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Reconfiguring Nation,
Race, and Plantation Culture
in Freyre and Faulkner

Miguel Edward Santos-Neves, Ph.D.
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Supervisor: Katherine Arens

Gilberto Freyre’s Casa-grande & senzala (1933) (The Masters and the
Slaves) and William Faulkner’s Absalom, Absalom! (1936) revisit and reevaluate
Romantic notions of history, especially national progress and attendant accounts
of racial purity and whiteness of "the people." The plantation home emerges in
their texts as the common locus of historical and cultural experiences and as the
principle symbol and metaphor for the domination of colonial forces.
This dissertation explores how Freyre and Faulkner both take up the
contemporary issue of miscegenation as the primary theme in their respective works.
They elaborate this theme and explore its ramifications through the central, grounding
image of the plantation home, which they approach through a historical sensibility and
from a historical perspective.
Freyre and Faulkner work from within paradigms from Europe to rewrite
them, as they re-think the legacies of colonialism and of the plantation
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organization in non-national, non-ethnic, non-Hegelian, generative, deterministic
terms. Their works seek to offer viable and independent counter-discourses to the
dominant European cultural models—new, non-nationalist narratives of historical
destiny based on culture and economics rather than on any overarching politicalhistorical destiny, as the epics of Europe's nations had been told in the era.
This dissertation hopes to contribute to the scholarship that questions the
essentialist notions of race and nation, as they were conceived on the plantation in
rural regions of the New World. This project recovers a transnational tradition of
political opposition—a tradition that roots itself in the anthropology of experience
rather than in the determinism of origin and inheritance. It will also argue for
disciplinary realignments in the literature of the Americas, by proposing that
further efforts be made to study the New World plantation and its effective
geography. On the basis of the discussion on Faulkner, Southern literature ought
to observe a new division between the Upper South and the Lower South,
demarcated by the border between North and South Carolina, on the basis of the
demographics, economics, and, in turn, self-understanding of these respective
regions.
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Men make their own history, but they do not make it as they please; they do not
make it under self-selected circumstances, but under circumstances existing
already, given and transmitted from the past. The tradition of all dead
generations weighs like a nightmare on the brains of the living. And just as they
seem to be occupied with revolutionizing themselves and things, creating
something that did not exist before, precisely in such epochs of revolutionary
crisis they anxiously conjure up the spirits of the past to their service, borrowing
from them names, battle slogans, and costumes in order to present this new scene
in world history in time-honored disguise and borrowed language.
—Karl Marx, “The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis
Bonaparte” 1852

INTRODUCTION:
My dissertation project approaches as its centerpieces Gilberto Freyre’s
Casa-grande & senzala (1933) (The Masters and the Slaves) and William
Faulkner’s Absalom, Absalom! (1936). These works revisit and reevaluate
Romantic notions of history, especially national progress and attendant accounts
of racial purity and whiteness of "the people." Together, these texts argue from
the shared premise that not only had Romantic notions of race and nationhood run
their course by the 1930s, but that a virulent contagion had infected Western
European culture and spirit, bringing it to decadence and eventual demise. These
voices were not alone in this diagnosis: High Modernist poets and writers such as
T.S. Eliot, D.H. Lawrence, and Thomas Mann also sensed this cultural and
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spiritual demise, especially in a European population maimed by World War I,
and announced it resoundingly in their work.
I will argue that, while these largely European writers of Modernism
dwelled in an ironic mode vis-à-vis their decaying culture, each of the New World
writers considered here offers a response to the cultural problems particularly
targeted by High Modernism (e.g. the unity of European culture, the inability of
European cultural and epistemological paradigms to represent a multifarious
world, etc.) by engaging the problem in a different voice: instead of taking up the
epochal problem from Europe's point of view, they turn to new ways of storytelling in the epic mode to offer platforms for nascent cultures struggling to free
themselves from the shackles of Europe and to attain cultural independence.
Freyre and Faulkner engage the history of their region beyond Europe in this epic
mode that tells of the destiny of nations1 to address their respective localities and
audiences. By so doing, they implement their shared vision of a model of culture
that implies multiple foci of culture, multiple loci of cultural production—and a
new set of regional imperatives beyond Europe that makes the cultures of the
Americas a new way to conceive of the ills of the modern era and possible
correctives.
Antonio Benítez Rojo states in his book La isla que se repite: el Caribe y
la perspectiva posmoderna (1998) that “en el Caribe, a cuyos puertos llegaron
1

In the Poetics, Aristotle treats epic as a genre that combines the narrative and dramatic modes. Like
tragedy, it depicts the actions of a hero who imitates human action both as it is and ought to be. In one
aspect, epic explores how the consequences of the moral choices of the hero, much like tragedy.
While both Casa-grande and Absalom weave the narrative and dramatic modes, they include a
concern with history lacking in Aristotle’s conception of the epic. They are both conceived to give a
meaning to the destiny of the people they represent, a meaning that is drawn from an exploration of the
implications of their history and through a recognition of the significance of the past on the present.
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millones de esclavos africanos y centenares de miles de asiáticos para construir y
sostener la economía de plantación, los discursos de la antropología cultural de la
etnografía cortan una multitud de discursos” (Rojo 218). Rojo’s statement signals
not race, but, the plantation, a cultural formation ubiquitous in the era, as the
common locus of historical and cultural experiences throughout the Caribbean.
He also believes this statement to be valid for a geographical range extending
from the American South to the Brazilian Northeast. The plantation home thus
will emerge in these texts as the principle symbol and metaphor for the
domination of colonial forces, especially for the miscegenation, both racial and
cultural, that these colonial forces so hopelessly attempted to forbid -- the epic
fate of a region driven by such an anthropological organization rather than by the
ideas/ideals of the nation.
Freyre and Faulkner each write from the point-of-view of a minor
literature (in a Deleuze and Guattari sense),2 as they work in full knowledge of
their European exemplars, yet they work from within European paradigms to
rewrite them, and they adopt political strategies to re-think the legacies of
colonialism and of the plantation organization in non-national, non-ethnic, nonHegelain, generative, deterministic terms. In their respective uses of the epic
mode, their works create new political assemblages that offer viable and
independent counter-discourses to the dominant European cultural models—new,
non-nationalist narratives of historical destiny based on culture and economics

2

For a fuller discussion of the concept of “minor literature” as it is evoked here, refer to Kafka: Toward a
Minor Literature (1975) by Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, specifically chapter 3.
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rather than on any overarching political-historical destiny, as the epics of Europe's
nations had been told in the era.
Let me now turn briefly to introduce this recasting of the ground for new
epics of the Americas that identify economics and culture as driving the region's
fate, a fate understood differently than in the nation-states of Europe.
Freyre and Faulkner’s respective works each address common themes as
critical to a new strategy for understanding and narrating national destiny, but
each text speaks uniquely to its own national setting and thus adapts narrative
forms most familiar to its audience to take up and communicate the elements of
this critical redefinition of national identity. In so doing, they move this new
approach to epic historic destiny into locally specific narrative genres that on the
surface seem different stylistically, but which share the goal of identifying for
specific reader groups what difficulties the Eurocentric epic perspective presents
to its audience, and to offer a new constellation of explanatory themes as a
corrective.
In this sense, the relationship between the texts treated here will be polyphonic
rather than causal-genetic, and so my project will assert that these texts share a common
worldview with a critical stance towards race, opposed to the dominant Western
(European) understanding of the correlations between pure race and nationhood. In their
respective ways, they attempt to recast and revalue their cultures and histories by taking
up this strategy for an anthropological-materialist analysis of a region, where cultures
based on different national heritages and languages actually share a great deal, based on
their common experience of plantation slavery.
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To summarize, Freyre and Faulkner both take up the contemporary issue of
miscegenation as the primary theme in their respective works. They elaborate this theme
and explore its ramifications through the central, grounding image of the plantation
home, which they approach through a historical sensibility and from a historical
perspective. Since both writers part from this point-of-view in order to create historical
representations, which inform their readers of historical circumstance, it is worthwhile to
take a gander into the cultural and economic history of the plantation complex3 in the
New World. Such a brief survey and digression will provide a repository of background
knowledge that will be introduced and revisited in order to explore and bring light to the
nuances of each text. In addition, such knowledge will be brought to bear—as states of
affair— in order to enrich the total social picture of the plantation complex and thereby to
adduce the overarching argument that the manifestation of the plantation in the New
World ought to be studied as a world onto itself.
Let us begin with Daniel Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe (1719), as it sets up a horizon
of expectations about the culture and economics of plantations from the European
perspective. The evolution of the history of the plantation in the New World, particularly
in Brazil and in the Caribbean basin, shows that what all too often has been considered as
a monolithic culture was actually a dynamic force of social engineering in the region.
After this brief digression, we will return to Freyre and Faulkner to see how they engage
this cultural symbol.

3

This term is used by Philip D. Curtin in his book The Rise and Fall of the Plantation Complex: Essays in
Atlantic History (1998). He employs this term to accommodate the various historical iterations of the
plantation, and so it will be used in this dissertation from this point on.
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Robinson Crusoe in Brazil
After Robinson Crusoe escapes slavery from a “Moor at Sallee” and
before he ever lands on the “Island of Despair,” he travels through the Atlantic
coast of Africa, past the Canary Islands, and onto “Cape de Verd,” a common
stopping ground for ships travelling either to the East Indies or to the New World
in the southern Atlantic of the seventeenth century. Indeed, in the Cape de Verd
Islands, Crusoe jumps out of the cabin of his boat, spots a Portuguese merchant
ship that he believes “was bound to the coast of Guinea for negroes” (Defoe 26),
and signals for assistance by firing his gun. The Portuguese captain rescues
Crusoe and Xury, and he tells Crusoe, “I carry you to the Brasils” (Defoe 26).
When Crusoe offers the captain some of his belongings as recompense, the
captain remonstrates “if I should take from you what you have, you will be
starved there, and then I only take away the life I have given. No, no Seignor
Inglese … I will carry you tither in charity, and those things will help you to buy
your subsistence there and your passage home again” (Defoe 26-7). And off they
go, catching the trade winds and arriving in Brazil in twenty-two days (lightning
fast in those days) at the “Bay de Todos los Santos, or All Saint’s Bay,” the
modern day state of Bahia.
Once in Brazil, the Portuguese captain recommends that Crusoe initially
stay with one of the captain’s acquaintances, “a good honest man like himself,
who had an ingenio as they call it, that is, a plantation and a sugar-house” (Defoe
28). Residing with the man inspires the ambitious Crusoe, who had originally
6
	
  

taken to the seas in search of his fortune, to familiarize himself with the planting
and making of sugar: he reflects, “seeing how well the planters liv’d, and how
they grew rich suddenly, I resolv’d, if I could get a licence to settle there, I would
turn planter among them” (Defoe 28). He purchases as much land as his money
will permit, and, although he works it at a subsistence level for the first two years,
by the third year he grows tobacco, and, by the fourth, sugar cane for export.
Sugar production was not for the faint of heart. From its early stages, it
was an industry controlled by entrepreneurs, who needed enormous amounts of
capital to build the ingenio, as well as mills, boiling houses, curing houses, a
distillery (if one wanted to produce rum), and a warehouse. Most of all, they
needed a large labor force to clear the land, plant the cane, harvest it, and begin
the refinement process within twenty-four hours. This was all hard labor and, at
this time, labor was hard to come by. The initial labor demands were met with
Old World indentured servants and the Natives from the conquered lands. When
the supply of servants dwindled and the natives perished because of disease,
European conquerors found a sound labor investment in African slaves. We see
this labor problem dramatized in Robinson Crusoe. Crusoe and his neighbors lack
the labor to turn the land immediately into a profitable plantation, which explains
why he plants tobacco at first and exports it to Europe, a task he is able to do with
a few workers. He acquires an indentured servant when the Portuguese captain
returns from Europe. In addition, the captain brings Crusoe work tools and some
goods, which he trades for a slave and another indentured servant. He sees the
benefits of extra labor in no time: he “raised fifty great rolls of tobacco on my
7
	
  

own ground … and these fifty rolls being each above a 100wt. were well cur’d
and laid by against the rerun of the fleet from Lisbon” (Defoe 30). Business
increases and Crusoe does well: he learns the language and makes friends with
fellow planters and the merchants around San Salvador—in short, he becomes a
member of the reigning class in colonial Brazil.
He realizes that his own survival (and, in turn, the survival of the colony)
depends in great measure on having a large (and controlled) labor supply that
could work the land. As historian Eric Williams has pointed out, colonies directed
towards cultivating staples on a large scale for the export market required, above
land and capital, labor: “labor, that is, must be constant and must work, or be
made to work, in co-operation” (Williams 4). Since all of the planters along with
Crusoe “were straiten’d for nothing so much as servants” (Defoe 32), his cohort
proposes sending him with a “super-cargo in the ship to manage the trading partupon the coast of Guinea,” where he will trade the merchandise for slaves. Not
only do the planters hope to satisfy their needs for labor, but they also hope to
make a great deal of money from the slave trade itself, because it is heavily
regulated by the kings of Spain and Portugal, allowing opportunity for contraband
trade and, in turn, a high profit.
Defoe’s depiction of Portuguese colonial society in the 1650s provides a
glimpse, albeit a fictional one, into the inception of the New World plantation. By
1580, Bahia was already the richest sugar-producing area in the Western World.
Furthermore, his illustration is supported by the words of historian Philip D.
Curtin: “by the mid-seventeenth century, in short, Brazil had reached about ten
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times the production of the richest sugar colonies elsewhere [between 20,000 and
30,000 tons per year], whereas the Caribbean as a whole hardly produced onetenth as much sugar as Brazil” (Curtin 26-27). Large-scale sugar production in the
New World began in Brazil as early as the 1550s, and the Portuguese colony
remained the foremost sugar producer in the world until the seventeenth century.
The colony fed the Europeans’ initial sugar craze before Santo-Domingo,
Jamaica, and Cuba became major centers of sugar production in the late
eighteenth and nineteenth century. It thus marks the beginning of the New World
plantation, where food was produced not for local consumption but in surplus for
export: a colony with land and facilities directed toward producing a staple in
large scale to be sold on the export market. As Curtin notes, “Brazil was also the
place where the characteristic elements of New World tropical slave plantations
were first put together” (Curtin 46). Brazilian plantations were a successful
prototype of the eighteenth-century English and French sugar plantations in the
Caribbean, the nineteenth-century sugar plantations of Cuba, and even the cotton
plantations of the American South that supplanted their Latin counterparts in
profitability and renown during the nineteen century.
Although exploration and trade occurred under the aegis of a monarch, it
involved a mercantile and financial network that spread beyond the borders of a
kingdom. As Defoe’s work implies, the plantation world was part of a
sophisticated trading network. Mercantilism integrated land ownership, labor
power, and trade networks into a coherent system that connected the world.
German bankers, principally the Fugger dynasty of Augsburg, first funded
9
	
  

exploration; the Genoese banked trade efforts and the establishment of the first
plantations in the New World; European sovereigns provided military protection
through armaments and legal and economic protection through monopolies. The
plantation itself produced much-desired foodstuffs, which at the time was
overwhelmingly sugar, though tobacco, indigo, cotton, and cocoa beans were
exported as well, among a number of less valuable commodities. Not only were
large tracts of landed needed, but also, after the cane was cut, a mill was
necessary to process the cane within twenty-four hours, and then a boiling house
cooked the cane, all on location. The initial refined product was shipped to
European ports like Antwerp, Amsterdam, London, and Bordeaux, where the final
refining process occurred before distribution to European markets. All the steps in
the process were risky: a hurricane might strike the plantation, the ingenio could
catch on fire, the cargo could be lost at sea. Nonetheless, speculators, merchants,
and traders created the incentive for such risky business, by providing the
opportunity for tremendous profit, while bankers from Pisa, Flanders, Florence,
and Venice financed the trading voyages. Merchants bought from plantation
owners (remember Crusoe makes friends with the local merchants); they found
marine insurance Palermo insurance houses, for example; they procured the
freight to carry it across the ocean; and they delivered the product—making
money on the spread between the buying and selling price. In short, by 1600, the
elements of plantation agriculture—the factory system, arms manufacture, trading
networks, the use of currencies and credit systems, insurance, banking, taxation,
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and aggressive governmental policies—had all emerged in various parts of
Europe and the New World in what can be considered an era of Globalization.
The field worker was the most basic unit of the plantation mode of
production. At first, these workers were either indentured servants from Europe or
natives from the conquered lands. After the supply of indentured servants
diminished and the natives proved unsuitable for onerous plantation work,
African slaves supplanted both as the cheapest and most productive source of
labor. The Portuguese had a particular advantage at first because they had colonial
holdings in Africa, which made the slave trade easy and inexpensive; furthermore,
crossing the Atlantic from Africa to Brazil was far quicker than from Africa to the
Caribbean.

