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Saving White Face: Lynching and Counter-Hegemonic 

Lynching Performances 

Maisha Shabazz Akbar, PhD. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2007 

Supervisors:  Joni L. Jones/Omi Osun Olomo 

“Saving White Face: Lynching and Counter Hegemonic Lynching Performances,” 
examines American lynching as hegemonic performances constitutive of discursive and 
material practices that reinforce a cultural fiction, white supremacy. “Lynching studies” 
is identified as an interdisciplinary academic project that includes lynching history, 
analysis and (activist) cultural production.  Among other approaches, “Saving White 
Face” uses psychoanalysis and ethnography to unmask lynching as a site where race- and 
gender-based identities originate.  Lynching’s “materialities,” such as lynching 
photographs and souvenirs are examined as the bases of American consumer culture, 
especially as they relate to football and (the) O.J. Simpson (ordeal).   

This work also documents the production of my Chamber Theater adaptation of Bebe 
Moore Campbell’s 1992 novel, Your Blues Ain’t Like Mine (also entitled “Saving White 

Face”).  I also contextualize this counter hegemonic performance as a lynching drama, as well 
as among radical black feminist activism and blues performance.  As such, lynching is 

identified as an emergent performance practice which not only reinforces white identity, 
but lynched subjectivities, as well.
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INTRODUCTION 

An Introduction to Lynching Studies 

American lynching constitutes hegemonic performances that function to 

“save white face.” Lynching performances, which are made up of discursive as 

well as material practices, establish and maintain a cultural fiction, white 

supremacy.   Since, according to Judith Butler (and Derrida), “performance is not 

acting but a repetition of (dis)empowered acts”1 and identity is not something 

that we have, “but something that we do,”2 lynching, not biology, constitutes 

white identity’s foundation.  When lynching is understood in this way, the 

extralegal practice is also found to be integral to other American “ideals” such as 

democracy, justice and education.  Rooting whiteness in lynching not only 

“undermines the easy location of identity in part by undermining the coherence 

of categories like the personal and the political,”3 but, with regard to lynching, it 

also undermines categories such as legal and extralegal. 

Since “performance…is precisely the site in which concealed or 

dissimulated conventions might be investigated,”4 this dissertation investigates 

1 Jane Blocker, Where is Ana Mendieta? (Durham, NC: Duke University Press), 24. 
2 Ibid. 
3 Ibid 
4 Ibid.,  
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lynching as a whiteness performance convention as well as identifies other 

conventions deployed within the practice. Taken together, lynching and the 

conventions within it, amount to (exceed even) an act internal war on African 

Americans.   However, because the practice is torture based, its comprehensive 

effects are virtually impossible to discuss.   Although recent lynching scholarship 

has examined individual conventions such as lynching photography, lynching in 

the American press, and lynching souvenirs (which will all be discussed 

throughout the document), these studies have failed to demonstrate how 

lynching constitutes rehearsals for other lynchings, for the practice of injustice 

within American institutions, as well as for external war.   

Lynching scholars have primarily focused on the lynching era, or the 

period between 1865 and 1930, when lynching blacks...became a systematic 

(emphasis mine) feature of race relations."5  More specifically, lynching African 

Americans flourished in the 1880s, when "lynchings assumed an overtly racial 

character, with nearly 80 percent of all victims being black males."6  Interestingly, 

this era does not only constitute a proverbial American crossroads with regard to 

race relations, but it is also identified as “a crucible of change in gender and 

                                                 
5 Arthur F. Raper, The Tragedy of Lynching, (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1933), 481; 
Allen W. Trelease, White Terror: The Klu Klux Klan Conspiracy and Southern Reconstruction, (New 
York: Greenwood, 1972) quotes in James R. McGovern, Anatomy of a Lynching, (Baton Rouge: Louisiana 
State University Press, 1982), 2. 
6Dennis B. Downey and Raymond M. Hyser, No Crooked Death, (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1991), 3.  
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sexual relations,”7 as well.  In fact, English and women’s studies professor, 

Siobhan B. Somerville argues that “the simultaneous efforts to shore up and 

bifurcate categories of race and sexuality in the late nineteenth century were 

deeply intertwined.”8  Lynchings did not only regulate race relations, but gender 

relations as well. 

Finally, I conduct this textual reading of lynching despite it being thought 

of as “tired” by scholars who point out that such discussions have been hashed 

out “to near exhaustion in the areas of African American studies, history, 

sociology, and performance studies.”9  In a post, “post-black”10 maneuver that is 

not overly concerned with those who are exhausted by it, I seek to revive and 

further contribute to a discussion of lynching’s meaning which includes a 

material as well as textual analysis of the practice, no matter whom it wears out.     

Although postblack artists’ “work, in all its various forms, speaks to an 

individual freedom that is the result of this transitional moments in the quest to 

define ongoing changes in the African American art and ultimately to ongoing 

redefinition of blackness in contemporary culture,” I do not seek to redefine 

blackness.  Instead, this project seeks to refine a definition of whiteness by 

                                                 
7 Lisa Duggan, “The Trials of Alice Mitchell: Sensationalism, Sexology and the Lesbian Subject in Turn-of 
the Century-America,” in Kathleen Kennedy and Sharon Ullman (eds.), Sexual Borderlands: Constructing 
an American Sexual Past (Columbus, Ohio: The Ohio State University Press, 165.   
8 Siobhan B. Somerville, Queering the Color Line: Race and the Invention of Homosexuality in American 
Culture, (Durham, NC: Duke University Press), 3. 
9 Harvey Young, “The Black Body as Souvenir in American Lynching,” Theater Journal 57 (2005), 640. 



 4 

holding lynching up as a model of an American cultural logic.  In other words, 

“Saving White Face’s” task is to (re) iterate the fact that the injustice upon which 

lynching is based is the same injustice that is practiced throughout American 

institutions.  In this way, this dissertation embodies a definition of 

postmodernism understood by folklorists who affirm that: “a postmodern 

definition of originality must include ideas and images that are repetitive.”11  

Furthermore, unlike postblack artists who are “divorced from the pain and 

pressures of the past…that demanded they address the current state of black 

politics through their art,”12 I acknowledge “Saving White Face” as a result of my 

own “lynching complex” which is a psychological/emotional state that is a 

residual effect of the lynching of African Americans in the United States.  

Lynchings and stories about them (which run the gamut from stories of murder 

to denial of equal opportunity) have affected my view of the world and the way I 

have moved through it.  It may be akin to a collective post-traumatic stress 

disorder that African American mental health professionals/scholars/activists 

have referred to as Post-Traumatic Slave Syndrome (PTSS).13  In this dissertation, 

                                                                                                                                                 
10 For a discussion of post-blackness see Harry Elam Jr. and Kennel Jackson (eds.) Black Cultural Traffic: 
Crossroads in Global Performance and Popular Culture, (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2005). 
11 Kristin G. Congdon and Tina Bucuvalas, Just Above Water: Florida Folk Art, (Jackson, MS: University 
Press of Mississippi, 2005), 41-42. 
12 Harry Elam, “Change Clothes and Go,” in Ibid., 381 
13 Silja J.A. Talvi, “Post-Traumatic Slave Syndrome,” http://www.inthesetimes.com/article/2523/ (accessed 
June 7, 2006). 
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I seek to “shout out”14 against the practice, as well as “play” with lynching, as a 

way of healing myself and providing a prototype for others’ healing process.        

In this introduction, I have opened with a discussion of lynching as a 

performative basis of white identity and American injustice.  In the 

introduction’s second section, I will survey lynching scholarship to posit 

proposes lynching studies as an emergent field of inquiry.  Lynching studies 

constitutes a complex, interdisciplinary field of activity and thought traceable to the 

study of American lynching, especially as it was institutionalized during “the lynching 

era” ( 1882 and 1939).  This introduction will also trace lynching studies’ 

interdisciplinary development, highlighting performance studies’ entre into to 

the field, since to do so is to de-essentialize it and make “questions of 

embodiment and political effects…discussable.”15  Therefore, analyses of the 

practice can be understood to comprise a sub-genre within the field.  

Performance studies, then, not only provides methodology for this study, but it 

also substantiates the interdisciplinary (psychoanalytic, anthropological and 

linguistic) analysis I undertake.    

Chapter One entitled, “Lynching Matters: Materiality, Memory and 

(M)other,” establishes the lynchings of O.J. Simpson, Emmitt Till and James 

Byrd, Jr. as the basis for this study.  Through these lynchings, lynching’s material 

                                                 
14 Shouting out against injustice is a form of the African American practice of Signifyin(g) 
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and immaterial aspects are examined as the performance’s conventions.  In order 

to further illuminate the practice’s processes, I psychoanalyze lynching and 

examine the ways it intersects with both integration and segregation as 

respective “diabolical dialectics.”  Relationships between lynching photographs 

and American monuments as well as lynching and football are also explored.  By 

examining these three lynchings in this way, I seek to unveil a relationship 

between extralegal and legal lynching (i.e. lynchings that occur within American 

institutions) to reflect the first as rehearsals for the latter. 

Chapter Two outlines lynching as a whiteness performance practice par 

excellence, especially with regard to its function as an ultimate act of humiliation 

or “saving white face.”  I base this idea in the analysis of sociologist Erving 

Goffman who first identified white identity as performatively based on “face 

saving.”  Furthermore, this chapter details how the discursive and material 

conventions within the lynching complex function as an act of internal war on 

African Americans as well as rehearses for external war as reflected in practices 

used in the Iraqi war.   

In Chapter Three, “Insurgent Acts: Staging a Counter Hegemonic 

Lynching Performance,” I document and analyze “Saving White Face,” my 

staged adaptation of Bebe Moore Campbell’s novel Your Blues Ain’t Like Mine 

                                                                                                                                                 
15 Elin Diamond, ed. “Introduction” in Performance and Cultural Politics (New York: Routledge, 1996), 5. 
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(1992).  I will situate this work within the context of other performances that 

“staged whiteness” as well as among other radical black feminist cultural 

production.  Furthermore, I re-conceptualize the identity/activism of Ida B. 

Wells-Barnett as blues performance.    

AN INTRODUCTION TO LYNCHING STUDIES 

 

Like its broader interdisciplinary counterparts, communications studies16 

and performance studies,17 lynching studies has developed from the outside in.  

That is, historically, lynching scholarship has been conducted by scholars from 

various disciplines who initially referred to each other very minimally, if at all.  

In spite of this lack of communication, a body of lynching scholarship has 

emerged which includes analysis of the practice since,  

when performativity materializes as performance in that risky and 

dangerous negotiation between doing (a reiteration of norms) and a thing 

done (discursive conventions that frame our interpretations), between 

somebody’s body and the conventions of embodiment, we have access to 

cultural meanings and critique.18 

                                                 
16 See Herman Cohen, History of Speech Communication: The Emergence of a Discipline 1914-1945, 
(Washington, D.C.: National Communication Association, 1994)  
17 see Marvin Carlson, Performance Studies: A Critical Introduction (New York: Routledge). 
18Diamond, “Introduction,” Performance and Cultural Politics, 5. 



 8 

In “Conclusion: Reflections on Lynching Scholarship,”19 Historian W. 

Fitzhugh Brundage observes that it was social scientists, as opposed to historians 

(who he would assume would have been the first) that were the first to pay any 

attention to the practice before 1950.  He reports: 

James Cutler, a student of William Graham Sumner, produced the first 

scholarly account of lynching, Lynch Law, in 1903. A subsequent 

generation of scholars…were eager to reform the South and attend to 

controversial topics, such as lynching, that southern historians avoided.  

This confluence of liberal reform and disciplinary innovation became 

manifest in such enduring works as Arther Raper’s Tragedy of Lynching, 

John Dollard’s Caste and Class in a Southern Town, Allison Davis, 

Burleigh B. Gardner and Mary R. Gardner’s Deep South and Oliver Cox’s 

Cast, Class and Race.20     

Brundage points out that because lynchings were “diffuse  and 

extralegal,…the first two generations of professional historians…were 

methodologically and ideologically ill-equipped to address the topic...”21  

Further, he acknowledges another short-sightedness on the part of historians—

racism, or a   

                                                 
19W. Fitzhugh Brundage, “Conclusion: Reflections on Lynching Scholarship,” American Nineteenth 
Century History, Vol.6, No.3, September 2005, 401-414. 
20 Ibid., 402 
21 Ibid. 
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nationalist and racist consensus within the historical profession (that) 

discouraged most white historians from developing any understanding of 

let alone interest in the historical character of violent dimensions of white 

supremacy.22  

Lynching historian William Carrigan cites the 1960s as a turning point in 

lynching scholarship, as the Civil Rights Movement “sparked widespread 

interest in race relations and African American history”23 which culminated in 

the publication of Brundage’s Lynching in the New South: Georgia and Virginia, 

1880-1930 and Stewart Tolnay and E.M. Beck’s A Festival of Violence: An 

Analysis of Southern Lynchings 1882-1930.  However, it was the publication of 

Jacquelyn Dowd Hall’s Revolt Against Chivalry (1979) that “singlehandedly 

recast the study of lynching.” 24  Dowd’s work “established the centrality of 

lynching to Southern life but also alerted scholars to the significance of the 

previously ignored anti-lynching movement to the region.”25  Shortly thereafter, 

other cultural analyses of the practice were written and published.  The year 1982 

saw the publication of Bertram Wyatt-Brown’s Southern Honor, followed two 

years later by a proliferation of cultural representations of the practice.  In 1984, 

Wyatt- Brown’s examination was echoed by: Edward Ayers’ Vengeance and 

                                                 
22 Ibid., 405 
23 William Carrigan, “Introduction: Reconsidering Lynching,” in Ibid, 222. 
24 Brundage, “Conclusion: Reflections on Lynching Scholarship,” 403. 
25 Ibid. 
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Justice, Joel Williamson’s Crucible of Race, Trudier Harris’ Exorcising Blackness 

and George Rable’s But There Was No Peace.  Taken together, these books, 

“recast the understanding of Southern violence”26 to stretch the boundaries of 

lynching scholarship and to set in motion a “growing wave of scholarship,” that 

moved lynching scholarship “from the periphery to the center of scholarly 

consciousness.”27  Lynching was not only being examined as historical case 

study, but as a practice that shaped American culture. 

Undoubtedly, Kirk Fuoss’ groundbreaking article, “Lynching 

Performances: Theaters of Violence” facilitated lynching’s move to the forefront 

of American scholarly consciousness.  In his 1992 article, Fuoss outlines lynching 

as a three part “performance complex” or “…an entire web of performance 

woven in and around lynchings.” 28  This lynching complex was keyed “after the 

mob’s seizure of its victim and include all performances up to and including the 

extralegal public execution.”29  Fuoss outlines this “lynching complex” based on 

the fact that lynchings were: Prepared for and publicized in advance; temporarily 

framed within limited time frames with beginnings, middles and ends; framed 

within spaces that were temporarily or permanently marked off; communal in 

                                                 
26 Ibid., 404. 
27 Ibid, 405 
28Kirk Fuoss, “Lynching Performances, Theaters of Violence,” Text and Performance Quarterly vol 19 n. 1 
(January 1999), 5.  
29Ibid, 9. 
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nature; and followed structured order of activities.30  Furthermore, Fuoss 

identifies how lynching performances were cyclical rather than linear in nature; 

therefore, lynching does not operate on “a time line with a fixed beginning, 

middle and ending,” but rather “as a wheel that keeps turning over, with one 

lynching’s subsequent performances potentially serving as preliminary 

performances for another.”31  In this way, Fuoss identifies how, like all 

performance, lynching begat other performances that were not limited to other 

lynchings (as if that weren’t bad enough).  Lynching begat other framed, 

formulaic (speech) acts including (informal) oral narrative, (formal) newspaper 

accounts, trials, and photography.  With regard to stories about lynchings, Grace 

Elizabeth Hale notes that,  

beginning in the 1890s, no matter the specific characteristics, 

representations of spectacle lynchings increasingly fell into a ritualistic 

pattern as the narratives constructed by witnesses, participants and 

journalists assumed a standardized form.32 

The standardized “lynching story,” whether transmitted orally or in print, 

through lynching ballads or in newsprint, should be understood to be 

constitutive of a hegemonic narrative that depicted a black female absence, black 

                                                 
30 Ibid, 5 - 7. 
31 Ibid., 21 
32Elizabeth Grace Hale, Making Whiteness: The Culture of Segregation in the South 1890-1940 (New 
York: Pantheon Books, 1998), 206. 



 12 

male criminality, white female helplessness and white male heroicism.  As we 

will see in Chapter Two, this discursive practice was directly tied to the practice 

through the torture of the black body.  Also, the significance of black women’s 

absence in the lynching story will be further discussed in Chapter Three.   

The introduction of a lynching complex is crucial to the study of lynching. 

First, it introduces reflexivity to lynching scholarship that has not always existed, 

since as Fuoss notes:   

There is no before-racism in U.S. history.  Nor, unfortunately, is there an 

after-racism.  There simply is no degree zero position from which the 

complete and unvarnished story of lynching can be told, and, 

consequently, all studies of lynching should be viewed as contingent, 

provisional, and partial, even (or, perhaps, especially) when they are not 

self-avowedly so.33 

Fuoss’ “lynching complex” is not only instructive in illustrating lynching, 

but it also serves as a model for lynching scholarship, as well.  This lynching 

studies complex is constitutive of an  

…expanding literature on lynching, (as well as) a body of scholarship 

which now incorporates all areas of the country, as well as every 

                                                 
33 Fuoss, “Lynching Performances, Theatres of Violence,” 4. 
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conceivable cultural expression associated with the representation of 

lynching, from film and fiction to ballads and sculpture.34 

Identification of lynching studies as a academic project facilitates a holistic 

field of study that counters the split nature of the practice.  In this way lynching 

studies makes possible cross referencing between disciplines heretofore 

understood as divergent.   

Subsequent to Fuoss’ article, James Allen’s Without Sanctuary (2000), a 

compilation of lynching postcards and photography, (literally) increased 

lynching’s visibility.  In effect, this exhibition made a spectacle of the lynching 

spectacle.  Furthermore, this “photo album” and the national touring exhibit that 

followed spawned scholarship on this material aspect of lynching, as well as 

others.  Consequently, lynching photography has emerged as a sub field within 

lynching studies.35  As previously mentioned, like lynching and all its attendant 

conventions, lynching photography is emergent hence the (sub) practice 

continues to grow and change.   In a 2004 Internet article, Hazel Carby traces a 

“direct but hidden line connecting Abu Ghraib (photographs), the Rodney King 

video, and photographs and ‘postcards’ of lynching which circulated widely in 

                                                 
34 Brundage, “Conclusion: Reflections on Lynching Scholarship,” 413. 
35 See Amy Louise Wood’s, “Lynching Photography and the Visual Reproduction of White Supremacy,” 
in Ibid, p. 373-399 and Shawn Michelle Smith, Shawn Michelle Garrett, Photography on the Color Line: 
W.E.B. DuBois, Race and Visual Culture (Durham, North Carolina: Duke University Press, 2004). 
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the 20th century.” 36  Despite prevailing denial of the fact, Carby identifies the 

Abu Ghraib photographs as “direct descendents of the postcard of lynched black 

bodies; both are images and messages to be shared-in celebration or as 

warning.”37  The Abu Ghraib photographs may have used the latest (digital) 

technology; however, they are a recent manifestation of the same old spectacle 

torture.  This continuum can now be extended to include the December 30, 2006, 

execution of former Iraqi leader Saddam Hussein which was captured on (cell 

phone) video and digitally distributed.          

In addition to lynching photographs, material considerations of lynching 

include other forms of lynching keepsakes, including lynching victims’ actual 

body parts.  Performance studies scholar Harvey Young, identifies the lynched 

and dismembered black body as “souvenir, fetish and remain” that ultimately 

functioned as the lynching spectacle itself.38  Lynching has also been analyzed as 

ritual39and spectacle.40  Specific elements of the practice such as lynch mobs,41 

                                                 
36 See Hazel Carby, “A Strange and Bitter Crop: The Spectacle of Torture,” 
www.opendemocracy.net/articles/ViewPopUpArticle.jsp?id=8&articleID=2149 (accessed October 11, 
2006). 
37 Ibid. 
38 Harvey Young, “The Black Body as Souvenir in American Lynching, Theater Journal 57, 639 – 657. 
39See Trudier Harris, Exorcising Blackness: Historical and Literary Lynching and Burning Rituals 
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1984); and Orlando Patterson’s Rituals of Blood: Consequences of 
Slavery in Two Centuries (Washington D.C.: Civitas/Counterpoint, 1998). 
40 See Cammie M. Sublette, “The Spectacle and the Ideology: Twentieth Century Representations of 
Lynching,” (Ph.D. diss., Southern Illinois University at Carbondale, 2003). 
41See John Raymond Ross, “At the Bar of Judge Lynch: Lynching and Lynch Mobs in America” (Ph.D. 
diss., Texas Tech University, 1993).  
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lynching narrative42 and “cinematic lynchings”43 have also been examined in 

detail. 

The proliferation of lynching scholarship that began in 1990 was 

embodied in a 2002 lynching conference at Emory University. Macalester College 

professor Peter Racheleff reported:   

…the ground they covered was breathtaking.  Papers offered detailed 

accounts of more than twenty specific incidents, analysis of the role of the 

role of the legal system and government authorities in tolerating if not 

facilitating lynchings, critical evalutations of the efforts of Booker T. 

Washington, W.E.B. DuBois, Ida B. Wells, Adam Clayton Powell and 

other African American leaders to confront lynching, consideration of the 

roles played by music, drama, film, poetry, fiction and painting in efforts 

to educate and influence public opinion, assessments of forms of African 

American resistance, including armed self defense, civil disobedience, 

electoral politics, law suits, and migration out of the South, and complex 

interpretations of the (lynching) photographs…as historical documents.  

Each session not only provided well- conceived presentations but also 

provoked lively exchanges with the audiences.  Conversations begun in 

                                                 
42See Sublette, “The Spectacle and the Ideology, especially Chapter One.”  
43 See Jonathan Markovitz, Legacies of Lynching: Racial Violence and Memory,  (Minneapolis, MN: 
University of Minnesota Press, 2004); Michele Wallace, “Passing, Lynching and Jim Crow: A Genealogy 
of Race and Gender in U.S. Visual Culture 1985-1929” (Ph.D. diss., New York University, 1999). 
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question and answer sessions carried over to the lunch and dinner tables, 

while the information and insights revealed in any one sessions were also 

linked to those which emerged in other sessions.  There was enough 

intellectual energy and heartfelt passion being generated to raise the roof 

of the conference center.44    

Racheleff’s remarks, albeit colloquially, reflect a cogent point to be made 

about lynching studies scholars and perhaps, the discipline, itself.  The 

“intellectual energy and heartfelt passion” that Racheleff describes reflect 

“spontaneous communitas” among the attendees, who temporarily united to re-

imagine lynching symbols, models and paradigms.  Per Racheleff’s account, they 

seemed to enjoy “the benefits of communitas… joy, healing, the gift of “seeing,” 

mutual help, religious experience, the gift of knowledge, long term ties with 

others, a humanistic conscience and the human rights ideal.”45  Seemingly, the 

conference provided a liminal domain in which presenters and attendees 

temporarily united to re-imagine lynching symbols and practices. 

