in the writing of national history 

offers the return of the accounts of those repressed and excluded in 

historiography.  Extending my psychoanalytical readings of identity to the writing 

of history, I consider that, adding the testimonio, historiography assumes flexible 

borders: the shifting status of history’s “self” is due to the intervention of “the 

other.”  Testimonio represents this unconscious that questions the idea of a unique 

and unmediated historical truth, by putting history “on-trial.”  To attain “a certain 

type of stability” (Kristeva, “Question” 352) in the writing of history, my 

approach insists on the interaction of “self” and “other,” instead of the mere 

substitution of one for the other, as the best way of understanding history.  Rather 

than being supplements to official history, testimonios help to construct a 

continuing accretion of layers.  This need for new witnesses, this constant 

alteration in history as more is remembered/discovered, is related to the nation’s 

continuous need for narratives of the past to help explain and define national 

identity.  As Handley states, when there is no need for further narration, “there is 

no longer any nation” (77).77 

Thus, by bearing witness to Reyita’s and Daisy’s efforts to retell history, I 

attempt to demonstrate that, in the negotiation between historical truth and the 

writing of national history, further investigation is required, because all national 
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discourses deliberately forget some (hi)stories.  The last chapter and the epilogue 

in Reyita’s testimonio demonstrate the complexities of that negotiation.  First, 

Reyita’s discovery of her husband’s lies, and her daughter’s subsequent 

investigation, prove the impossibility of knowing the whole truth about Reyita’s 

husband.  Since no one person has access to the whole truth, no one version of 

history can be authoritative.  Moreover, Reyita’s final reflections about the way in 

which she has lived her life highlight the issue of discursive mediation in her 

account of her life.  In this sense, her words show that her life (hi)story has not 

been completely hers: “If I had to start all over again? I’d do it with pleasure, but 

with my own voice, in my own place […]” (163).78  These words also reaffirm the 

idea of a history- and an identity -in-process.  In this vein, the text (re)constructs 

history by both rediscovering identities and producing new ones.  When Reyita 

finds out that her husband had never legally married her, both her present and past 

identity as a wife, change: she has always been a single woman.  In the last 

sentence of her testimonio, then, Reyita describes her life and (hi)story as a 

subject-in-process: “”Life is reborn every dawn and so am I” (163).79   
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1 “¿Quién puede escribir mejor que ella lo que vivió el esclavo y quién puede 

escribir mejor que ustedes el presente?” (translation is mine).  Quoted in Elzbieta 

Sklodowska, “Spanish American Testimonial Novel” 93.  Sklodowska explains 

that the Cuban leader asked this question to an audience at the National Library, 

after he recalled talking to an old woman who had once been a slave.  The critic 

cites Castro’s words as quoted in González de Cascorro, “El género testimonial en 

Cuba” 85.   

2 “Últimamente me he dedicado a leer todo lo que se ha escrito y se escribe sobre 

los negros -aunque no es mucho -, pero algunas de las cosas que se dicen me 

disgustan; no sé, creo que no se va al fondo, no se entrevista a los viejos, que 

fuimos los que en definitiva sufrimos toda aquella situación.  Creo que en la 

medida en que nos vayamos muriendo, más se alejarán los escritores de la 

verdad” (27). 

I will be using my own translation of the text whenever I quote from it, since I am 

not entirely satisfied with the only English translation that has been published: 

Reyita: The Life of a Black Cuban Woman in the Twentieth Century (2000), 

translated from the Spanish by Anne McLean for Duke UP.   

3 See Sonnia Moro, “Género e historia oral” 8.   

4 Mambises were the Cuban insurgents who fought against Spanish domination. 
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5 “La ley de vientres libres,” passed in July 1870.  This law stated that children 

born to slave mothers after the date in which the law came into effect would be 

declared free, but would remain under the patronage of the owners of the mother. 

6 After the defeat of Spain in the Spanish-American War (1895-1898), the United 

Sates established a protectorate over Cuba, ruling the island with American 

governors for four years.  In 1902 Cuba became a Republic; yet Washington 

retained the power to intervene in the country’s affairs through the “Platt 

Amendment.” 

7 Aline Helg mentions in her book Our Struggle the existence of several 

autobiographies written by black mambises and published before the Revolution.  

Among them, Ricardo Batrell’s autobiography, Para la historia, stands out.  

Batrell was incarcerated in 1912 after the publication of his written testimony, 

where in addition to his reminiscences on the War for Independence, he 

denounced the continuing discrimination against blacks after the War.  Another 

written testimony written by a rural Afro-Cuban from Havana is Herrera’s 

Impresiones de la guerra.  Helg also includes texts where white participants in the 

war reconstructed the voices of Afro-Cubans orientales during the war: Miró, 

Cuba; Valdés Domínguez, Diario de un soldado; Rosell, Diario; and Arbelo, 

Recuerdos de la última guerra.  See Helg, Our Struggle, note 6 (263); note 13 

(264). 
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8 I will use in my analysis of Reyita the term testimonio since I want to be true to 

the original title in Spanish: Reyita, sencillamente: testimonio de una negra 

cubana nonagenaria. 

9 Mentioned by Gugelberger, “Introduction” 9. 

10 See bibliography. 

11 See “Testimonial Novel.”  Moreover, in her study of Cuban testimonio Marta 

Rojas also mentions that Europe offers examples of testimonial texts. (“El 

testimonio en la Revolución Cubana,” 315). 

12 Some scholars have discussed inconsistencies between the identity of Esteban 

Montejo presented by Barnet and the data about Montejo that appear in archival 

documents.  See Michael Zeuske’s “The Real Esteban Montejo?: A Re-Reading 

of Miguel Barnet’s Cimarrón.” 

13 Beverley and Zimmerman provide an impressive list of testimonios from 

Guatemala, El Salvador, and Nicaragua in “Testimonial Narrative.”  On guerrilla 

testimonio see Barbara Harlow and Juan Duchesne.  See Doris Sommer’s “Not 

Just a Personal Story” for a study of Latin American women’s testimonios. 

14 Marta Rojas argues that Castro’s self-defense before those who condemned him 

for the Moncada Assault on July 26th 1953 in his text La historia me absolverá, is 

a testimonial work, but it cannot be studied as such because its importance makes 

it trascend testimonial literature (“El testimonio en la Revolución Cubana,” 318).  
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Rojas also mentions as a testimonio René Méndez Capote’s Memorias de una 

cubanita que nació con el siglo (1964). 

15 The definition of testimonio in the Casa de Las Américas contest is as follows: 

“Testimonies must document some aspect of Latin American or Caribbean reality 

from a direct source.  A direct source is understood as knowledge of the facts by 

the author or his or her compilation of narratives or evidence obtained from the 

individuals involved or qualified witnesses.  In both cases reliable documentation, 

written or graphic, is indispensable.  The form is at the author’s discretion, but 

literary quality is also indispensable” (qtd. cited in Beverley, “Margin” 39).  

16 See his article “La novela-testimonio: socioliteratura,” published in 1970.  

Reprinted in La Fuente Viva (1983). 

17 George Yúdice mentions La montaña es algo más que una inmensa estepa 

verde, a testimonio by the Sandinista guerrilla comandante Omar Cabezas, as an 

example of a text which “accommodates the subjective structures provided by 

patriarchy” (44). 

18 See Sklodowska’s Testimonio hispanoamericano and Yúdice’s “Testimonio and 

Postmodernism.” 

19 See Nara Araujo’s “La autobiografía femenina: un género diferente?” and Livia 

de Freitas Reis’s “Autobiografía, testimonio, ficción: una relación delicada.” 

20 Despite what might be seen as an obvious inclusion, Molloy excludes from her 

analysis “the recent type of autobiographical texts known as testimonios,” for two 
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reasons.  First, she argues that the conditions that govern the production of this 

writing make it a genre unto itself, and second, she chooses to study texts written 

by authors that are aware of “the bind of translating self into rhetorical construct” 

(10).  As we will see later, Reyita is also aware of this bind.  

21 In a footnote to an article, Beverley acknowledged that he might have 

overstated the distinction between autobiography and testimonio.  He recognized 

the existence in certain forms of women’s writing, and in U.S. black, Latino, and 

gay literature, of something “that may be called ‘popular autobiography,’ 

somewhere between autobiography –as I characterize it here- and testimonio as 

such” (“Margin” 41).  

22 In his account of the different published versions of the autobiography, Ivan 

Schulman argues that Manzano began to write the text in 1835 under the 

protection of Cuban intellectual Domingo Del Monte, while Manzano was still a 

slave.  He gained his freedom in 1836, and the first version of the autobiography 

was published by Richard Madden in England in 1840.  However, the dates of 

composition of Manzano’s autobiography have not been completely fixed, and 

scholars give slightly different dates. 

23 The idea about the centrality of the theme of punishment in Manzano’s text 

comes from a discussion with Sonia Labrador-Rodríguez, who has studied the 

work of Manzano and other slave poets.  In the next chapter, I will describe in 

more detail the literary work of slaves and former slaves in Cuba.  For a study of 
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Manzano’s Autobiografía, see Labrador Rodríguez, “La intelectualidad negra en 

Cuba”; Schulman, “Introducción”; Luis, Literary Bondage; and Molloy, At Face 

Value. 

24 Gugelberger cites Moreira’s arguments in a LASA (Latin American Studies 

Association) panel in Atlanta, in March 1994, titled “Testimonio y abyección.”  

Gugelberger 15-16. 

25 In the summer of 2001 I conducted several interviews with Daisy Rubiera 

Castillo in her house in Havana.  All further references to these interviews will 

appear translated directly into English. 

26 From my interviews. 

27 During the interviews, Daisy recalled this anecdote, which is included in the 

text: When Reyita asks her neighbor Marcelina why, after being married to a 

white man, she still is not addressed as Doña, Marcelina blames it on Reyita being 

black and poor.  Proud of having great spiritual, though not material, riches, 

Reyita then rejects the title: “I feel rich, but even with that wealth I don’t want 

anyone calling me Doña, I’d rather be Reyita, simply Reyita” (63).   

“Me siento rica, y ni con esa riqueza tan grande me gusta que me digan doña, 

prefiero ser Reyita, sencillamente Reyita.” 

28 In my interviews with Daisy, she explained that Raúl Castro, Fidel Castro’s 

brother and Vice President of Cuba and Minister of the Armed Forces, took a 

special interest in Reyita after reading her testimonio.  Daisy explained that Raúl 
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Castro inquired often about Reyita during the latter’s illness (she died the day on 

which the book was being formally presented to the public).  

29 From my interviews. 

30 From my interviews. 

31 Daisy Rubiera worked at the Provincial Culture Office in Santiago, and she also 

founded the “Fernando Ortiz Cultural Center” in Santiago. 

32 MAGIN (Asociación de mujeres comunicadoras): this group of Cuban women 

studying the image of women in the media started its work on 1993 and was 

dissolved in 1996. 

33 Cited by Jorgensen from a 1991 interview with the writer (151). 

34 From my interviews. 

35 See Jorgensen’s analysis of dialogism in Elena Poniatowska’s testimonial work. 

36 […] esa falsa literatura simplista y chata, que es producto de la transcripción, 

no va a ninguna parte.”  “[…] lo demás, el estilo y los matices, serían siempre mi 

contribución.”   

37 “Se produce también una despersonalización; uno es el otro ya y solo así podrá 

pensar como él, hablar como él, sentir entrañablemente los golpes de vida que le 

son transmitidos por el informante, sentirlos como suyos.” 

38 Barnet discussed his conflicted identification with Black Cuban subjects during 

an interview I had with him in the summer of 2001.  Barnet affirmed then: 

“Aunque yo asuma y conscientemente platique esos temas [afrocubanos] como 
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esenciales de mi identidad, el sufrimiento interno ontológico de un hombre negro 

o mujer negra no son míos.  Aunque culturalmente sea negro.” 

[Even though I consciously discuss those Afro-Cuban themes and adopt them as 

an essential part of my identity, the inner ontological suffering of a black man or a 

black woman are not mine Even though culturally I am black]. 

39 “[…] refleja la manera de nuestro informante de acercarse a las cosas, de tratar 

a los hombres, su actitud de grupo, parcial a su raza”; “un criterio parcial, 

favorable a los hombres negros, en el enjuiciamiento de algunos hechos como la 

guerra.”  

40 No quisiera tener que hablar de aquello …, pero como tú dices que es 

necesario, voy a hacer un esfuerzo….”  “¡Ay, Dios mío! ¡Mi hijo! ¿Por qué me 

haces hablar de aquello…?” 

41 […] pesquisar cada quien en lo que Reyita dice mucho de lo que calla; y en lo 

que cuenta algunos trozos de lo que no quiso contar.” 

42 Daisy’s letter to Reyita in which she tells her the details of the daughter’s 

research on Antonio Rubiera is not included in the text. 

43 From interview. 

44 According to Daisy, Reyita often reminded her that the daughter’s strength 

came from her mother. 

45 From my interview with Barnet.   
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46 In the foreword to Biografía Barnet says: “But what impressed us more was his 

assertion that he had been a runaway slave, a cimarrón, in the mountains of the 

province of Las Villas” (6). 

“Pero lo que más nos impresionó fue su declaración de haber sido esclavo 

fugitivo, cimarrón, en los montes de la provincia de Las Villas.” 

47 Other academic readers of testimonio have distinguished similar trends in 

testimonial literature.  Anna Housková talks about costumbrista testimonio versus 

historical, socio-ethnological, autobiographical, and journalistic ones. 

48 Batista introduces the term cimarronaje doméstico (domestic maroonage) as 

opposed to cimarronaje insurgente (insurgent maroonage).  Domestic maroonage 

refers to the hidden and outspoken actions of slave women to alter the legal 

dispositions and established norms. 

49 Barnet commented on cimarronaje during my interview: “El tema del 

cimarronaje es más bien un fenómeno masculino” [maroonage is rather a male 

phenomenon]. 

50 See Jean Stubbs, “Social and Political Motherhood of Cuba: Mariana Grajales 

Cuello.” 

51 See the works of Nidia Sarabia, Aida Rodríguez Sarabia, Baldomero Álvarez 

Ríos, and José Luciano Franco. 

52 “Para mi mamá fue una desgracia que yo fuera–de sus cuatro hijas–la única 

negra.  Siemre sentí la diferencia que hubo entre nosotras; porque el afecto y el 
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cariño de ella hacia mí no era igual al que sentía por mis hermanas. […]  Siempre 

me sentí desairada por ella.”  

53 La Guerra de los diez años and La Guerra del 95 were two different stages in 

the Cuban struggle against Spanish colonialism. 

54 Dominga Moncada is the mother of Guillermo Moncada, who fought with 

Antonio Maceo in the Wars of Independence during the nineteenth century. 

55 From my interviews. 

56 According to Barnet, the main traits of Esteban’s character were: “Un firme 

sentimiento individualista que le dirige a vivir aislado o más bien despegado de 

sus semejantes, pero que no ha sido obstáculo para su integración a hechos 

colectivos como la Guerra de la Independencia.  Sentimiento que ha contribuido a 

confirmar una personalidad voluntariosa y rebelde” (10). 

[A strong feeling of individualism that drives him to live in isolation or apart from 

his peers, but this has not been an obstacle to his participation in collective events 

such as the Independence War.  Such a feeling has helped to strengthen his 

headstrong and rebellious personality]. 

57 From my interviews.  Like Reyita, Montejo seems to have been aware of the 

importance of his life experience, commenting throughout the text on his role as a 

witness of national events. 

58 See Álvarez Ríos’s Mariana Grajales (12). 
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59 For the study of the cultural debate over race in Puerto Rico during the 1930s, 

see Arcadio Díaz Quiñones’s analysis of Tomás Blanco’s El prejuicio racial en 

Puerto Rico (1937). 

60 For a study of the struggle endured by Black Cubans in the liberation wars and 

during the beginning of the Republic, see Aline Helg’s Our Rightful Share. 

61 After publishing Reyita, Daisy Rubiera has shown an interest in researching 

Afro-Cuban religious practices, having written the previously mentioned article 

“La mujer en la Regla Ochá.” 

62 The poem was published in the Cuaderno de poesía negra (1938) during the 

period when Ballagas (1910-1954) was working within the current of black or 

negrista poetry. 

63 “[P]orque en ella [la poesía] se reflejaba -- según el autor – la maxima 

aspiración que tenía un negro o una madre negra para su hijo […] uh, solo 

nosotras sabíamos cuáles eran nuestras aspiraciones.” 

64 Daisy says these words when discussing the goals of MAGIN. 

65 Pedro Ivanet, a colonel in the Liberation Army, participated actively in the 

Independent Colour Movement, and was assassinated on July 1912.  Evaristo 

Estenoz, leader of the Independent Coloured Party, committed suicide on May 

1912 during the guerrita de los negros. 

66 Fulgencio Batista (1901-1973): He was at the head of a sergeants’ and soldiers’ 

revolt in 1933.  President of the Republic from 1940-44, he stated a coup d’etát in 
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1952, and became a dictator.  He was overthrown by the Rebel Army and left 

Cuba in 1959, dying abroad.  Benny Moré (1919-1963): He was a singer and 

songwriter, idol of the Cuban people. 

Reyita’s testimonio includes a section in the second chapter, entitled “Y fueron 

famosos,” in which Reyita argues that when taking stock of her life, she is happy 

to see it becomes known that she met people that later became famous (78). 

67 Interestingly, the footnote about Margarita Planas, originally placed before the 

footnotes on the leaders of the PIC, has been erased in the English translation of 

Reyita.  Thus, the erasure of the role of women in Black Cuban politics is 

repeated in contemporary scholarship. 

68 See chapter 7 of Aline Helg’s Our Struggle, entitled “The Racist Massacre of 

1912.”  In the chapter, Helg discusses several sources mentioning the agreement 

between Estevenoz, Ivonet, and Gómez, but she explains that there is no written 

evidence of this agreement.  According to the sources, and Reyita’s version of the 

events, Gómez told the pro-Independence fighters that if they threatened to launch 

an armed protest against the Morúa Amendment, which prohibited the formation 

of parties based on race, they would be able to become an official Party.  Gómez 

would pressure the government to repeal the amendment and he would be praised 

for preventing a black rebellion in Cuba (Our Struggle 201-202).  According to 

Reyita, Gómez wanted to be reelected with blacks’ votes, and when he saw that it 

was not possible, he sent in the Army against the Party’s members.  Helg offers a 
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“more Machiavellian version” of the agreement: that President Gómez wanted to 

gain white support from the repression of a black armed protest he himself would 

have induced (202). 

69 In Biografía Esteban Montejo corrects some of the interpretations of Cuban 

historiography on national events, such as the process of abolition and the 

participation of blacks in the struggle for independence. 

70 “La vida en el monte queda en el recuerdo como una época muy remota y 

confusa.”  

71 On the subject of Barnet’s objectivity, several critics have pointed out the 

silence that surrounds the racial question in Cuba in Biografía.  See William Luis 

and Elzbieta Sklodowska. 

72 Sklodowska’s words on Derrida are based on a famous passage that compares 

speaking and writing, taken from Derrida’s “Signature, Event, Context” (316). 

73 “Estas páginas están hechas para escucharlas al oído, en voz pausada, a medio 

tono.” 

74 Barnet’s words come from his well-known article “La novela testimonio,” 

which is included in his book La fuente viva and also in Testimonio y literatura.  

75 See my discussion on Reyita’s account of the death of her Revolutionary son 

(page 224 of this chapter). 

76 “¡Ay, mi hija! Si tuviera la memoria de antes, ya la estoy perdiendo.  ¿Crees 

que no? Eso es para halagarme.” 
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77 I am indebted in this remark to George B. Handley’s excellent analysis of the 

ending of Sweet Diamond Dust (1991), a short novel by the Puerto Rican author 

Rosario Ferré, originally published in Spanish as Maldito amor (1988).  

According to Handley, Ferré’s ending suggests that “when there is no need for 

further narrative, when we achieve the fulfillment of truth about the past and 

about national identity that we are looking for, then there is no longer any nation” 

(77).  

78 “¿Si tuviera que volver a empezar?  Lo haría gustosamente, pero con mi propia 

voz, en mi propio lugar […].” 

79 “La vida nace en cada amanecer y yo con ella.” 
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Chapter 4.  Revolution in Poetic Language: (Re)Writing Black 
Women’s History in Black Cuban Women’s Poetry 

 

The text is a practice that could be compared to political revolution: the 
one brings about in the subject what the other introduces into society. 
- Julia Kristeva, Revolution in Poetic Language 

 
 The epigraph above belongs to Julia Kristeva’s book Revolution in Poetic 

Language (1984), which Kristeva first wrote as her dissertation.1  The 

“revolution” in her title refers to the change that began to take place in the late 

nineteenth century in the history of Western modern literature as well as in other 

disciplines, due to the recognition of the dialectical nature of the subject in 

language.  Within this context, Kristeva produces an interdisciplinary analysis of 

poetic language, which she describes as “a semiotic system generated by a 

speaking subject within a historical, social field” (Roudiez, “Introduction” 1).2  

Her study focuses on the importance of the process of producing a text, taking 

into account its historical dimensions, and acknowledging that the consciousness 

of what she calls the “writing subject,” not “the author,” does not dominate the 

whole process of writing. 

Kristeva’s connection between “poetic language” and “revolution,” and 

the way she associates notions such as artistic creation, the speaking subject, and 

sociopolitical practice, constitute an appropriate introduction for my discussion of 

a different “revolution in poetic language”: the analysis of the poetry written by 

Black Cuban women after the 1959 Cuban Revolution.  As Kristeva’s, this study 
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will ask whether textual analysis should have as point of departure nothing but the 

text.  This is a problematic issue in revolutionary Cuban poetry, which has always 

made use of internal and external symbols to show its social and political 

subtexts, symbols which often relate the poet’s internal changes to the external 

changes of the nation.  In this vein, Heather Sievert estimates that in Cuba the 

plight of the nation and the struggles of the artists are parallel themselves (44).  

The coevolution of political struggle and art in post-1959 Cuban artists has further 

implications, as the possibilities for the artist to create and publish encounter the 

difficult material conditions in the island.   

 This situation has been more complicated for black women artists.  Before 

the Revolution, there were few black-authored works; of these, the majority was 

created by male writers.  However, literary representations of blacks in Cuban 

literature were abundant because, as in the United States, the discussion over race 

and nation has been constant in Cuba.  Throughout the nineteenth century, novels 

and poems denounced the hardships of slavery and the effects of the system on 

the colony. Yet a more widespread presence of blacks in Cuban texts took place 

in the 1920s and 1930s when the so-called negrista poets, in their search for the 

roots and identity of Cuban people, emphasized the influence of Africa in national 

identity.  Written mostly by white male authors (some black and mulatto), the 

poems of this period present black women as the symbolic objects of the poetic 

voice.  The appearance and recognition of poetry by Black Cuban women is 
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mainly a post-revolutionary phenomenon, through which black and mulatto 

Cuban women position themselves as “the lyrical subjects of their discourse” 

(Davies, Place 170).   

Thus, with Castro’s Revolution came the formal and thematic revolution 

of Black Cuban women’s poetry as a rewriting of 1920s and 1930s negrista 

poetry.  They exemplify Richard Jackson’s image of black authors “seizing the 

tools” of power, language and literature, opening up and radicalizing the 

traditional canon (“Emergence” 25).  Since Black Cuban women as authors of 

poetry with black themes have had few predecessors, their work becomes an 

interesting document of their position regarding issues of race, class, gender, and 

national identity.  In this chapter, I will study a selection of poems by two of the 

best known Black Cuban women poets, Nancy Morejón and Georgina Herrera, as 

well as some of their interviews and essays, which demonstrate their awareness of 

the need to introduce black women’s writings within the study of Cuban 

literature.   

 Nancy Morejón, 2001 recipient of the Cuban National Prize for literature, 

is the most celebrated Black Cuban woman poet today.  A major in Language and 

French Literature at the University of Havana, she is also recognized as a linguist 

and translator.  She began to publish her poems in 1962 with Mutismos [Silences], 

followed by Amor, ciudad atribuida [Love, Ascribed City] (1964) and Richard 

trajo su flauta y otros argumentos [Richard Brought His Flute and Other 
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Arguments] (1967).  She continued publishing poems twelve years later with 

Parajes de una época [Places in Time] (1979).  Then came Octubre 

imprescindible [Essential October] and Elogio de la danza [In Praise of Dance] 

(1982), Cuaderno de Granada [Grenada’s Notebook] (1984), Piedra pulida 

[Polished Stone] (1986), Baladas para un sueño [Ballads for a Dream] (1989), 

Paisaje Célebre [1993], Elogio y paisaje [Praise and Landscape] (1997) and La 

Quinta de los Molinos [Los Molinos Villa] (2000).  