Mercantilism and the Plantation
The initial arrangement of the New World and the subsequent political
rivalries can only really be understood as an extension of the political struggles
taking place in Europe during the sixteenth century. Spain reigned supreme during
the sixteenth century, as the most powerful kingdom in Europe, while the
Portuguese ruled the seas with a trading empire that extended around the globe.
The Americas were first partitioned between Spain and Portugal according to the
Papal Bull in the Treaty of Tordesillas (1494), which granted the lands west of
Columbus’s landing point to Spain, while the Portuguese would hold the lands to
the east of it, roughly speaking. The other European countries, especially those
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that would become Protestant, would follow the letter of the law with less
enthusiasm than their Iberian counterparts.
The Dutch, once free from the shackles of Spain, would carry their rivalry
with Spain and Portugal into the seas and into the New World. In the seventeenth
century the Dutch had already begun to contest Portuguese dominance, not only
when they invaded Brazil consistently from 1621-1656, but also when they
annexed Lusitanian holdings in the East. For thirty-five years they had holdings in
northern Brazil; they also held Curaçao and Surinam in the New World, not to
mention South Africa, and Sri Lanka and Java in the East. The other European
powers were determined to enter into the contest, and so they allocated political
and economic resources toward sharing in the New World spoils and, eventually,
toward displacing their Iberian counterparts.
The English would venture into the New World with the intention of
undermining Spanish authority. Many of their initial settlements were meant to be
self-sustaining garrisons and trading posts in places like Barbados and Virginia,
from which they could engage in contraband trade that would undermine the
monopolies in Spanish America. Quite simply, the English did not have the
political organization and military power to contest Spanish dominance in Europe
and the Americas alike, and their initial settlements in the New World reflected
these realities: the first settlers in North America and the Caribbean would die
from poor planning that led to starvation and a low reproduction rate.
Once England overcame political instability from the English Civil War,
defeated the Dutch at sea in the three Anglo-Dutch wars (1652-54, 1665-67,
12
	
  

1673-74), and began to enforce the Navigation Acts at mid century, it became the
most powerful mercantile and capitalist force in the world by 1700 (in large part,
by attracting Dutch merchants and financiers looking for the next opportunity for
profit) with a greater number of holdings in the Caribbean than the French. These
holding committed them to the slave trade and gave them sugar, the twin
commodities that would contribute to English rise on the world stage (Rowling
43).

Barbados: A Revealing Case-Study
The introduction of sugar into the eastern Caribbean, in the words of
Curtin, “continued the institutional and economic patterns already developed in
Brazil, but this new version of the plantation complex was more specialized, more
dependent on networks of maritime, intercontinental communication” (Curtin
73).The English colony of Barbados, for example, was firmly circumscribed
within the mercantile and imperial network framed by the Navigation Acts.
Generally speaking, this framework operated as a monopoly that restricted trade
among the British mainland, its various colonies, and the African coast.
Specifically, the mother country supplied the exports and the ships; Africa
supplied the labor; and the plantations of the West Indies supplied the colonial
product. For instance, a slave ship sailed from an English port with manufactured
goods, landed in Africa, where its captain exchanged these good for slaves, and
then he sailed to the Caribbean and traded these slaves for unrefined sugar, which
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would be transported to England for final refinement. This cycle was repeated
indefatigably for nearly 200 years and to near infinite gain.
For reasons of geography and climate Barbados became the first of the
Caribbean islands to produce large quantities of sugar: its eastern location made
for fast passage to Europe, and it received optimal rainfall for cane cultivation.
English colonialists first settled Barbados in 1625, but the initial settlement of
white males ended in failure, as the skewed sex ratio kept the European
population from growing. The imprudent colonialists, moreover, killed all the
wild pigs on the island and failed to plant crops. Those who survived eventually
revitalized the colonial society of the island, such that, by 1640, Barbados had
become a viable colony with a governor and an assembly. It only lacked the labor
to turn the island into a profitable enterprise: the first demand was met by
indentured servants, as well as by Irish soldiers and indigents whom Cromwell
had captured and shipped to the New World after his conquest of Ireland in 1652.
The latter form of coerced labor foreshadowed African slavery on the island,
which became a reality when the Dutch began transporting slaves to Barbados.
After the Dutch desisted in their attempt to colonize Brazil in 1656, they found in
Barbados an ideal locale to export not only slaves but also the technology,
machinery, and, most importantly, the sugar cane necessary for establishing a
specialized sugar colony. The sugar produced on the island would eventually
displace Brazilian sugar as the primary supply for Europe. In 1655, the island
produced 7,000 tons and, by 1670, it had overtaken Brazil “as the major sugar
growing region in the Americas” (Rowling 55). In the words of Williams, at the
14
	
  

time “little Barbados, with its 166 square miles, was worth more to British
capitalism than New England, New York, and Pennsylvania combined” (54).
The heightened demand for sugar transformed Barbados in a number of
salient ways—changes that would exemplify the plantation world and its
attendant colonial condition. The most important of these transformations
occurred in the organization of social classes. Of course, as alluded to above,
there was always a laboring class, first of indentured servants and coerced Irish
workers, and then of African slaves who proved to be a cheaper labor source than
their oppressed European counterparts. Greater social mobility existed among the
privileged planter classes, however. As the incentive to plant sugar increased over
the latter decades of the seventeenth century, the inequality among the privileged
also grew: by 1680, the richest 125 of the 3,000 property owners in Barbados
owned half the land (Rowling 55). Sugar cultivation was a mode of production
that favored large plantations, which crowded out yeomen farmers. Only the large
land owners could put up the collateral to obtain varied sources of credit and
remain protected from seizure by a single creditor: at its heart, the plantation was
a capitalist structure, existing in a capitalist world. When a small farm went belly
up, it was sold for debt to a large landowner who assumed the assets and liabilities
of the smaller farmer, and by rote small plantations coalesced into large holdings
that would generate vast amounts of wealth for a few.
These economic realities had tremendous implications for the
demographics of the island. The economic logic of the plantation complex, which
placed large amounts of capital in the hands of a few, led to a small reigning class
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of whites with a large laboring class of African slaves. For example, in Barbados
75% of the population was composed of African slaves, while in Jamaica African
slaves represented 90% of the population (Curtin 83; Degler 239). It goes without
saying that this demographic arrangement made for a rather unstable social
dynamic between blacks and whites, especially since most of the slaves were
recent imports from Africa and were less likely to accept subjection kindly (as a
way to mange this potentially volatile situation, Barbadian whites developed good
relations with a mulatto class by giving them certain legal and economic
privileges,). Although open revolution on the part of the enslaved only happened
in Haiti, the Maroons—a social type in the annals of the New World—escaped
slavery to set up their own independent communities in Jamaica, for example,
from which they resisted the world of the plantation by making incursions into the
world of the great planters.
Moreover, plantation farming eventually resulted in environmental
consequences that spelled doom for a colony. Sugar production, for example,
rapidly exhausted the soil, because planters had no incentive to rotate crops, as
sugar cane produced the highest profits (the same principle applies to any single
crop agricultural practice, including tobacco and cotton cultivation). Monoculture
ushered in a boom that would eventually lead to low yields and the consequence
of ecological, economic, and social collapse. This logic explains why the sugar
revolution moved from place to place: after sixty years of sugar production,
Barbados ceded its place to Jamaica as the primary supplier of the mother
country. The tandem economic forces of monoculture and mercantilism confined
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colonies to the production of sugar to gain maximum profits, and they had the
consequence of rendering a colony completely dependent on the mercantile
system. The Navigation Acts prohibited the importation of manufactured goods of
non-English origin; the vast profits made from sugar cultivation prohibited de
facto the cultivation of land for foodstuff.
On this issue, Williams offers some illuminating statistics, “In 1770 the
continental colonies sent to the West Indies nearly one-third of their exports of
dried fish, and almost all their pickled fish; seven-eighths of their oats, seventenths of their corn, almost all of their peas and beans, half of their flour, all their
butter and cheese, over one-quarter of their rice, almost all their onion…”
(Williams 108). One gets the picture: the progress of the sugar revolution in
Barbados led it from being “a net exporter of foodstuffs into needing to import
three quarters of all its food… [and] by 1680, all the trees on island had been cut
down, and the mills were dependent on timber from other islands” (Rowling 55).
In other words, by 1680, Barbados’s subjection was complete and total.
Generally speaking, sugar production worked its way north, up the
Caribbean, as did the plantation, leaving in its wake failed societies and legacies
of dependency. Nevertheless, in the history of the plantation complex, the
holdings in the West Indies became “an important step into the North Atlantic,
and it was incidentally, the stepping stone that was to bring the African slave
trade and peripheral version of the plantation complex to the United States”
(Curtin 73).
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The United States and the Plantation Complex
The United States presents a curious exception in the history of the
plantation. As noted by Williams, the North American colonies played an
ancillary role to West Indian interests, that of providing foodstuff and
manufactured goods to the Caribbean islands. Aside from producing provender
for the Caribbean plantation, they stood as a place of settlement for European
families who were less than committed to earning tremendous profits from the
mercantile racket. Many of the yeomen farmers in Barbados, for example, were
crowded out by the great planters and then settled in Charleston, where they grew
crops of secondary importance like rice and tobacco. In short, plantations did exist
in North America during the eighteenth century, but their importance, size, and
stature paled in comparison to the sugar plantation in the Caribbean basin.
To give a sense of the dimensions of an American plantation relative to its
West Indian counterparts, it is useful to analyze the average number of slaves per
plantation: Curtin writes on this very matter, “the typical Caribbean sugar
plantation had at least 50 slaves—more often 200 or even 300. In the United
States, even in the 1850s, when slavery reached its fullest development, fewer
than half of the slaves belonged to planters who owned 30 or more” (Curtin 108).
Thus, the demographic distribution between blacks and whites never reached the
skewed levels of Barbados, perhaps because the farming of tobacco and rice, the
American cash-crops, did not require such intense labor and thus an influx of
African labor.
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Population numbers, though, reflect only matters of political, economic,
and social organization. A simple fact that clarifies much is that America
remained a settlement colony that received families from Europe, rather than
adventurers and traders yearning for profit or military men hungry for conquest.
These families had a greater interest in realizing a life—whether religious,
economic, or both—in the New World that lay beyond their grasp in Europe: they
practiced their religion without the fear of persecution and they farmed to become
self-sustaining rather than plantation tycoons. The sex ratio remained fairly even,
as a result. Since they maintained the integrity of the family, the populations
could grow by what historians call “natural increase.” The slave population of
North America, both during colonial times and after the Revolution, also grew by
natural increase, which made it unnecessary to import slaves—the outlawing of
the slave trade dovetailed nicely with the social reality of the early republic.
Quite simply, when the plantation complex did arrive on America soil,
reaching its peak from the 1820s to the 1850s, it did so as a scaled down version
of the grand plantations in the Caribbean. Historians seem to agree that American
southern plantations never reached the level of specialization and intense
monoculture attained by the Caribbean sugar plantations. But what they lacked in
size, they made up for in economic, political and cultural prowess. As we shall
see in Chapter 3, it was in America that the plantation gained its distinctive
cultural force beyond its economic power. It was an institution fit within a new
national framework rather than as a colony of a mother country, a qualitative
difference that perhaps explains its enduring legacy. The inhabitants of the
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American South were not of subordinate political stature relative to inhabitants in
the industrial North of the country; rather, they served in Congress, they were
avid defenders of their way of life, as we shall see in Chapter 3 of this
dissertation, and they had access to the modes of cultural production that were
necessary to defend their way of life.
We can situate Freyre and Faulkner’s versions of the plantation within this
historical development, not as a realistic fact of history, but as a powerful trope
that mirrors and mediates a social praxis and furthermore constructs the identity
of those who participate in that praxis. To set up the parameters of the argument I
will put forth in the coming chapters, let me now intervene by drawing an analogy
between the plantation’s image and nationalism in the eyes of Freyre and
Faulkner.

Freyre: The Blended Nation and Its Strength
While Brazil can boast several authors, such as Joaquim Nabuco (18491910) and Euclides da Cunha (1866-1909), who attempted to speak to generations
of Brazilians about their history, society, and culture, there is one work that stands
alone within the Brazilian canon. Gilberto Freyre’s Casa-grande & senzala
(1933) used the discourse of the social sciences to help clear the path for a
reinterpretation of national identity—an identity narrative cast in the form of an
anthropological narrative rather than an indigenous novel or epic poem (and
hence a conscious corrective to the dominant foundational text from the Romantic
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era of Brazilian letters) like Iracema (1865) by José de Alencar or the short epic
poem I-Juca-Pirama (1851) by Gonçalves Dias.
From 1870 to 1930, the prevailing ideology in Brazil and Europe had
prized being racially white as a mark of cultural, political, and societal
superiority. As we shall see, Casa-grande recast the African and Native
influences as a bonus rather than an onus. Thus the ideas it presented were
nothing short of revolutionary, for suddenly a Brazil that had, under European
influence, considered itself degenerate could now be given a narrative enabling it
to be proud of its racial and cultural diversity. Its novel approach accomplished
what the scientific sociology at the time could not: it presented a new image of the
strength and health of Brazil.
Freyre's training in anthropology is indeed significant to this endeavor.
Gilberto Freyre (1900-1987) wrote The Masters and the Slaves after spending
considerable time in the United States (1918-22), first as a student of literature at
Baylor University and then as an MA student in Political and Social Sciences at
Columbia University, where he worked under Franz Boas and the sociologist
Franklin Giddings. During this time, not only did he learn the latest
anthropological theories regarding race—primarily, that supposed inferiorities
between races could be theorized as having little to do with biological factors and
could be more readily explained by environmental disparities—, but he also
adopted Boas’s critical stance toward the then reigning theories of cultural
evolution and social Darwinism, which had left little space for regional
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idiosyncrasies or for the assertion of a racially mixed population like Brazil's as
anything other than decadent.
According to historians Peter Burke and Maria Lucia Pallares-Burke,
Freyre enrolled in an anthropology class at Columbia that sought “to deal with the
‘problem of the progress of civilization, and of the controlling causes that
influence characteristic lines of cultural development’” (Burke and Pallares-Burke
27). Throughout his work, Freyre would delve into the particularities of Brazilian
history and the uniqueness of its racial configuration in tune with Boas’s
anthropology and thus apart from the contemporary social Darwinist notions. It
would allow him to forge a Brazilian national identity as he engaged in revisionist
social history.
Not surprisingly, the work was an instant success, both nationally and
internationally. Many critics considered Freyre’s work as fulfilling the same role
for Brazil that Tolstoy’s War and Peace did for Russia. However, while critics
like Edson Nery da Fonseca and Otto Maria Carpeaux have acknowledged the
literary dimension in Freyre’s work, and while poets like João Cabral de Melo
Neto have called attention to how Freyre’s language gives value to the Brazilian
“mestizo soul,” Freyre’s works are still noted primarily for their socioanthropological aspects and for their documented historical role as a political
intervention in a dominant racial and national discourse. Yet, such evaluations
belie what I believe is a much more nuanced engagement with the plantation
complex.
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My discussion of Freyre in chapter 2 will thus reverse this optic and focus
on the literary dimension of his work in order to uncover the compelling epic
model of anthropology it offers to the heart and minds of contemporaneous
readers. The close reading of his text will focus on how Freyre uses the image of
the master’s house and the slaves’ house as a synecdoche, claiming that Brazilian
culture owes its uniqueness and independence to “the African influence,” and,
more specifically, to the miscegenation, physical or otherwise, that took place on
the plantations.
In the reading I offer below, I trace how Freyre’s depictions of the casagrande and senzala become central images and metaphors for a new narrative of
Brazilian experience. In consequence, therefore, I will contend that, to undertake
this monumental task of transforming a debilitating national narrative into a more
facilitative regional one in the minds and hearts of his countrymen, Freyre avails
himself of an arsenal of literary tropes, making his work in essence a literary
essay that can be prized today for its style, the strength of its images, and its epic
and encyclopedic trajectory—but nonetheless a work whose goal is to create an
anthropological optic on the region.
As we shall see, Freyre invites readers into the master’s house and the
slaves’ quarters and guides them through the space that birthed Brazilian culture
as a distinctive site producing a specific national space and national community.
Overall, critics have also paid less attention to how The Masters and the Slaves
utilizes a whole host of literary archetypes to craft a national epic, a work that is
emotionally correct in accommodating the particularities of Brazilian material
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culture as it is known to those in power. It is reasonable to argue, I believe, that it
is a work that tries to recast the national narrative by repopulating the represented
colonial world with a cast of characters—with villains (Portuguese), heroes
(Africans), and a background cast of characters (Natives). Moreover, it also
consciously inserts itself into traditional, Europe-derived high culture, into the
Brazilian epic tradition that began truly with the Renaissance Portuguese poet
Camões, who is the founding voice in Luso-Portuguese culture, and continued
through the colonial and post-independence period.
Yet Freyre's text, as we shall see, does not operate on the
nativist/determinist voice of that European epic, but constructs the plantation
home as the archetype of the foundation of a new civilization. In this respect,
Freyre’s work resonates with the Aeneid in a different way than Camões did, for it
dramatizes the foundation of a culture in a new location that still depends on the
cultural inheritance of its ancestors, but takes a distinct shape in constructing new
narratives. In fact, I believe that Freyre commemorates the establishment of this
new culture by focusing on a new national cuisine, a symbol of the new culture
that plays the same role as the banquet does in the epic tradition, signaling a
comedic resolution to the tensions dramatized throughout the work.4