 

 
 

 

                                                 
44 Peter Racheleff, “Lynching and Racial Violence: Histories and Legacies Report From A Conference, 
Unpublished, October 23, 2002. 
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CHAPTER ONE  

Lynching Matters: Performance, Place, Memory, and (M)other 

 

Tonight, I have watched a tragedy unfold.  O.J. Simpson has been arrested for the double 
slaying of his ex-wife and her friend.  They supposedly had a history of domestic 

violence…I can’t help but wonder about the media’s portrayal of this situation.  O.J. 
maintains his innocence. There has been no concrete evidence presented yet.  I can’t help 
but note that this is another hanging of a brother.  As a matter of fact, upon reflection, the 
media has tried this case on television already.  I also wonder if he felt “they won’t take 

me alive” because that is what this culture does, eats people alive.  They are not interested 
in the truth, they are interested in what it sells.  That is truly the bottom line.  Maybe his 

reaction, fleeing, is what a rational person would do when being set up beyond their 
control. 

It’s funny how these situations always raise the issue of conspiracy.  You can’t help but 
wonder about the fact that they didn’t arrest him right away.  The cops milled around his 
house so relaxed that he was able to “escape” unnoticed.  Does that sound like they felt he 
was truly a threat?  Star status or no, if they were sure, they wouldn’t have been so lax... 

6/17/94 personal journal entry  
 
 

It's a habit to grab it, to grab right here 
Cause you might want my private for souvenir 

And you call me a savage, uncivilized 
When its you who made lynching a way of life 

And you don't want me to be mad 
Well I say to you too bad 

I'm a product of my environment 
“Wildlife,” Donnie (recording artist)46  

At the root of the American Negro problem is the necessity of the American white man to 
find a way of living with the Negro in order to be able to live with himself.  And the 

history of this problem can be reduced to the means used by Americans-lynch and law, 
segregation and legal acceptance, territorization and concession-either to come to terms 
with this necessity, or to find a way around it, or (most usually) to find a way of doing 

                                                                                                                                                 
45 “Rites of communitas,” http://www.routledgeny.com/ref/religionandsociety/rites/communitas.pdf 
(accessed October 25, 2007.)  
46 Donnie, “Wildlife,” on The Colored Section (New York: Motown Records, 2003), CD. 
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both these things at once.  The resulting spectacle, at once foolish and dreadful, led 
someone to make the quite accurate observation that “the Negro in America is a form of 

insanity which overtakes white men.” 
James Baldwin “Stranger in the Village”  

 

Although it is rarely referred to as such, O.J. Simpson’s 1994 arrest and 

trial constitutes a (thwarted) lynching.47  Members of the Los Angeles Police 

Department performed Simpson’s lynching, which is a term broadly “applied to 

various summary punishment inflicted by self-appointed groups without regard 

to established legal procedures.”48  The fact that police officers constituted a 

lynch mob is paradoxical to be sure and complicates the discussion of the extra-

legal performance, but does not invalidate it.  Historically, law enforcement 

officials’ participation in lynching is well documented, as they might be counted 

on to "direct traffic while the corpse was dragged through the streets..." or, under 

sworn testimony, deny being able to identify any members of the mob is well 

documented.49  Even further, the complicity of law enforcement officials 

extended broadly to county coroners, who officially recorded lynching victims’ 

                                                 
47 As I have outlined in an unpublished paper entitled, “Lynching – From Practice to Folk Metaphor,” I 
think that part of the reason for this is because Johnnie Cochran, Simpson’s lead attorney, outlined the 
lynching complex as part of his defense, but did not actually use the term.  To do so would have been 
playing the “race card.”  For further discussion, see Toni Morrison and Claudia Brodsky Lacour (eds.) 
Birth of A Nation ‘Hood: Gaze Script and Spectacle in the O. J. Simpson Case (New York: Pantheon 
Books, 1997).    
48William Carrigan,, The Making of a Lynching Culture: Violence and Vigilantism in Central Texas 1836-
1916, (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2004), 295.  Carrigan also reiterates the point that “lynching 
cannot be precisely defined” since “its history is the history of rhetoric,” 10. 
49 Performances on the part of law enforcement officials during lynching was not uncommon, as noted in 
Arthur F. Raper, The Tragedy of Lynching, (Chapel Hill: U  
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deaths as having occurred "at the hands of persons unknown"50 although mob 

members were often well known throughout the community.   

Nearly 40 years before Simpson’s, Emmitt Till’s lynching reflected a 

collusion of law enforcement officials that reached all the way up to America’s 

highest government officials.  Neither United States President Dwight D. 

Eisenhower nor J. Edgar Hoover, head of the FBI, moved to indict Till’s lynchers, 

who had admitted to committing the crime in a Look magazine article even 

though a jury had found them innocent.  Till’s lynching was never brought to 

justice as his lynchers, J.W. Milam and Roy Bryant, died in 1980 and 1990 

respectively without ever having served a day in jail.51 

As a result of his 1998 lynching, one James Byrd Jr.’s lynchers, John 

William King, was only the second white man in Texas to have ever been 

convicted of killing a black man despite Texas’ well-documented history of 

lynching. 52  Although the prosecution of his murderers vindicated Byrd’s death, 

then Governor George W. Bush, refused his lynching as an opportunity to take it 

a step further and sign into law anti-lynching legislation. However, King’s 

conviction does lead to the question, “Have we moved into a new era in 

American justice?”  Or does the conviction of civilians (as opposed to police 

                                                 
50 Ralph Ginzburg, 100 Years of Lynching, (Baltimore: Black Classic Press, 1962, 1988), 97. University of 
North Carolina Press, 1933), 7. 
51 http://rwor.org/a/006/emmett-till-cant-bury-truth.htm 
52 see Carrigan, The Making of a Lynching Culture. 
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officers) only reflect the fact that lynching performances are now more likely to 

go unpunished within American institutions (i.e., corporations, universities, the 

judicial system) than outside of them?  If unchecked lynching is now more likely 

to occur within American institutions, what are the implications for African 

Americans who look to these institutions for education, employment and 

justice?53   

In addition to shedding light on the performance of justice in the United 

States, Simpson’s, Till’s and Byrd’s lynching provides the basis for this chapter 

and in several ways.   First, they provide case studies for a material analysis of 

lynching commodities such as (souvenirs from) the black body and lynching 

photographs.  I will then go on to discuss other white performance conventions 

outside of the lynching frame and explore relationships between them and 

lynching commodities. 

Second this chapter examines O.J. Simpson’s positionality as a 

“commodity body” on and off the American football field.  Specifically, I am 

interested in establishing a relationship between his subjectivity as a NFL 

running back and a television ad man, and then as a lynching victim by positing 

                                                 
53 This importance of this point can not be understated especially when considering the poverty of citizens 
of New Orleans, Louisiana that was exacerbated after Hurricane Katrina as well as statistics related to the 
quality of American black life including disproportionately high AIDS rates among African American 
women, and incarceration and high school dropout rates among African American men       
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his first performances as rehearsals for the last.  Through this discussion, I also 

link football and lynching as cognate performances.       

Finally, I want to, like African American studies scholar Fred Moten, 

linger “in the psychoanalytic break” of lynching, especially that of Simpson’s and 

Byrd’s, since to do so “is crucial in the interest of a certain set of complexities that 

cannot be overlooked but must be traced back to this origin…”54  Like Moten’s 

examination of Frederick Douglas’ account of his Aunt Hester’s beating, this 

chapter will analyze lynching as a “primal scene” in which a white 

“connectedness of desire, identification and castration”55 is demonstrated.  

Psychoanalyzing lynching is a reflexive maneuver that dispels an illusion that 

white supremacy is not performance-based and therefore, outside the realm of 

time and space.  This reflexivity is accomplished by tracing the practice back to 

its (unconscious) origins to reveal a “ghost” of lynching as “whatever was 

present before individuation and consciousness precipitated man into 

performance.”56   

 O.J. SIMPSON AS LYNCHING COMMODITY 

 

Socio-historically the lynching era has been found to have been a result of  

                                                 
54Fred Moten, In the Break. (Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota Press, 2003), 4 
55 Ibid. 
56 Michael Vanden Heuvel, Performing Drama/Dramatizing Performance (Ann Arbor: University of 
Michigan Press, 1993.), 44. 
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…(postemancipation) backlash in which white, working class residents of 

primarily agricultural communities sought to stay the perceived threats of 

increased social rights and property ownership by African Americans.57   

O.J. Simpson’s particular lynching can be traced to his post-civil rights 

accomplishments as the most visible black athlete ever, a point to which I will 

return.  Emmitt Till’s lynching was a result of the Supreme Court’s passage of 

Brown v. Board of Education, the 1954 legislation that integrated American 

public schools.  Interestingly, I think Byrd’s lynching can be traced to Simpson’s 

1995 acquittal, which contributed to many instances of backlash-as-social-policy, 

especially in Texas, where Byrd was lynched.  Such instances of Texas backlash 

include Hopwood v. Texas (1996), a decision that ended affirmative action 

programs in American colleges and universities, as well as the wrongful 

conviction of LaCresha Murray, an 11-year old African American girl who, in 

February, 1997, was falsely imprisoned for murdering a 2 year old in Austin.58  

 As further context, O.J. Simpson’s lynching-by-law-enforcement officials 

can be directly traced to a history of such injustice committed by the Los Angeles 

                                                 
57 Ibid, 646. 
58 LaCresha Murray was home with her grandfather when 2- year old Jayla Belton was dropped off by her 
mother’s boyfriend.  While at the Murray household, Jayla became increasingly ill and was rushed to the 
hospital where she died from internal injuries that included a lacerated liver.  In a rush to judgment in an 
election year, Austin district attorney Ronnie K. Earle determined that Jayla had been severely beaten and 
since Lacresha’s grandfather was paralyzed, charged LaCresha with the murder.  LaCresha was coerced 
into to signing a confession without legal counsel or a parent present and was convicted on its basis.  The 
confession was also the basis of her conviction being overturned after she had served over three years in 
jail.         
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Police Department and the California Highway Patrol.  Just two years earlier, on 

April 29, 1992, Los Angeles had erupted into riots after the police officers that 

were caught on video beating Rodney King were acquitted of wrongdoing.59  The 

history of the Los Angeles police department’s treatment of communities of color 

is so notorious, in fact, that civil rights attorney and activist, Johnnie L. 

Cochran,60 established his career advocating on behalf of those who had been 

railroaded by this arm of the American justice system.  Undoubtedly, Cochran’s 

extensive courtroom experience challenging the LAPD was instrumental in 

derailing Simpson’s conviction.61   

Although Simpson was not imprisoned, Cochran was unable to thwart 

Simpson’s subjection to another atrocity of the lynching complex, the 

fetishization of black body parts, which, arguably, Simpson had already been a 

part of by virtue of his career as a preeminent athlete. In the civil lawsuit that 

followed Simpson’s criminal trial, Simpson was found responsible for the 

murder of his ex-wife and her friend and was ordered to pay restitution to their 

family members, which included giving away his highly valued collection of 

sports memorabilia.  In this respect, Simpson’s memorabilia, including his 

                                                 
59 The police officer’s acquittal is thought of as “the straw that broke the camel’s back” as the Los Angeles 
African Americans had also recently endured a Korean merchant’s sentence to community service for 
shooting sixteen year old Latasha Harlins in the back of the head as she exited the merchant’s store, as well 
a other incidents as cited in Ibid.     
60 Cochran’s (1937-2005) legal work can be classified among that of other anti-lynching activists.    
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Heisman Trophy, functioned as both payment for the wrongful death of his ex-

wife and her friend, and, at least souvenir, and possibly, fetish and remain from 

his own lynching.  

In “The Black Body as Souvenir in American Lynching,” performance 

studies scholar, Harvey Young, outlines how (parts of) the black body collected 

as “lynching keepsake” can not only be defined as souvenir, fetish and remain, 

“but also can exceed, each of these three terms.”62  The black body as souvenir “is 

incomplete and finds a sense of wholeness through an embrace of an 

accompanying narrative.“63  The black body also functions as “magic” 

contraband (possessing magic that is tied to the illicit way it is acquired) and as 

commodification, since “lynching objectified the body.  Lynching souvenirs 

commodified it.”64  In this way, we might consider lynching souvenirs as Ethnic 

Notions 65 or “contemptible collectibles”66 that have often been sold at antique 

stores and flea markets.  As such, the lynching keepsake would be understood as 

an earliest incarnation of “kitchenwares, advertising memorabilia, toys and other 

                                                                                                                                                 
61 Another courtroom strategy that Cochran used was not using the term “lynching” while defending 
Simpson.  This was especially important because the trial was so widely televised.  The term is so complex, 
so loaded, it would have easily been taken out of context. 
62 Young, “The Black Body as Souvenir,” 640.  
63 Ibid., 642. 
64 Ibid., 647. 
65 Here I refer to Marlon Riggs 1987 documentary about African American iconography.  
66 This term was coined by Patricia A. Turner in Ceramic Uncles and Celluloid Mammies, (New York: 
Anchor Books, Doubleday, 1994). 
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material objects that include any partial or complete picture of a black person.”67 

Anne McClintock has identified these products and images as “commodity 

racism”68 that were “deeply constitutive of the very ways whites connected race, 

pleasure and service.”69  The lynching keepsake represented the earliest 

materialization of a white racist “sociohistorical construct (that) is constantly 

shifting in light of new circumstances and changing interactions with various 

manifestations of power.”70  Like the construct itself, the lynching keepsake has 

also shifted shapes over time.     

The lynching photograph constitutes another incarnation of a lynching 

keepsake. This observation is supported by Young’s reference to an incident in 

which members of a lynch mob had to “make due” with photographs of a 

lynching victim after being instructed not to retrieve souvenirs by notes pinned 

to the body.71   The lynching photograph can be understood as an iconographic 

souvenir that helped to fix “in southerners’ as well as nonsoutherners’ 

imagination,” the practice “as the dominant form of southern white violence 

against blacks”72 and consequently, white supremacy as “the rule of the day.” 

Like other forms of lynching souvenirs, the lynching photography embodied 

                                                 
67 Ibid, 10. 
68 Leola Johnson and David Roediger, “Hertz, Don’t It? Becoming Colorless and Staying Black in the 
Crossover of O.J. Simpson,” in Birth of a Nation‘Hood, 201. 
69 Ibid. 
70 Joe L. Kincheloe and Shirley R. Steinberg, “Addressing the Crisis of Whiteness: Reconfiguring White 
Identity in a Pedagogy of Whiteness,” in White Reign  (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1991). 
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“…the past in the present.  They not only fix the black body within a historical 

moment but also transform it into a captive object to be owned, displayed, and 

quite possibly, traded.”73  Shawn Michelle Smith has identified lynching 

postcards as “commodities” that also served as “momentos with which 

individuals mark sentimental bonds with others – “I was there and I thought of 

you while I was there.”74  Consequently, a dead black body was the means of 

reinforcing white kinship.  Smith also contrasts the lynching-photograph-as-

momento with “treasured baby pictures and lovers’ portraits,” especially 

because they were sometimes both framed with locks of hair.  Where the 

lynching photograph “reiterates the mortality of the victim whose death the 

photograph documents,” Smith wonders how this practice is related to that of 

clipping locks of hair from a child or lover and framing that hair with a picture.  

By tying the practices together, Smith indicates a paradoxical love for the 

lynching victim.             

In addition to baby pictures, the genre of lynching photography can be 

contrasted with another white iconographic practice -architectural images of 

white male power (i.e. the White House, the Washington Monument, etc.).  To do 

so is to replicate Sander Gilman’s comparative analysis of “two seemingly 

                                                                                                                                                 
71 Young,“Black Body,” 646. 
72 Hale, Making Whiteness, 204. 
73 Young,“Black Body,” 646. 
74 Garrett, Photography on the Color Line: W.E.B. DuBois, Race and Visual Culture, 122.  
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unrelated female images” of the late nineteenth century, “the icon of the 

Hottentot female and the icon of the prostitute.”75  Gilman’s study juxtaposes 

these two images to also reflect how “the black female …comes to serve as an 

icon of black sexuality in general.”76  These conflations are not only achieved 

through art, but are supported by scientific (Darwinian) discourse that basically 

depicts black women as a missing link between apes and humans based on “her 

physiology and her physiognomy (her ‘hideous form’ and her ‘horribly flattened 

nose’),”77 as well as her unique genitalia and buttocks.  Further, because of Black 

women’s “primitive” sexual appetite, she is linked with prostitution and disease 

and is therefore in need of control. However, Gilman concludes, “this need for 

control was a projection of inner fears; thus its articulation in visual images was 

in terms which described the polar opposite of the European male.”78    

In the same way that Gilman analyzes nineteenth century images and 

scientific discourse, I think lynching photography and monument architecture 

can be contrasted to reflect the essence of white racist ideology.  When these two 

genres are compared, the image of a dead, hanged black body can be understood 

                                                 
75 Sander Gilman, “Black Bodies, White Bodies: Toward an Iconography of Female Sexuality in Late 
Nineteenth-Century Art, Medicine and Literature,” in Race,Writing and Difference, Henry Louis Gates, Jr., 
ed., (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 1985), 225. 
76 Ibid, 231. 
77 Ibid, 232. 
78 Ibid., 256. 
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as an American “aesthetic icon”79 representing black male (cultural) impotency.80  

The representations within these two artistic sub-genres, American architecture 

and photography, constitute “overlapping and intertwined systems of 

conventions”81 that reinforce one another’s meaning.  The meaning of these 

stable, inanimate, seemingly indestructible monuments of white male power is 

reinforced by photographs of a dead black body, which function as visible, 

“factual” evidence of African Americans inability to defend themselves, as 

evidence of black weakness.  Lynching photographs, then, “technically 

place(d)…” the virility…” and the power  “of the black in an antithetical position 

to that of white.”82    

Harvey Young goes on to contrast to the black body’s performance as 

souvenir with its fetishization, in which,  

the body part…underscores its own materiality and consequently absents 

its originary wholeness, when read as a fetish it regains its prior 

prefragmented status.  Additionally, it projects-or, perhaps more 

accurately, has projected upon itself powers which exceed its tangible 

properties. 83 

                                                 
79 Ibid, 224.  
80 This contrast is examined and challenged in Spike Lee’s film She Hate Me (2005). 
81 Gilman, “Black Bodies, White Bodies,” 224. 
82 Ibid, 231. 
83 Young, “Black Body”, 647. 
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The fetishized black body part also “condence(s) multiple meanings into a 

single body part”84 as well as possesses a “social value,” although this value is 

not necessarily “widely accepted or universally understood.”85  The multiple 

meanings and values which can be ascribed to the lynching keepsake makes 

discussion of the phenomena even more complex and may contribute to an 

avoidance of its discussion.  (We should here be reminded of the fact that all 

folklore, including traditional keepsakes, exists multiply and has some degree of 

variation.)  Additionally, fetishized black body parts were also thought to be 

conduits of good luck. 

In the final part of his discussion, Young identifies how black body parts, 

as lynching remain, function as material rememory of the live performance 

event.  In other words, it is as this moment that “the spectacle becomes 

materiality.”86  Through the remain, Young continues, “its possessor…” is 

allowed to “touch history”87 and therefore, when accompanied by a narrative, 

create community, project herself into an “imagined, personal interaction with 

the original body…” as well as, “reactivate the expired performance event.”88  In 

short, Young summarizes that the lynching remain constitutes the (performance 

of) lynching in and of itself.                

                                                 
84 Ibid., 649. 
85 Ibid. 
86 Ibid, 655. 
87 Ibid, 657. 
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As an American football player and celebrity, O.J. Simpson was the 

subject of souvenir, fetish and remain; however, these representations were only 

symbolic since (the game of) football is a metaphor for lynching, while actual 

lynching is “…the metaphor for itself.”89  Frances Cress Welsing explains how 

football constitutes a metaphor for lynching: 

The high level anxiety and fear associated with the continuous threat to 

white genetic survival must be played out symbolically through the 

numerous forms of “ball games.”  All of these games are played mainly by 

men, are centered on who has the ball and are concerned with who finally 

controls the ball when the game (of power) ends.  The anxiety and tension 

that accompanies ball games is parallel to the anxiety and tension 

experienced at the thought, in the white psyche, of white genetic 

annihilation.  Similarly, the increasing violence that accompanies ball 

games parallels the increasing level of violence needed to maintain global 

white supremacy, as the entire white world seeks its liberation from white 

domination.90 

                                                                                                                                                 
88 Ibid. 
89 Toni Morrison, “Introduction,” Race-ing Justice, Engendering Power: Essays on Anita Hill, Clarence 
Thomas and the Construction of Social Reality by A. Leon Higginbotham, Jr., Andrew Ross, Manning 
Marable, and Michael Thelwell, (eds.) (New York: Pantheon Books, 1992), xvi.  
90 Frances Cress Welsing, The Isis Papers: The Keys to the Colors (Chicago: Third World Press, 1991), 
134. 



 31 

O.J. Simpson is considered by many to be the greatest college football 

player to ever have played the game, “winning every national trophy and 

breaking almost every record in the books.”91  Of Simpson’s achievements, his 

biographers note that he 

parlayed an impressive college football career…into phenomenal pro 

football careers with the Buffalo Bills and later the 49ers.  After that, each 

of his goals off the playing field fell like dominoes-the endorsements, the 

broadcasting contract, the movies, the television.”92   

Johnson and Roediger, as well as Patterson agree that Simpson attained a 

degree of visibility as had never been achieved by an African American sports 

figure.  In fact, Patterson identifies Simpson as a Dionysian figure within 

American culture, arguing that Simpson was the first post civil rights era football 

figure to have achieved complete crossover appeal.  “Dionysus…was the Greek 

god of wine; of masks, dissemblance, and theatrical performances; of the female 

votaries or maenads; and of the underworld.  Ambiguity is his essence.93  This 

accomplishment, Patterson maintains, is especially reflected through his Hertz 

rental car ads, which featured  

                                                 
91Orlando Patterson, Rituals of Blood (Washington D.C.: Civitas/Counterpoint, 1998), 260.   
92 Marc Cerasini, O.J. Simpson: American Hero, American Tragedy (New York: Pinnacle Books, 1994), 
191-192; as quoted in Ibid. 
93 Patterson, Rituals of Blood, 248. 
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O.J. dressed in business attire, dashing through the airport to his waiting 

rental car.  This was the ad that not only made Simpson a household name 

but, in its subtext, had him dissolving the “racial” barrier…Euro-

Americans ceased to see him as Afro-American.  The Juice was one of 

them.94 

Interestingly, it is because of Simpson’s high visibility that he is subject to 

materializations of partial representation, i.e. souvenir, fetish and remain, as well 

as lynching.  As is the case with images of blacks that decorated contemptible 

collectibles of earlier eras, Simpson’s visibility as a football player and ad man tie 

him to psychoanalytic realms of representation and desire.  In effect, Simpson 

became, on the football field and off, what Rebecca Schneider refers to as a 

“commodity body”95 and therefore, fell, “into the service of signifying the 

systematic insatiability of desire.”96  On the football field Simpson was an actual 

commodity as white football team owners “owned, displayed and traded” his 

“balls.”    Off the field, as pitchman, Simpson embodied what Schneider calls a 

“commodity land dreamgirl” who represent  

emblems of desire (who) recess into the mockery of their own empty 

stares and whisper of inaccessibility.  This recessive inaccessibility simply 

                                                 
94 Patterson, Rituals of Blood, 261-262. 
95 Rebecca Schneider, The Explicit Body in Performance (New York: Routledge, 1997), 92. 
96 Ibid., 95. 
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argues for the desire for access, propelling the purchase of the commodity 

pitched. 97  

Although Schneider refers to representations of white women, black men 

and white women are found within racist American culture to be symbolic 

equivalents,98 a sentiment inversely expressed in the idiom, “the only free people 

in America are white men and black women.”  As a “commodity land 

dreamgirl,” the products Simpson pitched were acquirable and deplete-able, 

although Simpson himself could never be possessed.  Ironically, his heroics on 

the football field were described in the same way: 

Where other great running backs fought their way through the opposing 

team’s defenses, O.J. seemed somehow to make the barriers set up against 

him disappear. Miraculously, he seemed simply to run through them as if 

they were not there.  “Now You See Him, Now You Don’t was the 

revealing title of a Sports Illustrated appreciation of his art.  Or, as an 

opponent, “Mean” Joe Green, more tellingly put it: “He’d appear in front 

of you-he’d look you in the eyes and then he was gone.”99  

                                                 
97 Schneider, The Explicit Body in Performance, 93. 
98 See Frantz Fanon, “The Man of Color and the White Woman,” in Black Skin, White Masks (Paris, 
France: Grove Press), 41-62 and Joel Kovel, White Racism: A Psychohistory (New York: Pantheon Books, 
1970.  This would point to the fact that lynching narrative that used the rape of white women to justify 
lynching black men should be categorized as science fiction     
99 Patterson, Rituals of Blood, 260. 
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Until his ex-wife, Nicole Brown Simpson and her friend Ron Goldman 

were murdered, O.J. Simpson was actually living his crossover dreams. 