Though her poetry offers a richness of themes, critics have often 

distinguished between poems that deal mostly with intimate issues and poems 

describing the relation between individual and social processes.  Analyzing this 

last theme, scholars have often focused on how the author explores the 

interconnections between race, gender, and national identity.  Morejón has also 

co-authored with Carmen Gonze a testimonial text, Lengua de pájaro [Bird’s 

Tongue] (1969), and she has written and edited several volumes studying the 

work of Nicolás Guillén, the famous mulatto Cuban poet who was her friend and 

mentor.  Currently, she occupies an official position as the director of the Center 

for Caribbean Studies, connected with the cultural institution Casa de las 

Américas.   

 Georgina Herrera’s career offers many contrasts with that of Morejón: she 

holds no official post and lacks Morejón’s academic training.  Herrera is mainly a 

self-educated writer, who had no university education, and whose relationships 
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with other authors have often taken place through the UNEAC (“Unión nacional 

de escritores y artistas de Cuba”) [Union of Cuban Writers and Artists].  She has 

published five books of poetry, GH (1962), Gentes y cosas [People and Things] 

(1974), Granos de sol y luna [Grains of Sun and Moon] (1978), Grande es el 

tiempo [Great is Time] (1989), and Gustadas sensaciones [Enjoyed Sensations] 

(1996).  Since 1962, Herrera has worked in radio, writing stories and plays, and 

she has also sometimes spread her work through television.  Herrera is currently 

the director of the radio section within the Asociación de radio, cine y televisión 

[Association of Radio, Television and Film].  Like Morejón, Herrera has explored 

both intimate issues, especially regarding her family and her role as a mother, and 

political and cultural issues dealing with African ancestry, woman’s history, and 

national and cultural self-definition. 

 As mentioned earlier, the authors themselves have written critical 

commentaries offering insights into their thinking about themes related to 

literature and sociopolitical practice.3  By studying these writings together with 

their poetry, I would like to examine the dialectics of authorship and (State) 

authority in their work: does Morejón’s and Herrera’s work present a 

revolutionary aesthetics and can these authors be characterized as revolutionary 

writers?4  As examples of the present role of the poet in Cuban society, Morejón 

and Herrera are inevitable participants in the discourse of contemporary 

Caribbean feminist and national theories.  The complexity of their postures should 
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help us understand the importance of interrogating the critical and theoretical 

strategies we use to read their texts.  Scholars have commented on the limitations 

embedded in discussing these texts within the context of “self and other” studies 

(Geisdorfer-Feal, “Feminism”) and “canonical vs. non-canonical” works 

(DeCosta-Willis, “Can(n)on Fodder”), signaling the “fine adjusting” which is 

needed “to take into account Cuban singularity” (Davies, “Writing” 32).  In 

agreement with these opinions, I will try to apply multiple theoretical prisms in 

my analysis, placing special emphasis on those that have originated among Cuban 

theorists, and those employed or supported by Morejón and Herrera themselves.   

My study of their poetry begins with an analysis of the birth of a strong 

resonating black woman’s voice in post-revolutionary Cuba.  The novelty of this 

poetry makes it necessary to compare it with the previous role of black women in 

Cuban poetry as objects of negrista poetry.  Though there are parallelisms 

between negrista poems and those of Herrera and Morejón (particularly, Morejón 

has revised several poems by Nicolás Guillén, one of the main figures of 

negrismo), the most salient feature of the new poets is their inclusion of black 

women as subjects.  The fact that the discursive strategies used by the two poets 

move between personal and political aspects leads us to examine how the politics 

of literary production interplays with revolutionary ideology in their writings.  

Through their artistic expression and cultural production, the two authors discover 

a new black female identity, which combines political activism with more 



 

 330

traditional female roles, such as motherhood.  Drawing on notions the authors 

themselves refer to, such as “womanism” and “transculturation,” my analysis pays 

attention to the particularities of Black Cuban women’s experience in political 

struggles.  The dialectical relation inscribed within the identity of the “rebel 

(m)other” fulfills a double poetical and political function, which helps define the 

participation of black women within Cuban national identity.   

Regarding this issue, the last part of this chapter examines the difficulties 

of exploring race, class, and gender within the “disconcerting site of difference” 

which is the Cuban nation (Davies, Place 167).  In this section, I will analyze the 

authors’ use of the prism of transculturation, a Cuban-originated concept that 

considers Black Cuban culture as an intrinsic aspect of national culture.  Finally, 

the union of aesthetics and politics in the voice of Hererra and Morejón offers an 

epic tribute to black people and their participation in struggles for freedom and 

independence.  The formation of Black Cuban women’s identity as national 

subjects appears within the framework of a poetics of resistance and self-

recognition.  Acknowledging a Black Cuban pride and a common experience of 

struggle, however, does not produce an essentialist black female identity in 

Morejón’s and Herrera’s work.  On the contrary, their texts are an example of 

complex dynamics, and an examination of their multiple layers of meaning 

demonstrates that, as in Kristeva’s study, a text can never be thought of as 

finished, since “it is in a perpetual state of flux” (Roudiez, “Introduction” 5). 
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1. NEO-NEGRISTA POETRY? : SEARCHING FOR THE “AUTHENTIC” BLACK 
FEMALE SUBJECT 

 

Women can appropriate the functions of the drum for their own purposes. 
- Rosemary Geisdorfer-Feal, “Drumming With a Difference” 

 
 Since the colonial period, blacks have played a crucial role in Cuban 

poetry, both as objects and subjects of creation.  Analyzing the evolution of this 

genre in Cuba shows that at different historical periods and in different literary 

movements, Cuban poets frequently address the question of blacks’ influence in 

the formation of the national identity.  In addition, poetry appears to be the genre 

most frequently used by Cuban women authors, even though in the case of black 

women, their role has mostly been as objects of the poetical voice.  In fact, as 

Catherine Davies notes, it is not until after the Revolution that a number of black 

women poets achieve recognition (Place 139).  To fully comprehend the work of 

Morejón and Herrera, we will begin by looking at the participation of women in 

Cuban poetry and the use of black themes by Cuban poets, something which 

explodes during the movement known as negrismo.5 

Salvador Arias explains that writing poetry in Cuba during the colonial 

period was tied to the island’s condition as one of the Spanish colonies (5).  As 

other critics have done, Arias refers to the fact that the struggle of colonial poets 

to find their own expression was related to the island’s fight to develop an 

independent national identity separate from Spain.  Mónica Mansour, Salvador 

Bueno, and Carmen Gómez García mention, as the earliest Cuban literary 
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document, “Espejo de paciencia” [“Mirror of Patience”] (1608) by the Canarian 

author Silvestre de Balboa.  This epic poem foregrounds the heroic intervention of 

a black slave to save a Spanish bishop captured by French pirates.6  In addition, 

blacks have created songs and verses ever since their arrival in Cuba: these 

anonymous poems, which often used lenguaje bozal [African dialect], have been 

transmitted orally since the eighteenth century or earlier (Bueno, “El negro” 79).  

Miriam DeCosta-Willis calls them “the first neo-African poetry,” and she notes 

that these popular literary manifestations often focus on social and political 

protest (“Social Lyricism” 114). 

During the nineteenth century, the Romantic Revolution in arts coincided 

with the beginning of feelings of separatism on the island.  Owing to the elevated 

number of black slaves, Cuban authors began to discuss the impact and effects of 

slavery on the colony.  Since 1836, Cuban white intellectual and “enlightened” 

slaveholder Domingo Del Monte had organized literary meetings with other white 

intellectuals to support the birth of a genuine Cuban literature as one of the means 

of acquiring independence from Spain.  Slavery’s abuses and the need to abolish 

the infamous slave trade, sometimes even abolishing slavery itself, were common 

themes among the authors that attended the meetings.  One of the most 

emblematic figures of nineteenth-century Cuban literature, José María Heredia, 

was a friend of Del Monte.  The romantic poet, who was exiled for his support of 

independence, connected slavery in the island with the yoke suffered by the 



 

 333

nation as a Spanish colony in his famous “Himno del exiliado” [“The Exiled’s 

Hymn”] (1825).  Cuba’s black slave population was thus seen as a trope of 

essential difference between the identity of the island and the metropolis.  Various 

authors from Del Monte’s circle, such as Félix Tanco and José Jacinto Milanés, 

highlighted the importance of blacks as protagonists of an autochthonous Cuban 

poetry. 

At this moment several black poets received recognition for their work.  

Among them stands out the slave poet Juan Francisco Manzano, author of 

Autobiografía (1840), the first and only Cuban autobiographical slave narrative.  

Even though his autobiography centers on the abuses he suffered as a slave, his 

verses do not focus on these experiences.  Yet Manzano seems to make reference 

to them in his famous sonnet “Mis treinta años” [“My Thirty Years”] which he 

recited in the meeting where members of Del Monte’s group bought the slave’s 

freedom.7  Like Manzano’s, the compositions of Gabriel de la Concepción 

Valdés, a free mulatto poet who wrote under the pseudonym of “Plácido,” made 

no direct reference to slavery and racial themes.  Scholars have tended to lament 

the absence of discussions about blackness in the works of black poets during the 

colonial period.  Thus, in Manzano’s case, Del Monte’s patronage has cast 

suspicions upon the possible influences the latter exerted on the slave author’s 

creations.  However, it is impossible to understand these texts out of the difficult 

historical context of Spanish censure and political control in which they were 
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engendered.  This fact became evident with the 1844 uprising of the so-called 

Conspiración de la escalera [the Ladder Conspiracy], in which slaves, helped by 

other Cubans, attempted to rebel against Spanish control.  The metropolis reacted 

strongly, and after the judicial process that followed the Conspiracy, Del Monte 

had to go into exile, Plácido was executed, and Manzano, whose name had been 

mentioned in the process, did not publish anymore. 

In the second half of the nineteenth century, while poets from the second 

romantic generation continued to be linked to the independence movement, 

several authors employed what would be one of the most important aspects of 

negrismo: the image of the sensuous mulata [mulatto woman].  She becomes the 

protagonist of poems by the Dominican Francisco Muñoz Del Monte (“La 

mulata,” 1845), and the Spanish-born Bartolomé Crespo Borbón, both of whom 

lived in Cuba.  Crespo Borbón, alias Creto Gangá, is actually considered by many 

a precursor of negrismo, because he also imitated the dialect of African origin 

(lengua bozal) and included aspects about social discrimination against blacks in 

some of his poems.  From the same epoch, and mentioned by Fernandez Retamar 

as antecedents of negrista poems, are the popular compositions called guarachas, 

included in plays known as teatro bufo, which satirized black characters and their 

customs (47).8 

During the period of modernismo, the link between blacks’ situation and 

nationalist sentiment acquired a strong relevance in the work of José Martí.  
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Renowned intellectual and idol of independence of the last part of the nineteenth 

century, Martí proclaimed the equality of all men, without racial or social 

differences.9  His ideal of an all equal Cuban nation, without races, appears more 

extensively in his prose than in his poetry (Mansour, Poesía 111), yet there is still 

criticism of slavery in some of his poems.  Many black poets published also 

during the second half of the nineteenth century, though they often avoided 

mentioning their race.  Francisco Calcagno was fundamental in spreading the 

works of these poets, publishing first in press and then as a book, Poetas de color 

(1878), a collection of compositions by blacks and mulattoes that were free born 

or slave poets.10  

Employing the black figure as a means of discussing national cultures is a 

process that continues to be used by both black and white authors during the first 

half of the twentieth century.  Postmodernista authors, according to Mansour, 

understand blacks within their Latinoamerican experience, away from an 

exoticized African black (123).  Jose Manuel Poveda, Felipe Pichardo Moya, 

Regino E. Boti, and Agustin Acosta are some of the poets that write about black 

themes, sometimes with social undertones.  Black poet Regino Pedroso, named by 

González García as the initiator and main figure of proletarian poetry, mixes in 

his poems criticism against imperialism and racism.  At this moment, the 

extended work of Cuban anthropologistr Fernando Ortiz (1881-1969) contributes 

to the recognition of blacks’ fundamental role in the development of national 
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culture, with such works as Los negros brujos [Black Magic Men] (1906) and Los 

negros esclavos [Black Slaves] (1916).  Following Ortiz’s studies, during the 

twenties and thirties the link between the study of blacks’ identity and the search 

for Cuban national identity exploded in the artistic boom that came with 

negrismo.   

 Before turning to a closer analysis of the characteristics of this movement, 

we need to consider the role played by Cuban women poets in discussing black 

themes during the centuries preceding the negrista movement.  Several women 

scholars, among them some Cuban critics, have signaled that there is indeed a 

long tradition of Cuban poetry written by women.11  Within this tradition, women 

poets often wrote about national independence.  In her introduction to Álbum de 

poetisas cubanas, Mirta Yáñez notes that the first poem written by a woman in 

Cuba (the Marquesa Jústiz de Santa Ana) denounces the British occupation of 

Havana in 1792.  At the height of romanticism, Gertrudis Gómez de Avellaneda 

stands out among women poets, though she addresses the black theme in her anti-

slavery novel Sab (1841), which compares the situation of black slaves in Cuba 

with women’s submission under patriarchy.  The earliest and only name of a 

black woman poet who appears in critics’ studies of this period is that of mestiza 

poetess and teacher Juana Pastor, who wrote during the beginning of the 

nineteenth century, and was later called the “Black Avellaneda.”  Of the few 
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décimas (poems of ten-line stanzas) written by Pastor that have survived, none of 

them explores the black theme.12   

Similarly, of the few women poets that were recognized during the second 

period of romanticism and the period of modernismo, only some devote verses to 

the black theme, such is the case of Mercedes Matamoros, who writes about the 

cimarrón, but distances herself from her subject.  Black women writers were able 

to publish during the turn of the century in Minerva, the first-known Cuban 

magazine dedicated to black women, which was first published during the 1880s 

and 1890s and again during the second decade of the twentieth century.  During 

its first run Minerva attempted to be a vehicle for black women to “evolve a 

definite literary vocation” (Minerva 34).13  Under the editorship of Miguel 

Gualba, Black women participated with letters, essays and poems, many of them 

showing their concern with social, racial, and gender equality.  After the 

magazine closed for a while in 1889, it reappeared in 1910 with a different 

objective: focusing on issues concerning the black race as a whole, with only 

some “Feminist Pages” specifically dedicated to black women.  Among the poets 

who published in Minerva, Cristina Ayala was one of the most regular 

contributors, writing in both periods.  A posthumous volume of her collected 

poetry, Ofrendas mayabequinas, was published in 1926.  After discovering her 

work, Morejón has frequently mentioned Ayala’s name as a literary foremother to 

contemporary Black Cuban women poets.14   
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Despite the efforts of Ayala, there is little publication of black women’s 

poetry during the first half of the twentieth century.15  In fact, the voice of black 

women during negrismo can only be “heard’ through the writing of the folklorist 

Lydia Cabrera, Ortiz’s sister-in-law.  Cabrera became acquainted with the 

negritude movement in Paris, and published several works such as Cuentos 

negros de Cuba [Black Cuban Tales] (1940) and El monte [The Mountain] 

(1954), where black women appear as informants in a series of stories that come 

from black oral traditions.  Before the Revolution, the mulatta poet Rafaela 

Chacón Nardi began to publish during the 1940s and 1950s, though her 

collections of poetry showed no concern for black themes.  Only in her later 

collections, published during the 1970s and 1980s, did Chacón Nardi introduce 

briefly a connection between her grandmother’s voice and an African heritage 

(Davies, Place 139).  Yet it is from 1959 onwards that we can note the appearance 

of a group of black women poets within Cuban women’s writing.  Though 

reluctant to follow rigid chronologies, both Davies and Yañez call them “the fifth 

generation” of the century, and they include in the first wave of this generation, 

together with Nancy Morejón and Georgina Herrera, the names of Excilia Saldaña 

and Lourdes Casal (Yáñez, “Poesía” 203).16  After the Revolution, Cuban women 

poets publishing during the sixties do so within a context of historical ruptures 

and changes.  Though they offer different public attitudes towards the national 
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political situation, Yáñez comments that these authors coincide in their search for 

equality, which renovates Cuban poetical feminine discourse (Álbum 34). 

In general, when authors consider that there are a disappointing number of 

women writers nowadays in Cuba, they blame the material conditions related to 

the publishing industry, as well as the fact that women must work both inside and 

outside the home.  Thus, Davies and Yañez suggest that the State has promoted 

traditional values on womanhood and motherhood which confine women to their 

household, and have not allowed for a longer list of women authors.17  This 

situation can partly explain why there is a larger number of women poets than 

women novelists.  However, Davies recalls the solid tradition of black women 

poets in Cuba, to explain that the novel “was never a genre favored by Cuban 

women writers” (Place 123).  Despite the potential tradition of Black Cuban 

women writers nowadays, many of them do not discuss black themes, which 

might be due to the fact that revolutionary ideology does not encourage the 

discussion of identity politics.  It is interesting to note that often white or non-

black Cuban women authors have written about African themes.18  Yet their 

general lack of focus on the subject of blackness does not mean that black women 

poets have not dealt with these issues in their verses.  In fact, critics have often 

called Morejón’s and Herrera’s work “Afro-Cuban poetry” written by women, 

underscoring the links to negrismo when studying their poetic themes.  In order to 

consider the characterization of their poetry as, somehow, a response to the use of 
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women as objects during the negrismo movement, we need to explore this 

movement in more detail.   

As mentioned earlier, there were some possible precursors of negrista 

poems in the nineteenth century, yet what is specifically called poesía negrista 

has its origin in the 1920s, its apogee during the 1930s, and it is generally 

considered to be over in the 1940s.  The names most often mentioned by scholars 

as the earliest examples of the movement in Cuba are Ramón Guirao and José 

Zacarías Tallet, with “Bailadora de rumba” and “La rumba” respectively, poems 

that appeared in 1928.  Other authors who published poems which are thought to 

belong to this movement are Alejo Carpentier and Emilio Ballagas.  Some of 

these authors used later black themes in prose, such as Carpentier in Ecue-Yamba 

O (1933), and several wrote studies about the genre, such as Ballagas with 

Antología de la poesía negra hispanoamericana (1935) and Guirao with Órbita 

afrocubana (1938). 

Questions abound about the influences that promoted the birth of this 

poetic genre in Cuba.  Scholars usually name as one of the possible origins of the 

genre an imitation of a European fashion by Cuban negrista poets.  Indeed, during 

the first decades of the twentieth century, many European artists cultivated an 

interest in African exotism and primitivism.  Often named as a precursor of this 

current is German explorer and sociologist Leo Frobenius, who traveled to Africa 

and then published The Black Decameron (1910), a compilation of legends, myths 
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and oral literature from that continent.  The arrival in Spanish America of this 

exploration of black issues through the work of cubist and symbolist artists 

coincided with the end of modernismo and postmodernismo, thus especially 

influencing a new generation of artists.  These artists were attempting to define an 

autonomous art, using black culture as it had been employed in nationalist 

independence movements during the nineteenth century.  In fact, Mansour 

suggests that poesía negrista appears in Latin America more as a way of studying 

the importance of black people for nationalist movements than as an imitation of 

Europe: “la poesía negrista no fue sino un elemento en la búsqueda del caracter 

nacional de muchos países hispanoamericanos” [negrista poetry was nothing but 

an element in the search for national character among many Latin-American 

countries] (142).  Indeed, the political situation of the neocolonial Republic 

favored a growth of the negrista movement in Cuba: under Machado’s 

dictatorship, the nation experienced a growth of anti-imperialist feelings as well 

as blacks’ resentment against their economic and social conditions.19  

In addition, we need to consider the possibility of an Afro-American 

influence on the negrista poets.  Jazz and blues, both African-inspired genres of 

music, were used as an expression of the black mood in poetry, theater, and the 

novel during the period known as the Harlem Renaissance (1920s-1930s).  Leslie 

Wilson and Salvador Bueno emphasize the inspiration Cuban authors got from 

Harlem Renaissance poets, especially from Langston Hughes.20  The latter, whose 
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work has been studied by Morejón, traveled to Cuba and became acquainted with 

Guillén and his work.21  In my opinion, all three cases, European fashion, Cuban 

social and political reality, and Afro-American music and poetry, can be 

simultaneously considered to have played a role in the birth of Cuban negrista 

poetry.   

During this period, African-inspired art appeared also throughout the 

French and English-speaking Caribbean.  Yet Mónica Mansour differentiates 

between negrismo and negritude: the latter term, she claims, refers to a 

movement, cofounded by Aimé Césaire and Léon Damas, whose main focus was 

on racial issues, while negrista literature focused on using blackness to define 

national identity (145).22  Negrismo was present throughout the Spanish 

Caribbean, where other non-Cuban authors searching for an “authentic” national 

spirit published works which had an important impact in the development of the 

movement.  Thus, Puerto Rican poet Luis Palés Matos, who began publishing in 

1926, and the Uruguayan Ildefonso Pereda Valdés, are some of the most 

mentioned in anthologies of negrista poetry.  Nevertheless, with the publication 

of Nicolás Guillen’s Motivos de son (1930), Cuba became the artistic center of 

poesía negrista, also called poesía negra, or poesía afro-cubana. 

Poesía negrista is characterized by using particular thematics, language, 

and rhetorical devices.  Poets played with rhythm and musical qualities, trying to 

convey primitivism, musicality, and mystification as components of the African 
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influence in national culture.23  Many critics agree that there was an innovation in 

poetic diction, yet this use of African-sounding terms and rhythms also created 

the problem of achieving an “authentic” sound.  Cuban author Alejo Carpentier 

had an early association with poetic negrismo before turning to write prose fiction 

in the form especially of historical novels with black thematics.  In his critical 

commentaries he mentions that, until he wrote El reino de este mundo (1949), his 

approach to African culture had been that of an outsider, especially regarding his 

understanding of black music.24   

In order to convey a sense of black sound, negrista poets used devices 

such as onomatopoeias, jitanjáforas (nonsense words with onomatopoeic value) 

and repetition through anaphors.  Many poetic subjects were black dancers, 

especially of rumba, and these poems focused on the sensuality and musicality of 

black characters.  Besides revalorizing black traditions, some poems also 

attempted to include a social critique.  Though this “protest poetry” is given more 

value by critics than the poetry using sentimental humor, authors are blamed for 

dealing with blackness only superficially, creating stereotypes that did not reflect 

real characters.  Thus Espinosa argues that authors “failed to take into account the 

complex sociopolitical reality of the Cuban people as a whole” and that they 

remained European in their formation and could not present authentic portraits 

(113).  Because most authors are white Cubans, this criticism highlights the issue 

of the authenticity of the black subject represented in their poetry.  Scholars such 
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as Jackson have compared the portrayals done by these authors with those of 

black or mulatto poets, by arguing that the first ones “did not see the black por 

dentro, or from the inside” (Black Image 43).  Similarly, Leslie Wilson calls the 

poems by non-black authors, “poemas vistos desde el exterior” [poems viewed 

from outside] or “poesía pseudo-negra” [pseudo-Black poetry] (97), and DeCosta-

Willis describes them as “poetry about people viewed from without, superficially” 

(“Social Lyricism” 116).  On the other hand, these scholars praise the verses of 

black or mulatto authors as poems infused with “authentic” meaning.   

The most famous of these authors would be Nicolás Guillén, whose work 

has been frequently named an exception to what is seen as the limitations of 

negrista poetry.  Though Guillén’s earliest poems include many of the elements 

that were used in negrista poems, the poet refused to consider himself an Afro-

Cuban poet or a negrista author.  With his second book, Sóngoro Cosongo: 

poemas mulatos (1931), he tries to move away from the stereotypes that his first 

book, Motivos de son (1930) could have created, when he made use of bozal 

speech to imitate the language of blacks newly arrived from Africa who did not 

know Spanish well.25  Thus, after proclaiming that “Cuban spirit is mestizo” in the 

prologue to Sóngoro Cosongo, he focuses more on class differences and national 

identity than on racial prejudice, describing racial discrimination as anti-Cuban.  

His next book, West Indies, Ltd. (1934), deals essentially with social injustice and 

is a ferocious critique of American imperialism.  Guillén explains in Prosa de 
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Prisa that the black theme which came from Africa changed in the Caribbean to 

express the reality of this area.  Elena Godoy argues that Guillén’s protagonist is a 

Caribbean black who is not an abstract but a real subject.  Thus, he attempts to 

create an autochthonous Cuban poetry, whose essence is mestizaje, the ethnic and 

cultural fusion of the Spanish and the African (“Cultura negra” 89). 