4

For a theory on the dynamic of conflicts and tensions in literary works and their reconciliation in works
with comedic (happy) endings, see Northrop Frye’s Anatomy of Criticism (1957).
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Faulkner: Reconstructing Southern History in terms of Regional Experience
rather than Historical Determinism
Starting where I left off with Freyre, it is straightforward to position
William Faulkner’s (1897-1962) work within this epic tradition of narrative
nation-building, more specifically as a mock or farcical epic that intervenes in
European genre history in its own way. It shares the tropes used in Freyre’s text
yet employs a vastly different voice. This is not surprising. Walter Benjamin
shows how the novel as a genre has its precursors in the epic, and Northrop Frye
and Michael McKeon show how this genre has appropriated earlier genres, such
as the medieval romance. I contend that Faulkner's conscious adaptation of this
narrative tradition, which developed around the plantation as a national epic,
gives the work its critical thrust through the use of parody. Faulkner provided it
with an irony that would allow US Southerners to interrogate their legacy of
racism and ersatz ideas of nationhood and, perhaps, allow them to find their own,
more adequate narrative within regional culture, rather than within the US
triumphant national narrative that declared the South a failure.
The evidence for this claim will again be internal to the text. Faulkner
accomplishes this feat through one formal feature that ties the epic historical
narrative firmly into the novel form: the narrators of the frame narrative tell the
story of Thomas Sutpen as a classic Bildungsroman in the European mode, but
one that goes completely awry, unlike its romantic counterparts from the
continent. Not only does Faulkner's text do much of the same kind of work as
many other twentieth-century Latin American picaresque novels that challenge
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the bourgeoisie's emphasis on culture (Bildung), but it also specifically appeals to
the region's religious traditions. Faulkner parodies the biblical story of Absalom
in Sutpen’s “education” to create a dramatically absurd situation, a connection
seldom addressed by critics, but germane to the era's national political
discussions—a situation in which the taboo of miscegenation becomes more
important than the hallowed taboo of incest. Through the parody of this biblical
story, I will argue that Absalom offers a critique of the taboo of miscegenation as
a key to establishing a new national narrative that combats the era's dominant
political ideology of segregation and the legacy of the slavocratic system in the
South.
Overall, I will claim that Faulkner's Absalom seems to work much as
Freyre's Casa-grande & senzala did, by telling the history of a plantation as an
experiential representation of a new and compelling narrative about racial
classification. That new narrative revolves around a plantation house, which
symbolizes antebellum Southern ideals in much the same way that the casagrande in Freyre’s Brazil symbolizes Portuguese colonialism and paternalistic
ideals. In this way, two different national narratives play out of a single common
forum. Faulkner’s protagonist, Thomas Sutpen, dreams of establishing a
paternalistic Southern aristocratic legacy of pure blood through the construction
of his plantation, Sutpen’s Hundred. In keeping with the dominant US political
ideology of the time, Sutpen ascribes steadfastly to the taboo of miscegenation,
the standard of hypodescent, and the social categories of quadroon, quintroon,
and octoroon that run current throughout the Americas—all of which enforced the
26
	
  

nationalist fiction that “blood is thicker than water.” These concepts stood as the
linchpin of the then traditional slavocratic system, as they offered ostensibly
definitive knowledge of ancestry and hereditary traits.
However, Sutpen commits what he calls his “mistake" when he marries
and has a child with a woman who appears white but is, in fact, an octoroon.
Revising his personal experience in favor of dominant politics, he promptly
divorces his wife and disowns his child. Sutpen’s actions allow Faulkner to reveal
the irrationality behind the architecture of racial categorization and the theories of
degeneration expounded by the likes of J.H. Van Evrie and Charles Carroll. As
we shall see, Absalom dramatizes the inevitability of miscegenation and the
incommensurability of anti-miscegenation narratives with the region's real history
and the experience of its inhabitants. Nonetheless, Sutpen continues the pursuit of
his dream, even after the Civil War should have proved such ideas outmoded, but
Faulkner shows us how such a pursuit in the context of the New South turns
tragedy into farce, exposing the perversity behind what Elizabeth Kerr calls the
“southern pride in family and intense interest in genealogy.”
In my reading, therefore, Faulkner’s use of tragic irony allows the work to
foreground the real tragedy of the South: the fragmentation of social space in the
post-bellum South, which was left without a viable public space once the
plantation economies were destroyed, and without a regional narrative to counter
the national narrative that had declared it a failure.
Faulkner has, I believe, built a key to this regionalist reading of the novel
into the text. In the critical tradition, little attention has been paid to a trip that
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Sutpen makes to Haiti in order to make himself rich. While there, he puts down a
slave rebellion and marries the octoroon who will undermine his “design.”
Interestingly, he cannot discern that she has black blood, and he actually believes
her to be of Spanish descent. Given the make up of Caribbean society, and Haitian
society in particular, this occurrence of miscegenation would have been common.
However, Sutpen mercilessly punishes himself for this act, for what he calls his
“mistake”—his "education" is an assertion of European norms that essentially
invalidate the anthropological truths of the region. I will pay particular attention
to this moment in the novel, because it allows Faulkner to critique the notion of
pure races and the taboo of miscegenation. It also places him in dialogue with the
Caribbean region and will support my overall argument for the reconsideration of
the southern United States, the Caribbean Basin, and the northeast of Brazil as a
region that shares a culture, economic concerns, and a history. In this sense,
Faulkner’s work needs to be placed into dialogue with the anthropological ideas
of Gilberto Freyre. Such a reading will consider him as more than a regional
chronicler of decadence—the critical norm for Faulkner taken as a "Southern
novelist"—and recast him as a writer in tune with international intellectual
currents thus far not acknowledged by scholars.

Significance of Dissertation and Discussion of Method
As I present them in the chapters that follow, Freyre and Faulkner shared a
strategy of writing an epic national narrative, yet did so in different forms. Their
works present narratives valorizing the experience of a single region while
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attempting to depict a world of common economic, social, and cultural interests
that seemed to resist the nationalist narratives so common to the era's politics. As
the present project envisions it, theirs is a world shaped historically by the
plantation home, by an agrarian economy, by the meeting of diverse peoples, and
finally by the legacy of slavery; these occurrences set this region apart as distinct
from the nation-states that laid claim to those regions, as evidenced by their
narrative tropes and national epics. Even though this observation is not in itself
new—Antonio Benítez Rojo, most notably, has argued for the unity of this region
and showed the syncretic nature of cultural symbols—room still exists for further
exploration of the cultural and social dynamics of the Caribbean Basin, the
southern United States, and northeastern Brazil as the kind of continuum these
authors suggest it is—as a region united by experience more often than by
national inheritance. Despite the difference in genre, these two texts share a
concern with the history of the plantation both as a dominant mode of production
and as a trope and symbol that grounds their narratives and points toward
problematic moments in the traditional narratives (understandings) of their
respective regions and nations.
This comparison, I hope, will contribute to the scholarship that questions
the essentialist notions of race that have existed since the discovery of the New
World, and the notions of unified nation-states that make putative claims to house
a unified polis and culture in ways that have never been extended to the space
ranging from northeastern Brazil to the southern US. Questioning such notions
implies a critique of the value attributed to European cultures, as it will place
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these regional “minor” cultures in their contexts, where their meaning and
significance will bloom and make equally fair claims to value and attention. And,
perhaps even more critically, this project recovers a transnational tradition of such
political opposition—a tradition with roots in the anthropology of experience
rather than in the determinism of origin and inheritance.
Each of these authors will be considered within their respective
intellectual traditions, as they each make attempts to reinterpret the histories of
their region. The chapters reserved for an in-depth analysis of each author—
Chapters 2 for Freyre and Chapter 4 for Faulkner—will be preceded by chapters
that layout the respective intellectual traditions that each author reinterprets.
Freyre dialogues with an official and political history that reflected on the social
phenomenon of racial miscegenation. Faulkner responds to a tradition that hailed
the plantation home as a cultural achievement in order to mute any discussion of
racial injustice in the South and to reinforce the region’s commitment to a biracial
society.
Ultimately, they will also be read as works that do a certain politicalethical work in the world, one that engages their readers in an act of critical
reasoning vis-à-vis the reader’s inherited tradition and present moment. Through
the force of the tropes and narrative strategies, these texts allow for the
reconsideration and revaluation of tradition and the present moment, of the
myriad categories and concepts that organize the world in the past, present. and
future—of new, non-national narratives that privilege the present and the future
rather than the past of origins.
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CHAPTER 1:
The Context of Brazilian Nationalism

In the year 2000, when Brazil celebrated the 500th anniversary of its discovery by
Pedro Álvares Cabral, bookstores filled with a number of books and anthologies that tried
to capture Brazil’s long tradition of works directed towards understanding the expanse of
its territory and the history of the people who occupy it.
Lourenco Dantas Mota, for instance, edited a collection of essays called the
Introdução ao Brasil: um banquete no trópico (Introduction to Brazil: A Banquet in the
Tropics), in which a number of scholars wrote on interpreters of Brazil. The collection
begins with an essay by the literary critic João Adolfo Hansen on the seventeenth-century
sermons of the Jesuit Padre Antônio Vieira, and it ends with an essay by Gabriel Cohn on
Florestan Fernandes’s A revolução burguesa no Brasil (Bourgeois Revolution in Brazil).
At the same time, a three volume collection entitled Intérpretes do Brasil (Interpreters of
Brazil) gathered the works of eminent Brazilian intellectuals from the late nineteenth and
early twentieth century, such as Joaquim Nabuco, Euclides da Cunha, Gilberto Freyre,
and Sérgio Buarque de Holanda, among others, who dedicated their lives to
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understanding that vast land designated as Brazil, the diverse people that inhabit it, and
the history that transpired in it.
Such collections demonstrate that Brazil boasts a tradition of thinkers who have
ruminated about this land. Moreover, the texts themselves reveal that these writers ponder
a common set of concerns—the wild land, the relationship between the state and civil
society, the admixture of races, the relationship of Brazil to Portugal (and to Europe in
general)— concerns that point to a cohesive dialogue over the centuries about the
ostensible essence of the country. This chapter will survey the intellectual tradition,
beginning with Padre Antonio Vieira in the seventeenth century and ending with the
historian Capistrano de Abreu in the early twentieth century, to show how each conceived
of the identity of a land as diverse in environment and climate as in the races gathered in
it. It goes without saying that the list of thinkers discussed here is by no means
exhaustive, as many important names have been excluded; but after all, it is beyond the
scope of the present chapter to offer a detailed analysis of the work of each thinker and
how each conceived of “Brazil” during the contemporary period. Rather, this chapter will
offer an overview of the shared current of ideas that would feed into the work of Gilberto
Freyre (1900 –1987), the most well-known of these interpreters and the centerpiece of
this dissertation, who will be discussed in Chapter 2.

Pre-Modern Roots of Freyre's Plantation
A number of Freyre's themes are traditional, emerging as early as the seventeenth
century in the Sermões (Sermons) (1679-1748) of the Jesuit Padre Antônio Vieira (1608-
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1697).1 Reflected in them is the fact that Brazil was a Portuguese colony at the time when
Portugal sought both the expansion of its dominion and of the Church’s influence in the
world. Against this background, Padre Vieira’s sermons argue for
the harmonious integration of individuals, social layers and orders of the
Portuguese empire, from the princes of the royal family and the court
aristocrats down to the most humble slaves and furious Brazilian natives
from the jungle, aimed at the collective redemption of all as a unified
“mystical body.” 2 (Hansen 25)
In the era of Absolutism and the pactum subjectionis, the spiritual power of the Church
and the temporal power of the Portuguese crown were portrayed in these sermons as one
and the same thing, and so the extension of these powers to remote lands for the
conversion of the indigenous lay the groundwork for human redemption and the Second
Coming (ibidem). Vieira’s overwhelming preoccupation lay in converting the pagan
natives and Africans in Brazil to Catholicism to form a “mystical body” that would
extend the reach of Catholicism and the Portuguese Empire. In this sense, Vieira’s
concern with the catechesis of natives and Africans represents an early concern for the
unification of the diverse peoples in Brazil, viewed through his eyes as an effort to
incorporate the savage Brazilian land into the civilized Portuguese empire. This mision
would eventually lead him to contend with the social realties of an agricultural Brazil
organized on a foundation of slave labor.

1

For a biography of Padre Antônio Vieira, see João Lúcio de Azevedo, História de Antônio Vieira (1931).
A integração harmoniosa dos indivíduos, estamentos e ordens do império português, desde os príncipes da
casa real e cortesãos aristocratas até os mais humildes escravos e índios bravos do mato, visando sua
redenção coletiva como um “corpo” místico unificado [Translation mine].

2
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According to Hansen, during Vieira’s first trip to Bahia from 1633-1641, the
priest began to grapple with a life-long problem of the relationship among enslavement,
conversion, and the salvation of the soul (Hansen 31). Having in mind that God had
created humans in his own image, Vieira had to reconcile this biblical fact with the reality
that slaves appeared to suffer worse than Christ had on the Cross. It remained a problem
for Vieira that African slaves would appear to suffer in this world, and, without baptism,
they would be condemned to suffer in the next world as well. Vieira thus reasoned that,
despite the evils of slavery, the transfer of Africans to the new world provided them with
the means for baptism. He justifies slavery as an act of Divine Providence that offers
Africans a path for salvation, making slavery a more favorable condition than reamining
on the African continent.
Two salient modes of thinking emerge from Vieira’s sermons. First, he works
with a neo-scholastic notion of liberty, one where “sin, rather than temporal captivity,
stands as the essential form of captivity”3 (qtd. in Hansen 32). And so, a concern for
material freedom would be anachronistic to his framework. Second, closely related to this
consideration is the absence of any concern for equality on Vieira’s part. His world is one
of hierarchies, both temporal, of master and slave, and spiritual, of human to God, rather
than one where equality stands as a self-evident and inalienable right. According to
Hansen, this thinking is shaped by Portuguese colonial ambitions and a counterreformation Church that desires expansion in the New World. As a consequence,
“slavery, the baptism of slaves and the salvation of captive souls cannot be considered

3

“O pecado, e não o cativeiro temporal, caracteriza essencialmente a escravidão” [Translation mine]. This
quotation appears on Page 432 of Alcir Pécora’s essay entitled “Vieria, o índio e o corpo místico” included
in Tempo e história organized by Adauto Novaes (1992).
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apart from Vieira’s project for hegemony in the South Atlantic” 4 (Hansen 33). Vieira’s
counter-reformation interests and Baroque vision takes Absolutism and colonization of
pagan lands as supreme goods that manifest God’s will. Within this framework, the
Sermons justify slavery on theological grounds, and, by implication, they also justify the
enslavement of Africans for the economic and political betterment of the Portuguese
realm: “Catholic hegemony of the Portuguese political and economic interests would
only be assured through the Portuguese monopoly of the slave trade and African labor”5
(Hansen 33-34). Thus, Vieira’s Sermons contribute to a discourse that designates slavery
as a practice that brings social harmony, for it offers a solution to theological, political
and economic problems that afflicted the imperial and civilizing mission of the
Portuguese.
Although Vieira is speaking as a religious figure, for whom such terminology is a
natural discourse, his Sermons nonetheless stand as an example of concerns that would
preoccupy Brazilians for much of the country's history. In the centuries to follow Vieira’s
preaching to Africans, natives and Portuguese alike, intellectuals in the country would
share a homologous concern with Vieira over how to unify a disparate people. However,
the solution for Portugal’s colonial ambitions in the seventeenth century would become
the central problem for Brazil’s future in the nineteenth century. After Brazil had become
independent in 1822, slavery and the presence of blacks and the indigenous were viewed
as social problems that threatened social harmony and sovereignty.