However, as opposed to being the subject of his own psychoanalytic realm, the 

murders made him subject to a psychodynamic of (high) visibility, “castration 

anxiety.”  Based upon Lacanian psychoanalysis, Schneider (re)reads castration 

anxiety  

…as anxiety over the loss of anxiety about loss-anxiety propelling the 

infinite drive to accumulate on which the circulation of capital depends.  

In this sense, “castration” anxiety operates as a veil, secreting its own 

absurdity through the infinite dramatization of its paranoid tenets – a 

dramatization carried out in the form of perspective, a form of instituting 

that very anxiety.100 

In effect, O.J. Simpson’s lynching may have been because of the fact that 

he had crossed over so completely, as opposed to in spite of that fact.  For the 

racist, white male LAPD officers who attempted to lynch him, that O.J. Simpson 

had achieved “raceless”-ness through his total integration into white society 

inspired in them anxiety over their lack of anxiety.101  If Simpson’s lynching 

reflects the result of an African American’s total integration into American 

society, what are the implications with regard to a (supposed) American ideal of 

                                                 
100 Schnieder, The Explicit Body in Performance, 78. 
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integration between blacks and whites?  In the next section, I will use James 

Byrd, Jr.’s 1998 lynching to further discuss the performance’s dialectical 

relationship with “place.”    

PLACE AND MEMORY AND PSYCHOANALYSIS 

 

June 6, 1998, Jasper, Texas, represents a typical American lynching mise en 

scene.  In fact, many of the details of James Byrd’s lynching constitute a textbook 

description of the practice.  Historically, lynchings often took place in small, 

poor, rural, Southern towns.  In addition, they usually took place during the 

hottest months of the year, June, July and August.  Despite this solid evidence to 

the contrary, R.C. Horn, Jasper’s black mayor, sought to deter his town being cast 

as a “usual suspect” in Byrd’s lynching.  Horn cited his (job) position, as well as 

those of other prominent Black city officials, as evidence that the rural east Texas 

town (population approx. 31,000) had no race relation problems.  Since, “in the 

case of the Jim Crow South…knowing one’s ‘place’ had as much to do with 

culture as with propinquity and absolute location,”102 this testimony 

supposedly constituted proof that the town’s African Americans were not 

                                                                                                                                                 
101  In 2004, Kobe Bryant, another crossover sports celebrity, was accused of raping a young white woman 
and subjected to a similar spectacle as Simpson.  On September 7, 2004, the case was dismissed.   
102 Tim Creswell, In place/out of place: Geography, ideology and transgression, (Minnesota: University of 
Minnesota Press); quoted in Ibid, 659. 
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restricted to (inferior) social places, outside of the town’s vital, inner workings.  

African Americans, Horn claimed, were fully integrated into the Jasper 

community in which there existed no “absolute racial difference”103 and where 

the likelihood of the performance of a lynching was small.   

However, the mayor’s immediate assessment of the state of Jasper’s race 

relations stands in debate with fellow community members who remember, 

“East Texas (as) a center of Ku Klux Klan activity during the heyday of lynching, 

from 1889 to 1918.”104  In fact, “during Jim Crow, most of the state's lynchings 

took place there. One of the last bastions of the Ku Klux Klan had its 

headquarters in Vidor, 70 miles south of Jasper.”105  Even more recently,  

…there have been a series of police killings and jailhouse deaths of black 

men in recent years in nearby areas of east Texas. In Hemphill, Texas, in 

neighboring Sabine County, on the Texas-Louisiana border, a young 

father of six, Loyal Garner, was arrested on a phony drunk driving charge, 

taken to the county jail and beaten to death in 1987. Another young black 

man, arrested for the theft of a fountain pen, died in a jail cell in 1988 after 

                                                 
103 Steven Hoelscher, “Making Place, Making Race: Performances of Whiteness in the Jim Crow South,” 
Annals of the Association of American Geographers 93 (3), 2003, 659. 
104 www.wsws.org/news/1998/jun1998/byrd-j13.shtml 
105 Berryhill, Michael, “Prisoner’s Dilemma,” New Republic, 12/27/99, Vol. 221, Issue 
26 
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a police beating. In Vidor, near Beaumont, Texas, Ku Klux Klan members 

staged armed patrols in 1994 in an effort to prevent the integration of a 

local housing project.106 

Despite Mayor Horn’s statements to the contrary, Jasper constituted a 

likely place for a lynching.  It is through the examination of statements such as 

his that cultural scholars have come to employ “tropes that use ‘performance’ 

and ‘location’ to make claims about identity and politics,”107  Jasper’s geographic 

location in the Jim Crow South, including its proximity to the center of Klu Klx 

Klan activity, constitutes one way a trope of location is tied to lynching.   

Another way a trope of location is tied to lynching is with regard to African 

Americans and “place,” lynching functions as a method of social control to keep 

blacks in their places socially and physically.  This is to say that when blacks 

were thought to have gotten too close to, or surpassed whites in social status, 

they are subject to lynching.  

Mayor Horn’s omission of Jasper’s checkered past is telling.  His selective 

performance of memory might be attributed to a performance of his job duties, 

which undoubtedly obligate him to represent his town in the best possible light, 

even though that representation would seem to stand at odds with his standing 

                                                 
106 www.wsws.org/news/1998/jun1998/byrd-j13.shtml 
107 “Geographies of Learning: Theatre Studies, Performance and the “Performative,” Theatre Journal 
Dec1993 v 45 n4, 417. 
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as a black community member (and potential lynching victim).  Mayor Horn’s 

remarks can be interpreted as mayoral public relations.   

  Conversely, Mayor Horn’s narrative performance, beget Byrd’s actual 

lynching,108 reflects a double consciousness that posits Horn’s social standing in 

“mental comparison”109 with a remembered time when African Americans could 

hold no such position in Jasper, and (in a Goffmanian sense) keys this 

performance.  As an African American, Horn’s performance might be considered 

constant since, as W.E.B. DuBois first articulated,110 for African Americans, there 

is a “sense of always looking at one’s self through the eyes of others.”   This 

special “sense” renders Horn always already on stage, not as mayor, but as an 

African American.  As African American performance, this performance may be 

categorized as integrationist, as it was intended for a general American audience, 

as opposed an African American-only audience.  Horn’s response to Byrd’s 

lynching, a specific act of white racism, was to cite the merit of Jasper’s African 

American citizens.  David Nicholson has identified this response as 

representative of a pre-1920s black aesthetic when “one occupied an anomalous 

position—better educated and more cultured than the mass of blacks or whites, 

                                                 
108 Here I refer to the fact that performances are emergent and beget other performances, a point to which I 
will return. 
109 Marvin Carlson, Performance: A Critical Introduction, (New York: Routledge, 1996) 191. 
110 W.E.B. DuBois, “The Souls of Black Folk,” in Three Negro Classics (New York Avon Books, 1965), 
215. 
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one felt equally the need to create and the need to justify one’s equality.”111  

Furthermore, these remarks can be understood how Horn tried to stay in his 

place so as not to call unnecessary attention to himself or his town and risk being 

lynched out of office.   

Through his statement, Horn, in effect, masks Jasper’s notorious past, 

thereby invoking a whiteness performance convention.  Masking’s centrality to 

the performance of whiteness and lynching cannot be understated and will be 

explored at length in Chapter Two.  Here it is important to note that as mayor, 

Horn functions as an arbiter of Jasper’s cultural memory.  Consequently, his 

interpretation of Jasper’s racial politics can be considered weighty since it 

functions as an official, “…interpretation of the past,” which, “is a salient form of 

power, and its control carries heavy consequences.”112  In doing so it works to 

dominate and “silence the voices of those who seek to interpret the past in 

contradictory ways.”113  Mayor Horn’s statement constitutes a form of public 

discourse to be disseminated through newspapers, books and legal records and 

even schools.  In fact, the press coverage subsequent to Byrd’s lynching echoes 

Horn’s statements, reflecting Jasper in a reconciliatory and redemptive tone.114  

By “forgetting” and thereby omitting Jasper’s cultural and historical ties to white 

                                                 
111 David Nicholson, “Painting It Black: African American Artists, In Search of a New Aesthetic,” 
Washington Post 
112 Holescher, “Making Place, Making Race: Performances of Whiteness in the Jim Crow South,” 660. 
113 Ibid. 
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supremacy, Horn’s statement neatly fits into “the narrative of progress so 

important to American identity.”115  Although there are cultural memories to the 

contrary, Mayor Horn’s performance of memory, works in concert with those of 

the press as “active vehicles in producing, shaping and giving meaning to 

cultural memory and heritage,116 making Jasper an imagined community of 

racial harmony through a hegemonic narrative of peace.   

Jasper’s segregated cemetery functioned as a more indicative sign of the 

state of race relations in than Horn’s official narrative.  Jasper townspeople tore 

down the fence that separated its black and white deceased in 1999, the year after 

Byrd’s death.117  This feature of Jasper’s landscape acts as a historic geographical 

display of memory118 that exhibits Jasper’s state of race relations. Legal and de 

facto segregation constituted “spatial mediations of modernity” for Southern 

whites, “ways of attaching identities to physical moorings, from bodies to 

buildings to larger geographies like region and nation”119 and offers a 

“preeminent example of the interdependence of race and place.”120  Segregation 

constitutes a physical display of “control over the production of space-the ability 

to create space in particular ways (that)… also leads to powerful groups the 

                                                                                                                                                 
114 There were copycat draggings after this one. 
115 Bruce E. Baker, “Under the Rope: Lynching and Memory in Laurens County, South Carolina,” Where 
These Memories Grow 
116 Hoelscher, “Making Place, Making Race: Performances of Whiteness in the Jim Crow South,” 661. 
117 Jones, Kathryn, Sweany, Brian D., “Back to Jasper,” Texas Monthly, Jun2001, Vol. 29, Issue 6. 
118 Hoelscher, 662. 
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ability to actively create race (emphasis in original ).121  Lynching constitutes a 

metaphysical way of reinforcing the same control.  Jonathan Markovitz refers to 

lynching “as a method of political education and terrorism, ‘never to be forgotten 

by anyone’” that created “collective memories of terror and white supremacy.”122 

Lynching and the stories about them were an exercise of control of Black and 

white imagination.  Blacks’ creative imagination of place/space as reflected in 

Richard Wright’s observation that,  

the white brutality that I had not seen was a more effective control of my 

behavior than that which I knew.  The actual experience would have let 

me see the realistic outlines of what was really happening, but as long as it 

remained something terrible and yet remote, something whose horror and 

blood might descend upon me at any moment, I was compelled to give 

my entire imagination over to it.123 

White mobs’ exercise of creative control through lynching effectively 

suppressed African Americans’ creative impulse with regard to space/place, 

including that which is tied to a sense of self.  Lynching serves as a means of 

social control in several ways: by enacting/reinforcing segregation; by 

                                                                                                                                                 
119 Grace Elizabeth Hale, Making Whiteness, Quoted in Ibid, 663. 
120 Ibid, 659. 
121 Don Mitchell, The lie of the land: Migrant workers and the California landscape, (Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota Press, 2000); quoted in Ibid. 
122 Jonathan Markovitz, Legacies of Lynching: Racial Violence and Memory, (Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 2004), 3. 
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controlling African Americans as a labor pool; eliminating African Americans as 

business and economic competition; by affecting African Americans’ sense of self 

(i.e. making them feel insecure or unsafe).  Segregation and lynching constitute 

dialectic performances that control blacks’ (sense of) place in physical and 

metaphysical senses, respectively.  The segregated cemetery in Jasper worked 

hand in hand with lynching to dominate the imagination of Jasper’s black 

citizens.  Just as African American movement was limited in the physical and 

social senses, it was also limited with regard to whom they could imagine 

themselves to be.  (The myth of) Race is not only maintained through scientific 

(biological) rhetoric, it is maintained through performance, as well.124   Using an 

anthropological approach, Orlando Patterson teaches us how the practice 

accomplishes this.  Lynching, Patterson observes, amounts to “recreation in two 

senses; it is recreation in the sense of play and drama, and it is re-creation by 

means of play and drama.”125   In addition to functioning like festivals, picnics, 

parades or circuses (or all of the above), lynchings were the means through 

which lynchers performed in the same way as Boalian spect-actors who rehearse 

“strategies for personal and social change;” in this instance social change was an 

all white world.  As spect-actors, lynchers did not only watch and listen to 

                                                                                                                                                 
123 Hale, Making Whiteness, 204. 
124 See Toni Morrison’s, Playing in the Dark: Whiteness in the Literary Imagination, (Boston, 
Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1992). 
125 Patterson, Rituals of Blood,   
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lynchings (as if they were watching a film or television), lynchers were 

participants who took part in torturing victims, as well as producing and 

retrieving lynching keepsakes. Furthermore, lynching spect-actors literally 

ingested their victims (at least) by smelling their barbequed flesh as if wafted 

through the air.  Hale and Wallace outline spectacle lynching as a (literal) 

product of consumer culture as well as a cognate of turn of the 20th century 

world fairs and expositions, respectively.  Hale explains lynching’s tie to 

consumption:  

…in a grisly dialectic, then, consumer culture created spectacle lynchings, 

and spectacle lynchings became a southern way of enabling the spread of 

consumption as a white privilege.  The violence both helped create a white 

consuming public and the structure of segregation where consumption 

could take place without threatening white supremacy.126    

Although Patterson uses the term drama instead of performance, his 

analysis reflects performance’s (aforementioned) double-ness.  In the next 

section, I will outline how lynching functions as everyday life performance; 

specifically as social drama.      

LYNCHING AS SOCIAL DRAMA 

 

                                                 
126 Hale, Making Whiteness, 205-206.   
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 As everyday performance, lynching can be identified as social drama, 

since as anthropologist Victor Turner observes: “there is an interdependent, 

perhaps dialectic, relationship between social dramas and genres of cultural 

performance in perhaps all societies.”127   Lynching constitutes a social drama 

that American life imitates and that imitates American life.  The bullying, torture 

and denial of constitutional rights that occurs within the performative lynching 

frame is related to the bullying, torture and injustice meted out to African 

Americans in all other American cultural realms (economic, political and social 

etc.).  James Byrd’s lynching will again provide a point of reference for a more 

detailed examination of this dynamic at work.   

As he walked home from his niece’s bridal shower, John William King, 

Lawrence Russell Brewer and Shawn Berry picked Byrd up as if to give him a 

ride, berated him and pulled his pants down.128  They then beat him 

unconscious, chained him to the back of the truck in which they were riding, and 

dragged the still living man to his death.  Byrd’s decapitated remains were found 

along a two-mile stretch of road.  

The rhetoric of Byrd’s lynching signifies that he was physically out of 

place and therefore subject to punishment for it.129   By being out of place, Byrd 

                                                 
127 Victor Turner, From Ritual to Theatre: The Human Seriousness of Play, (Baltimore, Maryland: Johns 
Hopkins University Press, 1982), 72 
128 This was a reflection of lynching as an act of humiliation, a point to which I will return in Chapter Two. 
129 This is a point to which I will return in Chapter Two. 
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had breached a norm of a white supremacist society these lynchers theoretically 

idealized;130 thereby, creating a crisis, albeit only in their minds.131  The lynchers 

took the redressive action of lynching Byrd to momentarily create a “whites 

only” version of a world.  In this fictive setting, African Americans like Byrd 

were not only segregated from whites, but did not exist at all. Byrd’s lynching 

can be understood as an “effort to create…a different order of reality”132 from 

that in which these lynchers lived (i.e. a world in which African Americans have 

rights).  In other words, lynchings constitute acts of literalized fiction in which 

lynchers brought the work of their imaginations, an all white world, to life. 

The (momentary) creation of an all white world through lynching 

constitutes a performance of “retrogressive imagining,” as opposed to normal or 

creative imagining133 on the part of these lynchers.  Richard Courtney outlines 

the difference: 

Retrogressive imagining is less related to reality.  Normal or creative 

imaginings primarily relate to real conditioning.  But fantasy, reverie and 

daydreaming, which in pathological conditions can be autistic, are 

primarily related to inner stimuli.  Although the individual images, like all 

images are based upon percepts, the patterns produced are fabricated 

                                                 
130 Proof that at least two of lynchers were known white supremacists. 
131 We can here reference James Baldwin’s reiteration to note that this crisis of the mind may be the form 
of insanity to which Baldwin referred. 
132 Chinua Achebe, Hopes and Impediments: Selected Essays, (New York: Doubleday, 1989), 139. 
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upon wishes, needs, or conflicts, more than they are upon the needs of 

reality.”134      

What is the basis of this psychic retrogression?  Social and political 

theorist Isaac Balbus answers the question of psychic retrogression by using 

Melanie Klein’s psychoanalytic theory.  Balbus claims that a mental crisis 

triggered by merely seeing James Byrd, Jr. walking alone down a road caused a 

reversion to an immature, infantile even, “paranoid-schizoid position.”135  This 

position is a manifestation of an “infant’s cognitive immaturity” and the infant 

cannot reconcile simultaneous feelings of gratification and frustration that it feels 

towards its mother (specifically her breast).  Consequently, the infant experiences 

a radical split in reality between, “a benevolent, all-good breast and the fantasy 

of a malevolent, all-bad breast.”136  These feelings precipitate feelings of 

overwhelming love as well as destructive fury.  Later, around the end of its first 

year, the child “develops the cognitive capacity to recognize that the good and 

bad mothers are in fact one in the same,”137 and the child experiences a 

“depressive guilt” for the intense anger it once felt.  Ideally, the child overcomes 

these feelings to become a “depressively integrated individual,” who is 

                                                                                                                                                 
133 Richard Courtney, “A Dramatic Theory of Imagination,” New Literary History vol 2, No. 3 p. 448 
134 Ibid. 
135 Isaac Balbus, “The psychodynamic of racial reparations,” Journal for the Psychoanalysis of Culture and 
Society, August 2004 v9 i12 (27). 
136 Ibid. 
137 Ibid. 
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“prepared for relationships with self and others that are based on a realistic 

appreciation of the inevitability of ambivalence within those relationships.”138  

However, this integration is not a given; the arrested development of the child 

resulting in either over-idealizing the mother in an attempt to ward off guilt, or 

demonizing the mother as a way of denying its need for her.  Isaac Balbus 

indicates that Western childrearing practices “militate against depressive 

integration at the oral, anal, and genital stages of individual development;”139 

therefore concluding, “…defensive splitting on the part of individuals is 

pervasive.”140  Furthermore, Balbus goes on to explain, “white racism is fueled 

by the primitive passions of the paranoid-schizoid position and that it 

discourages people from transcending that position.”141  Lynching is an 

manifestation of this reversion to “the primitive passions of the paranoid 

schizoid position;” however, African Americans, male and female, are projected 

upon as m(other).142 

Furthermore, Turner would refer to the stage of psychic retrogression as a 

liminal phase,  

                                                 
138 Ibid. 
139 Ibid. 
140 Balbus’ claim of the pervasiveness of defensive splitting fully accounts for “white guilt’ that results 
when whites are confronted with their extreme behavior toward people of color. 
141 Ibid. 
142 African Americans as a ‘mother race” to whites is theorectically related to a psychoanalysis of racism 
by Frances Cress Welsing, especially, “The Mother Fucker and the Original Mother Fucker,” in The Isis 
Papers: The Keys to the Colors, (Chicago: Third World Press, 1991).  
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which provides a stage for unique structures of experience, in milieus 

detached from mundane life and characterized by the presence of 

ambiguous ideas, monstrous images, sacred symbols, ordeals, 

humiliations, esoteric and paradoxical instructions, the emergence of 

“symbolic types” represented by maskers and clowns, gender reversals, 

anonymity and many other phenomena and processes…”143 

It must be inserted here that the photographed image of the lynched 

African American figure constitutes a “symbol of expressive and ambiguous 

identity”144 that emerged from this liminal period.  The castration of the black 

male body constitutes a performative means of creating this image.145  

Contextualizing James Byrd’s individual lynching as a performance of 

social drama puts into perspective all lynchings that occurred in the United 

States, especially those concentrated between 1865 and the early 1930s when 

"lynching blacks...became a systematic (emphasis mine) feature of race 

relations."146  Patterson and Hale have correctly identified this period in 

                                                 
143 Victor Turner, “Are there universals in performance?”  in Richard Schechner and Willa Appel, By 
Means of Performance: Intercultural studies of theater and ritual, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1990), 11. 
144 Ibid 
145 It should be noted here that this is the same time period in which African American’s image was 
“castrated” through blackface minstrelsy and stereotyped caricatures.   
146 Arthur F. Raper, The Tragedy of Lynching, (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1933), 
481; Allen W. Trelease, White Terror: The Klu Klux Klan Conspiracy and Southern Reconstruction, (New 
York: Greenwood, 1972) quotes in James R. McGovern, Anatomy of a Lynching, (Baton Rouge: Louisiana 
State University Press, 1982), 2 
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American history as a liminal phase in the development of American society.  

Patterson analyzes this era as a  

period of acute liminal transition…faced by the Old South after the 

collapse of its system of slavery and during its forced transition to a new 

form of society, a transition that took some fifty years.  That period, 

especially after the end of Reconstruction, was perhaps the worst episode 

in the history of Afro-Americans… it was they who paid the expiatory and 

propitiatory price of the South’s transition, in increasingly savage rituals 

of human sacrifice.”147  

 In a final act of this social drama, King, Brewer and Berry, did not merely 

recognize a schism between themselves and African Americans (who Byrd 

symbolized) they sought to “manipulate the machinery of redress”148 by denying 

him due process (which is Byrd’s constitutional right) and subjecting him to their 

(white) version of justice.  In effect, this three-man lynch mob created an all- 

white, undemocratic world through lynching Byrd which underscores Michael 

Vanden Heuvel observation that “performance is precipitated at the moment 

when origins are lost and cannot be reclaimed or reconstituted, but remain to 

haunt the conscious (and the performance itself) as a schism.”149  

                                                 
147 Patterson, Rituals of Blood, 185. 
148 Turner, From Ritual to Theatre: The Human Seriousness of Play, 72. 
149 Vanden Heuvel, Performing Drama/Dramatizing Performance, 44. 
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CHAPTER TWO  

Saving White Face, Torturing Black Bodies 

 

…at its inception, the American “race question” is inherently theatrical…Definitions of 
race, like processes of theater, fundamentally depend on the relationship between the seen 
and the unseen, between the visibly marked and unmarked, between the “real” and the 

illusionary. 
Harry Elam, “Introduction,” African American Performance and Theater History 

Torture is a form of savagery and stupidity that has a structure. 