As a result, Guillén is called poeta de la síntesis [poet of synthesis],26 and 

he demonstrates this interest in syncretism in his defense of not only a social but a 

formal revolution.  Discussing Guillén’s formal innovations, Morejón points out 

that “Una poesía de contenido revolucionario deberá tener una inherente forma 

revolucionaria” [Poetry of revolutionary content must have a revolutionary form] 

(Fundación 109).  Hence, Guillén experiments with language, even to the point of 

creating a new poetic language through the Cuban son, which symbolizes the 

mestizaje of African and Spanish culture in Cuba’s national identity.27  As occurs 

with his thematics, Guillén’s formal innovations highlight the contrasts still 

present in an island trying to find its identity: he alternates between the Cuban son 

and the traditional Spanish décima, and he uses both Spanish and English 

language in some poems to signal American intervention in the island. 

Though many of Guillén’s critics argue that his poetry created a positive 

and real image of black people, another Black Cuban author from this period, 

Marcelino Arozamena, did express concerns about a certain amount of 

stereotyping in Guillén’s earliest black figures.28  At other moments the projects 
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of these two black and mulatto authors seemed to come together to offer a 

contrast with the work of non-black Cuban poets.  Thus, it is interesting to notice 

that both Guillén and Arozamena “revised” one of Ballagas’s poems “Canción de 

cuna para dormir a un negrito” [Lullaby for a Little Boy]: Guillén wrote “Canto 

para despertar a un negrito” [Song to Wake Up a Little Black Boy], and 

Arozamena, “Canto para impulsar a un negrito” [Song to Give Strength to a Little 

Black Boy] (Jackson, Black Image 125).  The latter two poems offered a more 

radical perspective on blacks’ social problems than Ballagas’s cradle song.  

However, in the previous chapter we saw how Ballagas’s poem was revised by 

Reyita, who claimed that the only true perspective on a little black boy’s dreams 

would be that of the black mother.  This perspective is also missing in Guillén’s 

and Arozamena’s poems, as neither white nor black authors from negrismo 

presented deep complex portraits of black women, referring mainly in their works 

to the inner conflict of the male mulatto.  Indeed, even the so-called “authentic” 

writers employed one-dimensional images which do not support any claim of 

cultural heroism on the part of women.   

Ann Venture Young was one of the earliest scholars to criticize the 

representation of the black woman in Afro-Caribbean poetry.29  In negrista poems 

the black or mulatto woman was described as an incarnation of sexuality and 

emotional release.  Her body, presented in terms of African animals, fruits, 

vegetables, and musical instruments, often appeared as that of a contorting dancer, 
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available to be consumed.  On the other hand, Vera Kutzinski points out in Sugar 

Secrets that this eroticized body has been the most prevalent emblem of Cuba’s 

national ideology of mestizaje.  In his examination of Afro-Caribbean poetry 

Miguel Arnedo examines the choreography of dances like the rumba, arguing that 

it is a representation of cultural hybridity as the essence of Cuban national culture.  

He suggests that the criticism against the sexual reduction of black women in this 

poetry needs to be qualified, because critics have failed to read negrista allusions 

to features of rumba performances.  Though he acknowledges that describing a 

dance performed to elicit desire was the poet’s choice, Arnedo demonstrates that 

the movements described are not merely a creation of the poet, but a reference to 

the choreography.30  Moreover, one should acknowledge that in the description of 

these dances, the male performer was sometimes erotically “animalized” as 

well.31   

Critics have disagreed regarding whether Guillén creates a less 

stereotyped vision of black women than most negrista poets.32  Even if we were 

to consider exceptions, in a genre in which black women had no authorial 

participation, it is mandatory to examine constructions of masculinity and 

femininity.  Until black women authors such as Morejón and Herrera appeared, 

the Black Cuban woman “remained invisible in her cultural, social, and political 

dimension” (Cordones-Cook, Looking 53).  Thus, by constituting themselves as 
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subjects in their poetry, black women begin to escape being never-endingly 

determined as objects of discourse in the work of white and black male writers.   

The appearance of black women’s poetry in the sixties is seen by several 

critics as proof that negrismo is still a literary movement.  Thus, Efraín Barradas 

speaks of neo-negrismo, affirming that the genre has been renewed and redefined 

nowadays.  Armando González Pérez proclaims that the perspective of Afro-

Cuban themes is not outdated, and Black Cuban authors show an interest in 

Cuba’s religious syncretism (“Incursión” 1334).33  However, the new poetical 

works present numerous differences among them in language and style, and the 

common ground would be the presence of a black thematics (and the already 

mentioned black authorship).  Mostly known as Afro-Cuban poetry, many of 

these poetical works are the creation of black women authors (Bueno, “Negro” 

100).  Among these new Black Cuban women poets or poetisas publishing after 

the Revolution, Nancy Morejón and Georgina Herrera have acquired recognition 

for their poetry about rebellious female slaves, African culture, family, and 

nation.  

Cuban women authors after the Revolution rework questions of genre, 

gender, race, class, religion, home, nation, and politics from a woman’s point of 

view.  Though the racial theme is not the most frequent theme in Morejón’s and 

Herrera’s poetry,34 we can see elements of a new black female consciousness that 

rewrites themes of slavery and racial discrimination to include a discussion of 
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gender.  Morejón has mentioned frequently that she has different poetics which 

cannot be subsumed under one title.35  Yet she accepts that her poetry frequently 

deals with the black theme, which has mostly been used by male authors, and 

there is therefore still much to say (“Poéticas” 7).  Morejón’s merging of the 

discourse of race and gender in her poetry and essays often constitute a recalling 

of earlier masters such as Guillén, to whose poems, according to Morejón, her 

“female condition has given a different dimension.”36  Her use of black music and 

rhythm differs also from Guillén’s.  She experiments with negrism in some of her 

poems about dances and music, such as those included in Elogio de la danza and 

Richard trajo su flauta.  Yet Alan West affirms that the influence of rumba in 

Morejon’s poetry is not mimetic, since she does not rhythmically try to imitate it, 

but instead incorporate the energy of those sounds (201).  Indeed, the poet herself 

confirms that “la energía de estas sonoridades [rumba] laten en poemas como 

‘Elogio de Nieves Fresneda’ o ‘Los ojos de Eleggua’” [the energy of those sounds 

[rumba] is latent in poems such as “Elegy for Nieves Fresneda” and “Eleggua’s 

Eyes”] (“Poéticas” 8).  Yet Morejón does coincide with her mentor in trying to 

create a literature which represents the national mestizaje, and defends her love 

for her “maternal” Spanish language as something she learned from Guillén.37  

Georgina Herrera’s poems do not present the theme of mestizaje in the 

same way as Morejón’s, nor does Hererra employ African music as a stylistic 

device.  Her preoccupation with music is only present in poems that focus on 
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Afro-Cuban religion such as “Para festejar a Oggún” [To Celebrate Oggún] 

(Gustadas sensaciones).  Yet the author discusses her black identity and African 

origin in poems that focus on the subject of historical ancestry and personal 

identity, portraying African culture and religion as both a quotidian reality and a 

mystified past.  Within this context of self-recognition, body politics play an 

important part.  Richard Jackson argues that in the sixties, black authors in Latin 

America begin reclaiming the beauty of their race (“Emergence” 23).  In this vein, 

we can understand Herrera’s poem “Primera vez ante un espejo” [First Time in 

Front of a Mirror], in which the female poetic voice acknowledges and accepts 

her black physical features, as a revision of Guillén’s verses in “Mulata” (Motivos 

de son 1930), where the poetic subject tells the black woman who laughs at his 

broad nose that he prefers black women to mulatas.  Herrera is also concerned 

with the relation between sexual difference and creative activity, and she 

discusses the myth of Adam and Eve in “Eva” (Gustadas sensaciones) in order to 

reclaim the role of women as authors.   

Cuban poet Lina García Marruz argues that we should never speak of a 

single poetics when we discuss the work of poets (Yáñez, “Poesía” 208).  

Exploring the work of Morejón and Herrera implies attending to the fusion of 

poetry and politics, the interactions between race, class, gender, national identity, 

and artistic expression.  As happened with the work of Guillén, the complexity of 

their thematics cannot be simply subsumed under the single heading of neo-
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negrismo.  Yet in this chapter I will center my analysis on their treatment of the 

black theme in order to demonstrate how their writing introduces a rebellious 

black female identity as a fundamental part of the historical creation of the Cuban 

nation.  In this study, it is crucial to examine first the intricacies of becoming a 

writer in Cuba, where art and politics are intrinsically connected.   

 

2. AUTHORSHIP AND (STATE’S) AUTHORITY IN BLACK CUBAN WOMEN’S 
POETRY 
 

Consequently, poetry ceased to be “art” and claimed other functions. 
- Julia Kristeva, Revolution in Poetic Language 

 
Gathering together some preliminary thoughts about the constant 

conflation of arts and politics in Cuba necessarily leads us to the figure of the 

leader of the Revolution, Fidel Castro.  In his 1953 autobiographical-confessional 

essay, “La historia me absolverá,” [History Will Absolve Me], Castro presented 

José Martí as the intellectual author of the Cuban Revolution.38  Martí possesses 

an image as both a political and an artistic figure, whose literary creations often 

reflected his commitment to the struggle for Cuba’s national independence.  

Castro has made use of the interaction between art and politics when describing 

other important figures of Cuba’s politics of resistance, such as Ernesto “Ché” 

Guevara, the Argentinean-born revolutionary who participated with him in the 

first battles of the Revolution.  Hence, Margaret Randall comments that Castro 
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used the word “artist” when trying to define the figure of Ché (Cuban Women 

322).   

In his article “The Politics of Aesthetics in the Poetry of Nancy Morejón,” 

William Luis argues that in order to understand Morejón’s work, one should read 

it “alongside events in Cuban history and politics” (44).  Although considering the 

cultural and political context seems a fairly common requirement when studying 

most artists’ work, it is particularly necessary in the work of Cuban artists.  

Indeed, in order to understand the role of Morejón and Herrera as black women 

poets, it is fundamental to discuss the influence that Cuba’s struggle to defend its 

national identity under the Revolution has had over the nation’s cultural 

production.  Underscoring the connection between the artist and the State in 

Morejón’s work, Heather Rosario-Sievert argues that Morejón’s maturity “reflects 

the transmutation of that [the Cuban] revolutionary course (44).  Though I 

acknowledge the interrelation, Sievert’s arguments identifying the struggle of the 

female artist against subjugation with the struggle of the Cuban State for its 

sovereignty fail to recognize the limitations Cuba’s revolutionary ideology can 

impose on artists’ freedom of expression.  In this section I will explore the 

intricacies of shaping a literary product under the State’s influence after the 1959 

Revolution.   

 Any of the definitions given of cubanismo, the most important ideological 

force in Cuba, have emphasized both political and cultural (especially literary) 
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aspects.  Antoni Kapcia describes it as both “a political search for ideology, 

articulation and identity that preceded and followed 1959; and a literary search for 

an individual and collective identity” (63).  This populist nationalism already 

defined the intellectual tradition that originated with Martí, and therefore by 

considering this figure as creator of the Revolution, Castro is appropriating the 

same discourse.  In fact, populism and nationalism are vividly present in Castro’s 

famous speech to artists and intellectuals in the first years of the Revolution, 

“Palabras a los intelectuales” [Words to the Intellectuals] (1961).  After affirming 

that the economic and social Revolution must produce in turn a cultural 

revolution, Castro explained that one of the goals of the Revolution would be to 

make art and culture the patrimony of the people.  Discussing the question of 

artistic freedom, he described “the most revolutionary artist” as that one “who is 

prepared to sacrifice even his own artistic vocation for the Revolution.”  

Emphasizing the importance of art for the Revolution, Castro argues that the 

Revolution wants artists to make efforts to reach the people, and considers that 

they have the opportunity to participate in the Revolution by writing about it.  In 

comparing the rights of artists with the right of the government, Castro affirmed 

that there would be no “guided culture,” while simultaneously reassuring “the 

right of the government to regulate, review and censor.”  The ambiguity contained 

within these rules had its culmination in Castro’s famous injunction: “Dentro de la 
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Revolución todo, contra la Revolución, nada” [Within the Revolution, everything 

goes; against the Revolution, nothing]. 

In the same speech, Castro announced the creation of the UNEAC, “Unión 

nacional de escritores y artistas de Cuba,” [National Union of Cuban Writers and 

Artists], to give writers and artists an opportunity to express their opinions.  Yet 

the creation of the UNEAC and other organizations for cultural development 

contributed to the Cuban State’s officialization of the role of scholars – 

particularly historians and social scientists- and artists “who became the anointed 

secular interpreters of the Revolution and its archivists” (Fernández, “Politics” 

166).  Intellectuals depending on the State’s support or acceptance of their work, 

had to conform to the parameters set by the revolutionary government, whose 

politics establishing what was permissible changed over time.  According to Alan 

West, at different moments during the Cuban Revolution “a certain one-

dimensional Marxist cultural theory would either ignore crucial elements of an 

author’s work or dismiss the work on political grounds” (204).39   

 To fully understand the relationship between Cuba’s Revolution and the 

nation’s cultural production, in addition to the limitations on what is permissible 

in art, we need to take into consideration the material conditions in the island as 

well.  In his speech, Castro recognized problems of an economic nature for artists.  

Undoubtedly, the writers’ connection with the economy when there is a shortage 

of paper must lead us to underscore the devastating impact Cuba’s crisis can have 
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on the publishing industry.  Sievert’s comments emphasizing the correlation 

between the struggles of the female artist and the revolutionary state acquire more 

relevance when considering how the material limitations can affect the 

relationship between gender and literary genre.  Discussing typologies of 

women’s writing after the Revolution, Davies explains that at this time more 

women were given the opportunity to publish poetry.  Contemporary Cuban 

women poets have been asked about their choice of genre.  In a 1996 interview 

Morejón recognized that she has been affected by material limitations in her 

attempt to work in other genres: “si tuviera mejores condiciones materiales y de 

tiempo, escribiría ensayos enormes” [“If I had better material conditions and more 

time, I would write long essays”]; “Estoy empeñada en escribir prosa de ficción y 

estoy entrenándome para comenzar’ [I am determined to write fiction and I am 

training to begin doing so] (“Voz y poesía” 65; 71).40  Similarly, Herrera laments 

the difficulties she faces in trying to find the time to work on her current book 

project about Africa, as well as in finding a publisher.41 

Given these considerations, I want to explore in this section the extent to 

which the political and cultural context affects or alters Morejón and Herrera’s 

role as poets.  Both authors belong to a generation who became known after the 

Revolution, but this does not necessarily imply that they identify themselves with 

those ideals: are Morejón and Herrera poets of the Revolution?42  Yáñez explains 

that both women follow traditional tendencies of Cuban poetry, which has always 
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examined social and lyrical-philosophical issues, though according to the critic, 

post-revolutionary women poets link both issues by presenting social themes with 

a personal focus (Álbum 45).  Can we connect the social concern in their poetry to 

an official aesthetics of the Revolution which places emphasis on the power of art 

in transforming society?  After the Revolution, the new interest in developing a 

literature for the people brought as a result the appearance of a colloquial and 

conversational poetry.  This poetry at the service of society used an easily 

accessible language to describe a concrete, anecdotal world.  Together with 

collective ethnic concerns and ideas, Morejón and Herrera do explore the 

experience of the quotidian through the analysis of popular culture and tradition.  

Nevertheless, both poets have insisted on their rejection of a propagandistic 

literature, empty of artistic value, which only functions as a glorification of the 

Revolution.  Morejón insisted during her speech upon receiving the National 

Literary Prize that “None of my poems portrays the Revolution, not even 

photographs it, and they do not praise it either but rather they make it appear in its 

transcendent characteristics.”  For her part, Herrera has claimed that she has never 

written “poetry of adulation [for the Revolution]” (Howe, “Lion’s Version” 147). 

Critics such as Kathleen Weaver have described Morejón’s conception of 

poetry as “service, not self-denial but the fullest giving of self” (Where the Island 

xvii).  However, the poet has complained about the criticism other authors have 

faced for not following official aesthetics of utility in art.  In her essay “A 
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propósito de José Lezama Lima” [Regarding José Lezama Lima], from Morejón’s 

collection Fundación de la imagen, the author describes how the new questioning 

of the function of art after the Revolution led to the consideration that so-called 

hermetic poetry “did not teach anything to the people” (Fundación 138).  

Examining criticisms made about Lezama’s hermetism in Dador (1960), Morejón 

claims that writers cannot be placed under such strict restrictions.  Moreover, in 

the same essay she defends the idea that many authors are indebted to the work of 

Lezama, whose ideas on cultural osmosis and Latin American culture in his La 

expresión americana [The American Expression] (1957) have contributed to the 

search for Cuba’s national idiosyncrasy (Fundación 135-62).   

Morejón’s poetic voice reflects upon the position occupied by poets in 

society in several of her poems such as “El café de los poetas,” “Obrera del 

tabaco” and “Pensamiento.”  In “El café de los poetas” [The Poets’ Café] (Paisaje 

célebre), the poetic voice describes in extreme detail the atmosphere of sounds, 

images, and movements that constitute the old coffee shop, while complaining 

repeatedly of the lack of a space for poets and commenting on how the poets 

approach their subject matter in their work:  

[los poetas] que nos reunimos donde ya no hay nada sino los poetas 

mismos 

                                 y sus versos 

y el olor del néctar negro de los braceros y de los 
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                               cortadores de caña.  

No estoy mirando ningún grabado de Laplante, ninguna  

Estampa de Elías Durnford. 

No estoy frente a ninguna catarata del Norte frío 

Sino frente a una cascada de metáforas lumínicas 

y vuelvo a mecerme dentro de un cuaderno 

escolar cuyas ojas amarillas, fileteadas de oro, 

   me acompañan 

rodeada de luz y de poetas sin mesas, sin sillas, sin café, 

hasta que el lente del turista aparece y nos detiene  

ante la eternidad reencontrada.  
 

[[the poets] who are gathered where there is now nothing but the poets / 

themselves / and their verses / and the smell of the black nectar of the laborers and 

the sugarcane / cutters. / I am not looking at any engraving by Laplante, nor / a 

lithograph by Elias Durnford. / I am facing not any waterfall of the cold North / 

but a torrent of metaphors / and I turn to rocking myself again inside a school 

notebook whose / yellow sheets, / rimmed with gold, / keep me company / 

surrounded by light and by the poets with no tables, no chairs, no / coffee, / until 

the tourist’s lens appears and freezes us / at rediscovered eternity]. (Looking 120-

123) 
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 It is interesting that in this poem, specifically dedicated to the process of 

artistic creation, the subject of the poet’s work is that of slaves working on the 

field.  While the theme is slavery, the poetic “I” emphasizes the abstraction from 

reality that is required to write the verses over this subject: instead of looking at 

Laplante’s famous paintings of cane fields, s/he works with metaphors, until the 

reality of a tourist camera wakes him/her up, interrupting the journey into the 

past.  Another analysis of the poet’s contact with important social issues takes 

place in “Pensamiento” [“Meditation”], within the collection Cuaderno de 

Granada (1984).  All the poems in this collection deal with the 1983 invasion of 

Grenada Island by the United States and the heroic struggle of Cubans during the 

invasion.  After describing how the wounded are taken by helicopter, the poetic 

voice performs some self-criticism, lamenting his/her lack of participation in a 

struggle that s/he ambiguously considers his/her own:  

Y yo, rimando, componiendo, 

como si nada me ocurriera. 

Qué lástima de mí 

sin un rasguño 

sobre esta piel de lobo 

alumbrando en la noche 

como las estrellas. 

Ay, qué dolor tan mío 
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qué dolor tan ajeno, 

este dolor de los heridos. 

[And I, rhyming, composing, / as though nothing were happening to me. / How I 

pity myself / without a scratch / on this wolf’s skin / lighting up the night / like the 

stars. / Oh, what pain is mine, / what a faraway pain, / this pain of the wounded]. 

(Granada 19-20) 

In a different reflection on the situation of the poet facing society’s 

struggles, “Obrera del tabaco” [Tobacco Worker] (Octubre imprescindible) tells 

the story of a tobacco worker who wrote a poem, but whose voice, silenced by her 

position in society, was not heard: 

Pero ni sus hermanos, ni sus vecinos, 

adivinaron la esencia de su vida.  Y nunca supieron la esencia del 

poema. 

Ella lo había guardado, tenaz y finamente, 

junto a unas hojas de caña santa y cáñamo 

dentro de un libro empastado,  

de José Martí. 

[But not even her brothers, not even her neighbors / guessed at the essence of her 

life.  And they never learned the / essence of the poem. / She had kept it, 

tenaciously and delicately, / together with some leaves of hemp and caña santa, / 

in a clothbound book / of José Martí]. (Looking 41) 
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As Juana María Cordones-Cook points out, the poem links the work of an 

anonymous female poet to the work of Martí, one of the most nationally 

renowned Cuban authors (Looking 41).  The voice of this woman remains 

ignored, despite the fact that the protagonist of the poem creates a work which 

represents Revolutionary ideology: “En su poema, estaban todos los deseos y toda 

la ansiedad / de un revolucionario, contemporáneo suyo) [Her poem was full of 

the desires and anxieties / of a revolutionary, her contemporary].  Cordones-Cook 

signals the possible personal connotations in the poem, as Morejón’s mother also 

worked as a tobacco worker (Looking 41).  If we were to consider this fact, the 

poet from “Obrera de tábaco” could be a silenced and unknown black female 

author. 

 Of these three poems by Morejón, Georgina Herrera’s treatment of the 

subject of authorship best resembles the latest one discussed.  Indeed, the 

participation of black women in Cuban literature is a subject of relevance in the 

poet’s work.  During the 2003 Congress of the Latin American Studies 

Association, she presented a paper discussing the creative activity of black 

women in Cuban literature, defending the idea that, even when there were no 

written signs or traces, black women maintained an active participation in Cuban 

literature through oral stories that might be described, generically, as picaresque, 

autobiography and the mystery genre.43  Moreover, Herrera reclaims a revision of 

the participation of women as authors of “master narratives” in her poem “Eva” 



 

 362

(Gustadas sensaciones), which recreates the myth of Adam and Eve.  In her 

portrayal of Eden’s Garden, Herrera’s poem offers a compelling critique of the 

logic of beginning in which is based that theory of the Creation of the world, 

where “his [Adam’s] ‘firstness’ needs Eva’s ‘secondariness,’ as well as her exile 

from creative or symbolic activity” (McDowell, “In the First Place” 39).  In 

Herrera’s poem, Eva wants to correct Adán’s version, the Law of the Father 

which gives her an erroneous passive role, by telling her own version of their 

story. 

On a different aspect of authorship, Herrera performs a metapoetic 

analysis in “Sobre el poeta, el amor, la poesía” (Gustadas sensaciones).  In this 

poem, the poetic voice claims: “[l]os poetas / hacemos democracia con la 

intimidad;” [the poets create democracy out of intimacy] and describes the ways 

in which poets reveal intimate subjects in order to transform them into important 

issues: [s]urge así el poema, / nuestro modo / de hacer saber hasta qué punto 

hicimos grandes / a momentos, a seres tan pequeños” [it is thus that the poem is 

created, / our way / of discovering up to what point we made / sometimes, the 

little beings become greater] (63).  In an interview, Herrera expresses herself in a 

similar way, explaining that she likes writing about insignificant things or events 

that nobody pays attention to (“Poetry” 119).   

Studying the work of Morejón and Herrera demonstrates that Cuban 

women’s writing constitutes one of the fields which can more accurately show the 
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possibilities and limitations for contestatory discourses within revolutionary 

ideology.  Castro has called Cuban women “a revolution within the Revolution” 

and Cuban poet Fina García Marruz has used similar terms to characterize the 

participation of women in national culture during the period of the Revolution 

(Yáñez, “Poesía” 201).  For Cuban critic Mirta Yáñez, women’s writings show 

more deeply “the conflicts, contradictions, ruptures, aesthetic transformation and 

conscious awareness that characterize literary movement during the Revolution” 

(“Poesía” 195).  Within women’s literature, the work of black women offers a 

more poignant example of the contradictions that appear within the Revolution’s 

search for a more open and pluralistic arts and economy.  Though some of these 

writers have been admitted into the official literary canon, there is still not a 

publicly recognized tradition of black women writers on the island. 