4

“A escravidão, o batismo dos escravos e a salvação das almas cativas não se dissociam do seu projeto de
conquista da hegemonia político-econômica no Atlântico sul” [Translation mine].
5
“A hegemonia católica da política e da economia de Portugal só seria assegurada pelo monopólio
português do trafico negreiro e da mão de obra Africana” [Translation mine].
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The great Brazilian statesman—“the national patriarch”—José Bonifácio de
Andrade e Silva (1763-1838) offered the most keen assessment of the social problems
that hampered the burgeoning nation in two speeches that he delivered as a deputy to the
Constituent Assembly in 1823. Even though Bonifácio and Vieira preoccupied
themselves with the issue of social cohesion, their way of conceiving and resolving the
problems stood miles apart, in great measure because the Luso-Brazilian world had
changed in the late eighteenth century on account of the secular reforms of the Marquis
of Pombal (1699-1782). While Vieira was a Catholic thinker who attempted to resolve
the social problems of slavery and the absence of cohesion in Brazil by developing a plan
for salvation tailored to the social realities of the territory, Bonifácio was the product of
Pombal’s Enlightenment reforms, which had thrown out the Jesuit order from the
Portuguese empire and supplanted their schools and methods of instruction with a secular
education designed to modernize the Portuguese world. Along Enlightenment principles,
Bonifácio possessed a neo-classical training grounded in reasoned thought. He applied
the wisdom of the ancients and brought his training in mineralogy to bear on the
country’s social problems. He tried to implement his beliefs in the universality of reason
and in individual self-determination into political practice, so that fellow Brazilians could
act on these beliefs and create a new country in their image. He preoccupies himself after
Brazil's independence in 1822 with identifying the problems that plagued the country, in
particular slavery and the absence of a homogenous civil society, and with proposing a
project that would transform an ex-colony into a modern state aligned with contemporary
European standards.6

6

For a biography on Bonifácio see Octávio Tarquínio de Sousa’s José Bonifacio (1972). For a study of the
Bonifácio’s thought, see also Octávio Tarquínio de Sousa’s José Bonifacio, 1763-1838 (1945).
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During the period in which Bonifácio acted as an advisor to Emperor Pedro I7
(1821-1822), he pushed the prince regent to remain in Brazil and disobey the order to
return to Lisbon, in order to present a visible sign of an independent state.8 After
independence in 1822, he acted first as Minister of the Interior and Foreign Affairs in
Pedro I’s court for a brief and tumultuous period (1822-1823) and then as a representative
to the Constituent Assembly. His innovative ideas for a national state would come to
clash with the interests not only of the Emperor but also of the slave traders and
landowners, eventually leading to his exile to Europe in November of 1823.9
A look around the Brazil of the 1820s shows that its population of four to five
million, which had just emerged from colonization, was overwhelmingly composed of
slaves, as well as free blacks, mestizos, and natives. According to historian Leslie
Bethell, “In 1823 there were already as many free blacks and mulattos as slaves […] The
free population of Brazil was … twice as large as the slave population and only a small
minority of the free were planters” (Bethell 47). In addition, less than one third of the
7

Dom Pedro first acted as regent to Brazil in 1821 after the Portuguese royal court returned to Portugal.
When a Constitutionalist movement broke out in Portugal, pressure mounted for him to return to his native
land. In response, Dom Pedro declared in dramatic fashion on January 9, 1822 that he would remain in
Brazil, symbolically initiating the movement towards Brazilian independence. After independence, Dom
Pedro IV of Portugal became Dom Pedro I, Emperor of Brazil. His turbulent reign lasted from 1822 -1831,
during which his allegiance to Brazil was often questioned. He was eventually forced to abdicate in favor
of his five year old son, Dom Pedro II (r. 1831-1889).
8
For the standard political account on Brazilian independence see Francisco Adolfo de Varnhagen’s
História Geral do Brasil (1854-1857), Manoel de Oliveira Lima’s O movimento da Independência (1922),
Tobias Monteiro’s História do Império: A elaboração da independência (1927).
For a Marxist exploration and analysis of the myriad conflicts and opposing interests on the way to
independence, see the works of Caio Prado Júnior: Evolução política do Brasil (1933) and Formação do
Brasil contemporâneo: colônia (1942).
9
For a history of the period following independence, see História geral da civilização brasileira edited by
Sérgio Buarque de Holanda, in particular part 2, volume 1 entitled O Brasil monárquico: o processo de
emancipação (1962) and part 2, volume 2 entitled O Brasil monárquico: dispersão e unidade (1964).
For an economic history of Brazil at the time, see Caio Prado Júnior’s História econômica do Brasil (1959)
and Celso Furtado’s Formação econômica do Brasil (1959).
For a subtle analysis of Bonifácio’s assessment of contemporary Brazil and of his political projects, see
Emilia Viotti da Costa 24-52. The author demonstrates how Bonifácio’s progressive social and economic
agenda and his conservative political program led him to alienate his allies among the country’s elite,
eventually forcing him into exile in France.
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population was white, and only a small percentage of this population was actually
composed of landowners (Bethell 45-47). Faced with this reality, Bonifácio argued that
Brazilian society was rife with divisions between whites and blacks, rich and poor that
made for a heterogeneous, and thus unstable, environment. When, as a lone wolf, he
called for the abolition of the slave trade and of slavery in 1823 at the Constituent
Assembly, in his famous speech “Representação à Assembléia Geral Constituinte e
Legislativa do Brasil sobre escravatura” (“Presentation on Slavery to the General
Constituent Assembly”), he claimed that slavery “multiplied our domestic enemies who
have nothing to lose, while waiting for some revolution like the one in Santo
Domingue”10 (Bonifácio 81). Aside from violating the Enlightenment principles of
liberty and equality, he believed that the divisions caused by slavery left the country
susceptible to the revolutions that had spread throughout Latin America and the
Caribbean.
More significant for the present discussion, Bonifácio also believed that a nation
was built on a citizenry with a national identity grounded in racial and cultural
homogeneity. He had a particularly keen sense of the country’s social realities (e.g. its
racial diversity and socio-economic disparities) and the obstacles they would present for a
nation on the road to becoming unified. He thus concerned himself with articulating a set
of ideas that would bring about reforms in the political, social, economic, and cultural
spheres of Brazil, all aimed at defining a citizenry who would be able to raise the country
to the standards set by the model contemporary European nation-states and give Brazil an
independent and unique national identity. The way Bonifácio’s Enlightenment thinking
10

“Multiplicando cada vez mais o número de nossos inimigos domésticos, desses vis escravos, que nada
têm que perder, antes tudo que esperar de alguma revolução como a de Santo Domingo” [Translation
mine].
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and ideals brought the social problems of the country to light is particulalrly interesting.
He measured the individuals of the nation against the model European citizen. By
contrast, not only were the natives and African slaves illiterate, they lacked the
temperance, perseverance, and the moral cultivation of the bon bourgeois. When
analyzing the situation of the natives, for example, he declares, “even though the brave
Indians are a race of inconsiderate and lazy men and inhuman towards us [whites], as
determined by their enemies, they are nevertheless capable of civilization”11 (Bonifácio
101-102). The present condition of the natives was an effect of their environment rather
than an innate quality of the race, and so, with a promotion of universal education
achieved through political reform, the natives (and the Africans once slavery was
abolished) could become brave and industrious.
In order to turn the country into a viable one, two steps were necessary. First, the
population had to engage in miscegenation with greater speed. It was Bonifácio’s hope
that miscegenation would spawn a new race, homogenous by nature and thus predisposed
to a common culture. Bonifácio hoped that the “superior white element” would prevail in
the admixture of bloods and lead the path in the country’s progress towards civilization.
It became incumbent upon the government “to animate by all the means necessary the
marriage of white and colored men to indigenous women, so that new mestizos have less
horror for the agricultural and industrial life12” (qtd in Dolhikoff, Projetos para o Brasil:
Introdução, 23). Physical miscegenation would lay the groundwork for a synthesis that
would create a homogenous society; “in Bonifácio’s alchemy, once the metals had been
11

“Apesar de serem os índios bravos uma raça de homens inconsiderada, preguiçosa e em grande parte
desagradecida e desumana para conosco, que reputam seus inimigos, são contudo capazes de civilização”
[Translation mine].
12
“Animar todos os meios possíveis os casamentos dos homens brancos e de cor com as índias, para que os
mestiços nascidos tenham menos horror à vida agrícola e industrial” [Translation mine].
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amalgamated, the conditions existed for having them become gold13” (Dolhikoff, “O
projeto nacional de José Bonifácio,” 127).
The breeding of a homogenous people went hand-in-hand with the shaping of a
common culture, the synthesis of which would lead to a nation of informed citizens in
possession of a national identity. Bonifácio advocated educational reforms to achieve this
common culture. He seems to take a page from Johann Gottlieb Fichte’s (1762-1814) in
his Addresses to the German Nation (1808), where the German hailes the virtues of a new
universal education for all Germans “to mould the Germans into a corporate body, which
shall be stimulated and animated in all its individual members by the same interest”
(Fichte 15). Bonifácio shared an enthusiasm for education with Fichte, for he saw its
potential to inculcate a common culture among the population and mould the present
inhabitants into an informed citizenry.14 In the words of Miriam Dolhnikoff, “In the
trajectory of the Enlightenment, Bonifácio saw education as the most powerful
instrument to promote human development, the means to direct, not only the Indians, but
the whole Brazilian population towards the civilized world15” (Dolhikoff, “O projeto
nacional de José Bonifácio,” 128). Finally, he saw education as a means to regenerate a
society torn by differences of race and wealth, and he recognized its ability to lay the
groundwork for a civil society.

13

“Na alquimia bonifaciana, uma fez amalgamados os metais, as principais condições já estavam dadas
para a sua transformação em ouro” [Translation mine].
14
It is important to point out Bonifácio’s universalist position here: according to him, reason could be
cultivated rather than being an inherent quality of certain people: “If Isaac Newton had been born among
the Guaranis, he would have been one more biped who rummaged the earth; but a Guarani raised by
Newton might have taken his place” (Bonifácio 96-7). Translated from “Newton, se nascera entre os
guaranis, seria mais um bípede, que pisara na superfície da Terra; mas um guarani criado por Newton
talvez ocupasse o seu lugar.”
15
“Na esteira da Ilustração, Bonifácio via na educação o mais poderoso instrumento de desenvolvimento
humano, o caminho para conduzir, não apenas os índios, mas o conjunto da população brasileira rumo ao
mundo civilizado” [Translation mine].
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To create a civil society, Bonifácio believed that it was imperative to end the
slave trade and abolish slavery, ideas which were wildly unpopular in an agricultural
country dependent on the institution of slavery for its livelihood. He hoped to replace
slavery with some form of free labor, as he believed that the large plantation estates were
economically unproductive and morally degrading for master and slave alike. However,
any attempt to wean the country off slavery faced strong resistance. For example, when
the British offered to recognize Brazilian independence on the condition that the country
abolish the slave trade, Britain’s minister in Rio de Janeiro, Robert Gordon, reported that
the Brazilian empire’s compliance had been “ceded at our request in opposition to the
views and wishes of the whole empire” (qtd. in Bethell 53). Bonifácio’s political stance
had the benefit of being in tune with the anti-slavery cause being fought by the likes of
William Wilberforce (1759-1833), Sir Thomas Fowell Buxton (1786-1845), and by
Britain in general,16 and needless to say, his desire to abolish slavery conformed to
Enlightenment values of individuality and equality. However, his desire to abolish
slavery proved even more impressive for its political craftiness. Although Brazil lacked
economic unity (commonly understood as an interdependent internal market), the
distribution of power in Brazil at the time favored the powerful rural oligarchies in the
center and the south of the country—the land of large coffee plantations with harvests
destined for the export market17 (Bethel 45-9). The emperor and the public sphere had
very little power to enter into the private domain of the latifundiarios, who controlled the
16

For a thorough study of the abolition of the Brazilian slave trade, see Leslie Bethell, The Abolition of the
Brazilian Slave Trade: Britain, Brazil and the Slave Trade Question (1970).
17
For a representation of the disconnected Brazilian economy at the time of independence, see Bethell,
Brazil: Empire and Republic 45-49. It is worth mentioning, though, that the northeast had similar social
divisions of masters and slaves. However, the oligarchs of the northeast had less political and economic
power, since the region’s economy turned on the cultivation of sugar, a market in which Brazil had been a
minor player since the middle of the seventeenth century.
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slave population in its possession and offered narrow ingress for the state to administer
any legal or civil issues whatsoever (Dolhikoff, Projetos para o Brasil: Introdução, 26).
Thus the abolishment of slavery proved fundamental for the modernization of the
country: in Bonifácio’s projects, “concepts appeared that would mark the birth of the
cotemporary world, such as the nation (in the political and anthropological sense),
contract (fundamental for capitalist society), and regular governments (characteristic of
modern democracies)”18 (Mota 84). As can be gleaned from Carlos Guilherme Mota’s
statement, Bonifácio articulated a good number of the issues that historians have
acknowledged as hampering the country, and it would be through these concepts—
national identity, common culture, economic modernization, equality, individuality—that
subsequent intellectuals would view Brazil and its people and offer ideas for the
development of the country.
The nature of Brazilian independence facilitated this evolution.19 Unlike its Latin
American counterparts, which had fought revolutionary wars against Spain, Brazil
achieved independence relatively calmly, as it broke off from the United Kingdom of
Portugal, Brazil and Algarves, when the regent prince Pedro I decided to remain in Brazil
rather than return to Portugal. Despite his rebellion, the new emperor of Brazil saw
himself as a direct descendent from the House of Braganza. However, his symbolic and
material authority did not extend across the vast Brazilian territory, as evidenced by the
numerous regional rebellions in March of 1824 in the northeast states of Pernambuco,
Rio Grande do Norte, Paraíba, Ceará, and Bahia, where rebels declared an independent

18

“Surgiram no Projeto conceitos que iriam marcar o nascimento do mundo contemporâneo, como os da
nação (nos sentidos político e antropológico), contrato (traço de sociedade capitalista), governos regulares
(característica da democracia moderna).” [Translation mine].
19
For the standard political account on Brazilian independence, see note 9.
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republic called the Confederation of the Equator in reaction to a move by Dom Pedro I to
increase the power of the monarchy.

Building Brazil in the Nineteenth Century
The power of the central government would increase throughout the reign of
Emperor Dom Pedro II (1831-89), which had a regency period from 1831 to 1841
followed by his rule as a constitutional monarch. The issue of the transatlantic slave trade
revealed many of the shortcomings that affected the central government. Even though the
crown had agreed to outlaw the slave trade in exchange for British recognition of
Brazilian independence, the trade continued in earnest at an alarming rate well past 1830,
when it had officially become illegal. According to Bethell, this happened in large part
because the government was too weak to enforce the 1831 anti-slave trade law, “lacking
adequate financial, military or naval resources and preoccupied with political and
constitutional issues and the various provincial revolts which threatened to destroy the
unity and stability of the country.” By comparison, the plantation owners were far more
powerful, and thus free to flaunt the rule of law. Bethell adds,
Law enforcement at the local level was in any case in the hands of elected
justices of the peace and officers of the National Guard, few of whom
were above accepting bribes and most of whom were themselves
landowners or closely linked by family and interest to the landed class
which had a stake in the revival and expansion of the illegal slave trade
[…] When a slave trader was apprehended he was brought before a local
jury and invariably acquitted. Once clear of the coast illegally imported
43
	
  

slaves were beyond the reach of the law; fazendeiros de café and senhores
de engenho exercised virtually supreme authority on their own estates.
(Bethell, Brazil: Empire and Republic 95-6)
The weakness of national sovereignty was further exposed in foreign affairs, where as
part of the enforcement of the Aberdeen Act of 1845, the British had instructed the Royal
Navy to treat Brazilian slave ships as pirate vessels (Bethell 101). It became clear that the
central government would have to address these widespread flaunts of the law, if it
wished to increase its authority and influence. Peace and stability came after the election
of a conservative government in 1848, the quelling of a regional uprising in the
northeastern state of Pernambuco in 1849, and the British navy’s ability to debilitate and
essentially end the slave trade by the early 1850s.
During this era of civil unrest and political weakness, Emperor Pedro II undertook
a series of measures to promote cultural cohesion across the country, one of which was
his open support for the Institute of Brazilian History and Geography (IHGB).20
Predominantly filled with nativists, the IHGB preoccupied itself with promoting
historical vision that would aid in the formation of a national identity, and so it promoted
a historiography project that valued “political centralization, the preservation of the
monarchy, and most importantly the beneficial nature of Lusitanian roots for the
construction of a civilization in the tropics”21 (Carvalho 881). Towards this end, in 1840,
the IHGB announced a prize for the essay that best outlined a plan for the writing of a
history of Brazil.
20

“Instituto Histórico e Geográfico Brasileiro” [Translation mine]. For an account of the founding of the
IHGB, see the first edition of the Revista do IHGB (Journal of the IHGB) (1839). For an analysis of the
IHGB and the historiography promoted by it, see Guimarães 5-27.
21
“Os temas da centralização política, da preservação da monarquia e, o mais importante, das benéficas
raízes lusas na construção de uma civilização nos trópicos” [Translation mine].
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As its winner, the IHGB published the work of the German born botanist and
explorer Carl Friedrich Philipp von Martius (1794–1868) in 1845, who argued in “How
the History of Brazil Should be Written”22 that a Brazilian history should be written
based on the single fact that made Brazil unique: the meeting and mixture of numerous
races. In his monograph, Von Martius posed a poignant question that would preoccupy
Brazilian intellectuals for the next 90 years or so: “would Brazil have had a different
trajectory (that is, better) without the introduction of black slaves23” (Reis 43). Even
though the ideas and questions proposed by von Martius ostensibly stimulated free
inquiry, the Crown’s patronage of the institute gave it an ideological bent that defended
the Portuguese presence in Brazilian history; the Lusitanian element ought to be viewed
as the presence of a European power that brought the light of civilization to the tropics,
which would elevate the indigenous and African people to the levels of European culture.
Given the diversity of races, self-serving regional interests, and proliferation of
republican ideas, “the historians of the IHGB believed the Empire to be the type of
government that effaced all the difference, especially the ethnic ones, civilizing the
people in a similar fashion to the Portuguese colonizer of the colonial period”24 (ibidem).
This defense of the Portuguese heritage came in Francisco Adolfo de Varnhagen’s
(1816-1878) História geral do Brasil (1854-1857).25 Utilizing the historical method of
Leopold von Ranke, this exhaustive and detailed history of the country gave Brazilians a

22

“Como se deve escrever a história do Brasil” [Translation mine].
“O Brasil teria tido um desenvolvimento diferente (isto é, para melhor) sem a introdução dos negros
escravos?” [Translation mine]. For a study on the influence of Von Martius, see Guimarães 5-27; Barata
507-18.
24
“Para os historiadores do IHGB, o Império era o continente que integrava todas as diferenças, inclusive
as étnicas, cumprindo funções civilizatórias análogas as que teriam sido desempenhadas pelo colonizador
luso em tempos pretéritos” [Translation mine].
25
On Varnhagen and his work, see Reis 23-50; Rodrigues 170-196. For a study of the relationship between
Varnhagen and the IHGB, see Guimarães 5-27.
23
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consciousness of their own past. His progressive and gradualist approach to the study of
history tied contemporary Brazil to its colonial past, thereby filling a void in selfunderstanding. In his support for tradition, one where the present time and the future are
determined by the past, Varnhagen tried to paint a rosy picture of Brazil at the present
moment by praising Portuguese heroes and expressing confidence in its heritage (Reis
26). In other words, he wrote a work where “Brazil found itself reconciled with its origin
and confident in a monarchy which was destined to overcome the obstacles faced by the
Lusitanian monarchs, in the three continents over which their rule extended—a Brazil, in
syntheses, that is synonymous with a great empire, like ‘another Portugal26’” (ibidem).
And so, Varnhagen defended the descendents of the Portuguese throne and a monarchical
system of government, since he believed it contained the means to elevate an uneducated
population and to quell regional dissent (Carvalho 881-2). More importantly, Varnhagen
could write a history within the parameters established by von Martius, because he could
tell the story of the mixture of races in Brazil while at the same time defending the past
actions of the House of Braganza.
Varnhagen accomplishes this feat by presenting a normative and didactic
rendering of history in which he looks for continuity rather than rupture in historical
narrative, a history in the Romantic-Hegelian mode (Reis 48-9). To achieve this end,
Varnhagen depicts the white Portuguese colonizers as active historical agents who
exhibited qualities and values in their actions worthy of emulation by contemporary
Brazilians. In large part, they had taken on the burden of civilizing the Africans and