Elaine Scarry, The Body in Pain 

 

Not only is Harry Elam’s observation true with regard to the study of 

African American theater, it is also applicable to the study of whiteness 

performance practices, including lynching.  A Lacanian psychoanalysis and 

Derridean deconstruction of American lynching (per Peggy Phelan) finds the 

practice as “fundamentally” dependent upon a relationship between the 

unmarked (white male), the “I/eye” who and the marked (black, female) Other .  

This eye “looks out; one needs always the eye of the other to recognize (and 

name) oneself.”150  Lynching constitutes a materialized, castration anxiety that 

results from a white hegemonic gaze upon black bodies.  This hegemonic gaze 

can be thought of essential to whiteness.        
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Since the 1990s, scholars have increasingly turned the table to cast a 

critical gaze upon whiteness; hence, criticalwhiteness studies has become more 

visible.  In spite of the emergence of critical whiteness studies, lynching has yet 

to be widely identified as a symbol upon which white identity is based.  To 

identify lynching as such is to counter an idea that identity is based solely upon 

marked categories.  On the contrary,  

A relationship between human individuals and selected cultural elements-

the symbols- is the essential feature of a collective identity system…In 

addition to land and language symbols, common constituents of identity 

systems are music, dances, and heroes.  What makes a system out of 

identity symbols is not any logical, in the sense of rational relationship 

among them.  The meanings that they have fit into a complex that is 

significant to the people concerned.  The meanings amount to a self-

definition and an image of themselves as they have performed in the 

course of their history.151   

In this chapter, I will discuss lynching as a symbol upon which white 

identity is based.  This is no easy task since, as we shall see, whiteness is an 

elusive construct.  In fact, white identity is not restricted to white people since 

                                                                                                                                                 
150 Peggy Phelan, Unmarked: The Politics of Peformance (Routledge: London), 5. 
151 Edward Spicer, “Persistent Cultural Systems: A Comparative Study of Identity Systems That Can 
Adapt to Contrasting Environments,” Science 174 no. 4011: 796, 798. as quoted in Alan Dundes, “Defining 
Identity Through Folklore,” Folklore Matters (Knoxville: The University of Tennessee Press, 1989), 8.  
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the meanings complex upon which the construct is based can be significant to 

anyone.  In other words, anyone can perform whiteness.  How is this so? In order 

to answer this question, I will begin by characterizing this identity system 

through a survey of whiteness studies scholarship.  I will use Erving Goffman’s 

ethnography, especially as presented in The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life 

(1959) and Interaction Ritual (1967) to examine an everyday whiteness 

performance convention, whiteface masking, that lynching constitutes a form of.  

Furthermore, I will trace the practice of whiteface masking to slavery and a 

Southern honor code.  Finally, I will detail how lynching constitutes an act of 

internal war on African Americans that results in lynched subjectivities.     

WHITENESS STUDIES  

 

In recounting public radio and classroom debates about race, whiteness 

scholar David Roediger observes that these, “discussions of race in the U.S. turn 

away from consideration of the behavior of whites and towards the behavior of 

people of color.”152  White behavior has not traditionally been scrutinized since 

white has not been considered a “race” but as an unquestionable norm of 

humanity. However, there was a provocative turn that the debate over race took 

in the early 1990s, when whiteness was displaced “from its common sense status 

                                                 
152 David R. Roediger, “Critical studies of whiteness, USA: orgins and arguments.”  Dec 2001 p72(28). 
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as an unnamed, universal moral referent” 153 and increasingly began to be 

examined as a specific set of practices and norms.  With reference to Elam’s 

comment, then, defining whiteness would involve a representation of a 

culturally relative performance.154   Furthermore, I would embellish this 

statement to say that this definition would reflect interplay between the 

metaphysical and the physical.  How does the relationship between these realms 

play out and how does the resulting performance define whiteness?  How does 

the whiteness scholar accurately reflect such an embodied and performative 

definition of whiteness?  

Scholars of whiteness studies must undertake these as well as other 

challenging questions in approaching its investigation.  For one, the study of 

whiteness is also muddled by its own politics, as demonstrated by the 

mainstream press’ coverage of the emergence of the discipline.  Whiteness 

studies has been covered as a novelty, as a (right wing) white militantism and as 

“new” academic discipline.  The only novelty of whiteness studies, however, lies 

in the fact that reflexive white scholars have increasingly undertaken its 

investigation.  Contrary to popular belief, critical whiteness studies is principally 

based in,  

                                                 
153 Henry Giroux, “White Squall: Resistance and the Pedagogy of Whiteness,” Cultural Studies11 (3) 
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an African American (emphasis mine) tradition, stretching from the 
escaped slave turned antislavery activist Frederick Douglass forward, 
insisting that talk of a “Negro problem” missed the point of what 
structured misery in the U.S. and that  the “white problem” instead 
deserved emphasis.155   
      
 The portrayal of whiteness studies is itself instructive of “the complexities 

of race and the privileges of whites”156 and it is for this reason that performance 

studies scholar Bryant K. Alexander wonders whether or not whiteness studies 

merely serves “as a project for sustaining Whiteness in a time of increasing social 

and cultural critique of whiteness (emphasis in original).”157  Furthermore, 

scholars critical of the whiteness studies project observe that  

the casting of the study of whiteness as a project of white scholars thus 

represents both a continued placing of whites at the center of everything 

and, as significantly, a continuing refusal to take the insights of people of 

colour into whiteness seriously.158  

Despite whiteness studies’ popularized white face, the project is rooted in 

a real tradition.  A small body of scholars including the aforementioned David 

Roediger, Toni Morrison, and Noel Ignatiev, among others, built upon the work 

of previous cultural critics James Baldwin, Langston Hughes and W.E.B. DuBois 

into a body of work that focuses 

                                                 
155 Roediger, “Critical Studies of Whiteness, 3. 
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157 Bryant K. Alexander, “Black Skin/White Masks: The Performative Sustainability of Whiteness (With 
Apologies to Frantz Fanon), Qualitative Inquiry Oct 2004 v. 10 Issue 5, 648.  
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on the issue of how white identities were constructed, appropriated and 

shaped historically…Its primary aim is to unveil the rhetorical, political, 

cultural and social mechanisms through with ‘whiteness’ is both invented 

and used to mask power and privilege.159 

 
Also, 

Ruth Frankenberg, Richard Dyer, and bell hooks further probe the role of 

‘whiteness’ as a site of privilege and exclusion.  Recognizing that 

‘whiteness’ is produced differently within a variety of public spaces as 

well as across diverse categories of class, gender, sexuality and ethnicity, 

theorists such as Frankenberg (1993) explore how ‘whiteness as a site of 

racial privilege, location and standpoint works to shape the lives and 

identities of a diverse group of white women.160  

The investigation of whiteness as a, “site of privilege and exclusion” 

(emphasis mine) reflects what theater studies scholar Jill Dolan refers to, as a 

proliferation of “tropes that use ‘performance’ and ‘location’ to make claims 

about identity and politics…in cultural and critical theory.”161  In the field of 

                                                                                                                                                 
158 Roediger, “Critical Studies of Whiteness,” 3. 
159 Henry Giroux, “White Squall: Resistance and the Pedagogy of Whiteness,” 382. 
160 Ibid, 381. 
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cultural geography, “performance” and “location” are not necessarily restricted 

to metaphorical/metaphysical use; they are tied to physical realities used to 

construct identity, also.  In, “Making Place, Making Race: Performances of 

Whiteness in the Jim Crow South,” Steven Hoelscher reflects how a dialectic of 

“race” and “place” are mutually constructed during “The Natchez Pilgrimage” 

in which, “elite white women served as the principal actors in constructing an 

imaginative geography that became a bedrock of cultural hegemony based on 

white supremacy.”162  Through this “performative display of memory,” 163 

Hoelscher “investigates how a dominant group was able to create a culture of 

segregation that extended well beyond the boundaries of its legal apparatus,” in 

terms of, “how everyday geographies are made, understood and challenged.”164  

Through this historical-geographical phenomena we are able to see that, “where 

memory is, theater is.”165    

The Natchez pilgrimage constituted of a performance of whiteness based 

on an “imagined” historical geography that Hoelscher traces to the post Civil 

War 1880s.  This is when Southerners established a false memory of the South 

                                                 
162 Hoelscher, “Making Place, Making Race: Performances of Whiteness in the Jim Crow South,” 657. 
163 Ibid, 662. 
164 Ibid, 559. 
165 Henry Blau, The Audience (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1990) as cited in Ibid, 661.  It 
should also be noted here that Blau uses the word “theater” as a metaphor for “performance,” which 
reflects how Jill Dolan’s suggestion that “performance informs theater” works both ways.  
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that used both “ritualized performance and memorial landscapes to solidify an 

awareness of the Confederate past.”  It is on this basis of this to construct an 

imagined community identity that,  

anchors for white southerners seeking social order (that) were invariably 

geographical, with the imagined history of the region offering the prime 

source material; they were also inevitably political, with the fiction of 

absolute racial difference becoming and region’s governing principle.166 

 
In this way, the Natchez pilgrimage and segregation dialectically worked 

to create white identity since,  

…performance genres play an essential-and often essentailizing-role in the 

mediation and creation of social communities, including those organized 

around class, gender, sexuality and race… performances also inform the 

everyday by providing models for behavior and cultural understanding.  

Finally and importantly, cultural performances invest individuals and 

social groups with the rhetorical tools necessary to make strategic use of 

those divisions for their own political ends.167 

 
As acted out during the pilgrimage performances, as well as, as part of 

segregation, “knowing one’s ‘place’ had as much to do with culture as with 

                                                 
166 Ibid, 663. 
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propinquity and absolute location,” was true was true for all Jim Crow 

Southerners, for black southerners, transgression of this metaphysical and 

physical, legal and de-facto law “invited potential violence.”168  This was 

because, “an unspoken whiteness always depended on a visible subservient 

blackness for self definition.”169  

 Hoelscher’s article provides and excellent point of entry into a definition 

of whiteness that is performance based.  Through it we can understand that 

whiteness as identity is not based on a racial category in a Western scientific 

sense, especially since race has been proven biologically false.  Whiteness, here is 

traced to an imagined memory (re)created to maintain a communal way of being,  

Although we might not yet be able to say exactly what it is, we can see through 

this means of reproduction, we can be alerted to its presence by ties to 

performances of false memories and segregation.        

 Critical pedagogy has been described, “as a means of exploring what 

people know, what powers contribute to this understanding and how this 

knowledge is organized within the institutional context of schooling.”170  As 

demonstrated through conclusions drawn about the Natchez pilgrimage, 

whiteness is often characterized as unseen, silent, a proverbial “ghost in the 
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machine.”  However, critical pedagogy has emerged as a discipline within which 

whiteness’ invisible mechanisms are illuminated.  In “Pedagogy, Performance 

and Positionality: Teaching About Whiteness in Interracial Communication,” 

Leda Cooks uses an interracial communication class to examine whiteness in the 

wake of a September 11th anniversary.171  Cooks reinforces whiteness’ shift 

shaping nature when she observes that post 9/11, whiteness discourse “had 

again morphed…into profiling for protection, safety and most dangerously, 

patriotism.”172  In reviewing her student’s in class responses to their various 

socially constructed racial identities, it is noted that, “pedagogically among her 

white students, “, fear is an important starting point for discussing the 

performance of whiteness.”  Cooks continues, 

Many of the White students in my class expressed their fear of not 

knowing enough about Black culture, of appearing uncool (which, as 

several students pointed out, was often equated with being White by 

black comedians), and most of all a fear of being attacked because they 

were White.  By and large, these students could not understand how 

anyone could ever fear Whites in general, or them in particular.  They did 

not understand and were not ready to take responsibility for the power 

                                                                                                                                                 
170 Leda Cooks, “Pedagogy, Performance, and Positionality: Teaching About Whiteness in Interracial 
Communication, Communication Education, Vol. 52, No. 3/4 July/October, 247. 
171 Ibid, 245-257. 
172 Ibid, 246. 



 60 

they did have- the power of definition and the power to perform other-

wise.173 (emphasis in original)  

 
 In identifying fear as a primary emotion from which performances of 

whiteness emanates, Cooks reveals an unseen realm of this identity construct.  

Although whiteness is often denied or positioned as paradoxically “the standard 

against which all others are judged, as normal, as everything, and therefore 

nothing,” 174 the locus from which whiteness moves is here identified, and can be 

understood to key performances of whiteness.  Fear, therefore, functions as a 

culturally specific, metacommunicative frame that triggers performances of 

whiteness.  What is the basis of these fears?  Referring specifically to the 

comments made by Cooks’ students, performances of whiteness could be said to 

be expressions of, “a deep and pervading sense of inadequacy and inferiority.”175 

Through their narratives, these students reflect a fear of being uncool as well as a 

fear of being attacked because they are white.  In effect, Cooks help the students 

“out” these feelings, as opposed to them being repressed and resurfacing in other 

performative ways.  The performance of whiteness might then be said to arise at 
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points of anxiety.176   Cooks highlights Zembylas and Boler’s advocacy for a, 

“pedagogy of discomfort” that, “combines elements of critical pedagogy with 

attention to the fears and emotions underlying discussions of citizenship and 

democracy in the United States today.”177   In doing so, she ties “emotional 

experience” to “intellectual conviction and vice versa,”178 thereby, reconciling the 

body and the mind.  This achievement counters the Cartesian body/mind split, 

an ideological premise upon which whiteness is constructed.  

Critical pedagogy readers such as White Reign: Deploying Whiteness in 

America (1991) consider the pedagogy of whiteness within many cultural realms 

of Western society including (like Cooks) the classroom, film and the media, and 

even on the Las Vegas strip.179  Joe L. Kincheloe and Shirley R. Steinberg outline 

a comprehensive characterization of, “the dynamics (that whiteness) signifies,” 

in “Addressing the Crisis of Whiteness: Reconfiguring White Identity in a 

Pedagogy of Whiteness.”180   In the same vein as the critical whiteness 

pedagogists previously mentioned, Kincheloe and Steinberg seek to understand, 

interrupt and transform whiteness181 into “a proud, positive, attractive, antiracist 
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white identity that is empowered to travel in and out of various racial/ethnic 

circles with confidence and empathy.”182  In order to facilitate this identity shift, 

these critical pedagogists must first find ways to characterize whiteness.   This 

project is complex.  Although its “constantly shifting” nature, in part, makes 

whiteness hard to pointedly define, Kincheloe and Steinberg are able identify a 

“dominant impulse of whiteness” that 

took shape around the notion of rationality of the European 

Enlightenment, with its priviledged construction of a transcendental 

white, male, rational subject who operated at the recesses of power while 

at the same time giving every indication that he escaped the confines of 

time and space.  In this context whiteness was naturalized as a universal 

entity that operated as more than a mere ethnic positionality emerging 

from a particular time, the late seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, and 

a particular space, Western Europe.  Reason in this historical configuration 

is whitened and human nature itself is grounded upon this reasoning 

capacity…Thus in its rationalistic womb, whiteness began to establish 

itself as a norm that represents an authoritative, delimited, and 

hierarchical mode of thought…This rationalistic modernist whiteness is 

shaped and confirmed by its close association with science.  As a scientific 
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construct, whiteness privileges mind over body, intellectual over 

experiential ways of knowing; and mental abstractions over passion, 

bodily sensations, and tactile understanding.183  

 
It is within such a historical-cultural context that whiteness has begun to 

be recognized as a socially constructed matrix of a performance of whiteness in 

which particular humans, white males, with a particular perspective, Western 

scientific, are privileged, even though the network itself is invisible.  It is 

important to highlight the authors’ indication that whiteness operates at “the 

recesses of power,” as this is a liminal reference that is tied to the realm of play 

and performance and a point I will further develop.  Kincheloe and Steinberg go 

on to demystify whiteness’ unseen and seemingly impenetrable construct.  They 

observe that, “whiteness is not an unchanging, fixed, biological category 

impervious to its cultural, economic political and psychological context.”184  

Whiteness, therefore, as a social construction, can be unlearned.  In order to do 

so, “appropriate” questions must be asked that involve, 

Inquiries as to how whiteness functions in the lives of white people-a 

prerequisite to any attempt to rearticulate white identity; investigations of 

how whiteness as a signifier will be received very differently by 
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individuals standing at different intersections of various race, class, 

gender religious and geographical axes of identity; or inquests into the 

ways whiteness as a norm shapes the lives of those who are both included 

and excluded by the categorization (Nakayama and Krizek 1995; Stowe 

1996; Yudice 1995).185  

 
The authors note that raising whiteness consciousness through such 

questions often elicits extreme reactions from some whites that feel guilty about 

their default association with racist oppression.  These reactions reflect an 

identity crisis that manifests itself as, “positioning themselves as victims,”186 

recovering whiteness through neo-racist rhetoric, as well as renouncing 

whiteness.   

Interestingly, the range of reactions to a whiteness identity crisis, 

including neo-abolitionism, again brings up the issue of whiteness being (re) 

positioned at the center of things.  As in the case of the “new whiteness studies,” 

it is argued that neo-abolitionists reproduce white power since they re-position 

whites as subject, albeit in the form of, “the new self.”187  It seems that nothing 

new comes of this new identity since the deep structural changes that are 

necessary to transformation are avoided and the changes implemented amount 
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to a makeover or a facelift.188  In other words, this makeover masks a 

“divisiveness” in whiteness that, as pop culture writer Analee Newitz 

summarizes, only functions as a way to “…hide from its own social 

responsibilities in the process.”189   

The enduring emphasis on superficial aspects of “self”, which is inherent 

to whiteness construct and ensures maintenance of the status quo, is one reason 

Kincheloe and Steinberg further observe that, “…whiteness cannot be separated 

from hegemony.”190  Counter-hegemonic strategies that amount to, “new modes 

of living one’s life, (and) new methods of relating to various individuals with 

whom one comes in contact”191 are called for.  These new ways of living would 

actually reconstruct white identity, not merely update its appearance to make it 

(relatively) more attractive (by whiteness cultural standards) thereby making this 

new white identity a reflection of “refined white supremacy.”192  The authors 

reflect how this new performance of whiteness can bring about revolution since, 

“the reconstruction of white identity…affects everyone; dominant white culture 
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imposes cultural meanings on Blacks, Latino/as, Asians, and Native Americans 

and, in the process helps to shape self-images and consciousness.”193  Unlike the 

“face saving” model that positions whiteness as the cultural standard, Kincheloe 

and Steinberg posit a whiteness pedagogy in which, “no fixed educational 

outcome, specific definition of whiteness, or particular formation of white 

identity is sought.”194   

By surveying whiteness studies scholarship, I have concluded that 

performances of whiteness are (1) performances of memory that demonstrate a 

communal way of being; (2) are triggered by fear; (3) have a tendency of to (re) 

position itself at the center of everything.  Furthermore, (4) whiteness is 

constantly renewed but never actually changes it power dynamic.  Although the 

discipline of whiteness studies is instructive identifying its tendencies, through 

the work of sociologist Erving Goffman whiteness can be examined in action.  In 

the next section, I will consult works of Goffman to further examine the 

significant meanings of whiteness that are embodied in lynching, specifically 

those regarding “face” and “face-saving” practices.       

Saving White Face 
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  Although a sociologist, Erving Goffman’s “use of the metaphor of 

theatrical performance to discuss the importance and the operations of role 

playing in social situation”195 has had effects far beyond his discipline.  An 

“outsider” performance theorist, Goffman was primarily interested in, “the 

structure of experience individuals have at any moment of their lives.”196  In The 

Presentation of Self in Everyday Society (1959) Goffman defines performance as 

“all the activity of a given participant on a given occasion which serves to 

influence in any way any of the other participants.”197  Marvin Carlson identifies 

the significance of Goffman’s definition as his emphasis “toward the audience—

how social performance is recognized by society and how it functions within 

society.”198 

In Interaction Ritual (1967), Goffman outlines a system of what he calls, 

“face work.”  He defines “face” as “the positive social value a person effectively 

claims for himself by the line others assume he has taken during particular 

contact.”199  “By face work,” Goffman “means to designate the actions taken by a 

person to make whatever he is doing consistent with face.”200 “To study face 
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saving,” then, “is to study the traffic rules of social interaction.201 Interaction is 

“the reciprocal influence of individuals upon one another’s action when in one 

another’s immediate physical presence.  

Using these terms, Goffman articulates an Anglo American cultural matrix 

in which the primary goal is to save face.  The Anglo American social performer 

puts up a front of an idealized self, exemplifying only characteristics valued 

within that society.  He attempts to regulate the information society knows about 

him in order to control the message that others receive about him.  One way 

lynching can be understood, then, is as a social sanction African Americans 

received for having gotten out of “place.”  Upon getting to close (in proximity as 

well as with regard to social status) African Americans were lynched for 

threatening to de-mystify whites “which so involves possible disruption of the 

projected definition of the situation …and involves possible ritual contamination 

of the performer.”202  In summary, “saving white face” constitutes an ideological 

basis for white social performance, including lynching.    

In Honor and Slavery (1996), Kenneth Greenburg does not only identify 

face saving as an Anglo American practice, but details a matrix of face saving 

practices particular to the American South.  Greenberg ties these face saving 
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practices to honor and uses masking, “an explicitly performative metaphor”203 to 

conceptualize Southern white identity.  He observes an,  

…intimate relationship between honor and power in white male Southern 

culture.  The difference between having and not having honor was the 

difference between having and not having power.  The man of honor was 

the man who had the power to prevent his being unmasked.  Anyone 

could unmask the dishonored. For those who aspired to honor, what you 

wore mattered less that whether you could and would risk your life to 

repel any man who tried to remove what you wore.  A Southern 

gentleman could wear anything-even a dress or a lie-as long as he could 

prevent it from being removed.204  

Dolan points out that Chicana activist Gloria Anzaldua uses masking to 

conceptualize a “strategy for articulating multiple, conflicting identities, 

emobodied by women of color crisscrossed by the needles of gender, race and 

ethnicity, class and sexuality experience.”205 Anzaldua’s masking constitutes a 

“social survival strategy” that “…resonates with resistant acting strategies.206 

Conversely, the Southern gentleman’s mask was thought to reflect “a kind of 

stability.  It was connected to the power of the person who wore it and was the 
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central sign of his character.”207  When juxtaposed in this way, we can see how an 

essential characteristic of whiteface masking is its derivation of hegemonic power 

from its single, unquestioned incarnation.  Although Anzaldua’s masking 

strategy reflects a survival power, its polyvalency renders it unworthy of 

Southern, white honor. 