Rachel Blau DuPlessis uses the term “revisionary mythopoesis” to 

describe the work of women poets whose purpose is to “attack cultural 

hegemony” (108).  Studying the writings of Black Cuban women poets allows us 

to explore a very particular case of revisionism, as the authors write within and 

without “official cultural hegemony.”  Although we commented earlier on the 

possible reasons for the lack of Black Cuban women writers in the literary map, I 

would like to offer a new way of understanding the problematics of being a Black 

woman author in Cuba.  By drawing again on Kristeva’s concept of the subject-

in-process/on trial, I suggest that these poets write about black female identity 
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through an “authorship-in-process/on trial” which is subject to the State’s 

definitions of artistic limits.  When attempting to find a discursive space, Cuban 

non-white women authors see their authority as authors questioned and restricted 

in a situation reminiscent of that of the slave author Juan Francisco Manzano, 

when critics argued about Manzano’s control over his artistic creations.44  By 

looking at the authors’ discourses on racial and female identities in their writing, 

we can gain insight into their thoughts on the meaning of the Revolution and how 

it influences their creations.   

Critics have expressed different opinions about Morejón’s identity as an 

artist of the Revolution: while Geisdorfer-Feal argues that the author has found “a 

place in official revolutionary culture” (“Bordering” 43), Linda Howe describes 

her flexibility as a Cuban intellectual as “dialectical and problematic” (“Fluid” 

34).  In the prologue to the anthology of Morejón’s poems, Where the Island 

Sleeps like a Wing, Barnet states that for the poet the Revolution “is not merely an 

option; but a tangible essence” (xi).  But how does the poet herself explain the 

space the Revolution occupies in her creative process?  In the words she 

pronounced after receiving the 2001 National Literary Prize, the poet claimed: 

“the Revolution is within me [...] always invented but always visible.”  When 

praising the work of her predecessor Guillén in her book Fundación de la imagen, 

Morejón emphasized the intricate link between her mentor’s poetic work and the 

Revolution, calling Guillén “cantor esencial de la Revolucion y su victoria” 
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[crucial voice of the Revolution and its victory] (Fundación 117)  The author also 

praises the clarity and simplicity of Guillén’s verses, a quality that, as I 

mentioned, was sought by the official aesthetics encouraged during the first years 

of the Revolution: “su verso claro y sencillo como quería Martí” [his clear and 

simple verse, as Martí wanted it] (Nación 310).45  Linda Howe tries to find out 

whether changes in Morejón’s poetic aesthetics can be caused by natural 

evolution or affected by Cuba’s political climate (“Fluid” 31).  In my analysis, I 

link the poetic construction and politics of the Cuban Revolution in Morejón’s 

and Herrera’s work by exploring the way in which their work is integrated within, 

and simultaneously separated from, revolutionary ideology.   

Morejón’s earliest work foregrounds an introverted personal voice in the 

metaphysical and aesthetic poetry of Mutismos (1962) and Ciudad atribuida 

(1964).  She published these works when she belonged to the “El Puente” literary 

group and publishing house.  In 1965 “El Puente” was closed and the members 

accused of publishing “bourgeois” literature.46  Black Cuban intellectuals who 

belonged to the group had to modify aesthetics and content, and were discouraged 

from focusing on racial pride, or showing signs of political protest that might 

jeopardize the national project of unification.  This situation translated for 

Morejón into a “publishing silence” of poetry that lasted twelve years.  As we 

mentioned earlier, the 1970s promoted the role of arts as an instrument of change, 

by calling for the use of social and political themes and aesthetic norms which 
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focused on the promotion of revolutionary consciousness.  Morejón’s collections 

of poetry after her silence become more politicized, and scholars have discussed 

whether the inclusion of this political aspect in her poems affected her style 

and/or her subject matter.   

In descriptions of her poetic style, scholars have always pointed out the 

author’s restraint from passionate involvement as a key element in her poetry: 

DeCosta-Willis comments on “the aesthetics of restraint with its imprecision, 

understatement, and emotional distance” (“Meditations” 5), while Cordones-Cook 

talks about “a subtlety and a capacity for abstraction and poetic self-

consciousness” (Looking 19).  Nevertheless, Linda Howe suggests that Morejón’s 

use of figurative language after her publishing silence is a possible result of the 

debate over cultural production during the Revolution, signaling that the language 

could be a style the poet has developed “to play the game,” and that the balance 

between form and content in the author’s work “exposes tensions between official 

and unofficial language” (“Nancy Morejón’s ‘Negrismo’” 91-92).  Morejón’s 

first-hand experience of censorship and restraint leads critics to search in her work 

for a possible tension created by her use of discursive strategies to overcome 

restrictions imposed by a social and aesthetics agenda.  In the rest of the chapter, I 

will analyze Morejón’s and Herrera’s use of a double-voiced discourse through 

notions such as womanism, transculturation and diaspora, to frame issues of race 



 

 367

and gender in national history, which are considered in revolutionary rhetoric to 

be divisive of the nation.   

 Herrera’s poetry also offers an example of how black women poets 

perform the difficult balance between politics and aesthetics in their work, and 

their difficulty in being recognized as authors.  A native of the small, mostly 

black-populated town of Jovellanos, the poet’s circumstances growing up were 

very different from Morejón’s.  Coming from a poor and uneducated background, 

Herrera’s first creations met with the skepticism of the school officials, who 

doubted the poems’ authenticity and asked her: “Whose work are you 

plagiarizing?”  The poet also faced the incomprehension of publishers, as well as 

criticism for the lack of revolutionary ideological rhetoric in her work.  She has 

said that she “used to be a real revolutionary” but she only wrote about the 

Revolution when she felt motivated (Howe, “Lion’s Version” 145-47).47  In a 

similarly ambiguous manner, Herrera refuses to link her work as a black 

intellectual with the Revolution: “I didn’t appear with the Revolution.  It simply 

opened many doors for me” (“Lion’s” 152).   

In terms of the use of revolutionary aesthetics in her work, Herrera’s 

intimate poetry is easily accessible due to the clarity and precision of language, 

the concision in thought and image, and her simple lyrical style.  Herrera herself 

explains that she likes to use “imágenes claras, no jeroglíficos” [clear images, not 

hieroglyphics], claiming that “el soneto y la décima me dieron musicalidad pero 
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en verso libre tengo más posibilidades” [sonnet and décima gave musicality to my 

verses, but I have more possibilities using free verse].48  Though the poet was 

involved with “El Puente,” she acknowledges that she was not a thorough 

participant in a black movement in the 1960s (her husband, Manolo Granados, 

was very active), because at that time there was a fear that creating a group which 

focused on black culture meant “dividing the country” (“Lion’s” 149).  Herrera 

became aware of her black identity over time: her collections from the seventies 

included poems discussing her African origins, which is the focus of her latest 

work.  On the other hand, as did Daisy Rubiera Castillo, Herrera also belonged to 

the women’s organization, MAGIN, a nongovernmental organization where both 

Rubiera Castillo and Herrera gained a vision of gender that they have used in their 

writing.49 

In the nineteenth century, the slave poet Juan Francisco Manzano 

proclaimed to his protector, Domingo Del Monte, his desire to write a truly Cuban 

novel: “if some day I find myself sitting on a corner of my country, at peace, 

assured of my fate and livelihood, I will write a truly Cuban novel” (L. Williams, 

Representation 23).  In an interview published in 2000, Herrera recognizes the 

difficulties of trying to do the same: “I don’t think anyone dares venture to write 

the novel of Cuba today” (“Poetry” 125).  As she mentions the anguish and 

despair she feels when making any criticism that is not officially allowed, one 

could claim that Herrera experiences the “agonies of transculturation.”  In this 
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case, these feelings are a reflection of the situation of the black writer, who still 

faces the problems of defining an identity which “cuando conviene se entiende y 

cuando no conviene no” [when it is convenient, it is understood, and when it is 

not convenient, it is misunderstood].50  In my interview, Morejón asserted that 

there is not “a program” among Black Cuban women writers, but she is not an 

“abstraction.”  The conditions under which black women produce literature 

demonstrate the enduring nature of the challenges and contradictions facing the 

black artist.  Their authorship and authority as writers is still “in-process/on trial,” 

subject to their “evolution within the Revolution.” 

 

 

3. BLACK CUBAN WOMEN POETS AND THE REVOLUTIONARY BLACK 
(M)OTHER 
 

I want to give priority to Black women, who are capable of loving, who 
are affectionate women, who are trying to surpass their circumstances. 
- Georgina Herrera, “‘The Lion’s Version of the Jungle’: A Conversation 
with Georgina Herrera” 

 
 In the quotation that introduces this section, Herrera explains how she uses 

her work as a poet to attempt to change the reality around her.  Discussing how 

racism and prejudice affect the image of black women developed in literature, she 

expresses her faith in the transformative power of writing: “There is a reality that 

you recreate, but you also have to transform it.  You have to do what you can with 
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a goal in mind if you want that reality to change” (Howe, “Lion’s Version” 156).  

Herrera’s words resemble the ways in which scholars have described the changes 

effected by the Revolution, in its intent to transform social reality “by 

transforming its representation” (Howe, “Fluid Iconography” 29).  Given these 

similar goals, I would like to examine Black Cuban women poets’ (re)creation of 

the image of a Revolutionary black (m)other, as a project which falls both within 

and without official Revolutionary discourse. 

 Looking at how poets construct the process of identity formation to 

express a black female sense of self will reveal certain limitations in the ability of 

critical discourses on feminism and blackness to incorporate the cultural 

specificity of Black Cuban women’s poetry.  What I call the poetics of the Black 

Cuban woman Revolutionary (m)other (re)constructs black female subjectivity 

through apparently oppositional characteristics, and specifically avoids reducing 

the subject’s identification to a merely additive system.  In accordance with 

theories which explore the deferred possibilities of identity, the figure of the 

Revolutionary mother constitutes an identity continually evolving through history.  

As I have already discussed, the work of contemporary poets Morejón and 

Herrera revises past notions of black female sexuality that appeared in poesía 

negrista.  In addition, we can find in their poems a matrilineal history that corrects 

historical and national representations of the past.  Both poets have lamented the 
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lack of a history of slavery and resistance, in particular noting the absence of the 

figure of the cimarronas or rebellious female slaves.51   

In the introduction to Women Writers in Spain and Spanish America, 

Catherine Davies discusses how the female authors analyzed in the book practice 

a strategy she describes as “subversion through inversion,” by which the authors 

turn “stereotyped female attributes or gender roles” into means of resistance 

against dominant discourses.  Among the “inverted” stereotypes is the 

“supermadre,” previously considered a stereotype created to restrict women’s 

autonomy (“Subversive Strategies” 5-7).52 Morejón and Herrera perform a similar 

subversion/inversion of traditional gender roles by presenting Black Cuban 

women who become warriors while being nurturers.  Describing the ambivalent 

figure of the mother in Cuba in another essay, Davies argues that even after 

Batista’s coup d’état in 1952, women’s magazines showed an almost 

“schizophrenic mixture” of oppositional discourses confirming traditional 

concepts of womanhood and motherhood while promoting women’s participation 

in Cuban politics (Place 25).  Davies argues that Cuban women authors have 

employed the figure of the mother in order to reclaim radical change and also to 

support moderate conservatism, noting: 

The idealization of motherhood qua national icon in conservative and 
progressive Cuban national politics invalidates to some degree the debate 
between feminist proponents of a politics of identity and those who 
propose a politics of equality.  [. . .]  In Cuban women’s writing, a textual 
negotiation takes place between the two positions, suggesting another 
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discursive space which indicates new theoretical and political directions 
for feminism. (Place 197) 

 
By portraying a new black female identity that links political activism and 

rebelliousness with more traditional aspects such as motherhood, Morejón and 

Herrera inscribe visions of radical and conservative feminism simultaneously.  In 

itself, the poetic representation of a black female consciousness can be regarded 

as a discourse of difference that might destabilize projects of unification under the 

national ideology of cubanismo.  Therefore, inscribing the image of the 

revolutionary (m)other in history, also allows the poets to incorporate race and 

gender differences within the Revolution’s project of unity, exemplifying the 

possibilities of and limitations upon the expression of black female subjectivity 

within Revolutionary ideology. 

 Merle Collins points out that Caribbean women writers show “an irritation 

with questions which seek to effect a neat pigeonholing of the writing” (8).  

Though she admits that her poetic voice speaks often about issues of (black) 

womanhood, Morejón rejects the term “woman poet” (James 159) and the notion 

of a woman’s narrative or poetry (Cordones-Cook, “Voz y poesía” 68).  She is not 

a militant promoter of feminist politics and ideology, but she is interested in the 

artistic, intellectual, and ideological significance of (black) women in Cuban 

history and culture.  If asked to choose a term to describe her interest in women’s 

issues, the poet prefers the notion of “womanist,” which we have discussed in the 
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previous three chapters.  Using this theory to describe black Cuban female 

identity, Morejón adds the component of race to issues of class and gender 

consciousness.  Despite this preference, Morejón rejects all labels, and she does 

not promote race politics as a tool of analysis for her work, saying that “poetry is 

all that and much more” (Cordones-Cook, “Voz y poesía” 68).53  Despite the 

poet’s claims, however, scholars continue to debate whether her poetry 

foregrounds a nationalist agenda, race politics or feminist identities.  

On the one hand, Rosemary Geisdorfer-Feal suggests that in order to 

analyze the link between race and gender in Afro-Hispanic women’s writing, we 

need to engage in feminist practice.  On the other hand, in an article promoting 

the efficacy of Africana Womanism as a theoretical strategy for certain poems by 

Morejón,54 Antonio Tillis strongly criticizes the work of Geisdorfer-Feal and 

other feminist critics, claiming that “[F]eminism must never become the 

prescriptive for the study and analization [sic] of Afro-Hispanism” (487).  Though 

Tillis agrees with Geisdorfer-Feal on the need to search for alternative 

interpretative practices that free us from ideological constraints, he ends up 

enforcing a dominant (patriarchal) theoretical framework.  Affirming that “with 

women of African Diaspora, oppression related to gender becomes secondary to 

racial oppression,” Tillis supports a simplistic hierarchy and forgets to consider 

the culture of his Cuban subject (489).  In fact, when he employs as a supporting 

argument Richard Jackson’s comment on Morejón’s recreation of the history of 
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“the Black slave woman” (Black Image 30), Tillis notes that “the first 

identification marker” in Jackson’s sentence is racial (486).  However, in Spanish, 

Morejón’s language, the translated term would be “esclava negra” or “negra 

esclava,” a pair of words marked simultaneously by race and gender.55  

In order to make a more culturally specific analysis, we need to pay 

attention to the writers’ arguments about feminist analyses and theories of racial 

difference.  The dialectics employed by Black Cuban women writers teach us not 

to place one category of analysis over the other, and to engage with the continuing 

evolution (and/or Revolution) of the subject.  Morejón’s poems weave an intricate 

list of components that form a person’s identity, such as race, gender, class, 

culture, and language.  In this vein, in the poem “Persona” [Person], the poetic “I” 

describes “searching endlessly in reflections of multiple human mirrors for her 

roots and for identity” (Cordones-Cook, Looking 51).  As the poetic voice 

(identifying herself as a black female) describes the commonalities and 

differences between herself and other black women, it alternatively supports 

essentialist and constructivist visions of identity, resulting in an ever-evolving 

subject: 

¿Toda mi piel sera la mía 

o me han devuelto a cambio 

los huesos y la piel de otra mujer 

cuyo vientre ha marcado otro horizonte, 
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otro ser, otras criaturas, otro dios?   

[Is all my skin mine at all / or have they rather returned to me / the skin and bones 

of another woman / whose belly has been branded by another horizon, / another 

being, another creatures, another god?]. (Looking 206) 

A similar instance of the dialectic between an individual and a collective 

black female identity appears in the poem dedicated to her mother, “Madre” 

[Mother] (Piedra pulida).  The poem speaks of an almost mythical mother, full of 

strength and character, whose body encapsulates the legacy of slavery: “no hubo 

una rama limpia / en su pupila sino muchos garrotes” [She had no clear branch / 

in her eye but many garrotes].  The poetic voice praises her mother’s quiet 

heroism while facing poverty and marginalization: “[para] alzar su cabeza de 

reina desoída / y dejarnos sus manos, como piedras preciosas / frente a los restos 

fríos del enemigo” [to lift her head of a queen, ignored, / and to leave us her 

hands, like precious stones, / before the cold remains of the enemy] (Looking 210-

11).  Morejón begins all her poetry readings with this poem, which signals her 

mother’s importance as “a symbol of her poetry” (“Las poéticas” 7).  The poet not 

only inherits her mother’s spirit of struggle but her creativity.  While Walker’s 

“womanism” defends the idea that female artists belong to a generational line of 

artistic foremothers, Morejón, in turn, speaks of her belief in Virginia Woolf’s 

“theory of the mother,” which affirms that “behind every woman writer flutters 

the ghost of her mother” (“Poéticas” 7).   
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 Yet there are differences between Morejón and her literary foremothers, 

because she does not recreate a “feminine text of some women artists, a text of 

domesticity,” (DeCosta-Willis, Daughters 247).  On the contrary, she offers a 

portrait of the Black Cuban woman as a revolutionary figure in “Mujer negra” 

[“Black Woman”], probably her most anthologized and translated poem.  This 

piece constitutes an epic journey of collective resistance, where a black female 

protagonist-narrator recounts the history of Black Cubans from the Middle 

Passage to the revolutionary present.  It is a female-centered narrative, which 

locates the black female slave as the symbol of Cuban national independence, as 

Barnet did with the male runaway slave in Biografía de un cimarrón.  Morejón 

has explained that the idea for the poem came from her dream of a black woman 

looking at the poet in her room.  The very next day, Morejón says, “the black 

woman returned and dictated the poem to me.”  The poet also asserts that she had 

difficulty with the end of the poem, because “the ‘I’ of that woman was an epic 

‘we’” (“Poéticas” 6-7).  The black woman’s body appears as the representative of 

a national identity of resistance, turning back to the slave rebellions.  In the next 

two sections of this chapter, I will foreground the poem’s treatment of national 

and historical identity, but now I want to examine the ways in which “Mujer 

negra” inscribes into the mythology of the Cuban revolution “an emerging 

feminist racial consciousness” (Cordones-Cook, Looking 53).   
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The black protagonist-narrator becomes an active participant in different 

historical periods, as a runaway slave, a fighter in the independence wars, and a 

Revolutionary in the Sierra Maestra.  Completing the circle of Cuba’s history with 

the black woman characterized as a figure of resistance, the poem ends with a 

sense of triumph and an image of life as “a constant fight” (Davis-Lett 131).  

Analyzing black narratives of the Middle Passage, DeCosta-Willis points out the 

significance of Morejón’s poem, since most narratives chronicle male warriors, 

rendering the enslaved women “invisible, except as victims” (“Meditations” 6).  

Two of the characteristics Walker uses to describe a womanist are audacity and 

courage (Gardens xi).  In a similar manner, Morejón’s women warrior’s ideology 

of resistance is articulated in the poem through a list of heroic deeds, and the use 

of verbs of action which close each stanza: “me rebelé” [I rebelled], “anduve” [I 

walked], “me sublevé” [I rose up], “trabajé mucho más” [I worked on and on], 

“me fui al monte” [I left for the hills], “bajé de la Sierra” [I came down from the 

Sierra].  The sense of evolution in the woman’s independence comes from the 

contrast between the passivity which characterized her arrival in Cuba (“me 

dejaron aquí y aquí he vivido” [They left me here and here I have lived] and the 

active work she has done in and for her nation: “Y porque trabajé como una 

bestia, / aquí volví a nacer” [And, because I worked like an animal, / here I was 

reborn] (Looking 200-201). 
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This strength is connected to her racially gendered identity, as the 

protagonist faces challenges and sufferings during the crossing of the Atlantic and 

the slave trade.  Though she is a victim of abuse, the protagonist does not speak 

much about the ordeal, demonstrating her strength as a rebellious mother.  Hence, 

Morejón’s aesthetics of restraint is evident in “the subtlety, indirection and 

ellipsis” (Rose-Green Williams 9) with which the poetic voice describes the 

experience of sexual abuse: “Bordé la casaca de Su Merced y un hijo macho le 

parí. / Mi hijo no tuvo nombre” [I embroidered His Worship’s coat and bore him a 

male child. / My son had no name].  If the first verse represents the woman as 

both creator and procreator, a sort of reproductive machine, the second one 

alludes to the dramatic circumstances under which she becomes a single mother.  

These lines demonstrate that, contrary to Tillis’s arguments, the oppression 

represented in the poem is specifically racially gendered.  Hence, in “Mujer 

negra” race is not “reiterated before gender” (Tillis 490), but rather blackness 

acquires significance through the analysis of the exploitation of black women, a 

subject which points simultaneously to their motherhood and their rebellious 

nature. 

Morejón’s “Mujer negra” constitutes a revision of the idealized vision of 

the black woman as nation in Guillén’s “Mujer nueva” [“New Woman”], which 

reinforces the notion of “the Black woman’s centrality to and inseparability from 

the tropical landscape” (Venture Young, “The Black Woman” 140).56  On the 
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contrary, Morejón in “Mujer negra” does not portray an “idealized future 

goddess” (Howe, “Nancy Morejón’s ‘Negrismo’” 94), but rather depicts a black 

woman who is an active participant in society, faces specific problems, and 

struggles to achieve freedom.  This quotidian subject reappears in many poems 

which portray black women in their daily lives.  Curiously, in a poem dedicated to 

Morejón, entitled “Nancy,” Guillén does perform a connection between race and 

gender and revolutionary consciousness, as he moves from a description of 

Nancy’s beauty to putting her on a pedestal as a political figure.  Yet, contrary to 

Ian Smart’s study of the poem as a revision of the trope of “Mujer nueva,” I 

would argue that “Nancy” still portrays the black woman as having a symbolic 

role in Cuban society.57 

Among other poems by Guillén that his disciple revised, “Hablando con 

una culebra,” [Talking with a Serpent], stands out.  The poem can be read next to 

Guillén’s “Sensemayá” (West Indies, Ltd.,), where he describes an ancient ritual 

snake dance, performed in the killing of a snake.  Efraín Barradas and William 

Luis agree that Morejón adds a feminist perspective to Guillén’s poem.58  In her 

study of black poetry, Venture Young points out that the snake is often used as a 

symbol of black woman in this genre, referring to her dancing gyrations or to the 

connection made in the biblical fable (“Black Woman” 141).  In “Hablando con 

una culebra” Morejón makes use of the identification between black woman and 

snake: “No digas tú que en la hora de la queja / fuiste más poseedora que 
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Angélica, mi madre” [Don’t tell me that when it was time to complain / you had 

more cause to speak up than Angélica, my mother] (Looking 174-75).  

Establishing a parallel between the sufferings of the snake and those of black 

women, the poetic “I” interpellates the snake, asking it to fight back to find its 

rightful place.  “Hablando con una culebra” constitutes thus a call to black women 

to rebel against injustices: “sacúdete, pega, muerde y mata tú también / que ya 

vuelas y vives en tu justo lugar” [shake yourself off, hit, bite, and kill-you, too- / 

for you will now be flying, living in your rightful place].  In addition to naming 

Morejón’s mother, the poem insists on a connection between rebellion and 

motherhood through the symbolic figure of the snake, invoking God’s punishment 

of women, who must suffer the pains of childbirth.   

Together with “Mujer negra,” one of the most famously anthologized 

poems of Morejón is “Amo a mi amo” [“I Love My Master”].  The poem depicts 

another rebellious black woman through the analysis of a black female slave’s 

complex bond to her master both as a slave and as a lover.  In this representation 

of the nineteenth-century’s exploitation of the relation between love and 

enslavement, Morejón inscribes the master’s power in the female slave’s body, 

“while also unveiling the black woman’s inner thoughts and self-awareness” 

(Cordones-Cook, Looking 55).  From the first person voice of the slave, the poem 

shows the ambivalent relationship of love/hate between slave and master, and the 

slave’s gradual awakening from her submission.  In the first stanzas, the slave’s 
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declaration of love is linked to images of the master’s brutality, which serve to 

portray her love as an example of sexual servitude: “[A]mo sus pies que 

piratearon y rodaron / por tierras ajenas” [I love his feet, which buccaneered and 

wandered round / in foreign lands].  Through her contact with the field guards, the 

slave finds out about her master’s mistreatment of slaves in the field and as a 

result she questions her plight, “¿Por qué le sirvo?” [Why must I serve him?] 

(Looking 196-97), and she dreams of violent rebellion in the cane field, the same 

space where she furtively makes love to him, “amo a mi amo pero todas las 

noches, / cuando atravieso la vereda florida hacia el cañaveral / donde a 

hurtadillas hemos hecho el amor, / me veo cuchillo en mano, desollándole como a 

una res sin culpa” [I love my master, but every night / when I cross the flowery 

pathway to the cane fields / where we have surreptitiously made love, / I can see 

myself with knife in hand, butchering him like / innocent cattle] (Looking 196-

97).   