26

“[U]m Brasil reconciliado com a sua origem e confiante em uma monarquia destinada a superar desafios
semelhantes aos enfrentados pelos monarcas lusos, nos três continentes sobre os quais estenderam o seu
domínio—um Brasil, em síntese, como sinônimo de um grande império, como um ‘outro Portugal’”
[Translation mine].
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indigenous (the passive spectators of history), who, without the good deeds of the
Portuguese, would have rummaged in darkness without ever receiving the light of
Christianity and civilization shone by the Portuguese. It goes without saying that the
distinction between active and passive historical agents perpetuated racial and social
differences, when the IHGB wished for the exact opposite. Within his view of the
Portuguese as “the representatives of Europe, Light, progress, reason, civilization and
Christianity”27 (Reis 31), however, he found enough intellectual room to justify colonial
domination and the subjection of Africans and the indigenous, since they could now
consider themselves lucky for having received the light of civilization and Christianity,
despite the fact that he expressed disgust at the inhumanity of the system of slavery.
Varnhagen thus responds to von Martius' exhortation to write a history of Brazil
and the drama of the admixture of races by showing in the General History of Brazil how
the Portuguese transmitted their superior cultural qualities to the Africans and indigenous.
For example, when discussing the Africans transported to Brazil, he writes: “And it is
correct, that passing to America, already in captivity, they not only improved in fortune,
but improved through contact with a more polished people, and with the civilization of
Christianity. It is in this way that the African race has produced more estimable, and even
notable, men in America, than in their continent of origin”28 (Varnhagen 224). Here,
Varnhagen implies that the differences among the races are cultural rather than essential
or intrinsic, a thought which he echoes in his evaluation of slavery. He writes, “Slavery,

27

“Os representantes da Europa, das Luzes, do progresso, da razão, da civilização, do cristianismo”
[Translation mine].
28
“E o certo é que, passando à América, ainda em cativeiro, não só de sorte, como se melhoravam
socialmente, em contato com gente mais polida, e com a civilização do cristianismo. Assim a raça africana
tem na América produzido mais homens prestimosos, e até notáveis, do que no Continente donde é
oriunda” [Translation mine].
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as it was introduced among us, without any familial compassion, hardened the hearts of
the slaves”29 (Varnhagen 225). A certain cultural plasticity informs Varnhagen’s
intellectual stance, and he hoped that the cultural and physical mixture of the different
races would spawn a new race in the cultural and physical sense that showed few traces
of the African or indigenous blood: “let us hope that a day will arrive where the colors
will combine in such a way as to erase completely the qualities of African origin from our
people”30 (Varnhagen 223). Thus, the past actions of the Portuguese and Brazilian crown,
though often violent and unsympathetic, are worthy of praise and warrant a continuation
of its heritage as the best means to unify the people and allow the country to progress.
In response to von Martius' question about African slavery, Varnhagen states that
Brazil would have been better of without African slavery. He took great issue with
slavery itself for being an inhuman practice, and, in hindsight, he suggests that Africans
should have been brought over as serfs or indentured servants rather than as slaves. He
thus makes an important distinction between the system of slavery and the Africans
themselves, suggesting that responsibility lies with the slave system for the abject
condition of Africans rather than in inherent racial qualities (Reis 43-44). This distinction
proved important in the context of the concerns of the crown, which often found itself in
opposition to the interests of the landowning class. If the deplorable condition of slaves
was a consequence of the environment on the plantation and if the crown represented the
civilizing element in society, then it followed that the plantation masters were impeding

29

“A escravidão, como ela foi admitida entre nós, alheia à ternura da família endurecia o coração dos
escravos” [Translation mine].
30
“Fazemos votos para que chegue um dia em que as cores da tal modo se combinem que venham a
desaparecer totalmente no nosso povo os característicos da origem africana” [Translation mine].
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the beneficent influence of the monarch.31 If the crown wished to modernize and unify
the country, it would have to wrest political power and the de facto juridical power away
from the slave owning latifundiarios, who reigned supreme over their fiefdoms and rarely
allowed the state to enter their sphere of influence. According to the logic of
Varnhagen’s history, if the Portuguese element of Brazil, as represented by the state,
were to continue its civilizing mission, then it would have to enter the patriarchal and
seigniorial world of the latifundios to impose order on them, modernize them, and
civilize the illiterate and uneducated Africans, mulatos, indigenous, and mestizos. While
Varnhagen’s History did not foment widespread discord, its unapologetic defense of the
Crown and a centralized form of government nonetheless implicitly casts the plantation
system as backward for being impermeable to the beneficial and modernizing influence
of the state.
Despite Varnhagen’s efforts to depict the crown and the latifundiarios as
opposing forces, the emperor stood at the top of a system of patronage run by an
oligarchy of the landed gentry and mercantile classes. Any disagreement or political
upheaval between the Crown and the landowning and trading classes was ephemeral and
quickly effaced by their shared interest in maintaining the system of patronage that
increased political and administrative centralization and maintained social order and
national unity. It goes without saying that the mass of the population was entirely
disenfranchised by this efficient and hierarchical political, economic, and social order,

31

Little secondary material exists on the direct connection between Varnhagen’s work and Brazilian
society in the mid-nineteenth century. Maria Alice Rezende de Carvalho surmises such a connection in
Carvalho 881-2. A number of works portray and interpret the relationship between political institutions and
the organization of society during the mid-century struggle for unification. See, Florestan Fernandes, A
revolução burguesa no Brasil (1975); Raymundo Faoro, Os donos do poder (1958); José Murilo de
Carvalho, A construção da ordem (1980).
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since enfranchisement depended on income and social ascent depended on a member of
the lower ranks currying favor with a powerful patron.

Change in the World of the Late Empire
The monarchy would go into crisis during the world of the late Empire (1887-89),
as a liberal cosmopolitanism imported from Europe offered ideas and arguments to
Brazilians hungry for social change: abolitionist fervor, romantic idealism,
republicanism, anti-clerical rancor, and the emergence of a young politically active
generation signaled the desire for new ideas and for a scientific understanding of the
world. Regarding this period of intellectual fervor, the historian Emília Viotti da Costa
writes, “[Comte and Spencer] offered them a doctrine, a method of analysis, a political
theory, and most of all a reassuring conviction that mankind was inevitably driven to
progress and that change was possible without subverting the social order” (Viotti da
Costa 185). In other words, the positivism of Comte offered members of the liberal
profession with a doctrine to combat the traditional elites and their system of patronage.
Generally speaking, European positivism based itself on a linear and teleological
understanding of history, where all countries progressed and developed towards the same
end of material accomplishment.
When viewed through this prism, Brazilian society and its institutions lagged far
behind. Liberal ideology, according to historian Thomas Skidmore, paved the way for
“the rapid realization between 1889 and 1892 of such liberal goals as the
disestablishment of the church, secularization of schools and cemeteries, institutions of
civil marriage and decentralization of the government. In this atmosphere of liberal
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agitation, race was seldom discussed per se; instead, liberals talked about slavery”
(Skidmore, Racial Ideas and Social Policy in Brazil, 1870-1940, 8). Above all, Brazilians
would have to address, its most primitive institution—slavery. By the 1870s, the practice
had left the country completely isolated from the world community, as most other
countries has abolished it. Simply stated, borrowing from the abolitionist movement in
Europe, Brazilian counterparts associated slavery with moral, social, and economic
backwardness. Skidmore adds, “they saw the heritage of slavery as a mass of passive
‘premodern’ workers who could, in their present state, contribute little to the rapid
development of Brazil” (Skidmore, Racial ideas and Social Policy in Brazil, 1870-1940,
10). Their rhetoric was framed by a set of universal and humanitarian ideals couched in a
social theory coming from Europe, which allowed them to call for a modernization of the
country.
Change did set in official politics. The Lei do Ventre Livre (The Law of the Free
Womb), signed in 1871, insured that the children of slaves would be born free, and the
Saraiva-Cortegipe Law, signed much later in 1885, freed slaves who reached the age of
sixty. These laws marked a decisive step towards the end of slavery; in fact, to most
Brazilians they guaranteed an end to slavery at a deliberate pace, for the population
seemed more comfortable with the idea of emancipation than abolition, the former
apparently making some form of indemnity to slave-owners more likely. After all, as
Francisco Iglésias remarks, “the desire to preserve men as property, as animals for work,
was alive and well in an agrarian country, with plantations, and with a narrow-minded
vision of social reality”32 (Iglésias 12). Nevertheless, the abolitionist movement

32

“O sentido da preservação do homem como propriedade, como animal para o trabalho, é ainda muito
vivo num país agrícola, latifundiário e com visão tacanha da realidade social” [Translation mine].
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continued both in its demand for a legal end to slavery and in its effort to manumit slaves
in the meantime. Their efforts entered the cultural sphere with the publication of the first
issue of the journal Abolicionista (Abolitionist) in 1880 published under the auspices of
the Sociedade brasileira contra a escravidão (Brazilian Society against Slavery) at the
house of the preeminent statesmen of the era, the deputy from Pernambuco Joaquim
Nabuco.
Nabuco was a descendent of the northeastern planter class, who nonetheless
would rise to become the leading voice of abolitionist movement.33 He offered the most
distilled polemic when he applied a series of liberal ideas in O Abolicionismo (The
Abolitionist Movement) in 1883 to argue for the end of slavery. He sees slavery as a
condition which contradicts the universal morals of human equality, as it assures liberty
only to a select group. At the same time, the slave system causes the moral degradation
of the plantation owner and subject alike, for both descend in the downward spiral of
sadistic-masochistic relationships. According to Nabuco, this corrupt bond has a number
of consequences for the country, like
it renders impossible the country’s material progress, corrupts its
character, demoralizes its constitutive elements, removes its energy and
resolution, debases its politics; habituates it to servitude, prevents
immigration, dishonors manual labor, delays the development of industry,
promotes bankruptcy, diverts capital from its natural course, prevents the
use of machinery, excites hatred among social classes, produces an
illusory appearance of order, well-being and wealth, which cover up the
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For a biography of Nabuco, see Luis Viana Filho A vida de Joaquim Nabuco (1952).
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abysses of moral anarchy, misery and destitution that from North to South
compromise our future.34 (Nabuco114-5)
His economic and social lines of argumentation continue with an analysis of the effects of
the slave system on the land, which stymies economic innovation. Thus, the work
grounds its moral critique on an analysis of the social ills and economic inefficiencies
caused by slavery, maladies affecting the whole of society and not just the captive
subjects. Moreover, Nabuco offers a contextualist argument that a continuation of the
practice of slavery would further isolate Brazil from the world community, as it would
fail to progress both morally and economically along the standards of self-determination
and free labor at the heart of liberal capitalism.35
Oddly, at the same time that abolitionists demanded an end to slavery, they
articulated a racist ideology, also originating from Europe and the United States. Nabuco
himself embodied these ostensibly contradictory positions: “Nabuco … left no doubt that
his goal was a whiter Brazil. He was honest enough to say that had he been alive in the
sixteenth century he would have opposed the introduction of African slaves…In
Nabuco’s view, it was shame the Dutch had not remained in Brazil during the
seventeenth century,” writes Skidmore (21-22). While these positions seem contradictory
to today’s readers, at the time they were not: the desire to abolish slavery could coincide
with a negative view of the African influence in Brazilian society because abolitionists

34

“Impossibilita o seu progresso material, corrompe-lhe o caracter, desmoraliza-lhe os elementos
constitutivos, tira-lhe a energia e a resolução, rebaixa a política; habitua-o ao servilismo, impede a
imigração, deshonra o trabalho manual, retarda a apparição das industrias, promove a bancarrota, desvia os
capitaes do seu curso natural, afasta as machinas, excita o ódio entre classes, produz uma apparencia
illusoria de ordem, bem-estar e riqueza, a qual encobre os abysmos de anarchia moral, de miséria e
destituição, que do Norte ao Sul margeiam o nosso futuro” [Translation mine].
35
For a through analysis of Nabuco’s Abolicionismo, see Gilberto Freyre Joaquim Nabuco (1948); Marco
Aurélio Nogueira As desventuras do liberalismo: Joaquim Nabuco, a Monarquia e a Republica (1984) and
Joaquim Nabuco: um aristocrata entre os escravos (1987).
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tended to come from the rural elite, who wished for the country to progress and at the
same time remained skeptical that the new citizens could fulfill their new civic duties.
This negative view of blacks would come to the foreground in the years after abolition in
1888 and the proclamation of the Republic in 1889, when Brazilians would work within a
republican political structure and inside the paradigm of positivism to reconcile notions
of national progress and national purity with the reality of a racially diverse population
that was ostensibly equal under the law.

New Currents about Indigenous Brazil
These thinkers were not the only ones affecting Brazil at the turn of the century:
numerous racist ideas originating in Europe and the United States infiltrated Brazilian
thought. These ideas stemmed from two different schools of social thinking. The
ethnological-biological school arose most prominently in the United States during the
1840s and had the polygenic theory that argued that the human races had actually formed
as different species; using skull size as a constitutive characteristic of a race, the
polygenists argued that “the assumed inferiority of the Indian and Negro races could be
correlated with their physical differences from whites; and that these differences were a
direct result of their creation as separate species” (Skidmore, Black into White: Race and
Nationality in Brazilian Thought, 49). Louis Agassiz supported this body of thought, and
he added that the distinct human species arose from distinct climatic regions, much like
different species of animals had developed in different parts of the world.
This theory soon faced a serious intellectual challenge from Darwinian evolution
and was eventually defeated by it. However, the evidence accumulated by the likes of
54
	
  