Greenburg not only details a face saving system of interaction among 

Southern “gentlemen” but he also describes a dynamic between slave and 

master.208  As noted by Toni Morrison, nothing highlighted the Southern white 

power more than slavery.209  In direct contrast to Southern white men’s system of 

saving face, slaves did not have the power to keep from being unmasked.  

Greenberg cites several examples of a pattern of interaction between masters and 

slaves that reflected the master’s perspective that slaves were “people who 

lacked the power to keep themselves from being unmasked.”  This pattern  

included whites (verbal) depiction of slaves as liars and tricksters, slaves’ 

inability to participate in a duel, as well as the treatment slaves were subjected to 

on the auction block.  Even further, slaves did not escape humiliation even after 

death, as their bodies were subject to autopsies and other invasive procedures. 
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Greenberg does not only cite African Americans’ inability to prevent 

unmasking as a reinforcement of the master’s honor; he also refers to the 

masters’ honor being tied to an ability to control “truth.”  In evidence, Greenberg 

cites an incident in which a slave was brutally beaten “over a period of five hours 

with occasional relief supplied only to the masters in the form of a bottle of rum 

and a pail of water”210 for having operated as a middleman in the sale of stolen 

wheat.  Although the details of the beating are alarming, Greenberg is more 

surprised by the conversation that took place while the beating was going on.  

During the course of the beating, an eyewitness reported that the slave was 

required “to confess the truth, and then to deny it, and then back again, and so 

on, beating him from truth to lie, and from lie to truth, over and over again.”211  

Greenberg notes that in this instance, “we do not see torture used as a mode of 

interrogation intended to produce true statements.”212  Rather, “the master was 

telling both the slave and himself that truth was a matter of assertion and force—

and the master had it in his control.”213  In this Southern honor system, control of 

the truth was more important than the truth itself.  As is usually the case in 

America, this power dynamic was played out on black bodies. 

                                                 
210 Greenberg, 41. 
211 As cited in Ibid. 
212 Ibid. 
213 Ibid. 



 72 

It is here that we can draw on lynching photography and journalism to 

illustrate whiteface masking as I have outlined via Goffman and Greenberg.  

Using a photograph included in Without Sanctuary: Lynching Photography in 

America as the basis for her analysis, Shawn Michelle Garrett notes that “one of 

the most salient aspects of this and other lynching photographs is that the white 

men, women and even children…appear profoundly unafraid.”214  Those 

pictured in the photographs are not worried about the fact that “these 

photographs provide evidence of their crimes, pointing to their complicity and 

collaboration in murder,” since they could be  

…confident in their white privilege, confident that their exposed faces will 

be sheltered by the rhetoric repeated over and over again in the 

newspaper accounts of these tortures and murders-- that the victim 

perished ‘at the hands of persons unknown.’215 

The newspapers accounts to which Garrett referred often depicted lynch 

mobs as “remarkably orderly” thereby, creating a “narrative of a calm avenging 

white civilization.”216  This journalistic narrative functions in the same way that 

the bold and direct stares of lynchers into the camera do – as a whiteface mask.  

Whiteface masking, then, refers to a discursive/material formula by which its inheritors 
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(whites) cover their actions.  A by-product of a myth-ritual (white supremacist 

narrative plus lynching) system, whiteface masking constitutes a performance 

convention that can be executed in verbal, written or visual form and embodies 

“the paradoxical nature of white representational privilege, to be so ever present 

and yet so invisible.”  Whiteface masking is the means by which privilege, the 

privilege not to be unmasked, is enjoyed.   

Furthermore, not only was whiteface masking used as part of lynching 

(i.e. to prevent lynchers from being prosecuted), the lynching practice constituted 

whiteface masking itself, since they were used as a means of covering up for the 

real perpetrators of individual crimes or, as I pointed out in Chapter One other 

sources of psychoanalytic guilt.         

In addition to lynching, the black body was subject to numerous torture 

tactics as a means of (re)producing white honor and power.  After slavery, 

lynching became a principal torture tactic used to do so.  In this next section, I 

will discuss lynching as part of an American torture continuum.  I will do so by 

grafting Elaine Scarry’s “structure of torture” on to lynching to reveal the 

practice as an act of internal war on African Americans.  

THE BLACK BODY IN PAIN 
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In Elaine Scarry’s extraordinary treatise, The Body in Pain: The Making 

and Unmaking of the World (1985), the author outlines a structure of war in 

which torture is an integral part and the object is the creation of a new 

world(view).  In fact, torture and war, Scarry contends, are analogous to each 

other:  

…the symbolic and the fictional are much more prominent in torture.  

War most often arises where the enemy is external…torture usually occurs 

where the enemy is internal and where the destruction of a race and its 

civilization would be a self-destruction, an obliteration of one’s own 

country.  Hence there must be more drama in torture: the destruction of a race 

and its civilization must be acted out symbolically within a handful of rooms. 

(emphasis mine).217 

The aim of both war and torture is destruction of a civilization’s 

constructs.  However, in war the destruction is of actual physical moorings while 

in torture, destruction occurs in the mind of an individual; hence “to convert a 

table into a weapon is to set a factory on fire; to hear a confession is to watch 

from above the explosion of a city block” as torture “not only converts but 

announces the conversion of every conceivable aspect of the event and the 
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environment into an agent of pain.”  This equation is also true when the 

variables are human bodies as Scarry states: 

Whereas the object of war is to kill people, torture usually mimes the 

killing of people by inflicting pain, the sensory equivalent of death, 

substituting prolonged mock execution for execution…  In torture, the 

individual stands for “individuals”—huge multiplicity is replaced by 

close proximity sustained over hours or days or weeks; being in close 

contact with the victim’s hurt provides the sense of “magnitude” achieved 

in war through large numbers.218 

The primary acts of torture are both (physical) pain and (verbal) 

interrogation.219  Pain and interrogation work to simultaneously destroy the 

prisoner’s world as well as translate into an insignia of the torturer’s power.  

Scarry notes the equation as “the larger the prisoner’s pain (the smaller the 

prisoner’s world and therefore, by comparison) the larger the torturer’s 

world.”220  For the prisoner, “world, self and voice are lost, or nearly lost…”221 

since “intense pain is world destroying.”  Since pain is inexpressible in that “it 

(more than any other phenomena) resists verbal objectification,” torture employs 
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a “negative use of language agency”222 as the process by which language is 

created is reversed. Furthermore, by being compelled to confess (through 

interrogation), “the torturers compel the prisoner to record and objectify the fact 

that intense pain is world destroying223 which doubles the “pain’s annihilating 

power.”  Scarry continues, 

…the lack of acknowledgement and recognition becomes a second form of 

negation and rejection, the social equivalent of the physical aversiveness.  

This terrifying dichotomy and doubling is itself redoubled, multiplied and 

magnified in torture because instead of the person’s pain being 

subjectively real but unobjectified and invisible to all others, it is now 

hugely objectified, everywhere visible, as incontestably present in the 

external as in the internal world, and yet is simultaneously categorically 

denied.224 

Pain and interrogation, Scarry concludes, work to unmake the prisoner’s 

world.   

On the other hand, for the torturer, the process works inversely.  As the 

torturer inflicts pain, the weapon that is used to do so “acts as a bridge or 

mechanism” that transfers the “incontestable reality” of the pain to the power of 

the regime inflicting it.  In other words, 

                                                 
222 Ibid, 18 



 77 

…at least for the duration of this obscene and pathetic drama, it is not the 

pain but the regime that is incontestably real, not the pain but the regime 

that is total, not the pain, but the regime that is able to eclipse all else, not 

the pain but the regime that is able to dissolve the world.225      

Of inflicting, objectifying and then denying pain, Scarry identifies the 

denial of the pain as the step that allows the torturer to go back and inflict more 

pain.  In fact, it is this “self-blinding” this “willed amorality” that “is his 

power.”226  However, rarely is power easily traceable to its source since “power 

is cautious.  It covers itself.  It bases itself in another’s pain and prevents all 

recognition that there is ‘another’ by looped circles that ensure its own 

solipsism.”227   

 Scarry’s depiction of the way torture functions to convert “real power 

into the fiction of power,” is so reflective of the way lynching functions, I feel I 

can actually substitute the term “lynching complex” in for the word “torture” to 

describe how lynching was used to assert white power.  Consequently, Elaine 

Scarry’s structure of torture is easily mapped on to Fuoss’ taxonomy of lynching, 

specifically within “embedded performances;” however, there may be overlap 

between Fuoss’ sub-categories.  During “mock trials,” lynch mobs sought to 
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extort confessions from victims in an attempt “to undermine the an-innocent-

person-was-lynched claim before anti-lynching activists even had the chance to 

advance the claim.”228  Fuoss also identifies a “torture, execution, and ‘play-by-

play’ announcing,”229 which include branding the victim, throwing pepper into 

the victim’s eyes, as well as cutting the eight month old fetus from the womb of 

its pregnant mother.230  The functions of these torture performances, Fuoss 

continues, were that of public executions or  

highly visible displays of a body in pain, with the pain displayed partly as 

an enactment of corporeal revenge but primarily as a not-to soon-to-be-

forgotten object lesson indicating the locus and extent of hegemonic 

power, the importance of knowing’s one’s place, and the danger of 

stepping out of line.231        

When taken together, Fuoss’ embedded performances constitute the pain 

and interrogation portion of the lynching performance.  Although Fuoss 

identifies, “the execution of the mob victim” as “the awful centerpiece of 

lynching,” I wonder if this is actually the case in light of the application of 

Scarry’s structure. Embedded performances constituted the centerpiece of 

lynching. 
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Scarry’s observation that “the symbolic and the fictional are much more 

prominent in torture” than they would be in war with an external enemy, helps 

to explain the proliferation of interpretations of the practice, even in my own 

work. In the previous chapter, I discussed lynching as fictive creation of a 

whites-only world (albeit momentary).  Also, I’ve previously referred to Toni 

Morrison’s observation that “lynching is a metaphor for itself” which, in my 

opinion, reflects lynching’s status as symbol par excellence.  Scarry’s observation, 

then “prominence of the symbolic” in lynching is an understatement, as a 

discussion of lynching’s symbolic meaning(s) must almost be avoided in order to 

save time and paper. Lynching is saturated with symbolic meaning. With 

virtually every mention of the term lynching there is an attempt to explain its 

symbolic meaning(s), which gives some indication of the fact that to attempt to 

reference them here would be impossible.  To try and ascertain lynching’s 

symbolic meanings is like looking for a forest in the trees since as torture, 

lynching constitutes a language.  Scarry explains: “while torture contains 

language, specific human words and sounds, it is itself a language, an 

objectification, an acting out.”232  Therefore, lynching can be interpreted as a 

single act of torture, although it is made up of a complex of activities (words and 
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sounds).  To understand lynching as torture is to understand lynching as a 

symbol of a fiction of white power.       

As we saw in the previous section’s example the slave beaten from “truth 

to lie and from lie to truth,” lynching was a torture tactic institutionalized after 

slavery, although its roots can be traced to the peculiar institution.  As noted in 

the previous chapter, the lynching era (late 1880s-1930s) represented a liminal 

phase in American history after the Civil War since as Scarry notes, “it is when a 

country has become to its population a fiction that wars begin, however intensely 

beloved by its people that fiction is.”233  The lynching era does not only 

correspond with the end of slavery and the Civil War, but with the emergence of 

the Klu Klux Klan, the film “Birth of A Nation,” Jim Crow segregation and 

modern consumerism.  For the new South, Hale notes that lynching “was central 

not only to the white economy but to white identity as well.”234  Furthermore, 

lynchings were, 

…rituals increasingly bound up with the way southern whites shaped the 

practices of modern consumption to their own ends, communal spectacles 

of torture that helped ease white fears of a raceless consumer society even 

as they helped structure segregation, the policy that would help regulate 

this new southern world.  Publicly resolving the race, gender, and class 

                                                 
233 Ibid, 131. 
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ambiguities at the very center of the culture of segregation, spectacle 

lynchings brutally conjured a collective, all powerful whiteness even as 

they made the color line seem modern, civilized and sane.  Spectacle 

lynchings were about making racial difference in the new South, about 

ensuring the separation of all southern life into whiteness and blackness 

even as the very material things that made up southern life were rapidly 

changing.235 

Lynching constitutes a ritualized, American rite of passage into a “new” 

Southern white identity.  Although vulnerability is inherent to any liminal stage, 

white identity masked its insecurity with lynching.  Although whiteness sought 

appear unassailable, lynching’s prevalence undermines this projection since, “it 

is, of course, precisely because of the reality of that power is so highly 

contestable, the regime so unstable, that torture is being used.”236  Therefore, 

lynching constitutes a masking strategy, used to conceal/commemorate the 

changes it was experiencing.   

Furthermore, once mapped on to Scarry’s construct, lynching can be 

understood as part of a torture complex African Americans have been 

continually subjected to since arriving in America.  Throughout American 

history, various manifestations of this torture complex have been displayed for 

                                                                                                                                                 
234 Hale, Making Whiteness, 202. 
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public consumption whether on the slave auction block, in lynching photos, as 

amateur video broadcast on the evening news, or in the case of state executions, 

“inside prison walls where…they became private performances for a small, 

homosocial, invitation-only audience of elites.”237  Here, we can draw upon the 

same conclusion that Fuoss made when considering lynching specifically-- 

“display matters.”238  

Furthermore, the torture tactics used on African American lynching 

victims did not cease to exist at the end of the lynching era.  Hazel Carby links 

the torture of Iraqi prisoners at Abu Ghraib, Abner Louima’s 1997 torture by 

New York police officers to lynching and Rodney King’s 1991 beating by Los 

Angeles police officers through the torture practices as well as through the 

“taking of photographs and videos, the preservation and the circulation of the 

visual image of the tortured/lynched body (and) the erotic sexual exploitation 

which produced pleasure in the torturers.”239  Interestingly, when taken together, 

these well known instances of torture perpetrated by American law enforcement 

officials reflect an internal war on African Americans as waged by city police 

forces.  As revealed by photos, news reports and documentaries about torture at 

                                                                                                                                                 
235 Ibid, 203. 
236 Scarry, 27. 
237 Dwight Conquergood, “Lethal Theatre: Performance, Punishment and the Death Penalty, Theater 
Journal 54 (2002), 343. 
238 Fuoss, “Lynching Performances: Theatres of Violence,” 16. 
239 Carby, “A Strange and Bitter Crop: The Spectacle of Torture.”  
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Abu Ghraib and Guantanamo Bay, Cuba, external war being fought by the 

American military uses the same strategies.  The use of the same torture/war 

tactics by Americans law enforcement and military is no coincidence.  In fact, like 

lynching and institutionalized, American injustice towards blacks, one is a 

rehearsal for the other.   
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CHAPTER THREE  

Insurgent Acts: Staging a Counter Hegemonic Lynching Performance 

 

On Wednesday February 21st and Sunday February 25, 2001, “Saving 

White Face,”240 my Chamber Theater adaptation of Bebe Moore Campbell’s 1992 

novel, Your Blues Ain’t Like Mine, was first staged at The University of Texas at 

Austin in the auditorium of the College of Communications.  The adaptation is 

based on Campbell’s fictionalization of Emmitt Till’s 1955 lynching.  Till was a 

fourteen-year-old, African American boy from Chicago who, while visiting 

Mississippi relatives, was lynched for (allegedly) whistling at a white woman.241  

Interwoven into the adaptation’s text was Gwendolyn Brooks’ poem, “A 

Bronzeville Mother Loiters in Mississippi.  Meanwhile a Mississippi Mother 

Burns Bacon,” which was Brooks’ artistic response to Till’s lynching.  My 

production goal was to use Chamber Theater techniques to examine lynching as 

an everyday, hegemonic performance practice.  Although I knew that lynching 

                                                 
240 This is also the title of this dissertation.  
241 As is the case with all folklore, Till’s “lynching story” reflects multiple existence and variation 

with regard to what he actually did to incur the wrath of his lynchers.  It has been variously 

“reported” that he whistled, winked at, or made an inappropriate comment to or about one of the 

lyncher’s wives.        
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constituted performance; but my dilemma became, “How can I stage a lynching 

without harming anyone?”  I knew there had to be a way since as performance, 

lynching had to have a discernible structure that I could tap into and re-stage.  A 

semester or two before I staged “Saving White Face,” I had tried and failed to 

contextualize lynching within the realm of dance (with the Texas two step, to be 

exact) and other everyday performance practices, but I couldn’t communicate 

this idea clearly.  I decided that for the sake of clarity, I should adapt a novel 

about lynching to stage; that way, I could show what I meant rather than trying 

to tell it, which is the measure of effective performance/communication.  I 

immediately thought of Campbell’s powerful novel.  For a moment I questioned 

my choice because getting the opportunity to stage a novel that I truly loved 

seemed too good to be true.  Additionally, while studying Gwendolyn Brooks’ 

poetry in Dr. Omi Osun Olomo’s “Performance of Literature” classes, I was 

struck by the perspective Brooks had provided in “A Bronzeville Mother Loiters 

in Mississippi.  Meanwhile a Mississippi Mother Burns Bacon.”  Although I 

didn’t know how completely the two pieces fit together, I did understand that 

they both resonated with me deeply.  It all made so much sense to me that I sat 

down to adapt the texts. 
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  Since Chamber Theater dedicates itself  

to the proposition that the ideal literary experience is one which the 

simultaneity of the drama, representing the illusion of actuality (that is, 

social and psychological realism), may be profitably combined with the 

novel’s narrative privilege of examining human motivation at the moment 

of action,242 

I knew its techniques would facilitate the audience’s ability examine a lynching 

in action.  Furthermore, since according to Robert Breen, “life must be shaped 

and reshaped before meaning can be clearly apprehended,”243 “Saving White 

Face” represents movement toward that goal.  Bebe Moore Campbell remarked 

that in writing Your Blues Ain’t Like Mine she was “…creating something 

similar (to the historical event) and then really exploring my premise that racism 

is a crime for which we all pay- not just the victims, but the perpetrators as 

well,”244 which reinforces Breen’s observation.  In effect, Brooks and Campbell, 

respectively, first reshaped (the events around) Emmitt Till’s lynching, and 

“Saving White Face,” as a Chamber Theater adaptation, reshapes it again.  Taken 

                                                 
242Robert Breen, Chamber Theatre, (Englewood Cliffs New Jersey: Prentice-Hall, 1978), 5. 
243 Ibid. 
244 Jane Campbell, “An Interview with Bebe Moore Campbell,” Callaloo 22.4 (1999): 957. 
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together, this body of radical, black feminist cultural production can be thought 

of as movement toward clearly apprehending lynching as a mechanism of “race, 

gender and class oppression.” Robin D.G. Kelley cogently summarizes the 

assumptions upon which radical black feminism is based: 

Radical black feminists not only struggled against race, class and gender 

oppression, but also critically analyzed the racial ideologies underlying 

patriarchy and challenged mainstream feminist conceptions of woman as 

a universal category…their work exposes the false wall erected between 

public and private…as well as the critical role of sexual violence and 

lynching in upholding race and gender hierarchies here and abroad.245     

Clearly apprehending lynching as such is no easy task since, as outlined in 

previous chapters, lynching constitutes a whiteness performance practice that 

has benefited from a “common sense status,” exempting it from scrutiny as a 

specific practice or norm.  Whiteness studies scholar Richard Dyer explains, 

“white power secures its dominance by seeming not to be anything in particular 

[moreover] when whiteness does come into focus, it is often revealed as 

                                                 
245 Robin D.G. Kelley, “’This Battlefield Called Life’: Black Feminist Dreams” in Freedom Dreams: The 
Black Radical Imagination (Beacon Press, June 15, 2003), 138. 



 88 

emptiness, absence, denial.”246  Because this is the case, according to David 

Roediger, the “primary aim” of critical whiteness scholars, including lynching 

studies scholars, has been “to unveil the rhetorical, political, cultural and social 

mechanisms through which ‘whiteness’ was both invented and used to mask 

power and privilege.”  Roediger’s reference to whiteness’ “masking of power 

and privilege” is significant in that it is “an explicitly performative metaphor”247 

which is a point to which I will return.    

Furthermore, as mentioned previously, lynching, as a materialization of 

the whiteness construct, constantly shifts shapes also, which further complicates 

apprehending the practice. 

In this chapter, I advance three research initiatives.  First, it documents 

“Saving White Face,” the staged production.  Unlike the inner workings of actual 

lynching that are kept off the record, production notes from counter-hegemonic 

lynching performances are publishable and freely offered as such.  This chapter 

constitutes such an offering. 

Second, this chapter reflects the ways discursive and material practices 

that make up lynching constitute performances of excess that function to “save 

                                                 
246 Richard Dyer, White (London; New York: Routledge, 1997), 5. 



 89 

white face,” or reinforce a cultural fiction of white supremacist identity.  I will 

discuss “Saving White Face’s,” (the staged adaptation) use of Chamber Theater 

technique, a blues aesthetic and a 99 cent Lone Ranger style mask as counter 

hegemonic performance conventions.  In order to discuss these conventions,   I 

will situate “Saving White Face” within a context of black feminist cultural 

production, specifically within a genre of American theater that Judith L. 

Stephens identifies as “lynching drama,” or “a play in which the threat or 

occurrence of a lynching, past or present, has a major impact on the dramatic 

action.”248  Anti-lynching cultural production, such as “Saving White Face” puts 

African American women in a position to, as Hortense Spillers observed, “gain 

the ‘insurgent ground as female social subject’”249 that counters the African 

American woman’s invisibility within “the lynching story.” 

  The third objective of this chapter is to briefly analyze Ida B. Wells-

Barnett’s contribution which serves as a foundation for all anti-lynching activism 

that followed, including my own.  I will contextualize Wells-Barnett’s activism 

within a blues aesthetic that foreshadows and overlaps with the cultural 

                                                                                                                                                 
247 Jill Dolan, Geographies of Learning,” 
248 Judith Stephens, “Lynching Dramas and Women: History and Critical Context,” in Kathy A. Perkins 
and Judith L. Stephens, Strange Fruit: Plays on Lynching By American Women (Bloomington: Indiana 
University Press, 1998), 3.   



 90 

production of other well known African American blues women.  In this way, 

Ida B. Wells-Barnett is theorized as the earliest Memphis “blues woman.” 