By dreaming of his killing in the cane field, the slave transforms the space 

of abuse into a space for resistance (Howe, “Nancy Morejón’s ‘Negrismo’” 103).  

The fluctuation between love and hate, submission and revenge, abuse and 

resistance, are intertwined in this final scene, just as the poem foregrounds the 

ambiguous nature of language from the title itself -- “amo” is both a verbal tense 

(I love) and a noun (master) -- to the relation between “the power of sensual 

language and the seductive power of language” (Howe, “Nancy Morejón’s 
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‘Negrismo’” 101).  The fact that the slave does not fully understand her master’s 

language reduces her use of it to a “mimicry” of the colonizer’s tongue, and her 

coming to consciousness occurs as she listens to her own language.  The field 

guard acts as an interpreter who helps her be receptive by the end of the poem to 

the call of drumbeats and bells, which announce a slave rebellion.  Nevertheless, 

if we pay attention to the distinction between dream and reality, the protagonist’s 

coming to consciousness and discovery of her voice in a dream mark the last 

stanzas with the same ambiguity present throughout the poem.   

As mentioned earlier, Herrera demonstrates in her work a significant 

awareness of feminist views.  Nevertheless, she does question the use of gender as 

a philosophical category, because she feels that it pits women against men.  She 

preferswhat appears as a womanist view which emphasizes the joint struggle of 

men and women, “the two hand in hand” (“Poetry” 121).59  Within her poetic 

analysis of womanhood, one of the most common themes is motherhood.  She has 

frequently explained in interviews her particular experience of this theme, both as 

a daughter and as a mother herself, and she has made clear the autobiographical 

content of her poems on the subject.  With regard to her relationship with her 

mother, Herrera has said that the lack of communication between the two of them 

was a source of grief which marked her future relationship with others.  She 

explores this subject in “Mami” (Gentes y cosas): “¿Cómo pudo existir tan grande 

espacio / entre las dos? ¿Cómo / vivimos tantos años, sin que nada / fuese a ambas 
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común?” (36) [How could a void so great exist / between us? How could / we live 

together so many years, / with nothing in common?].60   

Determined to overcome that experience, motherhood becomes for the 

author a site of inspiration and liberation, a source of growth from pain.  

According to Gabriel Abudu, in Hererra’s poetry, “the woman reappropriates the 

theme of motherhood for herself and transforms it into an instrument of positive 

self-affirmation” (“Toward a Definition” 163).  In “Las dos mitades de mi sueño” 

(Gentes y cosas), the poetic persona expresses her belief in the fact that she would 

not be complete without her two children: “Ambos me han hecho / una mujer 

hermosa. / Una mujer que tiene / la más inmensa historia / por contar” (17) [Both 

of them have made me / a beautiful woman. / A woman who has / the biggest 

story / to tell].61  In the next stanza of this autobiographical poem, as in previous 

representations of rebellious mothers, motherhood acts as a site of resistance for 

the poetic persona: “Todo el dolor que venga / será pequeño, comparado / a tanto 

amor creciendo en sus tamaños” (17) [All the pain that may come / will be small, 

compared / to so much love growing within them].  Many of Herrera’s poems 

express “the empowering and healing nature of this experience” (Ramsay, 

“(Re)Constructing” 159), as motherhood allows the poet to be able to face life’s 

struggles.  Hence, in the poem dedicated to her daughter, “Anaísa” (Gentes y 

cosas), the poetic persona reminisces on her daughter’s birth: “[t]ú llorabas, 

recién / venida al mundo, para / que me aprendiera / definitivamente / a manejar la 
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dicha y la agonía” (11) [you cried, / just arrived to this world, so that / I could 

finally learn / to deal with joy and agony].62  

The author’s perception of mothering offers a contrast to the habitual view 

of motherhood in feminist critique: Herrera embraces mothering as a role which 

helps her restore her psyche and construct her identity (Ramsay, 

“(Re)Constructing” 163).  By seeking strength in her role within her family as a 

mother, Herrera challenges the knowledge she had of the mother figure from her 

own past.  Ramsay argues that the centrality of mothering in Herrera’s poetry is 

shaped by an Afrocentric cultural context, how she perceives herself as a black 

woman.  Certainly, maternity and ethnicity are notions linked in some of her 

poems, such as “Preguntas que solo ella puede responder” [Questions that Ony 

She Can Answer] (Granos de sol y luna), in which the poetic “I’ reconstructs 

identity in terms of feminine ethnicity and nurturing.  In the next section of this 

chapter, I will analyze other poems by Herrera which foreground Africa to discuss 

maternal care, but now I would like to focus on Herrera’s portrayals of rebel black 

women. 

As the poet became more aware of her black identity, she began to write 

stories of rebellious female ancestors and other strong black female historical 

figures (“Poetry” 119).  In her use of gender to rewrite history, the poet 

emphasizes the importance of finding her foremothers, black heroines who 

struggle in epic and real-life situations.  Hence, her work explores the evolving 
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identity of black women in Cuba through a diasporic and matrilineal history.  In 

“Fermina Lucumí” (Grande es el tiempo) the poet writes about a black slave who 

fought for freedom during the Cuban slave revolts in the nineteenth century.  

Motherhood and rebellion are again linked in the first stanza of the poem, where 

the poetic voice alludes to Fermina’s resistance to bocabajos, a punishment used 

against pregnant women.63  In the poem, the poetic persona demonstrates her 

admiration for the courage shown by the slave, whose last name (Lucumí is the 

name given to Yoruba slaves in Cuba), transforms her into an archetypal heroine.  

The admiration is also evident in the respect with which the poetic voice 

addresses the slave, by employing the more formal subject pronoun ústed 

(“you”),64 and in the ways in which s/he attempts to know her motivations.  

Hence, the poetic “I” asks partly rhetorical questions, assuming that it is nostalgia 

for Africa that motivated Fermina’s rebellion: ¿Qué recuerdo / traído desde su 

tierra en que era libre / como la luz y el trueno / dio la fuerza a su brazo? […] 

“Diga, Fermina, ¿Entonces / qué echaba usted de menos?” (17) [What memory / 

brought from the land where she was free / like the light and the thunderstorm / 

gave her arm strength? […] Tell me Fermina: What did / you miss at that time?].65   

Herrera shows the same admiration for heroic female figures in another 

two famous poems, “Canto de amor y respeto para Doña Ana de Souza” [Song of 

Love and Respect for doña Ana de Souza] (Granos de sol y luna) and “Retrato 

oral de la Victoria” [Oral Portrait of Victory] (Grande es el tiempo).  In the first 
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one, the protagonist is an African queen who fought against the Portuguese 

colonization of her land.  The poetic “I” refers to this queen both as a mother and 

grandmother: “Ay, doña Ana, abuela / de la ira y la bondad” [Oh, doña Anna, 

grandmother / of anger and good will] and “Madre Yinga Mbandi para su pueblo” 

[Mother Yinga Mbandi for your people].  As the title indicates, the poem praises 

this figure, who is described as a model for the poetic persona: “señora, agua 

limpia donde quiero / verme reflejada” [lady, clean water where I want / to see my 

face reflected].  Similarly, in “Retrato oral de la Victoria,” after explaining the 

heroism of her slave grandmother Victoria, the author finishes with the line: 

“Cimarroneándose y en bocabajos / pasó la vida. / Dicen / que me parezco a ella.” 

[She spent her life / running away from slavery and in shackles. / They say / she 

was just like me].66  In this case, Herrera underscores rebelliousness and racial 

pride while exploring her family history, in order to define herself.67 

In addition, Herrera’s poems often depict women who break society’s 

rules and are punished with marginalization, such as mistresses and prostitutes.  In 

an interview, the poet has talked about her belief in the strength and self-esteem 

of black jineteras [female prostitutes] (“Poetry” 123).   Besides revising notions 

about the daily life of female figures, Herrera links womanhood and/or 

motherhood with rebellion by grappling with myths of manhood.  For instance, 

the poem “Eva” targets assumptions of male superiority in the figures of Adam 

and God to expose contradictions in the myths of patriarchy.  Likewise, 
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describing new ideas for her poetry, Herrera mentions her project to revise an 

Afro-Cuban myth about the figure of the female deity, Oshún.  In the myth, 

Oshún seduces Oggún, the god of metals, with honey.  In Herrera’s rewriting of 

the myth, Oggún is a warrior who does not let anyone get food in the mountains 

where he sets his traps, and Oshún is a real woman who tricks Oggún with her 

beauty in order to keep her people from starving (“Poetry” 121).   

In a play Herrera wrote but could not publish, entitled “El último sueño de 

Mariana” [“Mariana’s Last Dream”], the figure of the Black Cuban female deity 

Yemayá appears again connected to other rebellious female historical figures such 

as Fermina Lucumí and Mariana Grajales.  During our interview, Herrera 

described the content of the play, in which Mariana Grajales lying on her 

deathbed remembers her participation in the Independence Wars, and the energy 

of Fermina Lucumí and the orisha Yemayá pass to her body.  By placing these 

female heroines together, “El ultimo sueño de Mariana” emphasizes the notion of 

santería, an example of Cuba’s cultural syncretism which plays an important role 

in Black Cuban women poets’ discourses on national identity. 
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4. “NATIONAL” POETRY?  DIASPORA AND/OR TRANSCULTURATION IN THE 
REPRESENTATION OF CUBAN NATIONAL IDENTITY 
 

Perhaps because “There is always a ship, always a voyage,” as the author 
[Morejón] says, the Caribbean is always adding new layers of culture, 
meaning and identity. 
- Alan West, “The Stone and Its Images: The Poetry of Nancy Morejón” 

 
As we saw in the previous chapter, the intersections between race and 

gender are central in the meaning of Cuba’s nationalist ideology of cubanismo, 

which attempts to create a collective consciousness based on an autonomous 

national and cultural identity.  In her description of “nationalist feminism,” 

Catherine Davies points out that like cubanismo, feminism is a counterdiscourse 

proposing resistance and unity against oppression (Place 38).  Despite the 

participation of women and blacks in nationalist projects, the discussion of racial 

politics and discrimination against women within the nation has been frequently 

viewed by the government as contrary to the construction of Cuba’s national 

identity.  Aline Helg asserts that Cuba’s myth of racial equality following Martí’s 

ideal has endured even after 1959 (Our Struggle 246).  Indeed, in his review of 

books on race and nation in Cuba, Matt Childs shows that one of the main 

concerns of contemporary cultural scholars is the degree to which the 

Revolution’s rhetoric of creating a nation free of racial discrimination has served 

“to catalyze and neutralize racial politics” (298).  One could argue that by 

privileging socialist thinking rather than identity politics, the Revolution’s 
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policies have not erased the “ongoing and unresolved tension between racism and 

antiracism” (297). 

Due to the significance of nationalism as a gendered and racialized 

discourse, Black Cuban women’s writing becomes a crucial element in defining 

national culture.  Before the Revolution, black women did not have many 

opportunities to discuss their role in building an integrated Cuban nation.  In 

nineteenth-century black newspapers such as Juan Gualberto Gómez’s La 

Fraternidad, published before the abolition of slavery, black male writers called 

for the joint participation of the black population to educate and improve the 

black race.  The mulatto race was discussed as a symbol of the need for races to 

unite in the struggle to become a nation, and black women were either the object 

of advice columns on improving their education, or the objectified image in 

poems where they appeared as sensual and strong creatures.  Only in the black 

magazine published for black women, Minerva (1880s and 1910-1912), can we 

find examples of black women writing about national unity.  Through essays and 

letters, black women encouraged their “hermanas de color” [sisters of color] to 

contribute to the magazine and let their voices be heard.  Black women 

contributors, such as the poet Cristina Ayala, pointed out that, despite their lack of 

literary ability, their role was fundamental in the development and integration of 

the black population within a Cuban nation.    



 

 390

The new recognition of black culture in the 1920s and 1930s produced a 

proliferation of images of black women embodying the nation, often expressing 

exotic sensuality.  In negrista poems, the image of the mulata appeared frequently 

to represent cultural synthesis in the creation of a national culture.  A similar 

inscription of Africa in the Revolution’s nationalist rhetoric has made of mestizaje 

a national symbol that can subsume racial and cultural differences.  Analyzing the 

contemporary cultural production of Black Cuban writers, Linda Howe explores 

whether cultural production “refleja una realidad de integridad social o ha 

fabricado una retórica de armonía racial” [reflects the reality of a social 

integration or has produced a rhetoric of racial harmony] (“Producción” 78)  The 

work of Morejón and Herrera constitutes an example of the position of black 

women writers in making blackness a presence or an absence in “the master 

narrative of national identity” (Davies, Place 167). 

In order to discuss discourses of national identity in the Caribbean, it is 

crucial to talk about transculturación [transculturation].  The term was coined by 

the Cuban social anthropologist Fernando Ortiz in the 1940s as a response to 

North-American theories of acculturation that were being used to describe the 

dynamics of cultural exchange.  For Ortiz, these theories were inadequate, since 

they understood the exchange at work in colonial situations as a one-way 

imposition of the colonizer’s culture on the colonized.  In his book Contrapunteo 

cubano del tabaco y el ázucar [Cuban Counterpoint; Tobacco and Sugar] (1940), 
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Ortiz presented his new theory of transculturation, which emphasizes two-way 

cultural exchange during a three-fold process: first, immigrant groups partially 

lose aspects of their culture; second, there is assimilation of elements from other 

cultures; third, a cultural synthesis takes place, resulting in the creation of a new 

culture.68  Ortiz explains that there will always be new foreign influences, and 

therefore he claims that the new culture is “never achieved, forever deferred and 

forever in the making” (Spitta, “Transculturation” 161).69   

Ortiz used the term counterpoint as a synonym for transculturation, in 

order to describe the social and economic dynamics between sugar and tobacco in 

Cuban history as a simile of the mestizaje between Spanish and African influences 

in the national culture.  The history of each product is, in turn, also a history of 

transculturation (Spitta, “Transculturation” 162).  Contrapunteo constitutes 

another step in Ortiz’s research project to reover the African element in Cuban 

national culture.  His view of Cuban culture as the integration of both African and 

Spanish cultures follows the nineteenth-century myth of racial equality which 

characterized José Martí’s nationalist ideology.70  Similar notions of syncretism 

and transculturation are still being employed by contemporary Cuban writers and 

cultural theorists.71  Yet after the Revolution, many black and mulatto writers and 

scholars have rejected the term Afro-Cuban employed by Ortiz because they 

consider that it marks a marginalization, since there is no specific term which 

emphasizes whiteness, such as Hispanic-Cuban.  The Revolution’s national 
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ideology of cubanismo claims that a homogeneous national culture has been born 

out of the hybridity.  Both Morejón and Herrera address the issues of 

homogeneity and hybridity in their work. 

Morejón explores the concept of transculturation in two chapters of her 

collection of essays Fundación de la imagen (1988): “Mito y realidad en Cecilia 

Valdés” [Myth and Reality in Cecilia Valdés] and “La cultura cubana: historia de 

transculturación” [Cuban Culture: History of Transculturation].  In the latter 

chapter, the author employs Ortiz’s term to describe a process fundamental to the 

understanding of Cuban culture.  What is most interesting in Morejón’s study of 

the subject is her emphasis on the notion that transculturation implies “interacción 

constante” [constant interaction] (188), and her assertion that Cubans are 

immersed “en una búsqueda constante del ser nacional y revolucionario” [in a 

constant search of the national and revolutionary being] (190).  In this chapter, 

Morejón also argues that the Cuban nation distinguishes itself from other 

Caribbean and Latin-American nations because of its attempt to create “una 

nación homogénea en su propia heterogeneidad, caracterizada por un fin político 

(la Revolución Cubana encabezada por Fidel Castro)” [a nation homogeneous in 

its heterogeneity, characterized by a common political goal--the Cuban 

Revolution led by Fidel Castro] (190).  Though the latter assertion places the 

concept of a unifying nationalist ideology ahead of racial and cultural differences, 

Morejón’s focus on the idea that the search for a national identity is a work still 
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“in-process/in-progress” allows for what I would call “evolution within the 

Revolution.”   

In a further development of her study of transculturation, Morejón writes 

about the role of the mulatto woman as a symbol of this process in the chapter 

dedicated to the protagonist of Cecilia Valdés o La Loma del Ángel [Cecilia 

Valdés or the Angel’s Hill] (1882), the celebrated novel by Cirilo Villaverde.72  

The last antislavery novel published before the final abolition of slavery in Cuba 

in 1886,73 Cecilia is a canonical text which portrays early nineteenth-century 

Cuban slave society and the problematic racial tensions in the island due to the 

caste division within a population of whites, slaves, free blacks and free 

mulattoes.  Cecilia is a free mulatto woman of low-class origin, whose ambition is 

to marry Leonardo Gamboa, a young rich white man and the son of a slave-owner 

father who engendered Cecilia after having an affair with a woman of mixed 

blood.  The novel presents the protagonists as victims of society, in a plot which 

includes incestuous relationships and several mulatto mistresses.  In her 

psychological analysis of the main female character, Morejón alludes to the 

lasting efficacy of the trope that identifies woman and nation, in order to propose 

that Cecilia represents the mestizaje and transculturation that define Cuban 

national culture.  Indeed, Cecilia is often called “virgencita de bronze,” [little 

bronze virgin], which resembles the title given to Cuba’s dark-skinned matron 

saint and symbol of syncretism, the Virgen de la Caridad de Cobre.  
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Scholars have commented on Morejón’s use of a nineteenth-century figure 

to polemicize Cuba’s contemporary race relations, suggesting that situating the 

“agonies of transculturation” (Fundación 13) in the historical past implies that the 

racial problems have been solved by the present Revolutionary government.  Yet 

it is necessary to read Morejón’s disclaimer when explaining that the case of 

Cecilia is but a step in the process of transculturation, and therefore Cuba’s 

progress towards a racism-free society is not a finished search, but an objective of 

the Revolution: 

transculturación y mestizaje dependen, como se sabe, del tiempo, de los 
puntos de giro en cada época en su devenir.  Cecilia […] representa un 
estadío de aquellos.  […]  El tiempo transcurrido influye en su graduación, 
en sus transformaciones.  En el caso de Cuba, la Revolución socialista ha 
determinado de modo diáfano y tenaz una vocación decidida a encontrar y 
proclamar las más legítimas raíces de nuestra identidad. (Fundación 15) 

[transculturation and miscegenation depend, as it is well known, on the 
time and the turning points of each period of change.  Cecilia […] 
represents a phase of those turning points.  […]  The passage of time 
causes changes and transformations.  In the case of Cuba, the Socialist 
revolution has shown in a clear and decisive way, a commitment to 
identifying and proclaiming the most legitimate roots of our identity.] 

 
It is rather significant, in my opinion, that by choosing the novel Cecilia 

Valdés to discuss this process of transculturation, Morejón has uncovered the 

trauma hidden behind the process of mestizaje.  Hence, when Morejón argues that 

“ella [Cecilia] refleja las angustias de la transculturacion” [she reflects the 

anguish of transculturation] (Fundación 13), the critic also refers to the fact that 
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the process of “blanqueamiento” [whitening] is always carried out by women 

(24).  After calling Cecilia “the weakest link” in the social scale, and explaining 

how this marginalization causes Cecilia’s rejection of her African ancestry 

(“Cecilia no quiere ser Cecilia” [Cecilia does not want to be Cecilia] (17), 

Morejón goes on to describe the protagonist’s black matrilineage as the result of 

interracial relationships between generations of black and mulatto women and the 

white men who have abandoned and abused them. 

Interestingly, at this point, Morejón quotes Miguel Barnet’s “ambiguously 

positive” characterization of these relationships: “la primera noche de 

cohabitación entre una negra y un blanco marcó un hito en nuestro país y es un 

día de meridiana luminosidad para la cultura del Caribe” [the first night a black 

woman and a black man spent together marked a turning-point for our country, 

and a day aglow with light dawned for the culture of the Caribbean] (Fundación 

20).74  Despite the absence of any criticism of Barnet’s statement, Morejón’s 

arguments show that behind the mulatto protagonists’ desire for whitening lies the 

trauma caused by these interracial relationships.  The author’s struggle to uncover 

this trauma when describing the image of black and mulatto women as the 

essence of national culture is present in two of the poems examined previously: 

“Mujer negra” and “Amo a mi amo.”75 

As we saw earlier, among the reminiscences of the protagonist of “Mujer 

negra” [Black Woman], the painful memories of her child’s illegitimate birth 
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stand out.  Despite the fact that the language of the poem does not contain the 

horrors of other descriptions of the Middle Passage (DeCosta-Willis, 

“Meditations” 5), the sexual exploitation suffered by the slave woman symbolizes 

the extreme difficulties she had to endure.  The description of miscegenation 

corresponds to the first part of the transculturation process, where the black 

woman plays an involuntarily passive role, as she is taken from Africa and 

brought to Cuba as a slave.  As the generic title indicates, and Morejón herself has 

mentioned,76 the protagonist’s experiences are similar to those of other black 

women who were brought to Cuba as slaves, demonstrating that the construction 

of the poetic subject’s subjectivity is grounded in a collective consciousness.  The 

female protagonist acts as a synecdoche for black women’s active participation in 

all stages of the creation of the Cuban nation.  With this portrayal of a 

revolutionary tradition of resistance as a national enterprise, Morejón participates 

in the nation’s self-defining practices since 1959, where Cuba is seen both as a 

maroon society or palenque (Pérez Sarduy, Afro-Cuban Voices 6) and as a 

guerrilla society (West 195).  

A question that constantly arises among studies of Morejón’s work is 

whether this poem portrays an Afrocentric or a Cuban national identity.  Does 

Morejón affirm African-ness over Cuban-ness in “Mujer negra”?  On the one 

hand, scholars C. Rose-Green Williams and Miriam DeCosta-Willis claim that the 

poet foregrounds the creation of the Cuban nation over the presentation of aspects 
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of African heritage.  Thus, Rose-Green Williams points out that the poetic “I” 

recognizes her African heritage with reluctance (13): “Acaso no he olvidado ni mi 

costa perdida, ni mi lengua ancestral” [Perhaps I haven’t forgotten my lost coast, 

or my ancestral language] (Looking Within 200-201).  Similarly, in her analysis of 

the poem as a crossing narrative, DeCosta-Willis signals that the protagonist 

“looks forward to the Americas and not back to Africa” and that her roots are 

“firmly anchored in Cuban soil” (“Meditations” 5): “Ya nunca más imaginé el 

camino a Guinea. / ¿Era a Guinea? ¿A Benín? ¿Era a Madagascar? / ¿O a Cabo 

Verde?” [“I no longer dreamt of the road to Guinea. / Was it to Guinea? Benin? 

To Madagascar? Or Cape Verde?”] (Looking 200-201).   

In contrast to these analyses, Antonio Tillis underscores the poem’s 

affirmation of Africanness, by arguing that “[T]he poetic ‘I’ is presented as a 

collective-female voice for Africans in Cuba” (489).  According to Tillis, the 

poetic subject’s final acknowledgement of her Cuban identity in the poem is not 

achieved “at the expense of her Africana self” (493).  In my opinion, we should 

not privilege one reading over the other.  The lines where the protagonist doubts 

her memory of her past can be understood as a reflection on the importance of her 

African heritage; indeed, instead of observing that she “might have forgotten,” 

she says that she “might not have forgotten” Africa.  Moreover, after the poetic 

“I” recounts being born again on Cuban soil, she explains that she brought her 

spirit of resistance directly from Africa: “A cuanta epopeya mandinga intenté 
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recurrir. / Me rebelé” [How many Mandinga epics did I look to for strength. / I 

rebelled.”].  Similarly, the poem has been read as a call for Cuban nationalism 

rather than Black nationalism in its defense in the last stanza of communism as an 

ideology that promotes equality: “Iguales míos, aquí los veo bailar / alrededor del 

árbol que plantamos para el comunismo. / Su pródiga madera ya resuena.” [My 

equals, here I see you dance / around the tree we are planting for communism. / 

Its prodigal wood resounds.”].  However, the last line of the poem also harkens 

back to the sounds of drums, defined by critics of Afro-Hispanic literature as a 

language symbolizing the voice of the African ancestor.77  Though DeCosta-

Willis points out as a significant fact that the narrative does not begin in Africa 

(“Meditations” 5), we should note that the beginning of the poem does not take 

place in Cuba either, but in the Middle Passage, an in-between space which can 

correspond to the first stage of a process of transculturation.   