Samuel Morton and Josiah Nutt in America to prove the physical differences between
species ensured that prejudices engendered from this body of thought left a lasting
impression (Skidmore 49). Essentially, the practitioners of this school continued their
efforts to tie physical differences to differences in personality and intelligence in an
attempt to make claims about the inherent qualities of a species of people. This theory
had the effect of masking racial prejudice behind the respectability of scientific thinking,
as it provided the European nations and America with a rationale for the subjugation of
non-white races, not only at the hand of foreign nations but also at the hands of the local
elites who imbibed its tenets. Nowhere is there better evidence of this phenomenon than
in the direct influence of Louis Agassiz on Brazil—his “Journey in Brazil was widely
quoted in Brazil and gave much currency among the elite to the ideas of inherent racial
differences and mulatto degeneracy” (Skidmore, Black into White: Race and Nationality
in Brazilian Thought, 50).
As noted above, the ethnological-biological school received a strong intellectual
challenge from Darwin’s theories on purely scientific grounds: since Darwin argued for
an evolutionary process of natural selection that began with a single species, the
polygenist hypothesis was discredited entirely. However, the ethnological-biological
school could easily be integrated and harmonized with the derivative thinking of Social
Darwinism. Its belief in the “survival of the fittest” implied that species fought for
superiority throughout history, and that the economic and cultural superiority of
European nations at the end of the nineteenth century proved that they (and the white
races) had won this war. When it came to Brazil, “Social Darwinist works, in particular,
had great influence…Virtually every Brazilian social thinker before 1940 grappled with
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Social Darwinism… The Brazilians usually accepted Social Darwinism in principle,
trying only to work out its implications for their national situations,” writes Skidmore in
his seminal work Black into White: Race and Nationality in Brazilian Thought (53). He
adds, “But everywhere they turned, Brazilians found the prestige of ‘civilized’ culture
and science arrayed against the African… How could a mere Brazilian argue with
evolution?”
With the exception of a few lone wolves, like Manuel Bonfim and Alberto Torres,
Brazilians quite simply did not contest the current theories of societal evolution,
biological determinism, and climatic determinism. Moreover, once the country abolished
slavery in 1888, thereby divesting itself of the last cloak of political, social, economic,
and cultural backwardness, the national discussion turned to how civic responsibility
could be fostered in the freed population, and how it could transform itself into a
culturally and racially pure nation, taking up the idea of social Darwinism in terms
particular to Brazil. Social Darwinism, which typically cast successful European
countries against underdeveloped tropical countries, infiltrated a nation and was used as a
discourse to defend the interest of ruling elite in an era that was republican in a name but
authoritarian in practice (known as the “Old Republic,” lasting from 1889-1930). The
discourse of social Darwinism thus cast the country as politically unviable along the
trajectory of European political evolution. Milton Tosto Jr has shown that its dogmas of
the social evolution of races could be evoked to support an authoritarian form of
government divided between the elite (usually rural) and the mass of people that they
viewed as uncivilized. Many believed that only Anglo-Saxons had the biological qualities
that made them fit for civic responsibility and thus for a democratic form of government.
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According to Tosto, some Brazilian intellectuals like Oliviera Viana (1883-1951) argued
that the mestizo Brazilians had to live under authoritarian rule until their inferior
biological qualities disappeared through racial intermixture (Tosto 56).
As Skidmore has shown, while Brazilians intellectuals in general found their
contemporary racial makeup problematic, a good number of them remained optimistic
that the country could reach a whitening ideal, spreading the advantages of the white race
to other Brazilians. They advocated a physical and cultural miscegenation of races
directed towards effacing color from the Brazilian skin, which would eventually allow
the country to declare itself a modern state in tune with European standards of racial
purity. The whitening ideal represented a compromise that Brazilians made within the
European paradigm, as Skidmore argues: although the population of the country was of
mixed blood at the present moment, such a condition did not preclude the country from
having a white population in the future, as they saw it. Despite delaying its viability until
the future—thus, gaining the epithet of the “land of the future,” as Stefan Zweig would so
aptly put it—Brazilian intellectuals still had to contend with the specter of racial
degeneracy.
As has become familiar in analyses of colonialism and nationalism, European
nations generally ascribed to an understanding of race that correlated a whole host of
personality traits to racial types. Social scientists of the time borrowed heavily from
Darwin’s theories of evolution, by drawing a series of analogies between Darwinian ideas
and human societies, between biological evolution and the evolution of society. As
Thomas Gosset writes, “races were thought to represent different stages of the
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evolutionary scale with the white race—or sometimes a subdivision of the white race—at
the top” (Gossett 144).
In the social-Darwinist variant of this thought, natural selection could be applied
to the social sphere to highlight a purported struggle among individuals, among nations,
and among races that would reveal innate racial superiority, even within a single society
like Britain's. These social scientists generally assumed that the study of society was a
study of innate racial or ethnic character: that heredity equaled race and that heredity
affected development of a society far more than environment. Thus the era's dominant
theorists of race and nationalism classified societies as primitive when its inhabitants
belonged to a race that possessed primitive traits.
Miscegenation as a means for social-political transformation was thus not an easy
compromise to espouse. The social problem of degeneracy emerged as a correlate to
Darwinism, as the hygienic movement of the late nineteenth century traveled from
Europe to the shores of Latin America. In this framing, individual and nation alike were
defined as organisms whose health was of primary importance. The positivistic
sociological theories of Auguste Comte and Émile Durkheim and the social Darwinism of
Herbert Spencer helped shape an understanding of society under the trope of the
biological organism: The healthy individual body and the healthy social body lived in
balance and harmony, the model claimed. However, once an impurity entered the body,
degeneration became imminent, and, at the time in the West, less than pure ethnic stock
and racial admixture was synonymous with degeneration. Thus, the mixed blood
individual meant the mixed blood nation—a degenerate nation! Theorists of the time
adduced their belief with evidence that mixed bloods were more inclined to criminality
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and alcoholism, in short behavior that evinced psychiatric degeneration (Borges 235).
Dain Borges states, “Consequently, the rhetoric of degeneration became associated with
social criticism, and remained so even in the 1890s and 1900s when degeneration turned
into the central, near official ideology of the conservative, oligarchical Republic (18891930)” (Borges 240). The scientific paradigm, in other words, turned the positivist
impulse for identifying social problems and remedying them into a more charged political
paradigm for the implementation of racial prejudice.
By the turn of the century, therefore, tensions within the paradigm would emerge
that would eventually end the reign of scientific racist thought in Brazil. In 1902, the
journalist Euclides da Cunha36 published Os sertões (Rebellion in the Backlands),37 a
work conceived within the paradigm of positivism and its concomitant literary
application, naturalism. It tells the story of a revolt of a millenarian movement in
Canudos, Bahia—the Brazilian Sertão—led by the religious leader and prophet Antônio
Conselheiro against the Brazilian Republic of the 1890s. Equally a work of history,
sociology, and literature, the book narrates the series of battles of the War of Canudos
that took place in the inhospitable and arid northeast, a land where myth and reality
intersect at every turn. The battle between the rebels and the republican military takes on
a much larger significance in the book's narrative: it was followed nationally as a battle
between the superstitious mixed-bloods, exemplified by the messianic figure of Antônio
Conselheiro himself, and the scientific positivist ideal of order, progress, and racial
purity. As the rebels demonstrate resolve, solidarity, and courage with each battle, the
36

For a biography on Euclides, see Silvio Rabello Euclides da Cunha (1948).
For major study of Rebellion in the Backlands, see Leopoldo Bernucci’s A imitação dos sentidos:
prógonos, contemporâneos e epigonos de Euclides da Cunha (1995). For the intersection of the literary and
scientific discourse in the work, see José Carlos Barreto de Santana, Ciência e arte: Euclides da Cunha e as
ciências naturais (2000).
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author himself begins to waver in his support for the republican forces and the values
they represent, and he eventually comes to admire Antônio Conselheiro and his rebels.
A number of intellectual fads of the period feed into the work, particularly the
determinism of climate and race. The book begins with a lengthy (and now famous)
description of the harsh desert environment to show that it affected the inhabitants
beyond reprieve. In Euclides’s account, the mixed racial origins of the sertanejo made
for an unstable racial type who was susceptible to the influences of the variable
northeastern environment: “Environment is then, as it were, better able to stamp its own
characteristic features upon the human organism in process of fusion”38 (Euclides 175
original; Putnam 67). The Brazilian environment of the northeast renders the backland
inhabitants an unstable moral type capable of momentary mental brilliance, followed by
mental listlessness. As the leitmotif of racial degeneration rings frequently through the
work, Euclides wishes to impute a series of personality traits to the mixed bloods. In a
famous and oft-quoted passage entitled “An Irritating Parenthesis,” Euclides attempts
such a categorization (in vain):
An intermingling of races highly diverse is, in the majority of cases,
prejudicial. According to the conclusions of the evolutionist, even when
the influence of a superior race has reacted upon the offspring, the latter
shows vivid traces of the inferior one. Miscegenation carried to an extreme
means retrogression. The Indo-European, the Negro, and the BrazilianGuarany or the Tapuia represent evolutionary stages in confrontation; and
miscegenation, in addition to obliterating the pre-eminent qualities of the
higher race, serves to stimulate the revival of the primitive attributes of the
38

“[O meio] como que estampa, então, melhor no corpo em fusão, os seus traços característicos.”
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lower; so that the mestizo—a hyphen between the races, a brief individual
existence into which are compressed age-old forces—is almost always an
unbalanced type. (Euclides 199-200; Putnam 84-5)
He places the mixed bloods, “victims of the fatality of biologic laws,” on the lowest rung
of the hierarchy of races because his model of racial and climatic determinism, scientism
and evolution, and the linearity of progress required it.
The situation is not exactly as it would play itself out in Europe, however; the
mixed bloods resist Euclides’s ascription through their valiant actions. Interestingly, as he
dramatizes the events of the war, he comes to admire the rebels and to find the military
incompetent—the representatives of the hegemony. Often, though, he falls back on the
prejudice demanded by scientific racism, especially when he attempts to describe each of
the types on the hierarchy of race. In other words,
Euclides vacillates feverously between his consciousness and racist
theories, arriving finally at an accommodation of the two. His conclusion,
both unexpected and in contradiction with the theories developed in the
book, reappearing throughout the book, is that the Brazilian from the
backlands was the first product of miscegenation that occurred when
Portuguese explorers first met the natives three centuries prior and who
has lived in isolation since.39 (Galvão 162)
Thus the book represents the intellectual drama faced by the intelligentsia at the time,
whose mode of thinking, imported from Europe and America, lost the power to explain
39

“Euclides vacila febrilmente entre sua consciência e as teorias racistas, terminando por chegar
aproximadamente a uma acomodação. Sua conclusão, inesperada e em contradição com as teorias expostas
ali mesmo em seu livro, reaparecendo a todo instante no texto, é a de que o brasileiro do sertão seria os
primeiro produto da miscigenação dos bandeirantes brancos com os índios durante três séculos de
isolamento” [Translatioon mine].
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the Brazilian social and cultural landscape. In particular, the positivist paradigm failed to
explain how the inferior sertanejo had defeated the guards of order and progress until the
Republican army massacred them in the final battle.
By the end of the war, national sentiment had turned in favor of the mixed-blood
rebels, signaling a tension between the theories that Brazilians borrowed from Europe
and America and the social reality witnessed in Canudos. As Walnice Nogueira Galvão
has noted, after the war “a general mea-culpa grips the country, of which the book Os
sertões is the most perfect example, which looks to rescue the victims of injustice and
rehabilitates them for history”40 (Galvão 168). In its myriad contradictions, Rebellion in
the Backlands hails the mixed type as the hero of this tragic conflict. Like works of
tragedy, it did not offer a new understanding on the subject, but it did invalidate the
erroneous understanding that Brazilians had had about the mixed type hitherto.
If the tensions between race theory and social reality presented themselves in
Euclides, Capistrano de Abreu (1853-1927), Brazil’s first “modern historian,” would
question the theories of climatic determinism in his work entitled Capítulos de história
colonial (Chapters on colonial history) (1907). Climatic determinism had also cast Brazil
in an unfavorable light, claiming that the tropical climate caused listlessness in the
inhabitants, rendering them incapable of steady work. The English historian Henry
Thomas Buckle (1821-1862) expressed many of these ideas, especially in relation to
Brazil, in his work History of Civilization in England (1857-61). Without having set foot
in the country, Buckle claimed in eight pages that the grand scale of nature in Brazil
overwhelmed any human effort to cultivate the land, unlike northern hemisphere

40

“Segue-se um mea culpa generalizado, cujo exemplo mais perfeito é o livro Os sertões, que procura
reabilitar os injustiçados e resgatá-los para historia” [Translation mine].
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countries that had benefited from a temperate climate, which had allowed Europe to
advance. Skidmore writes, “It is unlikely that many Brazilians intellectuals read all of
Buckle’s ponderous work, but they certainly knew his eight page indictment. Hardly a
Brazilian social thinker for the next sixty years could avoid struggling with this kind of
pessimistic view of Brazil’s potential” (Skidmore 29). Much like Euclides had focused on
the fauna and rocks of the sertão, Capistrano would describe and analyze the
environment and the geography of the land in an attempt to find a relationship between
the environment and geography of the land and the society that rises from it. In his many
voyages through the south of Brazil, the land of vast coffee plantations, he would come to
the conclusion that the theories of Buckle inadequately described the climate and its
influence on the people: he only witnessed instances of nature subjected to human
cultivation (Rodrigues 39).
Capistrano also looked past French positivism and towards the German realist
historiography developed by Wilhelm von Humboldt and Leopold von Ranke (the
founder of source-based history). The Rankian school shunned a mere regurgitation of
facts, such as dates and important names, and it discouraged the historian from
attempting to understand the past through theoretical preconceptions, as practiced by the
likes of Hippolyte Taine. This empirical method advocated a critical attitude towards
historical documents, rather than accepting them as handed down facts; it also called for
the historian to exercise his imagination in order to arrive at a synthetic interpretation that
explained the motivations for human actions; and it aimed at creating a realistic account
of the past without influence from present-day prejudices. Aside from this practice of
history, José Honório Rodrigues Capistrano, according to José Honório Rodrigues, also
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appropriates the theory of psychology reigning in Germany at the time: “the psychology
of Wundt, the beginning of experimental psychology, led him to abandon the vague
anatomical psychology, preventing him from falling into factualism when he tried to
understand the psychology of peoples”41 (Rodrigues 41).
This psychology of the people practiced by Wundt and Ranke’s method of history
allowed Capistrano to become the first social historian in Brazil: again as Rodrigues
shows, “the importance of social history and social customs appears for the first time in
the Chapters”42 (Rodrigues 49). Capitrano’s historical focus on the people and their
habits represents a sea change in Brazilian historiography. As mentioned above, the
history of Varnhagen (who appropriated Ranke’s method of historical narrative) focused
on political events and defended Portuguese colonialism and the Portuguese descendent
from the colonial period. Capistrano’s revisionist history focuses on the social customs
and travails of common Brazilians, a methodological shift in direct response to the
official, political-military history of Varnhagen.
The Chapters thus analyzes daily life in the big house and the slave’s quarters,
particularly how domestic slaves acted as intermediaries between the slave master and the
field worker. He advocates interbreeding between those of European descent and the
natives, but he discourages miscegenation between Europeans and Africans (Burke and
Pallares-Burke 82). Despite his best effort to free himself from the positivist paradigm
and the shackles of determinism, he depends on nineteenth century stereotypes when
describing the mulato as docile but prone to rebellion, and he designates the natives as
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“A psicologia de Wundt, início da psicologia experimental, fazia-o abandonara vaga anatomia
psicológica, impedindo-o de cair no factualismo pela compreensão da vida dos povos” [Translation mine].
42
“A importância da história social e dos costumes parece pela primeira vez nos Capítulos” [Translation
mine].
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incapable of work. Ultimately, Capistrano fails, like his predecessors, to write a history of
the fusing of the three races in Brazil, as recommended by von Martius.
Yet he succeeds, as Ronald Vainfas has shown, in writing a new history of Brazil
to supplant the official and institutional history presented in Varnhagen’s General
History of Brazil (Vainfas 174). The change of government from a monarchy to a
republic—with greater decentralization and political power now residing among the
regional oligarchies—also brought an accompanying change in historical sensibility, for
“Capistrano acknowledged the merits of Varnhagen, but he deplored his lack of
sensibility for the social life, the regional diversities, the people”43 (Vainfas 176). Like
Varnhagen, Capistrano values the Lusitanian presence in Brazil; however, he valorizes
the social accomplishments of the Portuguese people, rather than those of the Crown. In
the divide between the central government and the latifundiários, Capistrano clearly sides
with the latter, believing that understanding their daily life allowed for a better
understanding of the universe of the Brazilian past.
Most importantly, he parts from his predecessor in arguing that, in the region
historically labeled Brazil, there in fact existed many Brazils: “the Amazon basin, the
South, the coast, the center, the ‘sertão of near the coast and in the interior,’”44 all with
distinct economies,45 inhabitants, cuisines, etc. (Vainfas 186). Nonetheless, in assessing
the transition from discovery from 1500 to 1800, Capistrano comes to the conclusion that
in the expanse of Brazil only weak unifying political, social, and cultural forces existed.
Fleeting collective impulses and a lack of coherent social life on account of the absence
43

“Capistrano reconhecia, como já disse, os méritos de Varnhagen, mas deplorava sua falta de
sensibilidade em relação à vida social, às diversidades regionais, ao povo” [Translation mine].
44
“a bacia amazônica, o Sul, o litoral, o centro, os ‘sertões de fora é os de dentro’” [Translation mine].
45
Sugar cultivation in the northeast, mineral exploration for gold in the center states, and coffee cultivation
in the South.
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of a stable society meant that Brazil lacked a national consciousness. Only the Portuguese
language had given the land some cohesion.
Despite his rather pessimistic conclusion about the integrity of Brazil, through his
methodology—valuing the social history of the people and being an early proponent of
environmental history—Capistrano had earned a measure of independence for historians
in Brazil, and thus he stands as a link between the official history of Varnhagen supported
by the IHGB and the flowering of historical thought in the figures of Gilberto Freyre,
Sérgio Buarque de Holanda, and Caio Prado Junior, all of whom would succeed in
making comprehensive interpretations of the Brazilian past, which allowed the country to
understand and revalorize itself.