“SAVING WHITE FACE” AS A LYNCHING DRAMA 

 

Lynching has been the basis of a complex of African American cultural 

production since the late 19th century.  African American cultural producers 

responded to the fact that, after 1865, “the incidence of lynching grew almost in 

direct proportion to fear of domination by blacks that were alleged to have lost 

their sense of ‘place.’”250 It can be argued that some black women’s early anti-

lynching activism and campaigns should be included within this complex of 

cultural production.  These efforts are inclusive of  

Ida B. Wells’s first annual report and public speech on lynching in 1892, 

Mary Church Terrell’s 1904 essay, “Lynching from a Negro’s Point of 

View,“ Mary B. Talbert’s Anti-Lynching Crusade in 1922, and Mary 

                                                                                                                                                 
249 Patricia Schechter, “Unsettled Business: Ida B. Wells against Lynching, or, How Antilynching Got its 
Gender,” in W.F. Brundage, Under Sentence of Death (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 
c1997), 310.  
250 James L. Massey and Martha A. Meyers, Patterns of Repressive Social Control in Post 

Reconstruction Georgia, 1882-1935,” Social Forces 68, n2 (December 1989): 461. 
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McLeod Bethune’s 1930 statement urging southern white women to 

assume responsibility for halting the rise in racial violence…251    

Judith L. Stephens has identified lynching plays as a distinct genre of 

American drama that functions “as a dynamic cultural text by both conserving 

the memory of this particular form of racial violence and continuing to evolve as 

an theatrical genre on the American stage.”252  Stephens, bases her assertion that 

the plays constitute their own genre on the facts that lynching plays:  

(1) are based on lynching as a manifestation of black/white race relations 

specifically in the United States; (2) they reflect the philosophy of both 

white supremacists, who supported lynching, and the historical anti-

lynching movement, which, which originated in the African American 

community; (3) they are written almost exclusively by American 

playwrights (one known exception is Jean-Paul Sartre’s The Respectful 

Prostitute) and portray American settings and characters; and (4) they 

have been produced in all regions of the United States throughout the 

twentieth century.253   

                                                 
251 Stephens, “Lynching Dramas and Women: History and Critical Context,” 5. 
252 Judith L. Stephens, “Racial Violence and Representation: Performance Strategies,” African 

American Review33 n 4 (Winter, 1999): 655.  
253Stephens, “Lynching Dramas and Women: History and Critical Context,” 4. 
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 In addition to identifying lynching plays as an American literary genre, 

Stephens has also chronicled the historical development of the lynching 

drama,254 as well as identified them as a site of womanist/feminist 

collaboration.255  Stephens outlines three characteristics that distinguish 20th 

century black women’s lynching dramas: (1) the plays are set in “an environment 

of daily routine;” (2) the plays include poetry, prayer and music to, “reveal an 

aesthetic tradition in which such forms become an essential element of the 

drama, or an alternative medium for women playwrights…that provide 

counterpoints to the rhythm created by the dialogue;” and (3) the inclusion of a 

woman’s telling of a lynching incident.256  

“Saving White Face,” as a Chamber Theater adaptation of Your Blues 

Ain’t Like Mine, meets all of Stephens’ dramatic criteria.  “Saving White Face’s” 

situation within white domestic environs reveals lynching as a product of a 

dialectical relationship between the white private and public spheres.  What goes 

on within white households, specifically domestic violence manipulation, and 

bullying, are revealed to constitute the basis of lynching, as opposed to a 

                                                 
254 Stephens, “Racial Violence and Representation: Performance Strategies:”  655-672. 
255 Stephens, “Lynching Dramas and Women: History and Critical Context,” 7.  
256 Ibid, 9-11. 
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hegemonic narrative of white retribution against black rape, which constitutes 

the proverbial “lynching story.” 

Although Campbell’s epic novel depicts all of the events that lead up to 

the lynching as well as the lives of all of those (both black and white) affected by 

it for thirty years afterward, “Saving White Face” focuses on the lynchers, the 

Cox family, just before and after the lynching.  The staged drama unfolds around 

Lily Cox, a white high school dropout, who, while “innocently” satisfying a 

“curiosity,” sneaks into a juke joint that is owned by her husband and patronized 

by working-class black men and overhears a young black boy speaking French.  

Her husband, Floyd, finds out about her presence in the bar and violently 

smacks her, admonishing her to neither go into the juke joint again, nor to tell his 

father, reminding her: “You know how Daddy and them are.”257  Despite Floyd’s 

warning, Floyd’s father does find out about the incident and pressures Floyd to 

handle it, “like you was one of us.”258  Floyd, his father and brother lynch the 

boy.  The lynching receives national attention when Clayton Pinochet, a liberal 

minded son of the town’s wealthiest family, secretly calls a friend and fellow 

journalist to cover the story for a New York newspaper.  Willow Scott, a half 

                                                 
257 see “Saving White Face” script, appendix. 
258 Ibid, 8. 
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African American, half Choctaw woman, who is depicted in the novel as the 

town’s resident independent thinker, narrates the staged drama.  In a 

provocative maneuver, Willow Scott and the two white male patriarchs were 

played by the same performer.  It was Willow Scott’s dual role in “Saving White 

Face” that provided the basis for “the complex dynamics of Chamber Theater 

staging” since as “narrator-character” she alternated between the time and place 

of the audience and that of the characters on stage.259   

As previously mentioned, throughout the “Saving White Face” script, I 

incorporated Gwendolyn Brooks’ poem, “A Bronzeville Mother Loiters in 

Mississippi.  Meanwhile a Mississippi Mother Burns Bacon.”  Brooks’ poem 

serves as one “counterpoint to the rhythm created by the dialogue” and was 

recited while accompanied by stylized movement that was repeated throughout 

the production.  In an opening scene, before any of the adapted dialogue begins, 

Lily Cox joins Willow Scott at center stage where together, they stylistically 

moved as if applying makeup while reciting, 

Willow: From the first it had been like a Ballad.   

It had the beat inevitable. It had the blood.   

                                                 
259 Breen, Chamber Theater, 22. 
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A wildness cut up, and tied in little bunches,  

Like the four-line stanzas of the ballads she had never quite Understood-the 

ballads they had set her to, in school. 

Lily: Herself: the milk white maid, the “maid mild” 

Of the ballad.  Pursued  

By the Dark Villain.  Rescued by the Fine Prince. The Happiness-Ever-After. 

That was worth anything. 

It was good to be a “maid mild” 

That made the breath go fast.        

  The text of Brooks poem’ directly references the “lynching story,” a 

hegemonic, discursive device, in which a “fragile, innocent” white woman needs 

to be saved from a villainous black man by the gallant white prince, no matter 

the cost.  Brooks refers to the “lynching story” as a ballad, which evokes 

Romanticism, or idealized narrative, that is implicit to the lynching story.260  

Additionally, Brooks may be making reference to actual lynching ballads, a genre 

within a “folk culture of lynching,” which is a reminder that lynching itself 

constitutes  



 96 

a cultural text made up of many elements operating on different levels.  

The event sequence, like the other elements, is a stylized action laden with 

meaning which is intended to convey a message to various audiences.  

This metaphor of the lynching as a text, that is, of many different elements 

each contributing to the propagation of messages, allows us to see the 

cultural expressions about lynching, whether in novels, newspapers, or 

ballads, as a part of the lynching.261 

Brooks’ poem foregrounds a critique of white women lodged by Black 

feminists that is summarized in this part of the Combahee River Collective’s 

statement:  

As Black feminists we are made constantly and painfully aware of how 

little effort white women have made to understand and combat their 

racism, which requires among other things that they have a more 

superficial comprehension of race, color and Black history and culture.262  

“Saving White Face” depicts how a white woman’s desires and lack of self 

reflexivity perpetuate lynching.  It is Lily’s willingness to literally and 

                                                                                                                                                 
260 For a more detailed discussion of Romance in American literature, see Toni Morrison’s Playing in the 
Dark (Random House, 1992). 
261 Bruce E. Baker, “North Carolina Lynching Ballads,” in Brundage, Under Sentence of Death, 

220. 
262 “Combahee River Collective” in Barbara Smith, Home Girls: A Black Feminist Anthology 

(New Brunswick, New Jersey, 2000), 273. 
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figuratively “buy into” concepts of femininity, dependence and family263 that 

helps to justify her husband’s and in-laws’ actions, which are depicted in an early 

scene:      

Lily: Lily pressed her breasts into Floyd’s bare back.  She wanted him to wake up 

feeling the tips of her nipples against his skin.   

 

WS: He’d been gone for nearly ten days 

 

Lily:  She felt frightened and weak when he was away from her.  It was as 

 

 though she didn’t exist when he was absent. 

 

WS:  She smiled thinking how she could make him want her, remembering the  

 

times he even begged.  She thought:  

 

Lily:  If I can get him to give me three dollars, I’ll get me another Rio Red lipstick;  

 

ain’t had a lipstick in going on three months.  I might can buy me some Evening  

 

in Paris and a scarf too.  And maybe some rose colored nail polish.   

 

WS:  She calmed herself because the trick was to wake Floyd softly, to let him  

 

discover her squeezed against him, to make it seem coincidental that the front of  

 

her nightgown was undone, her breasts exposed.  Wanting her had to be his  

 

idea, he didn’t like it the other way around.   

 

                                                 
263See Hazel Carby, “White Woman Listen!” in Cultures in Babylon: Black Britain and African America, 
(London: Verso, 1999).    
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Lily:   Floyd said only whores acted that way. 

 

 

Floyd: “You are a pretty thing.” (Ow, Lily says)  

 

 

WS: Floyd slid into her too fast, then began rocking and pumping and 

 

pressing, his fingers grabbing and kneading in all the wrong places. 

 

 

Lily:  Lily opened her eyes.  Disappointment gripped her shoulders like an old  

 

friend.  She wanted to cry out, to tell him to stop, that nothing he was doing felt  

 

good, but she kept quiet, realizing that her power was gone, that she would have  

 

to ride out the storm.  Go numb.  She had learned to do that years before.  

 

 

Floyd: (Shudders and lets out loud sigh of release.  Lily moves away from him  

 

with relief.  Floyd smacks her on the behind, then reached for a pack of Winstons  

 

that lay on a rickety table next to their bed, and leaned forward, lighting two.  He  

 

handed her one.)  You know what? (Blows out smoke) You know what?  I’m  

 

taking you to Memphis. 

 

 

Lily: (She turns to Floyd) For true?  Memphis!  Lordy! 

 

 

Floyd: We gon’ go for a week, after I come back from Little Rock.  Round  

 

November or December.  Be nice weather then.  Cool.  Couple of these boys  



 99 

 

around here owe me some money, and they’ll pay up once the cotton’s in.  That  

 

make you happy? 

 

 

(She flung her arms around him, grinning.  He moved away from her and  

 

stretched.  Frowning a little, he turned to her and said,  

 

 

Floyd: “That girlfriend you useta set such store by, what’s her name? 

 

Lily (said carefully): Corrine 

 

Floyd: She gon’ take you to Memphis? 

 

Lily: No, Floyd 

 

Floyd: And you sure can’t take yourself…. 

 

Lily:  No, Floyd, I sure can’t.  I need you to take me.  I need you for everything. 
  

Lily’s desire to be mirrored by her husband as well as to consume beauty 

products, “shows itself through failure”264 which is reflected through Floyd’s 

failure to please her and therefore see her.  Furthermore, it is Lily’s “failure to 

secure self seeing (that) leads to the imagination of annihilation and 

                                                 
264 Peggy Phelan, Unmarked (London: Routledge, 1996), 20. 
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castration.”265  Lily’s desires are the touchstone of this scene and can be 

understood to “key” (in the Goffman sense) this performance of lynching. 

Lily’s desire to be seen also makes her complicit in her own fetishization, since a  

…failure to represent sexual difference within visual representation gives 

way to a certain effect of the positive/negative, the seen and the unseen, 

which frames the visual perception of the Woman, and leads to her 

conversion into, more often than not, a fetish – a phallic substitute.266     

“Saving White Face” not only considers Lily Cox as a fetishized object of a 

Western gaze but also, through Brooks’ poetry, reflects her gaze since it is 

“necessary...to speak of both the object of the gaze and the gaze of the object.”267  

Furthermore, Lily’s desire to consume beauty products can be traced to a 

dialectic established at the turn of the century.  Hale and Wallace outline 

spectacle lynching as a (literal) product of consumer culture as well as a cognate 

of turn of the 20th century world fairs and expositions, respectively.  Hale 

explains lynching’s tie to consumption:  

                                                 
265 Ibid. 
266 Ibid, 6. 
267 Ibid, 21 
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…in a grisly dialectic, then, consumer culture created spectacle lynchings, 

and spectacle lynchings became a southern way of enabling the spread of 

consumption as a white privilege.  The violence both helped create a white 

consuming public and the structure of segregation where consumption 

could take place without threatening white supremacy.268 

In “Saving White Face,” Lily achieves reflexivity by being mirrored by 

Willow Scott.  In this way, Willow Scott serves as Lily’s double which is a 

provocative exploration of their relationship as white woman and woman of 

color.  Lily’s reflexivity would not have been able to be achieved without Willow, 

which is a point black feminist cultural producers such as the Combahee River 

Collective, have repeatedly made through their work, as well. 

Although “Saving White Face” explored several such tension-based 

relationships, the mostly white cast who participated in it never registered any 

discomfort with the material.   Perhaps it was because they were all experienced 

actors and fledgling cultural scholars or because they, too, were students who 

had busy schedules, but we didn’t talk very much about their opinions of 

characters they portrayed.  Ragan Fox, an openly gay student-actor, who played 

                                                 
268 Grace Elizabeth Hale, Making Whiteness: The Culture of Segregation in the South 1890-1940, (New 
York: Pantheon Books, 1998), 205-206.   
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Clayton Pinochet, once remarked that he didn’t like Clayton.  Although he didn’t 

say much more than that, I understood Ragan to mean that he didn’t like what 

he perceived as Clayton’s cowardice or the way Clayton went about being 

subversive indirectly, instead of confronting his father in a more straightforward 

manner.  I never took the actors’ silence as an unwillingness to discuss the 

relationships or images that were being depicted; I understood the silence as 

their not having any argument with the situation as it was presented. 

In addition to Brooks’ poetry, “Saving White Face” is set to the blues, 

which fulfills Stephens’ second criteria of an “aesthetic tradition” that comprises 

an “essential element of the drama.”  The blues, which can historically be traced 

to Reconstruction and the latter part of lynching’s heyday, has been articulated 

as an ideological cultural matrix, a trope, of African American expression that 

reflects culture at a crossroads.269   The blues often narrates, “…a world of 

transience, instability, hard luck, brutalizing work, lost love, minimal 

security…The blues enjoin one to accept hard luck because, without it, there is 

‘no luck at all.’”270   

                                                 
269 See Houston A. Baker, Jr., Blues, Ideology, and Afro-American Literature: A Vernacular 

Theory, Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1984).  
270 Ibid, 188. 
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“Saving White Face’s” use of a blues aesthetic invokes a tradition of 

African American blues women as established by Gertrude “Ma” Rainey, Bessie 

Smith and Billie Holiday and extended upon by Alberta Hunter, Ethel Waters271 

and others who through the genre, shouted out about “the new troubles Black 

people faced in a world that still refused to accept them as equals, a society that 

thrived on the systematic exploitation and discrimination meted out to the 

former slaves.”272  Hazel Carby has cogently identified the (song of) blues 

women as “central mechanism of cultural mediation” as well as,   

…a primary means of the expression of the disrupted social relations 

associated with urban migration.  The blues women did not passively 

reflect the vast social changes of their time since they provided new ways 

of thinking about these changes, alternative ways of thinking about these 

changes, alternative conceptions of the physical and social world for their 

audience of migrating and urban women and men, and social models for 

                                                 
271 For further discussion of these women’s contribution, see Hazel Carby, “Women, Migration and the 
Formation of Blues Culture,” in Cultures in Babylon, 7-63.  
272 Angela Y. Davis, “Black Women and Music,”  Black Feminist Cultural Criticism (Malden, 

Massachusetts: Blackwell Publishers, 2001), 224. 
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women who aspired to escape from and improve their conditions of 

existence.273 

The blues’ function as a medium through which change was negotiated 

reflected its nature as immaterial labor, or “labor that produces an immaterial 

good, such as a service, knowledge or communication.”274  Specifically, the blues 

functions as affective labor, which is constitutive of “the binding element”275 of 

immaterial labor whose “products are intangible: a feeling of ease, well-being, 

satisfaction, excitement, passion -- even a sense of connectedness or 

community…What affective labor produces are social networks, forms of 

community, biopower.”276  Inasmuch as affective labor such as the blues is 

associated with “gendered labor,” or women’s work, it is subject to 

subordination and domination.  Not only is this true of the blues itself, but it 

compounded when it is produced by black women whose work is always 

already vulnerable to these assaults.  This is a point to which I will return, 

especially with regard to the anti-lynching activism of Ida B. Wells-Barnett.          
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   As visual references to the script’s dialogue, I used two photographs of 

Emmitt Till – a portrait of him smiling, and a well-published picture of him lying 

dead in his open casket.  I also incorporated video footage of Rodney King’s 1991 

beating by the Los Angeles Police department as Clayton Pinochet remembers: 

Clayton:  He wasn’t even eight years old the summer day he watched his 

father’s farm manager horsewhip one of the black laborers, a man named 

Jim, who sometimes told him stories.  Even now he could taste his eight -

year old passion.  “Stop it!  It’s not right! He screamed, flinging his small 

body between the two men.  Suddenly he was lifted up and then he was 

momentarily airborne, before he landed on the ground with a thud.  When 

he looked up his father’s body loomed over him.  

WS:  (holds rifle to Clayton) If you ever—ever –try to save a nigger again,  

I’ll…” (Willow exits) 

Clayton:  The day Clayton knew he wanted to rescue colored people was 

the day he became afraid of his father.  And the fear never left him.    

By incorporating visual references from the not so distant past, “Saving 

White Face” incorporates a Nietzsche’s notion of “monumental time” as 

interpreted by Julia Kristeva in which time is refigured “as a vast all-
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encompassing, undelineated field of temporality.”277   In this way time was not 

represented linearly, but as “circular, repetitive, cumulative,”278 with each 

respective lynching, whether from the 1950s or 1990s, mirroring another.  

Furthermore, by incorporating Emmitt Till’s photographs, “Saving White 

Face” reframes lynching photographs that were kept and circulated as 

iconographic souvenirs that helped to fix “in southerners’ as well as 

nonsoutherners’ imagination,” the practice “as the dominant form of southern 

white violence against blacks.”279  To situate the lynching photograph in this way 

was both to use it as an indictment against the practice, as civil rights 

organizations did, as well as, undermine the private, affective labor they 

performed in reinforcing white kinship. 

BLACK WOMEN, WHITE MEN, WHITE MASKS 

  

As previously mentioned, the only African American featured in “Saving 

White Face was Willow Scott who functioned as a narrator-character, doubling 

as both narrator and as the drama’s two white male patriarchs.  Willow Scott’s 
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role as narrator was in keeping with the fact the Bebe Moore Campbell, 

Gwendolyn Brooks and I (as authors of the text) are all African American 

women.  As narrator, Willow Scott set the scene for the audience.  Not only does 

she directly address the audience to help create mise en scene, she reminds the 

audience that they are tied to the drama on stage: 

(Willow Scott enters stage right under spotlight and stands behind a table that it 

frontstage left where she seems to be preparing food.  She is wearing an apron, 

holding a rolling pin and a shotgun.  Behind her reads, “The Busy Bee Café.”  

She is muttering to herself about lynching, injustice, murdering children.  She 

seems almost crazy.  She sees a fly and begins to trail it around the right side of 

the stage.  She threatens it and the audience several times with the rolling pin.  

She seems to lose track of the fly and returns to cooking (maybe rolling dough 

with the rolling pin). (She sees the fly again.  She crashes the rolling pin onto the 

table, killing the fly.)     

WS: I told that fly, Your day is coming.  Yessir.  (She looks at the audience.)  

Don’t you think your day ain’t coming. 
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 Additionally, it is through Willow Scott that “Saving White Face” fulfills 

Judith Stephens’ third criteria since it is Willow Scott who recounts the lynching 

in the following passage: 

Willow:  By Saturday afternoon, the colored section of Hopewell was 

shrouded in fear, anger and confusion.  Every colored person in town had 

learned that Armstrong Todd was killed by the Coxes because he spoke 

French to Lily Cox.  They also understood that he’d been murdered 

because of the Supreme Court’s ruling against segregated schools.   

As previously mentioned, Willow Scott’s role proves indispensable to 

“Saving White Face.”  Unlike offstage, where the Black woman’s anti-lynching 

activism has been effectively “feminized” and overshadowed, Willow Scott’s 

dual role as narrator-character both marked African American women’s tradition 

of anti-lynching/rape activism, as well as the invisible mechanizations at work in 

lynching’s perpetuation. To situate Willow Scott in this way constitutes a 

feminist strategy in which the narrator is situated “…as an occupation (emphasis 

in original) into which various performers are hailed” as opposed to situating her 

as an omniscient narrator, which would actually replicate hegemonic power.  As 

an “occupation,” Willow Scott, as narrator, “performs a function and is 
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authorized as an expert based on the power and control that the role itself 

commands”280 which “undercut(s) the emphasis on the authority of the 

Individual, while exposing the interpellative method by which certain subjects 

are hailed into power” as well as, 

expose(s) the fundamental, if devoutly obscured, vulnerability of any 

particular individual who wields power, suggesting that power must be 

maintained through the same performative functions-citationality, 

repetition and naming—that condition identity formation.281  

Finally, by marking Willow Scott’s dual portrayal of Floyd Cox and 

Clayton Pincochet’s fathers with a white Lone ranger style mask, “Saving White 

Face” effectively layered conventions to affect the mood of the production which 

created an excess structure of feeling within the performance.  Unlike responses 

to the first performance in which the mask was not used, after the second 

performance, some audience members thought the performance seemed 

“haunted.”  Furthermore, even though only one cast member wore it, the mask 

was said to have had the effect of an entire Greek chorus.  By adding this cheap 

prop, the second performance was saturated with an uneasy sense, making it 
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hard for those who watched it to feel unaffected by it.  Paradoxically, by putting 

the mask on Willow as she played these white men, an unveiling occurred.    By 

marking these white characters and their performances, “Saving White Face” 

effectively marked these specific moments as those that are critical to lynching’s, 

and by extension, white supremacy’s perpetuation.  In effect, lynching was 

unmasked as a performance practice around which white identity is based 

through the use of an actual white mask. Interestingly, this mask functioned as a 

literalization or foregrounding of a Roediger’s “mask of power and privilege” 

that critical whiteness scholars seek to unveil.   

 “Saving White Face,” as counter-hegemonic lynching performance, marks 

whiteface masking in the following passage:    

Clayton (businesslike):  They called themselves the Honorable Men of Hopewell.  

As was the custom, the mayor hadn’t been invited to the meeting but would be 

apprised at a later time of any public policy decisions stemming from it, if it was 

deemed politic to do so.   

Louetta:  Mayor Renfro was merely one in a series of figurehead politicians; the 

real power of region was gathered in this smoke filled room.  The primacy they 
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enjoyed had been historically bestowed upon them; it was their legacy.  Their 

great grandfathers had made the family fortunes with blacks and cotton, and 

both had continued to enrich them.  And not by chance. 

 

All except WS:  The Honorable Men of Hopewell had blood on their hands. 

   

Lily: Since the days of the New Deal they had manipulated relief benefits so that 

poor whites were often denied payments and pushed out of the county in order 

to keep in blacks who would work for starvation wages.   

 

Louetta:  Over the years, the Delta’s power brokers manipulated higher property 

taxes for the colored and lower ones for themselves, so that essentially the poor 

blacks wound up paying for both the white schools that their children couldn’t 

attend and the dilapidated colored schools that were in session only after the 

cotton crop was harvested.   
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Clayton:  Years before, these men had shut down several fledgling enterprises 

owned by colored when the competition threatened the economic health of white 

businesses.  The would-be entrepreneurs were sent fleeing for their lives, and 

most ended up in Chicago.  The decision not to sell life insurance to colored 

people had been made in that same room.  And much worse had been 

sanctioned on the second floor of the municipal building by the Honorable Men 

assembled there.  Much worse.  And now they decided the fate of the men who’d 

murdered Armstrong Todd. 

 

(Lights go down on others and up on WS.  As if addressing a private mtg.)  

 

WS:  Gentlemen, we got us some rednecks that need to go to jail. 