Morejón has said that “es absurdo volver los ojos a África como solución 

de la identidad nacional en América” [“it is absurd to look back to Africa as a a 

solution to national identity in America”] (Nación 145).  Her efforts to describe 

black culture are immersed in the dialectic of transculturation.78  In fact, Morejón 

admits her preference for the term black to African, because an African is not 

always of the black race (Nación 57).  As explained earlier, the process of 

transculturation does not promise synthesis but an unresolvable play, and in the 

process no element is superimposed over the other.  Therefore, we must avoid 
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employing a binary manner of thinking which places race in opposition to nation.  

By discussing different black ethnic groups in “Mujer negra,” Morejón can signal 

that there is no single fixed black race which mixed with the white population in 

Cuba.  In Ortiz’s Contrapunteo neither tobacco nor sugar are fixed elements, and 

in this way transculturation, unlike theories of hybridity, does not assume that the 

two identities which participate in the process were formerly pure.   

In “Amo a mi amo” [I Love My Master], the portrayal of the female 

protagonist as both her master’s slave and lover allows the author to confront the 

psychological dualism of the mulata while reflecting on the linguistic clash 

between cultures that takes place in the process of transculturation.  Morejón 

addresses this issue in an essay in Fundación de la imagen, where she discusses 

the linguistic question in Puerto Rico by using the image of Calibán: when the 

colonized learns the language of the colonizer, this language becomes a weapon 

in the colonized’s discourse.  In “Amo a mi amo,” the protagonist discovers that 

her identity forms part of her master’s discourse (Howe, “Nancy Morejón’s 

Negrismo” 100), and her rebellion against him is accompanied by the sounds of 

African drums as opposed to her master’s language: “Ensordecedores toques de 

tambor ya no me dejan / oír ni sus quebrantos, ni sus quejas” [Deafening 

drumbeats no longer let me / hear neither his sorrows, nor his complaints].   

Yet the slave’s coming to consciousness through violent rebellion and her 

recognition of an African language inaccessible to the outsider does not liberate 
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her completely from her position within the master’s discourse.  Thus, as she kills 

him, she describes the master as “una res sin culpa” [like innocent cattle] 

(Looking 198-99).  The fluctuation between loving and not loving in the 

relationship between blacks and whites in this view of colonial national history 

resembles the ambivalent position occupied by blacks after the Revolution, 

characterized by their simultaneous incorporation into and exclusion from the 

national project (Scott 29).  Once again, analyzing the suppression of 

heterogeneity in the nineteenth-century colonial situation can be a strategy to 

avoid talking about race relations during the Revolution.  In this respect, we need 

to analyze the poem’s incorporation of gender issues.   

For Conrad James, the poem can be an instance of Morejon’s tendency “to 

subordinate gender politics in favor of nationalist politics,” and he offers a 

reading of the poem in which the woman’s experiences constitute an allegory for 

the exploitation of the Cuban nation (165).  Yet James also proposes another 

reading, where the poet turns to the past to criticize vestiges of patriarchy within 

the Revolution.  If we take a further step in this reading, the poem can be read as a 

problematization of the position of black women within the nation.  Reading the 

master’s patriarchal language as the Law-of-the-Father, the woman’s coming to 

consciousness, which is presented in the form of a violent dream, can symbolize 

her use of Kristeva’s semiotic language which stands outside of the symbolic 

order.  The crisis of communication between black woman and white man 
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contradicts the use of interracial relationships as a sign of the nation’s acceptance 

of its own heterogeneity.  Contrary to James’ reading, I find that the protagonist’s 

struggle against her subservient role in the relationship is not over by the end of 

the poem, and she is not “spiritually free” (164).  While the last stanza replaces 

the repetition of the verb “amo” [I love] in each verse, with the verb “maldigo” [I 

curse], the black woman’s expressions of self-hatred show that she continues to 

experience a psychological split: “Maldigo / esta bata de muselina que me ha 

impuesto; / estos encajes vanos que despiadado me endilgó; […] esta lengua 

abigarradamente hostil que no mastico; estos senos de piedra que no pueden ni 

siquiera amamantarlo; / este vientre rajado por su látigo immemorial; / este 

maldito corazón.” [I curse / this muslim robe he has imposed on me; / these vain 

lace dresses he forced on me without pity; […] this baroquely hostile tongue I 

can’t even get between my teeth; / these stone breasts that can’t even suckle him; / 

this womb, raked by his immemorial lashings; / this accursed heart] (Looking 

198-99). 

In her essays Morejón has discussed her thoughts on the implications of 

using the colonizer’s language in the creation of a national culture.  She claims 

her love for the Spanish language comes from Guillén, who still used the 

traditional Spanish meters, glosa and décima in his work while creating a new 

poetical rhythm, the son.  She disagrees with Ortiz’s criticism of Guillén’s lack of 

authenticity when the poet did not use lenguaje bozal, and compares these 
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comments to the criticism suffered by nineteenth-century black authors Plácido 

and Manzano for not using black themes (Nación 160).  For Morejón, Guillén’s 

attempt to capture the formal aspects of an Afro-Cuban dance rhythm in his son 

poems solved Calibán’s dilemma in “lengua transculturada” [transculturation of 

language] (Nación 74-75).  

Morejón has affirmed that she is indebted in her notion of nationality to 

Nicolás Guillén (“Voz y poesía” 61).  Born in 1902, the year in which Cuba 

became a Republic, Guillén would be declared Cuba’s national poet by the 

Revolutionary regime.  Exiled during the years of the second Batista government, 

he returned to Cuba with the triumph of the revolution, and became Minister of 

Culture and president of the UNEAC.  While scholars such as Richard Jackson 

and Kubayanda foreground Guillén’s focus on Africa and the black theme, others 

underscore that his search for blackness was performed in a project of searching 

for Cuban identity.79  Guillén himself discussed blackness as an essential factor in 

the racial and cultural synthesis that characterizes Cuban national identity, by 

proclaiming in the prologue to Sóngoro Cosongo (1931): “El espiritu de Cuba es 

mestizo” (Summa poética 75).  The poet analyzes this theme in several famous 

poems where he talks about the African and European components of Cuban 

identity, such as “La balada de los dos abuelos” [Ballad of the Two Grandfathers] 

and “La canción del bongó” [Bongo Song].80 
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In her book Nación y mestizaje en Nicolás Guillén [Nation and 

Miscegenation in Nicolás Guillén] (1982), Morejón explores the concepts of 

nation and mestizaje in Guillén’s poetry and prose.  After analyzing several of his 

poems, Morejón considers it proved that the black theme always appears in 

Guillén’s poetry “en función de mestizaje y transculturación” [as part of a 

discourse on miscegeneation and transculturation] (Nación 267).  According to 

Morejón, Guillén’s ideas differ from Ortiz’s arguments, because Guilén does not 

consider the Indian element in the mixture of races and he does understand that 

there is a final resolution for the black problem in Revolutionary time (Nación 

193).  Morejón argues that in Guillén the discussion of racial theme takes place 

within the problematic of the nation, transculturation, and Revolution (Nación 

171).  In my view, Morejón’s construction and affirmation of a syncretic Cuban 

identity is located a step further on from Ortiz’s and Guillén’s discourses.  Like 

Guillén, Morejón employs Ortiz’s theory of transculturation not only to study 

Cuba but also a Caribbean ethnic identity, discussing the case of Puerto Rico and 

the French Caribbean.  Likewise, both poets write about the African diaspora by 

discussing the situation of blacks in the United States, and in Morejón’s case, the 

particular situation in contemporary South Africa.81 

The arrival of the Revolution constitutes an important factor in the 

poetical analysis of Cuban identity depicted by both poets in texts such as 

Guillén’s “Tengo” and Morejón’s “Mujer negra.”  Nevertheless, Morejón 
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includes in her poems a discussion of the black woman’s gender-specific 

oppression within the nation.  Hence, “Mujer negra” introduces the subject of 

sexual exploitation to show the reality of black women’s lives, while Guillén’s 

“Mujer nueva” presents black woman as a mythical symbol.  In the same way, 

Morejón revises Guillén’s “Balada de los dos abuelos” (West Indies, Ltd.), as she 

examines matrilineal consciousness and hybridity to contrast the experience of 

struggle of her black paternal grandmother in “Presente Brígida Loyola” [Brígida 

Loyola, Presente] (“eres cañón carbón descuartizado carne”) [you are cannon 

charcoal quartered flesh] with the happier description of her white maternal 

grandmother in “Presente Ángela Domínguez” [Ángela Domínguez, Presente] 

(“pareces enredarte entre pulsas de oro” [you seem entangled in golden bracelets] 

(Looking 212-13, 218-19).   

Morejón states that “the diaspora cannot be in any way divorced from the 

phenomenon of nation” (“Grounding” 163).  “Mujer negra” shows 

transculturation as an evolving process, introducing a diaspora consciousness 

where beginning and end are equally important as symbols of the process.  Unlike 

Guillén, Morejon has experienced herself more stages of the Revolution and is 

now focused on what she considers a national problem: “el conflicto de la familia 

dividida” [the conflict of the divided family] (“Voz y poesía” 66).  Alan West and 

William Luis have mentioned the novelty of this theme in the most recent 

developments of Morejón’s poetry.82  In poems such as “Ana Mendieta” and 
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“Frente a un espejo” from Paisaje célebre (1993), Morejón examines the subject 

of the exiled’s sense of displacement.  In a collection which “does not point 

inward but outward” (Luis, “Politics” 51), the poet moves beyond Guillen’s 

analysis of the United States and the Caribbean to explore a diasporic 

consciousness which inspires anxiety: the Cuban exile and its effects on the 

fragmentation of Cuban families can reflect a split in the island.   

Catherine Davies argues that both Morejón and Herrera identify with 

Africa “as a cultural, historical and political construct, and as a trope facilitating 

textual self-constitution” (“Writing” 34).  Critics agree that some of Herrera’s 

most powerful poems, together with those in which the poet talks about 

motherhood, are those in which she affirms her identity “as a woman of African 

descent” (DeCosta-Willis, Daughters 138).  Africa acts as a paradigm for the 

poetic voice’s self-definition in Herrera’s poem “África” (Grande es el tiempo), 

where there is a personification of the continent by the use of the second person 

subject pronoun “tú” [you].  The poetic voice could act either as a mother or a 

daughter when she describes her feelings of protectiveness towards the African 

continent, a metaphor for her African heritage: “Puedes / cerrrar tranquila en el 

descanso / los ojos, tenderte / un rato en paz. / Te cuido.” [You can close your 

eyes / in quiet rest, give yourself / a moment of peace. / I care for you].  In this 

process of self-recognition, the face of the poetic “I” functions as a self-reflecting 

mirror: “(e)ste rostro, hecho / de tus raíces, vuélvese / espejo para que en él te 
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veas” [This face, made with your roots, / becomes a mirror so that you can see 

your image].  Herrera repeats this use of the female body subsumed within the 

body of the nation in several other poems, such as “Preguntas que sólo ella puede 

responder” [Questions that Only She Can Answer] (Granos de sol y luna) in 

which the poet establishes an analogy between her daughter Anaísa and an 

African amulet which refers metonymically to the African continent. 

The poet’s recognition of a black essence reappears in other two poems 

that Herrera calls “essential” to understand her work (“Lion’s” 149).  “Primera 

vez ante un espejo” [First Time in Front of a Mirror] has a subtitle in parenthesis 

“Viendo una cabeza terracota de mil años, excavada en Ifé” [On observing an 

excavated head, Olokum walode ife, made of clay].  Herrera recognizes herself in 

the image of this terracotta mask: “¿(D)ice alguien que no es / mi rostro / éste que 

veo? / ¿Que no soy yo, ante el espejo / más limpio reconcociéndome? 

[“(s)omeone says that / this is not the face I see, / that it is not I in front of the 

mirror, / clearer, recognizing myself?].  Herrera’s acceptance of her black 

physiognomy as a form of accepting her blackness revises the figure of the black 

woman that appears in Guillén’s “Mulata,” where the poetic voice criticizes the 

mulata for rejecting his black features.  “Primera vez ante un espejo” ends with 

the poetic voice’s conclusive acceptance of her African heritage: “Soy yo. / 

Espejo o renacida. / Soy yo” [I am.  Mirror or born again. / I am] (Daughters 141-

42).  
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The description of this heritage as part of a legitimate maternal ancestry is 

the focus of the poem “Ibu Sedi,” which includes so many African terms that it 

can be considered to be written in two languages.  The poem is about Omi Sande, 

which is the Yoruba name for the daughter of the Black Cuban deity Yemayá.  In 

her eulogy to Yemayá, the poetic subject explains how she has been “chosen to 

speak”: “Omi Sande me llama / porque hija suya soy, legítima” [Omi Sande she 

calls me / because I am her legitimate daughter].  The poem is an example of 

gratitude from the poetic voice to her African mother [so that I will never forget / 

who I am, where I come from / where I belong] (“Introducing Georgina” 54-55).   

Davies observes that in her poetry, Herrera “unsettles the demarcation 

between private and public” (“Writing” 39).  Indeed, the poet’s work abounds 

with autobiographical features where the notions of family identity, matrilineage, 

and kinship serve to discuss ethnic origin and national values.  Simultaneously, 

the poet employs both familial and public political figures as role models.  In 

“Respetos, presidente Agostinho” [Our Respects, President Agostinho], the poet 

offers a tribute to her grandfather, who told her mythical stories from his life in 

Africa, and to the Angolan president and poet, Agostinho Neto, who became a 

victim of Portuguese colonialism.83  Neto and Herrera’s grandfather talk at the 

latter’s grave, and in their exchange of ideas these figures offer a contrast in their 

realistic versus utopian visions of the continent.  The dangers of idealization of 

the African past are evident when Agostinho tells the grandfather about the 
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struggles taking place in Africa: “el que toca a la tumba de mi abuelo, / quien lo 

despierta, le habla / así, con su manera suave, irrevocable, / le explica de igual 

modo / en qué puntos estuvo equivocado.” [the one who touches grandpa’s grave, 

/ awakens him and speaks, just so, / in his irrevocable way, / explaining to him 

softly, / just where he’d got it wrong] (Place 181). 

Katherine Hedeen considers inadequate Davies’s analysis of the 

“inscription of Africa” in Herrera’s work, because “en vez de referirse a un 

tiempo y espacio específicos, se convierte en una construcción esencialista, 

desprovista de historicidad y concrección” [instead of referring to a specific time 

and space, it [Davies’s notion of Africa] becomes an essentialist notion, lacking 

historicity and specificity] (42).  In this vein, Hedeen emphasizes that the figure 

of Agostinho Neto replaces the mythification of Africa with a vision of social 

reality.  While Davies suggests that Herrera looks to Africa rather than Cuba “for 

the legitimization of a revolutionary syncretic feminist heritage” (Place 180), 

Hedeen argues that the poet studies the African experience in Cuba, through the 

process of transculturation, as Herrera’s poems offer concrete images of Africa 

(43).  Undoubtedly, poems such as “Fermina Lucumí” (Grande es el tiempo) are 

examples of the experiences of blacks in Cuba: this rebel slave’s name recalls the 

process of transculturation through a particular experience in a concrete time and 

space.  Yet, in order to explain the protagonism of other non-Cuban syncretic 

African figures in poems such as “Canto de amor y respeto para Doña Ana de 
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Souza,” [Song of Love and respect for Lady Ana de Souza] (Granos de sol y 

luna), Heeden must argue that Herrera’s poetic subject also identifies with 

characters from other cultures.  In this poem, the double-named protagonist uses 

her Western name in documents but not with her people, symbolizing the clash 

between discourses that we saw in Morejón’s “Amo a mi amo” [I Love my 

Master]; in Herrera’s poem, the African queen appropriates the dominant 

discourse of the colonizer while keeping her nation’s own traditions.  This 

particular historical figure acquires mythical dimensions when her body is used to 

represent the nation: “su tumba es todo el teritorio de Angola” [But your grave is 

the vast land of Angola]. 

To argue her point, Hedeen also dismisses the poem “África” as 

something which does not correspond to the style in the rest of Herrera’s poems 

because it offers a limited, essentialist view of the continent.  However, neither 

Davies nor Hedeen knew, when writing their essays, of Herrera’s treatment of 

Africa in her current project, which the author discussed in our interview: África, 

acercamiento personal a la desmistificación de sus pasiones y su cultura, única y 

diversa. [Africa, Personal Approach to the Demythification of its Passions and 

Culture, Unique and Diverse].84  Herrera explained that this unfinished project 

will include diverse genres, such as testimonio, biography, and essay, 

accompanied by a selection of some of her poems.  After realizing that there was 

a common history behind the poems she had been writing, she compiled them to 
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create a book that would discuss the survival of blacks in a Middle Passage that 

for the author did not end with the abolition of the slave trade.  Herrera affirmed 

that her goal in writing this book was for blacks to accept and know themselves 

better by exploring their African heritage, from the removal of blacks from Africa 

to life under slavery and their return to Africa after death.  In the only chapter she 

has written so far, “Regreso a Ifé” [Return to Ife]”85 Herrera discusses her 

grandfather’s death and his belief (as other lucumíes or yorubas did) in the return 

to the homeland after death.  Her strong bond with her grandfather instilled in the 

author the belief that she would also return to Africa after her death.  In the 

description of this project, the author comments on the strong survival spirit 

Africans had, and how they kept their customs and identity in Cuba, remembering 

their name and origin.  In the chapter on Ifé, the poet discusses the influence 

exerted by her grandfather and old black women on her vision of Africa.  

Herrera’s vision of the nation describes a joint construction of a collective culture 

by both male and female subjects.  In a discussion of the link between poetry and 

the phenomenon of nation in her poetry, Morejón names Herrera as another poet 

who has focused on the subject.  Morejón then criticizes the absence or 

invisibility of the “historical phenomenon” in Cuban literature (“Grounding” 163-

64).  The next section will demonstrate how keeping the memory of the past alive 

is a crucial theme in the work of both poets. 
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5. (RE)CONSTRUCTION OF (REVOLUTIONARY) HISTORY 

The meaning of the past is intelligible and meaningful in terms of the 
present understanding; it is thus with all historical understanding. 
- Sylvia Molloy, At Face Value 

 
Catherine Davies has observed that post-revolutionary Cuba “obsessively 

dwells not just on but in its reflexive historicity” (Place 3).  In his 1961 speech 

“Palabras a los intelectuales” [Words to the Intellectuals], the Revolution’s leader, 

Fidel Castro, argued that the Cuban Revolution was becoming “the most 

important event of this century for Latin America, the most important event since 

the wars of independence of the 19th century.”  Linking this Revolution with past 

historical struggles, Castro expressed his regret at not having been born at the 

time of the Wars of Independence, so that he could have been a personal witness 

of that revolution, and a fighter for independence.  In this respect, Castro told 

writers and artists that they had the opportunity not only to be eyewitnesses of this 

revolution, but also to participate in this historical process by writing about it.  

Within this context, the Revolution established as one of the roles of the 

revolutionary writer to contribute to the rewriting of Cuban history in order to 

“clarify our historical past” (Carbonell 22). 

To analyze this rewriting of Cuban history, one must look at how 

Revolutionary ideology interprets the Revolution as a historical process by 

connecting struggles of the present with those of the past.  Damián Fernández 

points out two different historical perspectives that have been used by scholars to 
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define the Cuban Revolution.  One considers the Revolution “the logical 

culmination of Cuban history,” “the moral outcome of decades of immorality.”  

The second advocates a tabula rasa, which describes how a new nation with a 

new history was born “with clean slate” after 1959.  In spite of the apparent 

opposition in these views, we can join both analytical presumptions within one 

reading of Cuban history by understanding that, as Fernández argues, in 

revolutionary societies “continuity is as powerful as change” (166-67). 

A similar dialectic of “continuity and change” is present in the way in 

which race has figured in the historical construction of national identity in Cuban 

literature.  The current revolutionary model to inscribe black culture within Cuban 

history follows previous examples in Cuban literature.  Since the colonial period, 

writers have referred to blackness to understand the formation of national culture.  

Thus, when the 1920s and 1930s witnessed the appearance of the so-called 

negrista poets, this fact did not merely imply the birth of a revolutionary poetics.  

In their search for the root and identity of Cuban people, negrista poets and other 

scholars attempted to define an autonomous art by using black identity as it had 

been employed in nationalist movements of independence during the nineteenth 

century.  In spite of their differences, all these projects shared one contradiction: 

that between the theorization of a rhetoric of unity and the reality of blacks’ 

alienation from full participation in the national project. 
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As seen in the previous section on national identity, the Revolution’s 

support of the theory of mestizaje continues to promote the ideal of a nation 

homogeneous in its hetereogenity, as well as the importance of the African 

element in the history of the nation.  Despite the acknowledgement of Black 

Cubans’ crucial contributions in national history, there are still gaps in their 

history in Cuba.86  In his review of historiographical work on Cuba, Matt Childs 

explains that Cuban plantation society and the topic of slavery during the 

nineteenth century have been constantly studied, and presently there is a boom of 

race relations studies in post-1959 Cuba (289).  Among Cuban historians, a recent 

minor historiographical development focuses upon the study of the slave’s 

perspective by drawing on documents about the slaves’ participation in judicial 

processes: such is the case of Gloria García Rodríguez’s La esclavitud desde la 

esclavitud: La vision de los siervos [Slavery by the Slaves: The Slaves’ 

Perspective] (1996) and Digna Castañeda Fuertes’s “Demandas judiciales de las 

esclavas en el siglo XIX cubano” [Judicial Demands by Black Female Slaves in 

Nineteenth-Century Cuba].87  In his speech to artists and intellectuals, Castro 

argued for eyewitness accounts of historical events by using the example of a 

former female slave whom he had met.  Nevertheless, in general, Revolutionary 

officials have not encouraged specifically  research into Black Cuban history.  

Regarding this issue, William Luis mentions the dismantling of Afro-Cuban study 

groups in the 1970s (“Race and Revolution” 91).88  In my interviews with black 
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female researchers from the National Archive during the summers of 2001, 2002, 

and 2003, these scholars complained that they have been repeatedly told not to 

focus on projects about the history of Black Cuban women.89   

As my quotation from Reyita in the previous chapter pointed out, there is 

an absence of Black Cuban authors in the writing of black history.  Black Cuban 

historian Walterio Carbonell suffered incarceration for his criticism of the 

Revolution’s indifference to the significance of blacks’ contributions in history.  

Yet the importance of testimonial writing shows that other sectors of Cuban 

society besides historians are called to participate in the rewriting of history.  The 

case of Nicolás Guillén stands out among those of black writers whose work 

demonstrates a deep historical consciousness.  Guillén, who is described by 

Jackson as “a poetic chronicler of black history” (“The Emergence” 23), performs 

a “poeticization of history” when he seems to announce the arrival of the 

Revolution in a footnote to the poem “West Indies Ltd.” (West Indies Ltd,).90  The 

poet exercises his work as a chronicler in El diario que a diario (1972), a book in 

which Guillén uses poetical prose to simulate a newspaper that recounts Cuba’s 

history from the Wars of Independence until the Revolutionary present.  In her 

study of this text, Morejón describes how Guillén’s historical narrative 

“desmitifica muchas apreciaciones históricas” [demysticizes many historical 

readings] (Fundación 118).  Indeed, his book demysticizes the dramatic content 

of the past while revising accounts given by the official press during slavery 
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times.  By means of an ironical play on historical time, the poetic voice announces 

the two Wars of Independence through press advertisements, culminating with the 

announcement of the Revolution by advertising Castro’s La historia me absolverá 

[History Will Absolve Me]. 

The absence of Black Cuban female historians is corrected by the work of 

both Morejón and Herrera, who demonstrate historical understanding and insight 

in their poetry.  DeCosta-Willis employs three different terms to characterize 

Afro-Hispanic writers’ “fictional meditations on history,” and I would argue that 

the poetry of Morejón and Herrera is an actualization of these three notions: the 

“poeticization of history” (“mapping of moments of revolutionary consciousness 

through poetic images and figurative language”); the “womanization of history” 

(“re-visioning of the past through the eyes of fictional and historical women”); 

and the “politicization of history” (“the interpretation of the past according to the 

political exigencies of the present”) (“Meditations” 10).  In addition, in their 

reinscription of black women into history, Morejón and Herrera participate in the 

dialectic between continuity and change that characterizes the Revolution’s 

interpretation of history. 