Conclusion: Conflicted National Descent
One can glean from this brief survey that until the early twentieth century the
interpreters of Brazil had attempted to reconcile tensions between the templates they used
to understand social reality and that social reality itself, especially when it came to
understanding the country’s mixed race heritage. In part, this conflict arose because
Brazilians arrived at self-understanding through a European lens. Unlike their Latin
American counterparts who revolted against their colonizers, Brazilians first lived under
the Portuguese court as colonial subjects and then when Rio de Janeiro became the seat
of the Portuguese empire. After independence, they lived under a European styled
monarchy grafted on to a vast territory arranged to meet the demands of the international
commodity market. Most importantly, with a variety of regional identities (usually
determined by the commodity they were exporting) and a variegated people, the country
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faced a tremendous challenge to arrive at a unified self-understanding given its conflicted
national decent.
These tensions also arose because Brazilians saw themselves from across the
Atlantic—that is, they utilized European notions and standards to arrive at a selfunderstanding, one that often left them with a tremendous inferiority complex. While
European nations forged identities around a homogenous population with a national
history and a distinct language, Brazilians could only claim a version of Portuguese as the
national language, which few spoke well and were literate in. They, moreover, had yet to
address adequately the single fact that made the country unique: the meeting and mixture
of numerous races. As von Martius presaged in 1845, facing this fact would allow
Brazilians to arrive at the independent self-understanding they so deeply desired.
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CHAPTER 2:
Casa-grande & senzala: Miscegenation and the National Brazil
As a descendent of the tradition of thought outlined in the previous chapter,
Gilberto Freyre offers a direct response to the ideas generated by this tradition in his
seminal work Casa-grande & senzala (1933). Like his predecessors, he confronts the
social problems of the country, tackling the notions of national identity, miscegenation,
and economic inequality among many others. What he shares with his forebears in
substance, he also shares in form. He informs us that his work is an essay, and he will
remind the reader throughout that his work is “an essay in genetic sociology and social
history”1 (Freyre 28; Putnam xlviii). He takes up the generic form used at the time by
Brazilian intellectuals such as Joaquim Nabuco and Euclides da Cunha—the chosen
genre of the intellectual elite to comment on the social problems affecting the country.
Perhaps, even more so than Euclides, his exposition is both conceptual and dramatic.
While Euclides remained wedded to the positivist paradigm, even when it had lost its
explanatory power, Freyre balances his work with heuristics from the social sciences and
with vivid, poetic accounts of the historical record.
As the Brazilian literary critic José de Paula Ramos Jr. has noted in a recent
article detailing Freyre’s intellectual development, Freyre saw the essay as the perfect
1

“Ensaio de Sociologia genética e de História social.”
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genre for addressing the problems of society. Even at a young age, de Paula notes, Freyre
was “unsatisfied with the limitations of the social sciences, of history, of anthropology
and other specialized disciplines. Gilberto Freyre believed that the methodological liberty
of the essay allowed for the best means to comprehend the object of analysis”2 (de Paula
158). In his attempt to understand the totality of the human being in a social setting, he
saw the essay as a genre that allowed the writer to couple the discourses of the social
sciences with piercing aesthetic insight. Many critics along with de Paula have shown
that Freyre found in Walter Patter a model essayist (cf. Pallares-Burke Gilberto Freyre:
Um vitoriano nos trópicos 407-11 and “O caminho para a casa-grande: Gilberto Freyre e
suas leituras inglesas”). He shared with the Englishman a concern for the aesthetic effect
produced on the beholder of an object. Although Freyre would not cultivate a highly
refined writing style in Portuguese like Pater did in English, he did attempt, like Pater, to
translate his personal impressions into an artistic language in an effort to discover the
genesis of his aesthetic sensation and reaction to an apprehended object (de Paula 159).
The reader gets a taste of this in the preface to the first edition, where Freyre tells
us that, during his studies at Columbia University as a master’s student in Political and
Social Sciences, he realized that, of the social problems in Brazil, none preoccupied him
as much as miscegenation:
Once upon a time, after three straight years of absence from my country, I
caught sight of a group of Brazilian seamen—mulattoes and cafusos—
crossing the Brooklyn Bridge. I no longer remember whether they were
from São Paulo or from Minas, but I know that they impressed me as
2

“Insatisfeito com as limitações das ciências sócias, da história, da antropologia e de outras especialidades,
Gilberto Freyre viu na liberdade metodológica do ensaio o melhor meio para realizar o trabalho de
compreensão daquele objeto.” [Translation mine]
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being the caricatures of men, and there came to mind a phrase from a book
on Brazil written by an American traveler: ‘the fearfully mongrel aspect of
the population.’ That was the sort of thing to which miscegenation led. …
The individuals whom I looked upon as representative of Brazil were not
simply mulattoes or cafusos but sickly ones. (Freyre 7; Putnam xx-xxi)3
The critic Ricardo Benzaquen de Araújo claims that Casa-grande was written to refute
the point-of-view expressed in the anecdote, where the author admits the racist views he
held in the early 1920s, only to show how he arrived by the late 1920s at a more
enlightened stance, which allowed him to write Casa-grande (Araújo 27). This personal
anecdote also reveals that this essay parts from a personal point-of-view of a problem
(miscegenation) that the author will attempt to resolve through the exposition of his work.
Freyre, though, must tell us how he plans to resolve this national problem that he
has transformed into a personal one, and his success on this score depends just as much
on his literary penchant as it does on his study of anthropology. He follows this personal
anecdote with an account of how he found an antidote for his racial prejudice. The study
of anthropology under Franz Boas at Columbia and the reading of Boas’s Mind of
Primitive Man (1911) helped him see the
Negro and the mulattos for what they were—with the effects of
environment or cultural experience separated from racial characteristics. I
learned to regard as fundamental the difference between race and culture,

3

“Vi uma fez, depois de mais de três anos maciços de ausência do Brasil, um bando de marinheiros
nacionais—mulatos e cafuzos—descendo não me lembro se do São Paulo ou do Minas pela neve mole de
Brooklyn. Deram me a impressão de caricaturas de homens. E veio-me a lembrança a frase de um livro de
viajante americano que acabara de ler sobre o Brasil: <<the fearfully mongrel aspect of most of the
population>>. A miscigenação resultava naquilo. ... não eram simplesmente mulatos ou cafuzos os
indivíduos que eu julgava representarem o Brasil, mas cafuzos e mulatos doentes.”

70
	
  

to discriminate between the effects of purely genetic relationships and
those resulting from social influences, the cultural heritage and the milieu.
It is upon this criterion of the basic differentiation between race and
culture that the entire plane of this essay rests.4 (Freyre7; Putnam xxi)
Freyre’s major intellectual accomplishment rests in the application of this distinction
between race and culture first made by Boas. His ideas would prove heavily influential
on Freyre, and so it is worth taking a small digression to discuss them.
Franz Boas5 (1858-1942) occupies a special place in the history of the fight
against academic-scientific racial prejudice. In Mind of Primitive Man, Boas shows
resoundingly that racial differences amount to nothing more than cultural differences, and
thus he gives birth to a notion of anthropological destiny based on culture, after
debunking the validity of value judgments based on physical differences. He argues for
nurture, environment, and experience as the determining factors of personal or national
character (rather than race or ethnicity, the growing trends in contemporary European
thought).
Through the discourse of the sciences, he questioned the epistemological validity
of racial categories and exposed them as nothing more than shibboleths. His
anthropological theories, which he developed through research at the Field Museum in

4

“O negro e o mulato no seu justo valor—separados dos traços de raça os efeitos do ambiente ou da
experiência cultural. Aprendia considerar fundamental a diferenças entre raça e cultura; a discriminar entre
os efeitos de relações puramente genéticas e os de influências sociais, de herança cultural e de meio. Neste
critério de diferenciação fundamental entre raça e cultura assenta todo o plano deste ensaio.”
5
Boas's contributions to the field of anthropology are numerous: he has influenced museum studies and he
wrote on physical anthropology, linguistics, and cultural anthropology. Thus, it goes without saying that the
criticism on Boas is as vast and diverse as the work of the man himself. Since this dissertation concerns
itself with race as a cultural phenomenon, it will attempt to present Boas’s luminary role in the early 20th
century debate on race: in the words of Thomas F. Gosset, “It is possible that Boas did more to combat race
prejudice than any other person in history” For thorough accounts on the matter, refer to Vernon J.
Williams Jr’s Rethinking Race: Franz Boas and His Contemporaries (1996).
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Chicago and later at Columbia University, stood at the time as the cutting-edge
understanding of race and the cultural life of non-European civilizations.
Above all, he showed that biology could not demonstrate a correlation between
race and personality, and that physical traits could not signal internal qualities.
Furthermore, he consciously challenged the social Darwinist belief in biological
determinism, demonstrating rather that supposedly innate traits actually had their origin
in environmental factors. In other words, his anthropology was based on the assumption
that nurture offered a far better means for explaining the development of individuals,
races, and nations, all of which developed in a fashion most appropriate for their
environment.
His work sets out the foundation for a historiography of the Americas on terms
diverging from Europe's. For Boas, culture and history cannot be studied as a universal
phenomenon or as a closed system (even a national one), as was popular for much of
nineteenth-century thought in Europe, when nations were searching for their
characteristic genesis narratives. Instead, Boas claims that culture and history must be
understood in their local context as examples of human interaction with a surrounding
environment. He understood how important this kind of analysis was for understanding a
region configured differently than that of the European nation-states and their cultures.
Implicit in Boas's view is also a critique of cultural, racial, and national progress that is a
central trope of most nationalist-colonialist European thought. Boas notes that, if a
culture has value in its context alone and can be understood only in that context, then any
comparison of cultures is futile—in other words, the very basis of a cherished nationalist
concept like "mature nations" as opposed to "decadent nations" relies on false analogies.
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In consequence Ground tenets of European historiography since Herder are for Boas
shibboleths.
From Gobineau to von Eickstedt, for instance, contemporary European theorists
unabashedly promoted the superiority of white European races compared to the primitive
civilizations conquered by Europeans. Boas’s theories argued even more critically that
racial categories exist purely by fiat and are unwarranted scientifically—that the "natural"
understanding of a culture is in fact highly historically conditioned, a theory which was
straightforwardly extended into a political critique of socio-political consciousness. Seen
from the point of view of the era's dominant nationalist cultural politics, then, Boas’
theories are easily transformed into a counter discourse on race and national destiny that
challenged the dominant theories of the time.
Boas's work, directly or indirectly, indeed did provide progressive models for
many of the era's intellectuals who wished to counter Europe's narratives of national
determinism, particularly as nineteenth-century legacies of slavery and discrimination
were being reframed as part of national identities in the twentieth century—a
denunciation of "the Enlightenment project" avant la lettre. Freyre would take up these
strategies for re-telling national narratives and apply them to Brazilian culture to argue
for the independence of the Brazilian nation—a nation not derivative from Europe, but
instead with its own distinctive destiny. While his intellectual forbearers could not shed
the dogma of racial and climatic determinism and believed that the large black population
and the tropical climate cast Brazil as hopelessly degenerate, Freyre alters the template of
analysis and shows that a good number of the country’s problems were socially caused,
that they lay in a pernicious slave system that had devastating effects on the husbandry of
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the land and the moral ethos of the population. The degeneration of the nation, therefore,
was socio-cultural in origin, not racial.
Besides telling us the set of ideas that helped him overcome his racist past, Freyre
also gives another piece of information in the little vignette quoted above that is crucial
for an understanding of his work, and that is his penchant for the dramatic. His artistry
lies in his ability to describe the intimate details of the plantation home, à la Goncourt as
he puts it, capturing the intimate interactions among the different characters with vivid
images of food, clothes, work tools, etc. The rhetorical power of the work, in other
words, comes in large part from Freyre’s ability to arrange the historical record and
create a historical representation of dramatic quality. This chapter will, thus, examine
how Freyre structures Brazilian colonial history as a dramatic fate under the generic form
of the essay. It will explore how he places the Portuguese colonizer, the Indigenous, and
the African slave on the stage of the new world, and how he dramatizes the conflict of
colonization that will mark the beginning of Brazilian civilization and that will hand
down estimable cultural forms, most notably the casa-grande and senzala themselves.
Finally, this chapter will explore how Freyre includes a critique of the Portuguese
colonial effort.

Structuring the Essay as Dramatic Fate
Generally speaking, we can say that Freyre’s work is organized in 5 chapters. The
first chapter is devoted to general considerations of Portuguese colonization in Brazil, the
second is devoted to the natives of the land, the third to the Portuguese themselves, and
the last two chapters belong to the African slave. In terms of genre, its five chapters
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resemble the tragedies and comedies of the Renaissance—they take up the logic of
presentation of the theater. This is not to say that Freyre’s work is made for the theater,
even though a rendition of the text for the stage exists.6 Rather, it foregrounds the fact
that Freyre utilizes a whole host of dramatic elements under the generic form of the essay
to represent Brazilian colonial society, especially the story-arc of a five-act drama,
starting with an exposition and rising action, hitting a climax, then working through a
falling action into a dénouement, a comic resolution or a tragic catastrophe. In the wild
land of Brazil, the latifúndio, and the casa-grande and the senzala, he offers a stage for
the action of his characters. In the Portuguese, the indigenous people, and the Africans,
he has a cast of characters who act out a series of conflicts of the colonial encounter in a
cultural context; Brazilian culture emerges from the unintended consequences of their
actions.
This structure is critical to the logic of the text, because, traditionally, the five acts
of a drama also echo the development of fates. As the work makes a case for the
hybridity of the country, Casa-grande & senzala itself is hybrid in form, weaving the
discourses of the social-sciences (history, sociology, and anthropology) with fictional
elements, as if to imply that only a work hybrid in form could represent the multiplicity
of a hybrid society—or to match the affective truth of his exposition with its historical
truth. Elide Rugai Bastos sees in this hybrid essay, which melds the lyrical, dramatic,
and narrative modes, “a narrative constructed in the form of a spiral, the author develops
his thesis drawing circles that do not complete themselves, which in turn open up new
perspectives on the argument, that eventually introduce another aspect of the
argument…ad infinitum. In a certain way, form frequently envelopes the thesis, as if
6

See José Carlos Cavalcanti Borges, Casa grande & senzala: comédia em 3 atos (1970).
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imposing a concordance with it”7 (Bastos 218). Viewed in another way, the madness does
have method: Freyre employs the tactic of motific repetition by evoking myriad
contemporary problems that were believed to be deterministic, revealing them instead as
caused by complex historical factors, and showing thus that the degeneration of the
nation, therefore, was socio-cultural in origin and contingent. So, in the form of an essay
with a spiral narrative structure (which we can label non-linear, circular, and with
multiple-perspectives in the spirit of Ortega y Gasset), Freyre shows that miscegenation
proved a boon to Brazilian colonial society rather than spelling doom for the colonial
period and subsequent generations, as many contemporary thinkers conjectured and
predicted. This parsing of the essay structure also adds the dimension of fate to what I
consider to be the overall dramatic structure of the piece.
The first chapter acts like an overture to an operatic work, in which Freyre
introduces leitmotifs that he will develop further when they reappear later in the work, as
the exposition of the ground on which Brazil’s fate develops. He addresses a number and
variety of topics and themes in this first chapter, like the inchoate Portuguese and their
suitability for colonizing the tropics; the land with its harsh climate, overflowing rivers,
and wild animals; the latifundio and the casa-grande and the senzala that led to economic
monoculture. Structurally, these are the elements that contribute to the building of the
conflict, the rising action of the drama of Brazil.
The climax is reached with the dilemma of Brazil's race and culture. Then he
shifts: conceptually, he refutes the determinisms of race and climate by showing how

7

“Em narrativa construída em forma de espiral, o autor expõe suas teses desenhando círculos que não se
completam, abrindo passo para uma nova argumentação, que novamente coloca outro aspecto dor
argumento...ad infinitum. De certo modo, a forma muitas vezes encobre a tese, quase que impondo a
concordância com ela” [Translation mine].
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explanations for the social problems of Brazil can be attributed to the economic
monoculture and the slave system during the colonial period. While conventional thought
at the time believed that miscegenation led to the degeneration of the individual and
society, Freyre shows that the inequality inherent to slavery and poor nutrition limited the
potential benefits of hybrid blood. This allows him to revaluate miscegenation as a
valuable cultural force for the formation of Brazilian society and to turn the possible
tragedy into an upward-tending fate. Freyre dramatizes the conflicts of these relations
within the walls of the casa-grande and the senzala, and so it is the aim of this analysis to
show that the concomitant arguments that he makes in support of this principal claim
occur through a literary dramatization of the social dimension of colonial history.
The little vignette quoted above of Freyre’s own agôn and anagnorisis indicate
that Freyre intended to and could depict conflicts and their resolution with dramatic flair.
It is not much of a stretch for this analysis to show that through a plot (mythos), cast of
characters (ethos), themes (dianoia), and a number of fictional tropes (metephorá), he
takes up the conventions of dramatic expositions of fate to address the pathologies
exhibited by the slave society and the perverse effects of the patriarchal slave system and
of the monoculture economic system set in place to meet the needs of the mercantile
world. In this economic system, the plantation home operates as the center for social
cohesion, representing an economic, social, and political system that permit a physical
and cultural miscegenation that attenuates the social distance generated by the economics
of the time.

77
	
  

Setting the Stage
So let us begin: the land . . . the first transformation of Brazil from a positivist's
preferred inventory of facts into something more mythic, more fateful.
Freyre's first move is to create a conflict, an obstacle for his nation to overcome.
Brazil was an overwhelming land in all its dimensions, and Freyre surely depicts it in its
indomitable vividness like his intellectual ancestor Euclides. He brings to our attention
that, while nature in the tropics may have possessed the mythical beauty of a prelapsarian world that mesmerized early explorers like Amerigo Vespucci, it really was an
untamed land abounding with life-threatening dangers. Most of it was jungle inhabited by
nomadic people who hunted, fished, and practiced subsistence farming by planting yucca
and corn, among other staples. The towering trees characteristic of the landscape had
transformative power: they put the fear of God into the hearts of the indigenous and
recently arrived Portuguese alike. The rivers flooded constantly and unpredictably, and
the ants of gigantic size devoured fruit trees in a flash and undermined the attempt of
settlers to cultivate the land. Freyre depicts nature in its sublime cornucopia,
Everything here in this new land was in a state of disequilibrium, marked
by great excesses and great deficiencies. The soil, leaving aside certain
patches of black or reddish earth of exceptional fertility, was far from
being suited to the planting of everything one might desire, as the earliest
chronicler had pictured it in his enthusiasm. Rugged, intractable,
impermeable, it was in good part rebellious to the discipline of agriculture.
The rivers were another enemy of regularized agricultural effort and a
stable family life. Death-dealing floods and sterilizing droughts—that was
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what the waters brought with them. And in addition to the land and jungles
that were so difficult to cultivate, in addition to the rivers which it was
impossible to utilize for the purposes of an agricultural or industrial
economy or even for the regular transport of products—in addition to all
this, there were the swarms of larvae, the multitude of insects and worms,
harmful to man.8 (Freyre 43; Putnam 22)
The environment presented a number of adversaries to anyone who tried to tame it,
whether native, European, or African. Even the indigenous, who should have been the
best suited for jungle life, seemed to live at its mercy and in fear of it. In several
instances, Freyre describes how the natives painted themselves with the color red from
the sap of trees as a prophylactic measure against the animals of the land and against
occult powers. As is often practiced among people of animistic and totemic rituals, who
paint themselves in red for insulation from the vagaries of surrounding environment, the
practice symbolized a faint attempt to impose order on the surrounding habitat.
As if the dangers of the land did not provide enough problems, the climate of the
country presented its own set of difficulties to the first colonizers of the sixteenth century.
Even though in the contemporary period “no one any longer looks upon climate as the
almighty being of old,”9 Freyre tells us that, in 1500, the climate was viewed as a “rude

8

“Tudo era aqui desequilíbrio. Grandes excessos e grandes deficiências, as da nova terra. O solo,
excetuadas as manchas da terra preta ou roxa, de excepcional fertilidade, estava longe de ser o bom de se
plantar nele tudo o que se quisesse, do entusiasmo do primeiro cronista. Em grande parte rebelde à
disciplina agrícola. Áspero, intratável, impermeável. Os rios, outros inimigos da regularidade do esforço
agrícola e da estabilidade da vida de família. Enchentes mortíferas e secas esterilizantes—tal o regime de
suas águas. E pelas terras e matagais de tão difícil cultura como pelos rios quase impossíveis de
aproveitados economicamente na lavoura, na indústria ou no transporte regular de produtos agrícolas—
viveiros de larvas, multidões de insetos e de vermes nocivos ao homem.”
9
“Embora o clima já ninguém o considere o senhor-deus-todo-poderoso de antigamente.”
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and practically all-powerful agent”10:
an irregular, swampy climate, leading to disturbances of the digestive
tract; a climate that, in its relation to the soil, was unfavorable to
agriculture, especially of the European variety, since it permitted neither a
traditional form of labor regulated by the four seasons of the year nor the
profitable cultivation of those alimentary plants to which the European had
been accustomed for so many centuries.11 (Freyre 42-3; Putnam 21)
The depictions of the land and the climate give the impression of chaos, an
unpredictability that would resist and subvert any attempt by the Portuguese colonizer to
impose an ordered agriculture on it and begin a permanent civilization like the one he had
established in Madeira or the Azores. The descriptions of the land have the function of
painting a background which allows Freyre to elevate the value of the colonial enterprise
in Brazil, for the environment stood as such a formidable opponent that one infers that the
Portuguese ability to dominate the tropics represents the greatest of feats: “This lack [of
proper nutrition], along with the difference in the meteorological and geological
conditions under which agricultural labor . . . had to be performed gave to the colonizing
activities of the Portuguese an original, creative character such as neither the English in
North America nor the Spaniards in Argentina could claim for their efforts”12 (Freyre 43;
Putnam 22). Brazil's fate, in other words, is predicated on its natural status.