 

(Louetta, Clayton and Lily grumble and mumble amongst themselves audibly) 
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Gentlemen, gentlemen, You’re jumping the gun.  All I said is those boys need to 

be in jail.  And they do.  But I didn’t say nothing about them staying there.  I’m 

taking about appearances. 

 

We arrest three.  We let two go.  From everything I’ve heard, it was that younger 

boy that actually killed the nigra.  Besides, we don’t need but one symbol for 

justice, and I’m sure a sympathetic jury of his peers won’t deal too harshly with 

him. 

 

Lily, Clayton, Louetta: (echo/one after the other) The jury brought in a non guilty 

verdict in less than thirty minutes. 

 In this scene, Willow Scott and main characters, Lily, Clayton, and Louetta 

wear the white, Lone ranger style masks to double as the town’s most powerful 

men.  The Chamber Theater adapted dialogue and white masks echo each other 

to mark the town’s white power players and mechanisms.  These conventions are 

necessary since their informal group name, “The Honorable Men of Hopewell” 

masks their manipulative, extralegal actions and the fact that they had “blood on 

their hands.”  Interestingly, this scene also reflects the fact that the process of 



 114 

justice, an American ideal, that was supposed to have taken place in a 

courtroom, was actually decided privately, among these powerholders.  As 

reflected in this scene, whiteface masking concerns itself with the appearance of 

performing the ideals it espouses, not an actual exercise of them.  

IDA B. WELLS-BARNETT (1862-1931) - A MONUMENTAL BLUES WOMAN 

 

Like Willow Scott’s dual performance in “Saving White Face,” the efforts 

of another African American woman, Ida B. Wells-Barnett, effectively marked 

American lynching as white cultural production offstage.  This was true despite 

the fact that “black women were totally invisible in the dominant lynching 

story.”282  How did Wells-Barnett’s work accomplish such an auspicious task?  In 

this section, I will posit Ida B. Wells-Barnett’s activism as blues performance 

using Judith Butler’s conception of performance as “a repetition of 

(dis)empowered acts.”283  Framing Wells-Barnett’s work in this way helps to 

negotiate “the difficult question of the personal and the political” by 
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undermining these categories.284  Also, Wells-Barnett’s activism lends itself to a 

blues paradigm through her use of (the trope of) exile since it “invokes 

disappearance, movement and interdeterminancy.”285  Furthermore, in keeping 

with that of other blues women, Wells-Barnett’s performative identity could be 

read as quare286, especially since her “analysis of the relation between political 

terrorism, economic oppression and conventional codes of sexuality and 

morality (which) has still to be surpassed in its incisive condemnation of the 

patriarchal manipulation of race and gender.287  Furthermore, Wells-Barnett’s 

critique of these identity categories reflects the fact that “the years 1880-1920 

were a crucible of change in gender and sexual relations in the United States.”288   

By identifying Wells-Barnett’s activism as blues performance, I hope to further 

movement toward289 reframing her activism so that it is no longer victim to its 
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“own public representations, which contribute to rather than subvert dominant 

ideologies.”290         

Like a blues song, Wells-Barnett’s anti-lynching activism effectively re-

read discursive practices in and around lynching, providing an alternative way 

of understanding the practice, thereby chartering “new ideological territory.”291  

Patricia A. Schechter, a Wells-Barnett biographer, points out that although later 

overshadowed and “feminized,” Ida B. Wells- Barnett’s “visionary pragmatism,” 

which “entailed a distinctive view of self and service designed for personal 

survival and social contestation, for God and for community, and for rights and 

responsibilities for all U.S. citizens,”292 led the way for all anti-lynching activism 

that followed.  Southern Horrors: Lynch Law in All Its Phases (1892) has been 

identified as “a point of origin in American critical thought on lynching” because 

of the counter-hegemonic strategies Wells-Barnett used to disrupt the lynching 

story in print (journalism) as well as colloquially.  Journalistically, Barnett re-

read the “lynching story” by reprinting accounts of lynchings as they appeared 
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in newspapers and marking them up with “unorthodox punctuation.”293   

Schechter points out: “by disrupting these texts with quotation and question 

marks, Wells mocked their authority and created space for her own findings and 

re-readings of the material.”294  Also, Wells-Barnett unmasked lynching as a 

principle means of thwarting African American progress by pointing out that the 

American mob spirit grew in proportion to the increasing intelligence of African 

Americans. 

 In addition to confronting the lynching story, Wells-Barnett went further 

to confront a complex of gender constructions that were propagated by the 

lynching story.  Schechter cogently summarizes Wells’ dynamic criticism in the 

following paragraph I will quote in full to maintain its integrity:  

Wells made a creative new analysis of sex-race politics that owed little 

ideological debt to maternalism or the rhetoric of womanhood typical of 

nineteenth century women’s writing.  Well’s reports of consensual and 

sometimes illicit sexual contact between white women and black men and 

of white women’s role in abetting mobs undermined the assumption of 

white women’s moral purity used to justify lynching.  Furthermore, Wells 
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probed the politics of “true manhood” in the lynching story and linked 

black man’s oppression through lynching to black women’s oppression 

through rape.  Finally her exploration and reworking of racial and sexual 

ideology claimed new authority for black women with the goal ‘that 

justice be done though the heavens fall’.295 

As reflected in Schechter’s analysis, Wells-Barnett’s activism not only 

interrogated gender and race constructions that intersected in the lynching story, 

her life and work challenged the “assumption of a uniform heteronormativity 

from which all heterosexuals benefit.”296  In “Punks, Bulldaggers, and Welfare 

Queens,” Cathy J. Cohen posits destabilizing and radicalizing both queer and 

heteronormative identities by,  

highlighting the intersectionality of one’s race, class, gender, and sexuality 

and the relative power and privilege that one receives from being a man 
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and/or being white and/or being middle class and/or being 

heterosexual.297   

Wells-Barnett’s challenge to heteronormativity was based on an accident 

of orphanhood298 and subsequent single parenting of her siblings.  Even further, 

she openly expressed disdain for marriage and children299 and remained 

unmarried until she was 33, which exacerbated her nonnormative gender and 

family status.  Because she operated outside of the bounds of a 

heteronormativity, she was able to perceive “relative degrees of power” within 

multiple identity positions as opposed to “static, monolithic, bounded” identity 

categories which assume a one dimensional power distribution.  According to 

Cohen, “queer means to fuck with gender,”300 and Ida B. Wells’ occupation of a 

“straight queer”301 identity established a basis for “progressive coalition 

politics”302 that arguably was the basis for her visionary pragmatism. 

Interestingly, it was Ida B. Wells-Barnett’s embrace of her nonnormative 

positions as “orphan” and “exile” that further constitute bases for identifying her 
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activism as blues performance.  Wells-Barnett lost both of her parents as well as 

two siblings to the yellow fever epidemic of 1878. 303  Schechter observes that in 

Wells-Barnett’s autobiography, she depicts herself “as a resourceful orphan in 

the American tradition, but one neither alone in the world nor lost” who went to 

work as a teacher at the age of 16 in order to keep her siblings together. 304 

Additionally, Wells-Barnett brazenly used the pen name “Exiled” between 

May 1892 and June 1895 in letters written from Britain and published in Crusade 

for Justice as well as “in her antilynching speeches and pamphlets.”305  Although 

Schechter refers to the use of this moniker as “sarcastic phrasing (that) provided 

theatrical bite to her stage presence abroad and an ironic counterpoint to her 

otherwise chirpy press accounts…,”306 identifying Wells-Barnett’s activism as 

blues performance better contextualizes her alias. Wells-Barnett’s activist blues 

functioned in the same way that it did for blues musicians, as “a primary means 

of the expression of the disrupted social relations associated with (forced) urban 
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migration.”307  Through the use of “exile” as a pen name, Wells-Barnett made 

explicit a blues trope that was embodied in/mediated by blues songs.                

Further, Schechther depicts a blues quality, “talking through tears,” of a 

Wells-Barnett public address that “captures the fraught quality of middle class 

black women’s participation in the public sphere.”308  Despite Wells-Barnett’s 

own claim to ignorance of “’stage business,’”309 Schechter’s identification of this 

performance aesthetic is in keeping with the fact that Wells-Barnett “performed 

public readings, organized and acted in a dramatic club and (had) even been 

scouted by New York talent agents.”310  At an October, 1892 “testimonial dinner” 

that was produced by a New York women’s club and “blended gestures from 

religion, theater and politics into a ritual naming ceremony and a great show,”311  

Schechter describes Wells-Barnett’s presentation as “talking through tears” to 

reflect the fact that “despite her ‘streaming face,’ she continued to speak with a 

steady voice.”312  Schechter interprets:  

Tears probably signaled Wells’s comfort to express emotion with her 

African American audiences.  The image of tears moving silently down 
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her face without interrupting her speech is also rich with other meanings.  

Tears could be an intuitive, “natural” expression of right feminine feeling, 

proof of her status as female victim (and survivor) in her community.  The 

image of Wells talking through tears also conveys verbal competence hard 

won and tested by faith.  Tears were much more acceptable for a proper 

lady than anger or its cousin, sarcasm.  And tears worked.313 

Wells-Barnett’s tears did not only work to reinforce her message, but they 

also reflected a blues aesthetic, even though the era in which she was most active 

directly preceded that of famous Memphis blues women.  Wells-Barnett’s blues 

can be said to have prefigured that of the (in)famous Memphis blues woman 

since Gertrude “Ma” Rainey did not report hearing a blues song until 1902,314 

well after Wells-Barnett had begun to lecture. Wells-Barnett’s blues was not 

embodied in song but through her lectures, autobiographical narrative 

testimonies and use of parables.315  It can be concluded, then, that the rise of the 

blues is not only attributable to musicians, but also to Wells-Barnett’s activism.     
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Furthermore, like the blues, Wells-Barnett’s activism was based on her 

faith as well as a “personal response to a specific response or situation”, in her 

case, American lynching.  Eileen Southern the prolific historian of black music 

has noted that  

the dividing line between the blues and some kinds of spirituals cannot 

always be sharply drawn.  Many spirituals convey to listeners the same 

feeling of rootlessness and misery as do the blues…Some songs have such 

vague implications that they are classified as blues-spirituals.316   

In the same way, Wells-Barnett’s activism not only reflects the blues but 

also the influences of her strong Methodist upbringing, including “her father’s 

involvement with school and politics and her mother’s devotion to learning, 

church, and parenting.”317  Wells-Barnett’s blues performance is also found to be 

interpenetrated with her spirituality, therefore like all good performance, 

destabilizes a “homogenous, stable, essential, and unified”318 categorization of 

both.         
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CONCLUSION 

“NEVER TOO MUCH” LYNCHING STUDIES 

 

 Nearly 150 years after lynching’s heyday, the practice still occupies an 

indelible place in American culture and consciousness.  (Symbolic) lynching and 

counter-hegemonic lynching performances reflect a call and response patterning 

of American cultural production that takes center stage on American newspapers 

and television and on the Internet.  On Tuesday October 9, 2007, a hangman’s 

noose, a symbol of lynching, was hung on an African American professor’s door 

at Columbia University Teacher’s College.  This incident was a copycat 

performance of an August, 2006, hanging of three nooses by white high school 

students in Jena, Louisiana, who deployed the nooses in response to African 

American students’ violation of place by sitting under a “whites-only” tree.  The 

noose hangings (and subsequent racial incidents) were protested by thousands of 

marchers who convened in Jena on September 20, 2007, which received national 

press coverage.   

 In other (repeat performance) lynching news, O.J. Simpson was arrested in 

Las Vegas, Nevada, on September 16, 2007, for armed robbery.  Allegedly, he 

was trying to steal his own memorabilia from a dealer.  This arrest occurred over 

thirteen years after his first arrest for the murders of his wife and her friend, Ron 
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Goldman.  Although Simpson’s arrest re-positioned him as front page news, he 

had occupied that space repeatedly over the years.  In fact, not a year before in 

November, 2006, Simpson made headlines when, If I Did It, a “hypothetical 

confession” written by he and ghost writers was scheduled to be published.  

Amid public outcry, the book’s publishing was halted.  However, the book was 

eventually published in September, 2007, after a Florida court awarded the 

publishing rights to Ron Goldman’s family, who reframed it and sold it under 

the name If I Did It: Confessions of a Killer in order to recover a $33 million 

wrongful death award they’d won in a civil suit against Simpson in 1997.   

In the minds of many Americans, Simpson’s “confession” and subsequent 

armed robbery arrest prove that he was actually guilty of committing the 2004 

murders, even though he was tried and acquitted of those charges in criminal 

court.  What else could explain Simpson’s bizarre attempt to publish a 

“hypothetical confession?” these cynics wonder.   

From September 29 to October 28, 2007, “The Minstrel Show or the 

Lynching of William Brown” went up at the Lumia Theater in Long Branch, New 

Jersey.  Written by Max Sparber, this one act play depicts a 1919 lynching of a 

jailed African American man in Omaha, Nebraska, as told by two African 

American traveling minstrels.  African American residents of Long Branch 

protested images used in the production’s advertisement which depicted 
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“cartoonish…minstrel performers standing near a hangman’s noose,”319 and the 

ads were subsequently pulled. 

Will African Americans ever be ready to deal with the fact that the re-use 

of these images that are indelible to American popular culture are necessary in 

reframing them?  Will racist phantasy ever seriously be considered as a 

mitigating factor when analyzing the rather bizarre behavior of high profile 

African Americans?  Will the American justice system ever punish all African 

Americans and whites equally?  It would be nice, logical even, to think that in 

2007, these questions would be obsolete; however, as reflected by these mid-year 

news stories, these questions are as relevant as ever.  In this dissertation, I have 

traversed a well laid path by Signifying on the lynching; I “shout out” its 

psychoanalytic and performance-based origins, as well as document the staging 

of a counter-hegemonic lynching performance.  “Saving White Face’s” 

introduction identifies lynching studies as an interdisciplinary project committed 

to unmasking lynching as a site where white power and privilege was rehearsed 

and reinforced.  Lynching studies encompasses any documentation or analysis of 

all discursive or material aspects of lynching. 

Chapter One entitled “Lynching Matters” not only establishes the events 

surrounding O.J. Simpson’s ongoing ordeal as a lynching but posits him, as an 
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African American football player, as predisposed to the practice.  In other words, 

Simpson’s feats as a running back on the football field ultimately functioned as a 

rehearsal for a symbolic “run(s) for justice” that he would have to make to escape 

conviction(s) off the field.  Even further, because he was an American football 

player, Simpson was marked as a “commodity body” on the field, which thereby 

laid the groundwork for his credibility as an ad man for various consumer 

products off the field.  As such, Simpson’s representation can historically and 

culturally be traced to lynching’s material products, the lynching photograph 

and body (part) as souvenir that functioned in the same way his artifacts that 

adorned and represented his body later would. 

As social drama, James Byrd’s 1998 lynching was found to have been 

physically and metaphysically tied to “place” in Jasper, Texas, where it was 

performed.  In Jasper, segregation and lynching work dialectically to reinforce 

white supremacy.  A Kleinian-based psychoanalysis of Byrd’s lynching traces the 

practice to the lynchers’ infantile regression to a “paranoid-schizoid” position in 

which black bodies are projected on to as m(other). American lynchers are 

predisposed to this regression because of Western childrearing practices. 

In Chapter Two, “Saving White Face, Torturing Black Bodies,” lynching is 

categorized as “whiteface masking” or a discursive and/or material formula 

through which its users hide in plain sight to escape accountability for their 
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actions.  Historically, whiteface masking is traced to slavery and has been 

exercised as white privilege.  This is especially true with regard to lynching since 

lynchers could be well known in the community, yet go unpunished.  Whiteface 

masking is both invisible and visible since it has actually been institutionalized as 

the infamous white hood Klu Klux Klan members wear.   

Furthermore, as dialectical performance of discursive and material 

practices, lynching constitutes an act of internal war on African Americans.  

These practices were made up of forced confessions tortured out of lynching 

victims that were then institutionalized into the “lynching story” which was 

widely distributed by various means, including word of mouth, in newsprint, 

and later, on film.  Ultimately, lynching constituted the strategy used to unmake 

African Americans’ world with regard to American democracy and justice.  

Furthermore, some of the practices used to wage internal war on African 

Americans, such as lynching photography, are now mirrored in those used in 

external war in Iraq.  Again, lynching is found to constitute a performance of 

white supremacy that also functions as a rehearsal for other (war) performances.  

Internal war and external war are found to be two sides of the same coin. 

Finally in Chapter Three, “Insurgent Act: Staging a Counter Hegemonic 

Lynching Performance,” I documented the staging of a Chamber Theater 

adaptation of Bebe Moore Campbell’s 1992 novel, Your Blues Ain’t Like Mine, 
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that, like this dissertation, was entitled “Saving White Face.”  This adaptation 

was situated among other lynching plays that constitute black feminist cultural 

production.  Not only did this chapter document this work, but it also outlined 

the counter-hegemonic strategies used in it which included the use of Chamber 

Theater technique, a whiteface mask and a blues aesthetic.  Staging “Saving 

White Face” constituted an insurgent act since it employed strategies deigned to 

counteract those deployed in lynchings. 

“Saving White Face” was a recent act of black feminist cultural 

insurgency, but it was hardly the first.  Chapter Three concludes with an analysis 

of Ida B. Wells-Barnett’s anti-lynching activism that frames her work as early 

Memphis blues.  Wells-Barnett’s activism was not restricted to her challenges to 

lynching; it also included a challenge to heteronormativity, which became 

emblematic of the blues women that followed her.  Lynching performances did 

not only begat other lynchings and war it also begat the blues, and a new 

insurgent, social subject, a blues woman. 

FUTURE DIRECTIONS FOR STUDY 

 

 The United States of America has long been at a crossroads with regard to 

lynching.  Will it acknowledge that lynching logic is the bases upon which its 

formal and informal processes proceed or not? Although there have been 
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gestures that indicate the unjust nature of the practice, such as a (worthless)320 

apology issued in 2005 by the United States Senate for never having passed an 

anti-lynching legislation, the American tradition of lynching resonates strongly 

in American culture.  As long as it does, lynching studies will remain a relevant 

project to performance studies and other academic disciplines who investigate 

injustices within American institutions. Some topics of inquiry may include: (1) a 

relationship between football and lynching, especially with regard to a tie 

between (ill gotten) souvenirs within both practices; (2)  a link between 

tailgaiting before football games and what actually goes on, on the football field 

should also be explored.  The question, “What is the barbeque before the football 

game a rehearsal for?” can be further investigated.   

 It is still not widely understood that lynching logic is America’s driving 

cultural logic; therefore, there can be “never too much”321 lynching studies 

scholarship right now.  Cultural production that explores the dialectical 

relationship between minstrelsy and lynching, lynching and consumerism as 

well as lynching as an American torture tactic should continue to be written and 

reviewed.  Counter hegemonic lynching performances are one of the few ways to 

                                                 
320 http://www.observer.com/node/37453. 
321 This phrase refers to an album and song by the same name by R&B artist Luther Vandross, 1981, Sony 
Music Entertainment. 
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mark lynching’s invisible (white) mechanisms and are therefore integral to 

lynching studies.  
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Appendix 

 

“Saving White Face” 

an adaptation of Your Blues Ain’t Like Mine (1992)  

by Bebe Moore Campbell 

 
 
 

SETTING 

 
Hopewell, Mississippi.  1955 (1 year after Brown vs. Board of Education Supreme 
Court decision)  

 

CHARACTERS 

 
Willow Scott, Narrator, half Choctaw, half black woman who runs Busy Bee cafe 

Lily Cox, a white woman in her mid to late 20s  
Floyd Cox, Lily’s husband, in his late 20’s to early 30s 

Maime Cox, Floyd’s mother 
Louetta Cox, Lily and Floyd’s sister in law (she is married to Floyd’s brother, 

John Earl who is not in the performance) 
Clayton Pinochet, single, white journalist who is heir to the richest estate in 

Hopewell 
 

 
 
Willow Scott enters stage right under spotlight and stands behind a table that 

it frontstage left where she seems to be preparing food.  She is wearing an 
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apron, holding a rolling pin and a shotgun.  Behind her reads, “The Busy Bee 

Café.”  She is muttering to herself about lynching, injustice, murdering 

children.  She seems almost crazy.  She sees a fly and begins to trail it around 

the right side of the stage.  She threatens it and the audience several times with 

the rolling pin.  She seems to lose track of the fly and returns to cooking 

(maybe rolling dough with the rolling pin). (She sees the fly again.  She 

crashes the rolling pin onto the table, killing the fly.)     

 

WS: I told that fly, Your day is coming.  Yessir.  (She looks at the audience.)  

Don’t you think your day ain’t coming. 

 

(Lily enters) 

 

(Lily and Willow begin stylized movement) 

 

 From A Brownsville Mother Loiters in Mississippi, a Mississippi Mother Burns Bacon 

by Gwendolyn Brooks 
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WS: From the first it had been like a Ballad.  It had the beat inevitable. It had the 

blood.   

A wildness cut up, and tied in little bunches,  

Like the four-line stanzas of the ballads she had never quite Understood-the 

ballads they had set her to, in school. 

 

Lily: Herself: the milk white maid, the “maid mild” 

Of the ballad.  Pursued  

By the Dark Villain.  Rescued by the Fine Prince. The Happiness-Ever-After. 

That was worth anything. 

It was good to be a “maid mild” 
That made the breath go fast.      
 
 
 
Willow Scott’s waits a beat and wipes her hands on her apron.   
 
She erases Busy Bee Café off of the blackboard behind her and begins to 
hum/sing a Slave song/spiritual. 
 
Audio of same slave song/ spiritual is increasingly heard, like the rising of the 
sun.  Images of blacks in the field is shown on screen.  
 
 
 
WS:  The music was as much a gift as sunshine, as rain, as any blessing ever 
prayed for.  The music was rich, like the alluvial soil that nourished everything 
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and everyone in the Delta.   
 
Lily:  Lily began to feel strong and hopeful as if she was being healed.  Colored 
people’s singing always made here feel so good.   
 
Lily pressed her breasts into Floyd’s bare back.  She wanted him to wake up 
feeling the tips of her nipples against his skin.   
 
WS: He’d been gone for nearly ten days 
 
Lily:  She felt frightened and weak when he was away from her.  It was as 
though she didn’t exist when he was absent. 
 
WS:  She smiled thinking how she could make him want her, remembering the 
times he even begged.  She thought:  
 
Lily:  If I can get him to give me three dollars, I’ll get me another Rio Red lipstick; 
ain’t had a lipstick in going on three months.  I might can buy me some Evening 
in Paris and a scarf too.  And maybe some rose colored nail polish.   
 
WS:  She calmed herself because the trick was to wake Floyd softly, to let him 
discover her squeezed against him, to make it seem coincidental that the front of 
her nightgown was undone, her breasts exposed.  Wanting her had to be his 
idea, he didn’t like it the other way around.   
 
Lily:   Floyd said only whores acted that way. 
 
Floyd: “You are a pretty thing.” (Ow, Lily says)  
 
WS: Floyd slid into her too fast, then began rocking and pumping and 
pressing, his fingers grabbing and kneading in all the wrong places. 
 
Lily:  Lily opened her eyes.  Disappointment gripped her shoulders like an old 
friend.  She wanted to cry out, to tell him to stop, that nothing he was doing felt 
good, but she kept quiet, realizing that her power was gone, that she would have 
to ride out the storm.  Go numb.  She had learned to do that years before.  
 