Morejón has often mentioned her personal interest in history: “Siempre me 

ha parecido misteriosa la relacion de la Historia con el individuo.  Cualquier 

historia personal merece atención e integra el cuerpo histórico de una comunidad 

de un país o una nación” (“Voz y poesia” 69) [The relationship between History 
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and the individual has always been some of a mystery for me.  Any personal 

history deserves attention, as it forms part of the history of a community, a 

country or a nation].  Upon receiving the National Prize for Literature, Morejón 

also proclaimed her interest in both an individual and a collective history: “me ha 

importado la Historia en letras grandes y me importó la historia de las abuelas 

pequeñitas” [I have cared for History in capital letters and I have been interested 

in the history of little grandmothers].91  Reflecting on Cuban historiography, the 

poet argues that that there is much more to know about “our history of slavery and 

the black and mulatto population of Cuba,” and in order to learn more, teaching 

history “grounded on heroic values” is fundamental (“Grounding” 166).  

Morejón’s work revises the history of Black Cubans, affording centrality to the 

Black Cuban woman in a project dominated by the notions of myth and orality 

and the interactions between private and national history and past and present 

struggles. 

In Myth and Archive, Roberto González Echevarría says that “[G]iven that 

myths are stories whose main concern is with origins, the interest of Latin 

American fiction in Latin American history and myth are understandable” (6).  

Extending González Echevarría’s words to poetry, Morejón discusses the use of 

myth in the Caribbean as a fundamental trait in the formation of its history: “[L]a 

propia historia de las islas nos empuja hacia la consideración del mito” [the 

history of the islands leads us to consider the presence of myth], claiming that this 



 

 417

presence has resulted in the appearance of “una poesía trascendida en historia” [a 

poetry that has transcended into history] (Fundación 176).92  While recognizing 

the importance of myth in Caribbean writing, Susan Willis signals two problems 

in Latin American and Caribbean authors’ reliance on myths: the possibility that 

their texts are “marginalized as exotic” or interpreted as “affirming the dominant 

culture’s ideological misconceptions of the Third World” (“Wrestling” 250).  In 

references to Morejón’s work, scholars have made use of a combination of 

historical and mythical elements to describe how she writes the black woman into 

a “mythical–historical process” (Davis, “Writing” 42), alluding to the presence in 

her work of “deep historical and mythical roots” (Looking 45) and the union of 

“specificity” with “a mythic lyricism” (Geisdorfer-Feal, “Reflections” 27).  

Following these analyses, I read Morejón’s work as an examination of the 

dialectic between a concrete and quotidian history and the mythic experience of 

history.93   

Morejón has written several poems on heroic Revolutionary figures, 

whose sacrifice in the quest for the nation’s self-determination transforms them 

into mythical icons.  Such is the case of Abel Santamaría in “Una rosa” [A Rose], 

who was one of the leaders of the attack on the Moncada Barracks that initiated 

Castro’s Revolution, and Camilo Cienfuegos in “Mitologías” [Mythologies] 

(Parajes de una época).  In the latter poem, the poetic “I” describes how a 

community relates to Camilo Cienfuegos, one of the members of the July 26th 
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Movement who died mysteriously during a flight over water and whose body was 

never recovered.  Willis argues that nature and myth are interwoven in the last 

stanza of the poem to create “a zone where the hero, community and history come 

together” (“Wrestling” 254): “Oh pueblo mío de nubes. / Oh, pueblo suyo el que 

lo halla / con una flor silvestre, / amable, / deshojable, / lanzada a la intemperie / 

sobre este mar de las mitologías” [O my people of clouds. / O his people who go 

to meet him / with a forest flower, / dear, / destroyable, / cast into the open / upon 

this sea of mythologies] (Looking 132-3).  These lines can also signal the fluidity 

of the struggle between the concrete and the symbolic in the creation of myths. 

According to Willis, the plural word “mythologies” in the last line of the 

poem refers to opinions and rumors, as opposed to the singular “myth” which 

alludes to “a people’s understanding of itself in history” (“Wrestling” 254).  

However, in Fundación, Morejón likes to speak of myths in the plural to 

encapsulate the plurality and mestizaje of the Caribbean identity (178).  Among 

these myths, Morejón foregrounds the ones derived from the transculturation of 

Yoruba folktales, which have been transmitted through oral tradition.  The poet 

signals the importance of oral traditions as a source in her poetry (“Las poéticas” 

8); she also employs oral history in the only testimonial work she has edited, 

Lengua de pájaro (1971) [Bird’s Tongue], which describes the daily lives of 

members of the community of Cayo Nicaro.  Following Ortiz’s statement: “La 

verdadera historia de Cuba es la historia de sus transculturaciones [Cuba’s true 
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history is the history of its transculturations],” Morejón underscores the fact that 

African oral stories and traditions are part of the transculturation process that has 

formed the Cuban nation (Fundación 180).  Insisting on transculturation, 

Morejón’s poetical discourse links historical past and present in discussing myths 

of origin that take into account the particularities of the Cuban experience. 

As seen earlier, “Mujer negra” uses history as a structuring device to retell 

the most important moments in Cuban history from the perspective of a Black 

Cuban woman: Middle Passage, plantation, Wars of Independence, and Castro’s 

Revolution.  The poem can be read in conjunction with the two coexistent 

readings of the Revolution in Cuban historiography as a new beginning and/or as 

the end of a struggle.  In this vein, Cuba appears as both the beginning of a 

process and the end of a passage which started in Africa.  Likewise, by presenting 

the participation of the black female protagonist as a common theme, the poem 

connects the independent struggles of the past (“y cabalgué entre las tropas de 

Maceo”) [and I rode with the troops of Maceo] and the Revolutionary struggles of 

the present (“bajé de la Sierra / para acabar con capitales y usureros”) [I came 

down from the Sierra / to put an end to capital and usurer] (Looking 200-201).  It 

is not a radical revision of Cuban history, because it emphasizes the continuity of 

national struggles defended by the Revolution’s official rewriting of history.  The 

significant change in Morejón’s discourse occurs in the reevaluation of the role of 

female slaves as participants in the liberation.  Hence, Rose-Green Williams 
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argues that the poetic “I” “de-emphasizes the often cited traumatic diasporic 

experience” and the image of the heroic black woman protagonist can be 

contrasted with the sentimentality of Cuban anti-slavery literature (12).  

By revising the representation of enslaved women as victimized objects of 

history, Morejón creates protagonists who make history.  Remembering a lost 

genealogy of ancestors also serves to underscore the continuity between past and 

present.  In “Mirar adentro” [Looking Within], the poetic voice experiences in the 

present pains from the slave past: “Del siglo dieciséis data mi pena / y apenas lo 

sabía / porque aquel ruiseñor / siempre canta en mi pena” [From the sixteenth 

century dates my sorrow / and I hardly knew it / because that nightingale / always 

sings in my sorrow] (Looking 160-61).  DeCosta-Willis argues that Morejón’s 

“Mujer negra” engages in “un-remembering, obfuscating a traumatic and 

destabilizing past” (“Meditations” 5).  The poet’s dilemma between remembering 

and forgetting the past blurs the differences between present and past racial 

struggles.  Though we might consider that this “obfuscation” of differences is 

caused by official restrictions on the discussion of race, it also suggests a 

continuous black female identity “flowing from history to future” (Geisdorfer-

Feal, “Reflections” 27).  

Catherine Davies considers that the closure of “Mujer negra” gives 

mythical dimensions to the black female protagonist’s story (“Writing” 37).  

Indeed, history becomes myth in the poem partly through the use of monte 
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[mountain] and mar [sea] in the description of landscape, two geographic spaces 

which Morejón describes as manifestations of mythic imagination commonly 

used in Caribbean art and literature (Fundación 183).  The sea is also a space of 

sadness for Morejón owing to its significant role in the history of slavery (“Voz y 

poesía” 67).  Yet, besides including these mythic elements, her poems examine 

the interior lives of their Black Cuban female protagonists while performing a 

“poeticization of the quotidian” (Captain-Hidalgo 598).  Hence, the observance of 

the female slave’s interior life through a review of her daily activities is also the 

subject of the earlier-discussed “Amo a mi amo” [I Love My Master], which 

connects two historical moments, Cuba’s independence movement of the 

ninenteenth century and the revolutionary struggle of the mid-twentieth century, 

in its reconstruction of the female slave’s past.  The poetic voice foregrounds the 

dialectic between social and intimate while problematizing questions of national 

history from a womanist perspective.  The subject’s self-representation 

undermines the myths of colonial history about the relationships between masters 

and their female slaves.  Her resistance and psychic dualism reshapes essentialist 

images of slave women, correcting as well the master’s narrative through her 

rejection of the oppressors’ language.   

A similar revision of the master’s narrative takes place in “Hablando con 

una culebra” [Talking to a Snake] (Octubre imprescindible), where the poetic 

voice seems to correspond to the author’s, since she mentions her mother 
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Angélica in the poem.  Thus, the black woman who interpellates the snake relates 

to its sufferings from the biblical curse: “A ti también te dieron con un palo, / […] 

y te echaron una maldición que hasta hoy hicieron cumplir” [you, too, they beat 

with a stick, / […] and the curse they hurled on you they still enforce].  Barradas 

calls the snake “la heroína del poema” [the poem’s heroine] (“Nancy Morejón” 

25), and since the poem establishes a relationship between snake and poetic 

voice/black woman, so is the black woman.  Thus, as a way of revising the master 

narrative from Genesis, where both snake and woman are punished for their 

violation of God’s mandates, the text reinscribes rebellious womanhood in 

history.  The poem also revises the master narrative by encouraging the 

snake/black woman’s rejection of the master’s discourse: “desoye la oración y la 

sorda palabra del Señor” [turn your ear from the prayer and the dull word of the 

Lord] (Looking 174-75). 

According to Barradas, in the poem Morejón continues the work of Cuban 

intellectuals revising history after the Revolution, but from a feminist perspective 

(26).  Louis A. Pérez has stated that “[t]he past is a presence in socialist Cuba, 

remembered, observed, and, on occasion, celebrated” (“Toward a New Future” 

1).94  Morejón responds to these demands by establishing a rebellious black 

female subjectivity in the framework of Post-revolutionary Cuba.  Until her work 

appeared, the figure of the black woman had been the object of ahistoricist 

discourses frequently sustained by a racist ideology, which often presented her as 
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a mythical aesthetic and cultural element.  On the contrary, Morejón introduces 

the black woman as an actor in Cuban history redefining her present experiences 

through a revision of the past.   

 Georgina Herrera has explained that she became more conscious of her 

black identity through her personal search for black women’s history.95  Like 

Morejón, Herrera analyzes the role of black women in the historical process, by 

showing the relationship between myths and daily existence, and past and present 

histories.  Unlike Morejón, however, Herrera places special emphasis on the need 

to revise official discourses on Caribbean history and women’s history, often in 

relation to her own past.  In “Africa” (Grande es el tiempo) the poet interrelates 

myths and politics from Cuba and Africa.  Though the description of Africa 

resembles a mythical version of the continent, the poet also describes the 

similarities between African myths and her quotidian reality: “amo esos dioses 

con historias así como las mías, yendo y viniendo de la guerra al amor y lo 

contrario” [I love those gods / with stories like this, just like mine / coming and 

going / from war to love or vice versa].  Similarly, Herrera seems to question a 

simplified utopial version of Africa in “Respetos, Presidente Agostinho” [Our 

Respects, President Agostinho] (Granos de sol y luna).  As seen earlier, the figure 

of the grandfather is the main protagonist of this poem with Angolan President 

Agostinho.  His voice could be that of the poet’s grandfather, since he is a popular 

presence in her current projects about Africa, as a repository of histories from the 
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past.  When the poetic voice shows a maternalistic attitude toward the 

grandfather, the voice could represent the black female historian’s “light parody 

of master narratives” (Davies, Place 181).  

In order to perform a revision of official history, Herrera considers it is 

crucial to offer historical versions that differ from Western discourses, and this is 

the subject of “Los conquistadores” [The Conquistadores] (Gentes y cosas), 

where the poetic voice assumes “the emotional detachment” which characterizes 

the posture of the historian, in order to interrogate the master discourse of colonial 

Europe (Ramsay 158).  The poetic voice introduces doubt and ambiguity into the 

colonialist perspective on the origins and background of the conquistadores: “[Y]a 

fuera casa o cárcel lo dejado, / sitio sobre la tierra / y con su techo era” [Whether 

hey had left behind house or jail, / it was a place on earth / and with its roof] (35).  

In addition, the brief poem includes the topic of sexual abuse to convey a more 

disturbing image of the colonizers: “Y buscaron mujer, porque del cuerpo / la 

vida, interminable, les brotaba. / Tuvieron tierras y mujer.  Y odio, desesperada 

pasión, / y un sitio oscuro entre la historia” [And they looked for a woman, for 

from their bodies / life, endless life, was sprouting. / They had land and women.  

And hate, / desperate passion, / and a dark place in history].  Herrera also attempts 

to dispel the mythology of origins in the conquest of America in “Historia 

Americana, nuestra” [American History, Ours] (Grande es el tiempo), in which an 
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Indian warrior tells his superior after the latter has decapitated the white 

conquistador: “No son dioses” [They are not gods] (42).   

One of Herrera’s most famous poems on dismantling the master’s 

discourse is “Eva” (Gustadas sensaciones) in which the female protagonist insists 

on subverting the official discourse on the creation of women’s history.  This 

poem re-enacts the Garden of Eden story to integrate female agency through an 

organizing structure of comparison-contrast between an Adam who is 

purposelessly wandering, and an Eva who performs all the actions.  The poem’s 

closure presents the woman as she faces the possibility of writing her own history, 

where she stands as a distinct being, not “an adjunct” to men (Ramsay 152): “Es 

hora ya / de que este hombrecito cuente / sus costillas, sepa / que están intactas” 

[The time has already come / for this little man to count / his ribs, to find out / that 

they are all there] (23).  The use of irony in the deflation of historical myths 

challenges hegemonic ideology while attacking gender myths behind masculinist 

historical discourses.  In her revision of the myth associated with the Law of the 

Father, Herrera reclaims the role of women as authors of their history.  

Herrera’s portraits of rebellious historical black female figures recreate 

issues of agency that serve to describe the poet’s persona.  In “Fermina Lucumí” 

(Grande es el tiempo), while inscribing the figure of the female slave into Cuba’s 

history of struggles, the poetic voice shows that nostalgia could be an 

empowering force (Davies, Place 183): “Válida es la nostalgia que hace poderosa 
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/ la mano de una mujer / hasta decapitar a su enemigo” [Rightful is the nostalgia 

which lends a woman’s hand / power, even to behead her enemy].  This notion of 

nostalgia and desire for the past allows the poet to establish a link between her 

persona and different historical black female figures.  Thus, the poetic “I” 

highlights the resemblance with her heroic ancestor in “Retrato oral de la 

Victoria” [Oral Portrait of Victory]: “Dicen / que me parezco a ella” [They say / 

that she was just like me]; and in “Canto de amor y respeto para Doña Ana de 

Souza” [Song of Love and Respect for Doña Ana de Souza], the poetic voice 

imagines the heroic queen as she reminisces on Doña Ana’s story: [it’s good to 

close my eyes and see you / after all these centuries / and all these circumstances, 

talking / to your people].  Hedeen corrects Davies for claiming that the figure of 

Doña Ana is mythical and not historical (44).  In her analysis, Hedeen argues that 

in the line: “sin más flores, ni lápidas ni señalamiento” [without flowers, nor 

tombstones, nor distinction], Herrera’s poem criticizes the suppression of the 

queen’s figure from the historical records.  In my opinion, by drawing 

connections between archetypal figures of the past and her persona, Herrera 

intends to locate these figures in between myth and history.  The poet engages 

with history by representing it both as collective consciousness and as lived 

experience. 

In several poems Herrera reminisces about the past in an attempt “to 

elucidate the impact of the past in the present in order to effect changes in her 
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personal history” (Ramsay 145).  To explore the possibilities of correcting the 

present by reflecting on the past, Herrera often deals with questions related to 

motherhood.  In this vein, she acknowledges the effects that her relationship with 

her mother had on her life in “Mami” [Mommy] (Gentes y cosas): “Ahora / es que 

puedo entender” [Now / I can understand] (36).  Confronting her pain serves as a 

way of reinterpreting the present and constructing a better future.  In the same 

book, Herrera writes about her daughter “Ananisa”: “Eres exactamente / la mitad 

del canto indispensable / para quebrar esto de ser triste / casi por vocación” [You 

are exactly / half of the song necessary / to break this almost vocational sadness]. 

Like Morejón, oral tradition plays an important role in Herrera’s poetry, 

which foregrounds orality as a crucial medium for the transmission of Afro-

Cuban culture.  In “Retrato oral de victoria” [Oral Portrait of Victory] as Hedeen 

points out, “la condición oral de su discurso subrayada en el título apunta hacia el 

hecho de que ésta era la forma principal de preservación de las culturas de los 

esclavos” [the oral condition of her discourse, underlined in the title, points out 

the fact that this was the main means of preserving slave culture] (44).  The poem 

also uses the verbal form “dicen” [they say] to refer to the oral accounts of the 

grandmother’s rebelliousness.  Simultaneously with this appreciation for orality, 

Herrera laments the lack of permanent artifacts to keep black history alive.  In 

“Fermina Lucumí,” she says: “Lástima / que no exista una foto de sus ojos. / 

Habrán brillado tanto” (17) [Such a pity / there is no photograph of your eyes. / 
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They must have shown so brightly]; and in “La pobreza ancestral” [Ancestral 

Poverty] (Grande es el tiempo): “Pobrecitos que éramos en casa. / Tanto / que 

nunca hubo para los retratos; / los rostros y sucesos familiares / se perpetuaron en 

conversaciones” (21) [How poor we were at home. / So poor / that there was 

never enough for portraits; / family faces and events / were preserved in 

conversations].  The sorrow in the poetic voice arises from her belief in the 

necessity of keeping alive memories from the past that can help retell the history 

of Black Cubans.   

This objective lies behind Herrera’s present project, África, acercamiento 

personal, where she argues that people of African descent have the obligation to 

participate in telling the history of Africa, by contributing with the stories they 

heard about Africa from their old black relatives and friends: 

Nadie tiene que saberlo todo, ni puede, pero todas y todos, tenemos que 
haber oído, una vez siquiera, de labios de negras y negros de antes, esas 
historias que nos marcaron.  De eso se trata aquí, de decir con voz y estilo 
propios, cuanto aprendí a querer y respetar, y el juramento de, a mi vez, 
contarlo, juramento que ahora, feliz y entusiasmada, cumplo. 

[Nobody has to know everything, and nobody can, but every man and 
woman must have heard, even if just once, those stories that marked us, 
from the lips of old black men and women.  That is what this project is 
about, saying with my own voice and style what I learned to love and 
respect, and at the same time, my promise to tell it, a promise which I 
fulfill now with happiness and enthusiasm]96 

 
In one of the most recent poems she has written, “Elogio a las negras 

viejas de antes” [Eulogy to Black Foremothers], Herrera laments that black 
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women did not listen to the stories from her foremothers, because they did not 

believe in the importance of oral history, and now they cannot occupy their places 

as storytellers: “No supimos / apoderarnos de la magia de contar” [We did not 

know / how to achieve the magic of storytelling].  At the end of her book’s 

chapter on Ifé, the narrator has herself become “una vieja de antes” [a foremother] 

signaling her commitment to become a “custodian of history.”  

Morejón’s and Herrera’s fluid way of thinking and rethinking black 

women’s history in their works can be read as a text in flux, written out of 

dialectic tensions between active resistance and quiet heroism, mythic and 

quotidian history, private and public history, a history that oscillates between 

explaining the past and defining the present, but always portraying in the end an 

unfinished, evolving black female subject. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
                                                 
1 The book is a reduced version of the weighty 646-page tome Kristeva presented 

as a doctoral dissertation, published in France in 1974 as La révolution du 

langage poétique.  
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2 In her book Kristeva compares political revolution with the revolution in poetic 

language caused by the dialectic between the semiotic and the symbolic in the 

signifying process.  Kristeva explores the semiotic/symbolic dialectic as it 

operates through language, by drawing an analogy to the division of the 

unconscious/conscious.  Kelly Oliver explains that for Kristeva the semiotic refers 

to the level in which words “act and activate,” while on the symbolic level, words 

“signify.”  For Kristeva, “language oscillates toward the semiotic in certain kinds 

of poetry and avant-garde writing” (Reading Kristeva 96-97). 

3 I also had the opportunity to meet and interview Nancy Morejón and Georgina 

Herrera in the summer of 2002, and I will quote from these interviews as well as 

the material given to me directly by Herrera. 

4 Diane Marting and Miriam DeCosta-Willis call Morejón “a voice of Black 

revolutionary Cuba” and “a poet of the Cuban Revolution,” respectively.  See 

Marting, “The Representation of Female Sexuality in Nancy Morejón’s Amor, 

ciudad atribuida, poemas” (36) and DeCosta-Willis, “The Caribbean as Idea and 

Image in the Poetry of Nancy Morejón” (233). 

5 On the subject of blacks in Cuban poetry, see Mónica Mansour, La poesía 

negrista, which not only studies negrismo, but also goes back to the colonial 

period to analyze the participation of blacks in Spain and Latin American 

literature since the  sixteenth century.  See also the work of Cuban scholars 

Salvador Bueno, “El negro en la poesía cubana” [The Black Figure in Cuban 
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Poetry] and Salvador Arias, La poesía cubana de la colonia [Cuban Poetry during 

Colonial Times] (La Habana, 2002), and Ramón Guirao’s anthology Órbita de la 

poesía afrocubana [Orbit of Afro-Cuban Poetry] (La Habana, 1938).  On poetry 

by Cuban women, see Cuban critic and poet Mirta Yáñez, “Poesía femenina en 

Cuba” [Female Poetry in Cuba] in Women Writers in Spain and Spanish-

American Writing, her anthology Álbum de poetisas cubanas [Album of Cuban 

Women Poets] (1997; rprt. 2002), and Catherine Davies, A Place in the Sun? 

Women Writers in Twentieth-Century Cuba.  For anthologies on Cuban women 

poets, see Antonio González Curquejo, Florilegio de escritoras cubanas 

[Anthology of Cuban Writers] (La Habana, 1910; 1913; 1919), Alberto 

Rocasolano, Poetisas cubanas [Cuban Women Poets] (La Habana, 1985), Felipe 

Lázaro, Poetas cubanas en Nueva York [Cuban Poets in New York] (Madrid, 

1987), Soleida Ríos, Poesía infiel [Unfaithful Poetry] (La Habana, 1989), Mujer 

adentro: selección poética [Woman Inside: Poetical Selection] (Santiago de Cuba, 

2000) and the bilingual anthology edited by Margaret Randall, Breaking the 

Silences: 20th Century Poetry by Cuban Women (Vancouver, 1982). 

6 Salvador Bueno mentions that the Cuban author Alejo Carpentier alludes to this 

black hero, Salvador Golomón, in his novel Concierto Barroco (1974), where 

Golomón becomes the great-grandfather of one of the protagonist in the book (“El 

negro en la poesía cubana” 76). 
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7 Manzano writes in this poem “Treinta años ha que conocí la tierra; / treinta años 

ha que en gemidor estado / triste infortunio por doquier me asalta” [For thirty 

years I have known the world; / thirty years in a state of lamentation / sad 

misfortune assaults me from every side] (translation from Carmen Gómez García, 

“Cuban Social Poetry” 211). 

8 In addition to using blacks as protagonists of poems, Cuban poets managed to 

express nationalistic sentiments by identifying with Cuba’s Indian heritage 

(Gómez García, “Cuban Social Poetry” 211).  In these movements, named 

criollismo and siboneyismo, one author, Juan Cristobal Nápoles Fajardo, 

nicknamed el Cucalambé, stands out. 

9 See his much-quoted essay “Mi raza” [My Race], which Martí published in New 

York’s Patria on April 16, 1893. 

10 See Salvador Bueno, “El negro en la poesía cubana” (89-91).  During my stay 

at the Instituto de Historia in Havana, I researched Calcagno’s efforts to collect 

money to achieve the manumission of the slave poet José Del Carmen Díaz, 

through Calcagno’s advertisements in black newspapers. 

11 See Davies, A Place in the Sun, Randall, Breaking the Silences, and Yáñez, 

Álbum de poetisas cubanas. 

12 See Salvador Bueno’s “El negro en la poesía cubana” (77) and Miriam 

DeCosta-Willis’s Daughters (xxviii). 
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13 The only article I have found on Minerva is “Minerva: A Magazine for Women 

(and Men) of Color,” written by the late Cuban critic Carmen Montejo Arrechea, 

in Between Race and Empire: African-Americans and Cubans before the Cuban 

Revolution, Lisa Brock and Digna Castañeda Fuertes, eds. (Philadelphia: Temple 

University Press, 1998) .  In the summer of 2002 and 2003, I conducted research 

on the issues from Minerva kept by the Instituto de Literatura y Linguística and 

the Biblioteca Nacional in Havana.  