Floyd: (Shudders and lets out loud sigh of release.  Lily moves away from him 
with relief.  Floyd smacks her on the behind, then reached for a pack of Winstons 
that lay on a rickety table next to their bed, and leaned forward, lighting two.  He 
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handed her one.)  You know what? (Blows out smoke) You know what?  I’m 
taking you to Memphis. 
 
Lily: (She turns to Floyd) For true?  Memphis!  Lordy! 
 
Floyd: We gon’ go for a week, after I come back from Little Rock.  Round 
November or December.  Be nice weather then.  Cool.  Couple of these boys 
around here owe me some money, and they’ll pay up once the cotton’s in.  That 
make you happy? 
 
(She flung her arms around him, grinning.  He moved away from her and 
stretched.  Frowning a little, he turned to her and said,  
 
Floyd: “That girlfriend you useta set such store by, what’s her name? 
 
Lily (said carefully): Corrine 
 
Floyd: She gon’ take you to Memphis? 
 
Lily: No, Floyd 
 
Floyd: And you sure can’t take yourself…. 
 
Lily:  No, Floyd, I sure can’t.  I need you to take me.  I need you for everything. 
 
Floyd (not hiding his pleasure): I want to go by the pool hall later and check on 
things. 
 
Lily: (Lily measured her words so they sounded casual and spontaneous.)  
“Can I come with you? Keep you company? Maybe on the way back we can run 
to town and stop at the drugstore.  I need me a couple of things.” 
 
Floyd: (giving his wife another quick swat across her behind) Fix me some corn 
bread this morning, will you?   I got me a taste for some corn bread. 
 
 
 (Lily criss-crosses the stage to downstage right into the “kitchen,” where 
Willow had been.  She erases the blackboard again and begins preparation of 
breakfast, using the rolling pin to prepare corn bread.) 
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(Willow enters from stage left)  
 
WS and Lily:  Her bacon burned.   
 
Lily: She hastened to hide it in the step-on can, and  
Drew more strips from the meat case.   
 
WS: The eggs and sour-milk biscuits 
Did well.   
 
Lily:  She set out a jar  
Of her new quince preserve  
 
(Lily finishes arranging.  Willow crosses the plane of the stage to stage left.) 
 
WS:  The pool hall Floyd Cox owned was little more than a shack.  The paint had 
long ago peeled off wooden planks that had buckled and splintered from so 
many rains and from relentless sunshine.  Inside, newspaper was stuck between 
the cracks in the wood to keep out the heat and cold.  In the middle of the small 
room stood a battered pool table; four cue sticks were propped up along the back 
wall.  In one corner an ancient jukebox blared a scratchy Louis Jordan record.   
 
(Lily sneaks in to the juke joint.  The stage is lit with a blue light and a Louis 
Jordan record is playing.  WS is dancing to the sounds.  General socializing 
and laughter is heard and then, Emmitt Till’s picture appears on the screen.   
Above everything, a loud voice says something about Supreme Court decision 
to integrate.  More socializing.  Then, “Vouler vous danser avec moi ce soir?  I 
learned that in the schools in Chicago.” More sounds of socializing) 
 
 
(Lily hears the French phrase and reacts to its foreignness.  She does not see 
Emmitt Till’s picture.  She rushes out of the juke joint)   
 
 
WS and Lily:  …But there was a something about the matter of the Dark Villain. 
 
Lily:  He should have been older perhaps. 
The hacking down of a villain was more fun to think about  
When his menace possessed undisputed breadth, undisputed height, 
And a harsh kind of vice 
And best of all, when his history was cluttered  
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With the bones of many eaten knights and princesses 
 
The fun was disturbed, them all but nullified 
When the Dark Villain was a blackish child  
Of fourteen, with eyes too young to be dirty, 
And a mouth too young to have lost every reminder of its infant softness. 
 
(Lily moves to center stage where there is a bench or two chairs where she is 

waiting for Floyd.  A Patsy Cline song begins to play, “I Fall to Pieces.”  She is 

lost in the song; and does not see or hear Floyd approach from stage right.  He 

is angry.) 

 

WS: The slap caught her by surprise; it was heavy handed and so full of 

meanness and rage she couldn’t even cry.  Lily was stunned.  Floyd had hit her 

before, but she always knew when the blow coming.   

 

Floyd: I thought I told you not to go in there (Floyd said, his voice quivering, his 

hand gripped the back of her neck) 

 

Lily: I only went to the door (Lily said, coming to her senses, whimpering a little 

and rubbing her face so he’d feel sorry for her and not hit her again.) 
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Floyd:  What’d that boy say to you? 

 

Lily:  What boy?  (But as soon as she asked the question she knew which boy and 

what Floyd was angry about.  Her thoughts collected like bits of steel being 

pulled toward a magnet; she had to protect herself.  If she said she was sorry, it 

would be like admitting that she’d gone into the pool hall to look at a colored 

boy; Floyd might hit her again.  If she told him what the boy had said [what had 

he said? what?], Floyd might hurt him.) 

 

Floyd: What’s that boy say to you? 

 

(Lily cried, even though the pain had disappeared.  She knew how to extend 

her tears.) 

 

Lily: I don’t rightly know.  Talked like a foreigner.  I was just curious, Floyd. 

 

Floyd: You don’t go in there no more, you hear me?   
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Lily: Yes, Floyd. 

 

(Floyd and Lily begin to exit stage right) 

 

Floyd: (He stroked her cheek) Did you hurt yourself? 

 

(Floyd and Lily begin to exit stage left.  He stops) 

 

Floyd: You don’t let on about what happened.  You know how Daddy and them 

are. 

 

(Willow enters stage right and is spotlighted) 

 

 

WS: That boy must have been surprised!  For  

These were grown ups.  Grown ups were supposed to be wise. 

And the Fine Prince—and that other—so tall, so broad,  
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So 

Grown!  Perhaps the boy had never guessed 

That the trouble with gown ups was that under the  

magnificent shell of adulthood, just under, 

Waited the baby full of tantrums 

 

(Clayton Pincohet enters.  He completes the scene change, maybe pulling a 

coatrack from offstage to hang his coat.  He sets up his typewriter, and rolls up 

his sleeves and sits down as if preparing to work.) 

 

 

Clayton:  Clayton Pinochet sat crouched over the copy he was editing for the 

next edition of the Hopewell Telegram.   

 

WS:  The stories spread before him on his desk were the same old rehash of 

births, weddings, and deaths that were the staple of his semiweekly paper.  
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Clayton:   He could write them in his sleep.  Next to the pile of articles was a 

letter from Taylor McIntyre, his former editor at the New York Bulletin, where 

he’d worked for nearly ten years.  Taylor’s note had arrived several weeks 

earlier; it asked him to write an article about how Mississippians were 

responding to the Supreme Court decision favoring integration of public schools.  

He had put off his response long enough, he told himself; today he would write 

back and inform Taylor that he just didn’t have time to do the story.  It was a 

plausible excuse.   

 

(Willow puts on hat/laughs crazy laugh/ and white mask [denotation that she 

is changing character to Stonewall Pinochet])  

 

Lighting change to reflect Willow as a man/patriarch (color?) 

  

WS: “What do you want to go up there for?  Living with Yankees! You won’t be 

fit for anything,”  

 

Clayton: when Clayton told his father his plans to move to New York.   
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WS and Clayton:  He might as well have said he was going to live on the edge of 

the sun.   

 

WS:  His father had stared at him, his dark eyes searching the young man’s face.  

He was a big man, who appeared then as he always had: strong and in control, a 

man incapable of breaking or bending, of even aging, because that would have 

implied weakness.   

 

WS and Clayton:  And there was nothing weak about Stonewall Pinochet 

 

Clayton:  Clayton remembered how rubbery his knees felt as he stood before his 

father that day; his entire body shook.  But then, he’d been frightened of his 

father for as long as he could remember. 

 

(Clayton walks to center stage, remembering) 

 

(Rodney King video footage plays on screen) 
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Clayton:  He wasn’t even eight years old the summer day he watched his father’s 

farm manager horsewhip one of the black laborers, a man named Jim, who 

sometimes told him stories.  Even now he could taste his eight -year old passion.  

“Stop it!  It’s not right! He screamed, flinging his small body between the two 

men.  Suddenly he was lifted up and then he was momentarily airborne, before 

he landed on the ground with a thud.  When he looked up his father’s body 

loomed over him.  

 

 

WS:  (holds rifle to Clayton) If you ever—ever –try to save a nigger again, I’ll…” 

(Willow exits) 

 

Clayton:  The day Clayton knew he wanted to rescue colored people was the day 

he became afraid of his father.  And the fear never left him.   

 

(Clayton gets up and brushes himself off) 
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(Scene changes to split stage between kitchen (same one) and sitting area inside 

Louella’s house.  Louella and Maime are sitting up stage left.  Willow as Floyd’s 

father is sitting with a rifle on the table in the kitchen.  Floyd and Lily enter.  Lily 

joins the women.  Floyd stays in the kitchen area). 

 

(Willow reenters from stage right still in white mask with gun) 

 

Willow (as Floyd’s father):  What went on over there today? 

 

Floyd: I handled it.  (trying to make his voice sound low and mean sounding)  

  

Willow: What’d you handle? 

 

Floyd:  Some nigger said something funny to Lily.  French. ‘Voully voully dance.’  

Something like that. 

 

Willow: (eyes tightening) He said that to Lily? 
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Floyd: Yeah 

 

Willow:  A nigger talking French to a white lady?  What else did he say?  Did 

that boy touch Lily?   

 

Floyd:  No. 

 

Willow:  You sure about that? 

 

Floyd:  I told you I handled it. 

 

Willow:  Certain way you got to handle niggers that talk French to white ladies 

and say schools is gon’ integrate. 

 

Floyd:  (confused) He said that? 
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Willow: (getting in Floyd’s face) Handled it, did you?  I don’t know about that.  

There’s a certain way me and your brother handle niggers.  That the way you 

took care of it?  Like we woulda done?  Like you was one of us? 

 

(Floyd and Willow wait three beats.  Floyd gets the shotgun, and he and Willow 

aggressively exit stage right. 

 

Louella, Maime and Lily watch them exit.) 

 

Lily:  Lily wanted to call after them and say, “Ain’t nothing happened with that 

boy,” but one look at Maime’s stern, intractable face, at Louella’s accusing eyes, 

and she shut her mouth.  If Floyd and them were going to do something ruinous, 

she couldn’t stop them.  Going to Memphis suddenly felt like a receding dream. 

 

Louella:  (turned to Lily, her round face bobbing forward, her eyes streaked with 

alert meanness)  Well, seems like things done got stirred up.  What do you think 

they gonna do, Miss Maime?   
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Maime:  Whatever they does is menfolks business.  Us women ain’t got nary to 

do with it.  (She gazed at Lily, whose shoulders jerked and shook under her 

mother-in law’s hard stare)  You.  Miss Magnolia Queen.  What’d you do to get 

that nigger’s eyes on you. 

 

Lily:  I ain’t done nothing, (she says bolting from her chair and exiting fast stage 

right.) 

 

 

(41 shots are heard offstage—Amadou Diallo)  Stage goes dark 

 

(Hank Williams song comes on.  Low lights go up w/ spotlight on Floyd, who 

enters stage right with rifle) 

 

(Dead Emmitt Till picture appears on screen) 
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Floyd:  Well, you might can’t fix everything that needs fixing, but damned if you 

can’t make some things right.   

 

Later, when Floyd would try to forget everything else about this night, he would 

still recall the ride back home, the smoky air of the congested cab, the three of 

them pressed in close together, singing and laughing as their shoulders touched.   

 

Floyd:  What warmed him more than anything was the sure, true knowing that 

his father, at last, was satisfied with him.   

 

(Lights go down.  Floyd exits) 

 

 

(Lily enters stage right and pauses before she joins Louetta) 

 

Lily:  It occurred to her that there may have been something  

Ridiculous in the picture of the Fine Prince 

Rushing  



 150 

 

WS:  (Rich with breadth and height and  

Mature solidness whose lack, in the Dark Villain, was impressing her, 

  

Lily: rushing 

With his heavy companion to hack down (unhorsed) 

That little foe. 

So much had happened, she could not remember now what that foe had done 

Against her, or if anything had been done. 

The one thing in the world that she did know and knew  

With terrifying clarity was that her composition  

Had disintegrated.  That although the pattern prevailed, 

The breaks were everywhere.  That she could think  

Of no thread capable of the necessary  

Sew work. 
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(Light go up on rest of set.  Back to Maime’s house.  It is very hot.  Lily joins 

Louetta) 

 

 

Louetta:  Weather like this makes you not want to move a muscle (Louetta said, 

fanning herself with a scrap of paper.)  You look nice and cool, though (she 

added giving Lily an envious glance). 

 

Lily:  Oh, I’m not feeling cool. 

 

(Louetta leaned in toward her sister–in-law.  Louetta’s whisper was sharp, 

conspiratorial, as though they were part of some venture that bound them 

together.) 

 

Louetta:  I don’t feel one bit bad for that little Chicago nigger.  I don’t!  He was 

asking for it!  And John Earl says the Supreme Court wants me to send my 

youngins to school with the likes of him.  Well, that nigger won’t be going to 

school with nobody. 
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Lily: (for the first time in a long time, Lily looked Louetta straight in the eyes.)  

What do you mean? 

 

Louetta:  I mean that nigger’s deader than a dried up sill. 

 

Lily:  (nervous) Dead?   

 

Louetta:  yes, honey, we got men who’ll defend us,  (Louetta said moving closer 

to Lily.) That’s what a man is supposed to do for his wife.  Listen, if a nigger 

didn’t get lynched every now and then, well, there’s just no telling what they’d 

do to us. 

 

Lily:  Who? 

 

Louetta:  Why honey, the niggers and our husbands, both.  I don’t care what 

color they are; men build up steam.  And they gotta let it out somewhere.  
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Colored men.  White men.  They both crazy.  Honey, the point is you gotta look 

at it this way:  A whole lotta women can’t say, ‘I gotta man who’ll kill for me,’” 

 

Lily:  (In denial) No. I mean, who killed him. 

 

Louetta:  Oh.  Well, Floyd mostly.  But John Earl helped some. 

 

Lily:  (She hesitated, afraid she might appear stupid to Louetta.)  Are they gonna 

get arrested? 

 

Louetta:  Honey, no.  Hell, don’t nobody even arrest niggers for killing niggers.  

Its gonna be just like it ain’t never happened. 

 

(Lights fade) 

 

(Scene switches back to Clayton’s office.  Clayton’s office was already hot by 

the time he arrived.  The Jackson newspaper was at the door, and he scanned 

the headlines while he let himself inside.  He went to the window, opened it a 
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crack, pulled down the shade, and then turned on the ceiling fan, which 

shuddered and whirred as it churned the office air.  The sound was oddly 

plantative and reminded him of the singing in the fields.  [Same slave song 

played at the beginning is heard/same pictures of slaves in field]  he stood still 

and closed his eyes and heard the voices, the call and response, the chanting.  

 

He looks up at the picture of dead Emmitt Till. 

 

Clayton:  My God, how can they bear it? 

 

(He sat at his desk, put his paper down.  He takes a clean piece of paper from a 

stack on top of his desk and inserted it into the manual Underwood he used 

for all his stories.  At the top of the page he typed:  “Colored Boy Found 

Dead.”  “A fifteen year old colored boy was found dead in his grandmother’s 

front yard last Friday night.  His death was the result of gunshot wounds.”  

[These words appear on screen] 
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Clayton’s fingers hovered above the keys while he read over and over again 

what he’d written, until the words began to blur before him.  Then he typed, 

“His death was the result of severe hating.” 

 

Lighting changes to denote Willow as Stonewall Pinochet.  Willow puts on 

ha/and does crazy laugh.  

 

Willow as Stonewall leans down over CP’s shoulder and reads what he has 

typewritten.  Without glancing at him, his father would lift his glasses and rub 

the bridge of his nose and pull his thick fingers through the shock of gray hair 

he had, and then he would place his huge hands squarely in front of him, and 

he would place his huge hands squarely in front of him, and he would study 

those hands before he spoke to Clayton.  Then he would level his dark, 

piercing eyes on him. 

 

WS: Now, son, you have to be careful what you put in print. If you weren’t 

pulling from a healthy trust fund every month, you wouldn’t be in any position 

to be a roving reporter, now would you son? If you hadn’t been drawing from a 

healthy trust fund, you wouldn’t have been able to go gallivanting with the 

Yankees in New York City, Mr. Liberal.  Them checks you get every month-ever 
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stop to think where that money came from boy?  Niggers.  Nigger slaves.  Nigger 

sharecroppers who rent from us and buy from us when they need a roll of toilet 

paper.   You think we’d have a toehold in this country without them?  And here 

you’re telling people we hate them.  That’s a lie.  We got a code down here, a 

way to keep things in order.  Checks and balances, just like the government of 

the United States.  That boy that died was out of order, plain and simple. 

 

(WS exits)   

 

(Clayton goes to the phone) 

 

Clayton: (on phone) I want to make a long distance call to New York.  Person to 

person to Mr. Taylor McIntyre from Mr.Clayton Pinochet.  (Pause) Taylor?  

Taylor?  (Laughing)  My God Taylor, I never how much like a Yankee you 

sounded. 

 

You wrote me.  You wanted me to do a story about the Supreme Court decision 

and how its affecting the people down here.  Last night a boy was killed here.  

He was a colored boy, and he was murdered.  Killed by white men.  Taylor, 
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killing this boy, that’s the response.  That’s the story.  I think you should send 

someone down here right away. I live here, Taylor.  I can’t do it.  You’ve got to 

send someone down here.  And no one can ever know that I called you. 

 

(Clayton exits.  Willow Scott enters) 

 

WS:  By Saturday afternoon, the colored section of Hopewell was shrouded in 

fear, anger and confusion.  Every colored person in town had learned that 

Armstrong Todd was killed by the Coxes because he spoke French to Lily Cox.  

They also understood that he’d been murdered because of the Supreme Court’s 

ruling against segregated schools.   

 

They had known other lynchings, and the current crisis, like a roiling whirlpool, 

stirred the memories they thought they’d put to rest.  “Remember when they 

killed them two brothers down in Woodville,” Granny Jones said.  “Them boys 

wasn’t but twelve and ten years old, and they throwed them in jail, just ‘cause 

they was running out of the woods where they found some white man’s dead 

body.  They brought in an electric chair from Jackson, put it on top of the car, and 

commenced to riding around where the colored people lived.  Then they fried 
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them chaps till you couldn’t hardly recognize they faces.  And then, you know 

what?  The next year the man’s own son shot hisself in the head.  Now you tell 

me what you think happened.”  

 

Lying trash! 

 

(Willow Scott changes to hat, cigar and white mask, laughs crazy laugh.  Goes 

to separate area of stage for “meeting.”  Clayton, Louetta,and Lily enter 

wearing white masks and go to respective areas around stage) 

 

Clayton  (businesslike):  They called themselves the Honorable Men of Hopewell.  

As was the custom, the mayor hadn’t been invited to the meeting but would be 

apprised at a later time of any public policy decisions stemming from it, if it was 

deemed politic to do so.   

 

Louetta:  Mayor Renfro was merely one in a series of figurehead politicians; the 

real power of region was gathered in this smoke filled room.  The primacy they 

enjoyed had been historically bestowed upon them; it was their legacy.  Their 
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great grandfathers had made the family fortunes with blacks and cotton, and 

both had continued to enrich them.  And not by chance. 

 

All except WS:  The Honorable Men of Hopewell had blood on their hands.   

 

Lily: Since the days of the New Deal they had manipulated relief benefits so that 

poor whites were often denied payments and pushed out of the county in order 

to keep in blacks who would work for starvation wages.   

 

Louetta:  Over the years, the Delta’s power brokers manipulated higher property 

taxes for the colored and lower ones for themselves, so that essentially the poor 

blacks wound up paying for both the white schools that their children couldn’t 

attend and the dilapidated colored schools that were in session only after the 

cotton crop was harvested.   

 

Clayton:  Years before, these men had shut down several fledgling enterprises 

owned by colored when the competition threatened the economic health of white 

businesses.  The would-be entrepreneurs were sent fleeing for their lives, and 

most ended up in Chicago.  The decision not to sell life insurance to colored 
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people had been made in that same room.  And much worse had been 

sanctioned on the second floor of the municipal building by the Honorable Men 

assembled there.  Much worse.  And now they decided the fate of the men who’d 

murdered Armstrong Todd. 

 

(Lights go down on others and up on WS.  As if addressing a private mtg.)  

 

WS:  Gentlemen, we got us some rednecks that need to go to jail. 

 

(Louetta, Clayton and Lily grumble and mumble amongst themselves audibly) 

 

Gentlemen, gentlemen, You’re jumping the gun.  All I said is those boys need to 

be in jail.  And they do.  But I didn’t say nothing about them staying there.  I’m 

taking about appearances. 

 

We arrest three.  We let two go.  From everything I’ve heard, it was that younger 

boy that actually killed the nigra.  Besides, we don’t need but one symbol for 
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justice, and I’m sure a sympathetic jury of his peers won’t deal too harshly with 

him. 

 

Lily, Clayton, Louetta: (echo/one after the other) The jury brought in a non 

guilty verdict in less than thirty minutes. 

 

(All exit except Lily and Floyd) 

 

(Lily and Floyd in the kitchen area) 

 

Lily:  She made the babies sit in their places at the table. 

Then before calling Him, she hurried 

To the mirror with her comb and lipstick.  It was necessary 

To be more beautiful than ever 

The beautiful wife. 

For sometimes she fancied he looked at her as though 

Measuring her.  As if he considered, “Had she been worth it?” 
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Floyd: (echo) Had she been worth it? 

 

Floyd:  Had she been worth the blood, the cramped cries, the little  

Stuttering bravado, 

The gradual dulling of those Negro eyes, 

The sudden, overwhelming little boyness in that barn? 

 

Lily:  Whatever she might feel or half feel, the lipstick necessity was something 

apart.   

 

Floyd and Lily: He must never conclude 

That she had not been worth It. 

 

WS: He sat down the Fine Prince, and 

Began buttering a biscuit.  He looked at his hands. 

He twisted in his chair, he scratched his nose.    
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He glanced again, almost secretly, at his hands. 

More papers were in from the North, he mumbled.  More 

Meddling headlines 

With their pepper-words, “beastiality,” and “barbarism,” 

And 

“Shocking” 

 

(Floyd echoes words, “beastiality, “ “barbarism, “ and “shocking” 

 

WS (continues): The half sneers he had mastered for the trial worked 

Across  

His pretty and sweet face. 

 

Floyd:  What he’d like to do, he explained, was kill them all. 

The time lost.  The unwanted fame. 

Still, it had been fun to show those intruders 

A thing or two.  To show that snappy-eyed mother, 
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That sassy Northern, brown black – 

 

Nothing could stop Mississippi 

 

WS:  He whispered something to her, did the Fine Prince, some- 

thing  

About love, something about love and night and intention. 

 

Lily:  She saw no hoof beat of the horse and saw no flash of the shining steel 

She stood there. 

But a hatred for him burst into glorious flower, 

And its perfume enclapsed them—big 

Bigger than all magnolias 

 

Lily, WS and Floyd:  The last bleak news of the ballad. 

The rest of the rugged music. 

The last quatrain. 
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