14 From taped personal interview with Morejón in the summer 2002. 

15 In her introduction to Daughters of the Diaspora (Kingston: Ian Randle 

Publishers, 2003), DeCosta-Willis mentions a letter from scholar Gabriel Abudu, 

who tells her about another important Black Cuban writer in the early twentieth 

century besides Cristina Ayala: María Dámasa Jova, who published a collection 

of poetry in 1927 (Daughters xxxi). 

16 I am referring to black women poets publishing in Cuba, and the case of 

Lourdes Casal is somewhat different.  The Cuban American Casal left Cuba in 

1961, then returned (not permanently) in the mid-1970s and died in 1981.  She 

wrote largely about being away from her country, and is thus reclaimed as a 

Cuban writer despite her life abroad.  She is buried in the Havana cemetery and 

received the Casa de las Américas literary prize posthumously in 1982. 

17 See Davies, A Place in the Sun and Yáñez, “Poesía femenina en Cuba.”   
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18 One example is Minerva Salado, who has adopted a black persona as the poetic 

“I” in some her poems, such as “Canto del ácana” [Song of the Acana Tree] 

(Palabras en el espejo, 1987) [Words in the Mirror] (Place 169). 

19 Under these conditions, the Cuban Communist Party was founded in 1925. 

20 See Leslie Wilson’s “La Poesía Negra: Its Background, Themes and 

Significance” in Blacks in Hispanic Literature: Critical Essays, Miriam DeCosta-

Willis, ed. (92).  Salvador Bueno goes further with the hypothesis that it is Afro-

American’s direct influence which results in the boom of negrismo in Cuba.  

Bueno calls this influence an example of the penetration of American culture in 

the island as a result of its imperialist expansion (“Nicolás Guillén y el 

movimiento poético afrocubano” 59). 

21 Hughes visited Cuba in 1930.  On the relationship between Hughes and 

Guillén, see Keith Ellis, “Nicolás Guillén and Langston Hughes: Convergences 

and Divergences” in Between Race and Empire (129-67).    

22 In 1976 Richard Jackson argued that a negritude movement emphasizing black 

identity was developing in Latin America.  See The Black Image in Latin America 

(Albuquerque: U of New Mexico P, 1976). 

23 According to Mónica Espinosa, negrista poets “never really managed to throw 

off their European formation” (“Nicolás Guillén’s Poetry of Synthesis and 

Revolution” 113). 
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24 Carpentier describes his perspective as an outsider in “Problemática de la actual 

novela latinoamericana,” Tientos y diferencias (Montevideo: Editorial Arca [no 

date]: “... al cabo de veinte años e investigaciones acerca de las realidades 

sincréticas de Cuba, me di cuenta de que todo lo hondo, lo verdadero, lo 

universal, del mundo que había pretendido pintar en la novela había permanecido 

fuera del alacance de mi observación” [... after twenty years of researching the 

syncretism in Cuban reality, I realized that the deep, the true, the universal, of the 

world I had tried to portray in my novel [Ecué-Yamba-O] had remained outside of 

my observation] (11-12). 

25 Guillén published his first negrista poems on the page named “Ideales de una 

raza,” in Havana’s newspaper Diario de la Marina.  The page had been created by 

Black Cuban intellectual Gustavo Urrutia.  

26 See Espinosa’s “Nicolás Guillén’s Poetry of Synthesis and Revolution.” 

27 The son was an Afro-Cuban dance rhythm popular in the Cuban countryside at 

the beginning of the twentieth century; it was structured after the call and 

response pattern, and it focused on rhythm and percussion.  Although originally 

considered vulgar by the Cuban middle class, it gained greater social acceptance 

when the band “Sexteto Habanero” incorporated it into their repertoire during the 

1920s. 

28 Marcelino Arozamena published in 1966, but he had been writing poems since 

the 1930s.  Richard Jackson mentions that Arozamena accused Guillén of 
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perpetuating negative stereotypes of blacks, by presenting “the superficial 

dimension of the ‘Negro of sex and rhythm, a Negro of slave days and old sugar 

plantations’” (Black Image 41).  On the other hand, Carmen Gómez García points 

out that another Black Cuban poet publishing at this time, Regino Pedroso, 

(mentioned as an exponent of proletarian poetry, focusing on social unjustice 

often affecting Black Cubans), criticized “certain negrista poetry for exoticizing 

the black Cuban” (“Cuban Social Poetry” 222). 

29 See “The Black Woman in Afro-Caribbean Poetry,” Blacks in Hispanic 

Literature: Critical Essays, ed. Miriam DeCosta-Willis (1977): 137-42. 

30 See Miguel Arnedo, “The Portrayal of the Afro-Cuban Female Dancer in 

Cuban Negrista Poetry” (Afro-Hispanic Review (1997): 26-33).  Like Arnedo, 

Armando González Pérez also describes rumba as an example of Cuba’s 

“mestizaje musical” [musical miscegenation] (“Incursión en el maravilloso 

mundo mágico-religioso de la poesía afrocubana” 1327). 

31 One example of this occurs in José Zacarías Tallet’s “La rumba” [Rumba 

Dance]: 

Ella mueve una nalga, ella mueve la otra, 

él se estira, se encoge, dispara la grupa 

(Gónzalez Pérez, Antología clave de la poesía afroamericana 44-47) (emphasis 

mine) 
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[She moves a buttock, she moves the other / he stretches, contracts, tosses the 

rump] (Translation from Robin Moore, Nationalizing Blackness 236) (emphasis 

mine) 

32 For a criticism of the representation of black women in his poetry, see Vera 

Kutzinski’s Sugar Secrets and the Erotics of Cuban Nationalism.  For an 

appraisal of Guillén’s introduction of a more real image of black women, see 

Pérez-Firmat’s The Cuban Condition and Richard Jackson’s Black Image. 

33 González Pérez also points out that the interest in African heritage extends to 

other literary genres besides poetry (“Incursión” 1337). 

34 Luis Íñigo Madrigal makes the same statetment about Guillén’s work: “el tema 

racial no alcanza númericamente una representación mayoritaria entre los poemas 

del cubano” [the racial theme does not have the biggest numerical representation 

among the Cuban’s poems] (Summa Poética 36). 

35 In an interview with Juana Cordones-Cook, Morejón states: “Podría decir que 

en mí hay varios poetas.  Como me siento libre en cuanto a formas y temas mi 

poesía podría resultar un especimen raro para un crítico demasiado atento a las 

nomenclaturas y no a las esencias” [I could say that there are several poets within 

myself.  Since I feel free regarding the use of forms and themes, my poetry could 

seem strange to a critic who pays attention to labels and not to the works’ 

essence] (“Voz y poesía de Nancy Morejón” 63)  The poet argues the same point 

in her article entitled “Las poéticas de Nancy Morejón,” where she writes: “No 
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existe, de acuerdo a lo que sé, una poética de Nancy Morejón, sino varias” [There 

is not, according to what I know, a poetics of Nancy Morejón, but rather several] 

(6). 

36 Another interesting example of Black Cuban women poets’ relation to 

Guillén’s work occurs in Excilia Saldaña’s Mi apellido.  Antielegía familiar [My 

Last Name.  A Family Antielegy] (1991), where she uses a black female 

perspective to analyze her origins, as Guillén did in “El apellido.  Elegía familiar” 

[The Last Name.  A Family Elegy] (Elegías, 1958). 

37 On her love for the Spanish language, the author has said: “He amado mucho la 

lengua española.  Por instinto y porque me lo enseñó Guillén, que sigue vivo para 

mí” [I have loved Spanish language, out of instint and because Guillén, who is 

still alive in my mind, taught me to] (“Las poéticas” 8) 

38 On 16 October 1953 Castro delivered a speech as his defense plea, in the trial 

against him for the Moncada Barracks attack [Asalto al Moncada] on 26 July 

1953. 

39 Catherine Davies identifies the following phases in the official policy towards 

the arts in post-revolutionary Cuba: first, a period of enthusiasm and self-

confidence culminating in Castro’s “Palabras a los intelectuales;” second, from 

the mid to late 1960s, Cuba experienced a reorganization of the publishing 

industry; third, during the 1970s, economic hardship was accompanied by a 

tightening up of cultural policy; and finally during the mid-1980s, the “hardline 
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monologic approach” towards intellectual work was loosened and a stronger 

emphasis was put on implementing equal opportunity policies towards blacks and 

women (Place 122).  

40 Yet Morejón’s efforts seem to have failed, as she expressed during my 

interview in the summer 2002: “Me encanta la novela pero no puedo escribir 

novela” [I love the genre of the novel but I cannot write one]. 

41 From personal interview with the author, summer 2002. 

42 On Cuban revolutionary Poetry, see Cuban scholar Roberto Fernández 

Retamar, “Para una teoría de la literatura hispanoamericana” (86-88).  

43 Due to the United States’ restrictions on members of the UNEAC traveling to 

the United States, Georgina Herrera and other Cuban scholars invited to 

participate in the LASA Congress could not attend.  Herrera’s paper was read by 

Daisy Rubiera Castillo, the researcher who wrote/transcribed Reyita. 

44 See William Luis’s discussion of the role of editors in Manzano’s 

Autobiografía in Literary Bondage (99).  For an analysis of the debate over 

Manzano’s control of his narrative, see Sonia Labrador Rodríguez’s “La 

intelectualidad negra en Cuba en el siglo XIX: El caso de Manzano” [Black 

Intellectuals in Nineteenth-Century Cuba: Manzano’s Case]. 

45 Guillén said in a 1969 speech to the UNEAC: “Cuban writers and artists have 

the same responsibility as our soldiers in defending the nation” (Davies, Place 

122) 
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46 Several members of the group were arrested, such as black poet Lourdes Casal.   

47 The author told me the same anecdote about her first poems during our 

interview, summer 2002. 

48 From personal interview with the author, summer 2002. 

49 In my interview, Herrera stated: “El mundo es otro a traves del género” [The 

world is something else through the vision of gender]. 

50 From personal interview with the author, summer 2002. 

51 In an interview with Pérez Sarduy, Herrera says: “I wanted to know if there 

were women in that rebellion.  It’s always the same” (“Poetry” 120).  In my 

interview with the author, Herrera commented on the lack of material on the 

cimarronas, despite the fact that she constantly heard stories about them from her 

relatives. 

52 See Elsa A. Chaney, Supermadre.  Women in Politics in Latin America (1979). 

53 Howe explains that Morejón does not use the word without problematizing it 

because racial politics is a problem within the Revolution (“Raza y género en la 

poesía de Nancy Morejón” 36).  See Tuzyline Jita Allan, Womanist and Feminist 

Aesthetics for criticism on the essentializing characteristics of womanism. 

54 Tillis takes the theoretical paradigm of Africana Womanism from Clenora 

Hudson-Weems’ book: Africana Womanism: Reclaiming Ourselves (1993).  In 

this book, Hudson-Weems chooses Africana Womanism over Black womanism, 

to name an Africana woman, relating her ethnicity “to her ancestry and land-base 
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Africa” (23).  According to Tillis, the critic states that her intent is “to rescue 

women of the African Diaspora from the rubric of feminism,” because she claims 

that “the monolithic focus of feminism does not adequately address their ethno-

historical adversity” (484).  Tillis constantly contradicts himself as he purports to 

promote a more inclusive term.  Thus, he claims his arguments do not seek “to 

minimize gender-based oppression” but rather to place it “in its rightful place 

when used in concert with racial oppression” (489, emphasis mine). 

55 In one of her essays, Morejón affirms “La originalidad que puede apreciarse en 

mis poemas, creo, proviene de mi condición de mujer y de mi condición de negra” 

[The originality that can be seen in my poetry, I believe it comes from my being a 

woman and being black] (“Las poéticas de Nancy Morejón” 7). 

56 In “Mujer nueva,” Guillén writes: 

Con el círculo ecuatorial 

ceñido a la cintura como a un pequeño mundo, 

la negra, mujer nueva, 

avanza en su bata de serpiente. 

Coronada de palmas 

como una diosa recén llegada,  

ella trae la palabra inédita, 

el anca fuerte, 

la voz, el diente, la mañana y el salto. 
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[The circle of the equator / wrapped around her waist like a little world, / the 

black woman, the new woman, / advances in her serpent robe. / Crowned with 

palm trees / like a newly arrived goddess, / she brings the unknown word, / the 

strong rump, / the voice, the teeth the morning and the leap] (Translation from 

Vera Kutzisnki’s Sugar Secrets, 171) 

57 See Ian Smart’s article “Nancy Morejón as Guillén’s Mujer nueva” in Afro-

Hispanic Review (1996): 50-56. 

58 See William Luis’s “Race, Poetry, and Revolution in the Works of Nancy 

Morejón” (95) and Efraín Barradas’s “Nancy Morejón o un nuevo canto para una 

vieja culebra” (25). 

59 Among the characteristics Alice Walker employs to define a womanist is that 

the latter is “committed to the survival and wholeness of entire people, male and 

female” (In Search xixii).  In my interview, Herrera claimed that she did not like 

“un feminismo a ultranza que defienda un enfrentamiento con el hombre, sino que 

hombre y mujer vayan a la par” [an extreme feminism that promotes a 

confrontation with men, but rather that men and women are equals]. 

60 The translation is from Catherine Davies, A Place in the Sun? (206). 

61 Translation comes from Gabriel A. Abudu’s “Toward a Definition of the Self in 

the Poetry of Georgina Herrera,” 165. 
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62 Herrera dedicates several poems to her relationship with her daughter, also 

named Anaísa, with whom she was unable to establish as strong a bond as she 

would have liked before Anaísa died in a car accident in 1992. 

63 In my interview, Herrera says about the punishments given to Fermina: 

“siempre la ponían en el cepo, como si hubiera nacido para ser asi” [they always 

put her in the stocks, as if she had been born to be that way]. 

64 In Cuban Spanish two prononuns are used to refer to the second person: tú and 

ústed.  Ústed is used in situations which require a more formal treatment. 

65 Translation comes from “Introducing Georgina Herrera; Translations by Lydia 

de Arguelles and Gabriela Díaz-Cortez,” 56. 

66 In a copy of her paper for the LASA conference that the author gave me, she 

discusses her ancestors’ cimarronaje: “mi tía abuela Sabina gustaba de contar, y 

cuando lo hacía daba vueltas alrededor de su hermana Victoria, de cómo se 

cimarroneaba y eran necesarios varios hombres para reducirla a la obediencia, 

entreteniéndola algunos, cosa que no era fácil, porque ella, machete en mano, 

semiagachada y con las piernas abiertas, miraba hacia todos los lados” [my great-

aunt Sabina used to tell me, (and when she did that, she would walk around her 

sister Victoria), about her maroonage and how several men were needed to make 

her obey, while some distracted her, which was not easy, because she would be 

looking everywhere half-down, legs open and knife in hand]. 
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67 Translations are from Catherine Davies’s “Writing the African Subject” and A 

Place in the Sun? 

68 Ortiz defines the term as follows: “Entendemos que el vocablo transculturación 

expresa mejor las diferentes fases del proceso transitivo de una cultura a otra, 

porque éste no consiste solamente en adquirir una cultura que es lo que en rigor 

indica la voz anglo-americana aculturación, sino que el proceso implica también 

necesariamente la pérdida o desarraigo de una cultura precedente, lo que pudiera 

decirse una parcial desculturación, y, además, significa la consiguiente creación 

de unos nuevos fenómenos culturales que pudieran denominarse neoculturación.” 

[We understand the term transculturation to better express the different stages in 

the process of transition between one culture and another, because this process 

does not consist exclusively in acquiring a culture-which is what the Anglo--

American term acculturation really means—the process also necessarily implies 

the loss or uprooting of an originary culture, which could be termed a partial 

deculturation as well as the consequent creation of new cultural phenomena which 

could be described in terms of a neoculturation] (Translation from Silvia Spitta’s 

“Transculturation, the Caribbean, and the Cuban-American Imaginary” 177). 

69 In his essay “Los factores humanos de la cubanidad” [The Human Factors in 

Cubanity] Ortiz used the metaphor ajiaco to describe the transculturation in 

Cuban culture.  Ajiaco refers to a Cuban stew made by combining a variety of 

meats and vegetables, which do not lose their original flavor while creating a new 
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dish, to which new ingredients can constantly be added.  Pérez Firmat explains 

that the name of this stew is formed by a combination of the African term “ají” or 

green pepper and the Spanish suffix, aco (The Cuban Condition 24). 

70 In his article, “Mi raza” published in New York’s Patria on April 16, 1893, 

Martí stated that being Cuban is “more than to be white, more than to be mulatto, 

more than black” (Oscar Montero, José Martí: An Introduction 74). 

71 See Pérez Firmat’s The Cuban Condition and Benítez Rojo’s La isla que se 

repite [The Repeating Island]. 

72 Cirilo Villaverde was a member of Domingo Del Monte’s literary circle.  

William Luis explains that the novel was first published in Cuba as “Cecilia 

Valdés,” a two-part story in La Siempreviva 2 (1839): 75-87, 242-254; and in a 

first version as Cecilia Valdés in 1839 (Habana: Imprenta literaria de Lino 

Valdés).  Villaverde finished writing the definitive version of the novel in 1879 

during his exile, and the text was published in 1882 in New York by the 

“Imprenta de El Espejo.”  See William Luis’s chapter on Cecilia Valdés in 

Literary Bondage: Slavery in Cuban Narrative (100-119).   

73 Slavery was phased out in Cuba during the years 1880-1886 via the 1880 ley de 

patronato, a patronage system by which slaves were given a monthly stipend for 

their work.  This law began the gradual abolition of slavery in the island.  

Therefore, during the 1880s, Cuba saw the publication of several antislasvery 

novels such as Anselmo Suárez y Romero’s Francisco (1880). 
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74 Morejón quotes Barnet from “La cultura que generó al mundo del ázucar,” 

Revolución y cultura 82 (June 1979): 6-11.  The translation is from Naomi 

Lindstrom’s “The Culture that Sugar Created” (Latin American Literary Review 

8.16 (1980): 38-46. 

75 In Mexican culture, the myth of La Malinche has also employed the rape of the 

native woman by the Spaniards as a myth in which national identity is based.   

76 Morejón claims that she had difficulties writing the poem, because “el ‘yo’ de 

aquella mujer era un ‘nosotros’ épico que se confundía con mi experiencia 

personal en la Cuba de los años 70” [the ‘I” of that woman was an epic ‘us’ that 

was getting mixed with my personal experience in 1970s Cuba] (“Poéticas” 7). 

77 Linda Howe suggests that the poet offers communism “as a solution for Afro-

Cubans’ advancement” in an attempt to include Black politics in the Revolution’s 

agenda (“Nancy Morejón’s ‘Negrismo’ in the Revolutionary Era: The Question of 

Gender and Race in Cuba ” 96 ). 

78 See Alan West’s analysis of Morejón’s poem “Los ojos de Eleggua” [Eleggua’s 

Eyes] as an example of how Morejón’s poetry embodies the dialectic of 

transculturation (“The Stone and Its Images”). 

79 See Jackson, The Black Image in Latin American Literature and Josaphat B. 

Kubayanda, The Poet’s Africa: Africanness in the Poetry of Nicolás Guillén and 

Aimé Césaire.  
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80 In”La canción del bongó” [The Song of the Bongo Drum], the poetic voice says 

: “En esta tierra mulata / de africano y español / (Santa Bárbara de un lado, / del 

otro lado Changó), / siempre falta algún abuelo, / cuando no sobra algún Don [In 

this mulata land / of African and Spanish mixture (Santa Barbara on the one hand, 

/ on the other, Changó), / there is always some grandfather missing, / when there 

is not an extra Don]. 

81 See Morejón’s poem “Baas” *Amo [Boss, Master] (Baladas para un sueño, 

1989), where she projects the theme of slavery on to a countemporary South 

African scene. 

82 See Alan West’s “The Stone and Its Images” (213-215) and William Luis’s 

“The Politics of Aesthetics in the Work of Nancy Morejón” (51). 

83 Agostinho Neto asked for assistance against invading South African forces in 

Angola.  Cuban involvement in Angola lasted from 1975 till 1976.  Hedeen 

notices that the meaning of Neto in Portuguese is “grandson,” and therefore the 

author might be implying a genealogical relationship between the grandafather 

and the grandson. 

84 From personal interview with the author, summer 2002.  I am grateful to 

Herrera for allowing me to keep a copy of the pages she has written so far.  These 

pages contain a summary of the project and a fourteen-page chapter about her 

grandafther’s death and his return to Ifé (Africa).  Herrera’s unpublished project is 

divided into the following sections: 1-La caza [The Hunt]; 2-Travesía [Middle 
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Passage]; 3-Llegada [Arrival]; 4-El barracón. La casa de vivienda. “Coger el 

monte”. Apalancarse. El ama blanca [The Barracks. The House. “Running 

Away.” Maroonage. The White Mistress] 5-El regreso a África tras la muerte 

[Return to Africa after Death]; 6-Elogio a las negras viejas de antes [Eulogy to 

Black Foremothers]. 

85 In a glossary of Afro-Cuban terms included in their examination of Lydia 

Cabrera’s work, Natalia Bolívar and Natalia del Río explain that Ifé refers to the 

city in Nigeria, in the State of Oyó.  They also mention that, according to Lydia 

Cabrera, Ifé was “la Roma de los Lucumíes” [the Rome of Lucumíes] (Lydia 

Cabrera en su laguna sagrada 132). 

86 We can employ Martí’s Diario [Diary] whose original manuscript is missing 

some pages on 6 May 1895, the day after his encounter with Antonio Maceo, the 

black leader of the Wars of Independence, to represent the claim that Black 

Cubans’ participation in Cuban history is still “an absence.”  See Martí’s Diarios 

(Barcelona: Galaxia Guttemberg, 1997) (109-11).  

87 The article by Castañeda Fuertes, a Black Cuban historian at the University of 

Havana, was published in the Cuban cultural review Temas 5 (enero-marzo, 

1996): 60-65.  An earlier article that studies blacks’ actions within the judicial 

system is Oílda Hevia Lañer’s “Otra contribución a la historia de los negros sin 

historia” (Debates americanos 4 (julio-diciembre, 1979): 77-89. 
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88 See Luis’s article for a review of how Black Cubans’ attempts to study their 

culture and history after 1959 constantly met with the opposition of the 

government, which often acted against these groups. 

89 Researchers at the National Archive began working on articles on runaway 

female slaves or cimarronas, but were told to study more communal projects.  

Likewise, Daisy Rubiera Castillo commented to me that in meetings of the 

UNEAC with Castro, they were told that the concern over blacks’ situation in the 

country had to take a second place to the defense of a unified nation. 

90 The footnote says:  

“Cierto que éste es un pueblo manso todavía… 

No obstante cualquier día 

alza de un golpe la cerviz; 

rompe por donde quiera con sus calludas manos 

y hace como esos árboles urbanos 

que arrancan toda una acera con una sola raíz” (Summa poética 100) 

91 Delivered on 12 February 2002 at the Havana Book Fair after being presented 

with the 2001 National Prize for Literature. 

92 Morejón dedicates a section in Fundación to a discussion of the use of myth in 

the Caribbean: “Presencia del mito en el Caribe” [The Presence of Myth in the 

Caribbean] (176-87). 
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93 Discussing the thematics of her poetical discourse, Morejón has stated: “Nunca 

he podido echar a un lado la especificidad de cada día” [I have never been able to 

put aside the daily occurrences] (“Voz y poesía” 69). 

94 The importance the Revolution places on historiographical accounts can be 

symbolized by Fidel Castro’s defense appeal at his trial for the Moncada attacks.  

In his speech, Castro employed motifs and rhetoric from the nineteenth-century 

Wars of Independence.  His last words to his judges are: “¡Condenadme! ¡No 

importa! ¡La historia me absolverá!” [Condemn me!  It does not matter!  History 

will absolve me!] (La Historia 108).  

95 See her interview with Pedro Pérez Sarduy, “Poetry, Prostitution and Gender 

Esteem,” Afro-Cuban Voices 118-125. 

96 Herrrera also gave me a copy of a poem entitled “El barracón,” in which she 

also discusses her belief in the task of keeping the past alive: “Todo me llega del 

pasado, mientras / se alza el pensamiento; pido / a los sobrevivientes de la 

interminable travesía / fuerza y memoria (esa / devoción para el recuerdo) 

[Everything comes to me from the past, while the thoughts arrive; I ask / the 

survivors from the never-ending Middle Passage / for strength and memory (that / 

devotion for the past)]. 
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