10

“Cru e quase que todo-poderoso.”
“Clima irregular, palustre, perturbador do sistema digestivo; clima na sua relação com o solo
desfavoráveis ao homem agrícola e particularmente ao europeu, por não permitir nem a pratica de sua
lavoura tradicional regulada pelas quatros estações do ano nem a cultura vantajosa daquelas alimentares a
que ele estava desde ha muitos séculos habituados.”
12
“A falta desses recursos [de nutrição] como a diferença nas condições metrológicas e geológicas em que
teve de processar-se o trabalho agrícola ... dá à obra de colonização dos portugueses um caráter de obra
criadora, original, a que não pode aspirar nem a dos ingleses na America do norte nem a dos espanhóis na
Argentina.”
11
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Although Freyre spends much time arguing that the Portuguese colonization was
more successful than other colonial efforts, precisely because it faced greater challenges
from an inhospitable land, the interesting portion of the quote centers on his assertion that
the colonial effort was a creative process, a fate. Whether he was aware of it or not, and it
is difficult to say, Freyre evokes the theories of the Italian philosopher and historian
Giambatista Vico (1668-1734), whose New Science (1730) argued that humans made
their societies, and thus history, through a series of creative, poetic interactions with their
environment. He argued that, out of an impetus of fear, humans attempt to create an order
that mitigates and attenuates those emotional and sensual responses to their surroundings
in order to found a society that makes human survival more likely. These sensual
responses begin as poetic interactions with the surrounding world. For Vico, culture
eventually emerges from a human propensity to configure the world (through metaphor,
metonymy, synecdoche, and irony), because humans apprehend natural phenomenon
once they are translated into human terms. Language emerges from this human response
to the natural world, which acts as a tool for understanding the world and making
predictions about it; the language becomes increasingly normative, rarefied, and abstract
as human societies become more complex, passing from theological states to civil
societies, as he calls them. Nevertheless, the human poetic propensity endures as a
creative force within language, and it emerges strikingly when a people face a new
environment such as the Portuguese did in the Brazil. For Vico, the process of linguistic
interaction with the world is universal, but the cultural forms that arise from this model
are particularistic, tailored to meet the needs of a people to insure their survival in a
specific setting and time. We can transpose this statement about the development of
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language from the environment onto the emergence of cultural forms (like the casagrande and the senzala) that act as indices of the social, economic, and political relations
of the past. This act of creation is the historical fate of Brazil, a culture that is not a return
to some indigenous form of being, but rather an artwork repeatedly rising out of the
chaotic danger of the region's geography.
So Freyre’s grounding assumption of the Portuguese colonial enterprise as a
creative process explains how an inherently commercial people—who had hoped to trade
in the New World as they had done in the East Indies—built an agricultural colony. After
interacting with the native people in the north of Brazil, who offered few opportunities
for trade, necessity demanded that the Portuguese acted according to what Freyre calls
their psyschophysiological forces, which “indicate that, independently of the economic
pressure, societies like individuals are acted upon by psycho-physiologic forces…the
forces of pain, fear, anger, alongside the emotions of hunger, thirst, and sex”13 (Freyre
19; Putnam xxxiv-xxxv). Moreover, Freyre claims, “that in Pernambuco and in the
Reconcavo the soil is exceptionally favorable to intensive cultivation of sugar as well as
to an agrarian, patriarchal and stable existence”14 (Freyre 19-20; Putnam xxxv).
Therefore, in the spirit of Vico, the creative Portuguese and the rich soil were two
concrete historical individualities that complemented each other to sow the seeds for the
flowering of the casa-grande and the senzala. In the first battle of the colonial enterprise,
that of man versus nature, the Portuguese (through the use of slavery) are able to triumph
by taming the land and subsisting off of it. This example previews how Freyre will trace
13

“Indicar que atuam sobre as sociedades, como sobre indivíduos, independente de pressão econômica,
forcas psicofisiológicas ... dor, medo, raiva—ao lado das emoções de fome, sede sexo.”
14
“O fato de que em Pernambuco e no Recôncavo a terra se apresentou excepcionalmente favorável para a
cultura intensa do açúcar e para estabilidade agrária e patriarcal.”
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the course of history as related to the artifacts of existence. They combine in a synthetic
process that Freyre sees as the heart of the colonial enterprise in Brazil, a process that
will, as we shall see, reach its apotheosis in the symbol of the casa-grande and the
senzala itself.
In this sense, Freyre is not telling a linear, causal, historical story, but rather the
drama of a fate emerging. His book, the drama of Brazil, narrates the transformation of
Lusitanian culture from the time when it arrived on the coast of Brazil to the time when it
transformed into a permanent Brazilian settlement. To him, the event that signaled
cultural independence occurred when the casa-grande and the senzala became the
reigning symbols in colonial Brazil, which oriented and determined life in the colony.
The remainder of this chapter will explore how this event occurs according to Freyre—
how the arc of the drama is pursued. In other words, it will analyze the devices of
characterization and narration to explore how he argues for the casa-grande and the
senzala as the central stage for Brazilian culture and locus of the inception of culture.

Engaging the Fate of Brazil
Where so much of the nineteenth century engages history as a logical process told
as a linear narrative, other models of history were available, particularly more
anthropologically based ones that stressed adaptation to a local environment rather than
development according to historical concepts. Exemplary among these is the work of
Johann Gottfried von Herder (1744-1803) entitled Outlines of a Philosophy of the History
of Man. It offers some useful concepts for understanding the structure of Freyre’s history,
as it foregrounds Freyre’s themes and his methods of characterization and narration as a
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question of humanity and its fate rather than of the course of history. Of particular
interest is Herder’s belief that man is both an animal looking to satisfy his needs and also
a human being striving for higher ends within himself—“man alone of all creatures is in
conflict with himself and with the world” (Herder 146-7).
Building up the tension of the drama, Freyre shows how the Portuguese colonizer
embodies this very ethos of conflict, possessing within himself a number of fighting
drives that render it impossible to define him. Freyre writes, “considered as a whole, the
Portuguese character gives us, above all else, the impression of being ‘vague, unprecise,’
… and it is this lack of preciseness that permits the Portuguese to unite within himself so
many contrasts that are impossible of adjustment in the hard and angular Castilian, whose
aspect is more definitely Gothic and European”15 (Freyre 36; Putnam 8). The
characterization of the Portuguese colonizer as a “vague, unprecise” perhaps best defines
him, and it is a mark of fate that might either make or break Portugal's claims to Brazil by
building a very different kind of colony, different from the land of the colonizers rather
than dependent upon it.
To further his argument, Freyre employs the dramatic technique of sketching the
closely related moral and physical qualities of character, a commonplace of the
nineteenth-century realist novel, but one that also dates to Plutarch’s Lives and
Theophrastus’s The Characters in antiquity. The third chapter of Casa-grande & senzala
opens with the following description of the Portuguese:
A vague figure, lacking in the contours and the color that would
individualize him among modern imperialists. In certain respects he
15

“Considerando no seu todo, o caráter português dá-nos principalmente a idéia de « vago impreciso », ... e
essa imprecisão é que permite ao português reunir dentro de si tantos contrastes impossíveis de se
ajustarem no duro e anguloso castelhano, de um perfil mais definidamente gótico e europeu.”

84
	
  

resembles the Englishman, in others the Spaniard. A Spaniard without the
warlike flame or the dramatic orthodoxy of the conquistador of Mexico
and Peru; an Englishman without the harsh lineaments of the Puritan. The
compromiser type. With no absolute ideals, with no unyielding
prejudices.16 (Freyre 213; Putnam 185)
Freyre compares the Portuguese to his counterparts after being presented with the
challenge of defining a character who lacks distinct qualities. Without the gothic ferocity
and valor of the Spaniard, who destroyed entire empires, or the severity and resolve of
the English Puritan, the Portuguese has only negative qualities or is amorphous, ready
like clay to transform into another type.
The character who has to transcend himself and become Brazilian is mercurial,
oscillating between “‘fatalism’ to ‘outbursts of heroic effort,’ from ‘apathy’ to ‘bursts of
energy in private and revolutions in public life,’ from ‘docility’ to ‘outbreaks of
harshness and arrogance’”17 (Freyre 36; Putnam 8). The very nature of the Portuguese as
a combination of conflicting drives recalls the words of Herder of humans as creatures
“in conflict with themselves” at the mercy of a bipolar nature (Herder 146). In fact,
Freyre seems to apply this very principle to the particular figure of the Portuguese,
conceiving of him as a type that embodies the antagonisms of two cultures—the
European and African, the Catholic and Muslim—that leave him under “a regime of

16

“Figura vaga, falta-lhe o contorno ou a cor que a individualize entre os imperialistas modernos.
Assemelha-se nuns pontos à do inglês; noutros à do espanhol. Um espanhol sem flama guerreira nem a
ortodoxia dramática do conquistador do México e do Peru; um inglês sem as duras linhas puritanas. O tipo
do contemporizador. Nem idéias absolutas, nem preconceitos inflexíveis.”
17
“Dai passar do « fatalismo » a « rompantes de esforço heróico » ; da « apatia » a « explosões de energia
na vida particular e a revoluções na vida pública » ; da « docilidade » a « ímpetos de arrogância e
crueldade».
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influences that either alternate, reach equilibrium or enter into hostility”18 (Freyre 36).
Herder’s conception of the human as inherently paradoxical offers a distilled articulation
of the war that rages in the human soul in tandem with the desire to reach a higher
spiritual plane above animalistic longings. Herder did not espouse a dualistic view of
human nature, however, and so he did not suggest that humans reject their animalistic
side in favor of their higher spiritual selves; rather, he believed that humans direct their
ephemeral human needs toward higher, lasting realms. As we shall see, Freyre finds in
this kind of logic the hope for overcoming the crisis of Brazil in making a new fate for
the developing culture in Brazil.
The challenges that Freyre faces in attempting to characterize the Portuguese
along rigorous lines comes in part from “the singular predisposition of the Portuguese to
the hybrid, slave exploiting colonization of the tropics is to be explained in large part by
the ethnic or, better, the cultural past of a people existing indeterminately between
Europe and Africa and belonging uncompromisingly to neither one nor the other of the
two continents”19 (Freyre 33-34; Putnam 4). Because of the geographical location of their
kingdom, which nearly touches Africa, the Portuguese had participated in cultural
exchanges during the Muslim occupation of the Iberian Peninsula and subsequently
during the era of maritime exploration, when their seaborne empire spanned from Brazil
to Western and Eastern Africa, Goa, and Macau (Freyre 35). In addition, they had
engaged in commercial enterprises with the East Indies. Thus, the mobility of the
Portuguese led to the fluidity of their character, which remained undefined, perhaps,

18

This sentence was omitted from the English translation. The translation was done by me: “Um regime de
influencias que se alternam, se equilibram ou se hostilizam.”
19
“A singular predisposição do português para a colonização hibrida e escravocrata e dos trópicos, explicaa em grande parte o seu passado étnico, ou antes, cultural de povo indefinido entre a Europa e a África.”
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because of their constant contact with other peoples at the numerous trading posts they
held in many locations around the world.
The first line of the book underscores this very fact: “When, in 1532, the
economic and civil organization of Brazilian society was effected, the Portuguese already
for an entire century had been in contact with the tropics and had demonstrated, in India
and in Africa, their aptitude for living in those regions”20 (Freyre 33; Putnam 3). Thus, it
is the malleability of the Portuguese colonizer, in part defined by the location of the
country and in part because of his commercial predisposition, which allowed him to adapt
to new surroundings and to confront the particular tropics which were to be Brazil.
Lacking absolute conviction and an absolute system of beliefs, Freyre's
Portuguese possesses a plastic character that makes him more likely to adapt to his
environment, to mingle with the local culture, and to allow himself to engage in physical
and cultural miscegenation. Thus, the character sketch of the Portuguese colonizer serves
to advance Freyre’s larger argument that the origins of Brazilian culture lie not in the
imposition of Portuguese cultural values and norms on a supposedly inferior people but
in adaptation: the miscegenation that occurred among the indigenous, the Portuguese, and
later the Africans who were brought to Brazil through the slave trade:
As to their miscibility, no colonizing people in modern times has exceeded
or so much as equaled the Portuguese in this regard. From their first
contact with women of color, they mingled with them and procreated
mestizo sons; and the result was that a few thousand daring males
succeeded in establishing themselves firmly in possession of a vast
20

“Quando em 1532 se organizou econômica e civilmente a sociedade brasileira, já foi depois de um século
inteiro de contato do portugueses com os trópicos; de demonstrada na Índia e na África sua aptidão para a
vida tropical.”
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territory and were able to compete with great and numerous peoples in the
extension of their colonial domain and in the efficiency of their colonizing
activity. Miscibility rather than mobility was the process by which the
Portuguese made up for their deficiency in human mass or volume in the
large-scale colonization of extensive areas. For this they had been
prepared by the intimate terms of social and sexual intercourse on which
they had lived with the colored races that had invaded their peninsula or
were close neighbors to it, one of which, of the Mohammedan faith, was
technically more highly skilled and possessed an intellectual and artistic
culture superior to that of the blond Christians.21 (Freyre 37-8; Putnam 11)
The specific drama of Brazil, however, also comes into play. Freyre points out that,
while the Portuguese possessed a lax character that benefitted their colonial enterprise,
they also did not face the formidable Inca and Aztec empires faced by their Spanish
counterparts.

The Indigenous: The First Attempt at Subjection
Developing the tensions in the confrontation of the Portuguese and Brazil, Freyre
dedicates the second chapter of his work to depicting the role of the native in the
formation of the Brazilian family. An odd tension pervades the chapter. It oscillates
21

“Quanto à miscibilidade, nenhum povo colonizador, do modernos, excedeu ou sequer igualou nesse
ponto aos portugueses. Foi misturando-se gostosamente com mulheres de cor logo ao primeiro contato e
multiplicando-se em filhos mestiços que uns milhares apenas de machos atrevidos conseguiram firmar-se
na posse de terras vastíssimas e competir com povos grandes e numerosos na extensão de domínio colonial
e na eficácia de ação colonizadora. A miscibilidade , mais do que a mobilidade, foi o processo pelo qual os
portugueses compensaram-se da deficiência em massa ou volume humano para a colonização em larga
escala e sobre áreas extensíssimas. Para tal processo prepara-os a íntima conveniência, o intercurso social e
sexual com raças de cor, invasora ou vizinhas da Península, umas delas, a de fé maometana, em condições
superiores, técnicas e de cultura intelectual e artística, à dos cristãos louros.”
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between descriptions of the natives, who were in fact the first “Brazilians,” prior to the
arrival of the Portuguese, to descriptions of them after the colonial arrival, where Freyre
preoccupies himself with tracing the vestiges of indigenous culture that survived in
Brazilian culture. In one sense, this confrontation could be read in Hegelian terms, but he
is offering a more nuanced analysis.
First and foremost, Freyre faces the problem here of having to account for a
culture that was largely pushed into the periphery by the Portuguese, in particular when
Africans were brought in to meet the labor demands of the sugar plantations. The
indigenous tribes of Brazil, according to Freyre, lacked the complex social structure,
political architecture, and cultural advancement that would have made for a more
efficient resistance to the Portuguese. The fish in the rivers and the relative fertility of the
land allowed the indigenous to meet their needs: the indigenous men were hunters and
gatherers, while the women oversaw the small-scale cultivation of yucca, making the
culture more nomadic than concerned with cultivation of the land, and hence not bound
to any one place. Similarly, the indigenous society was organized around totemic
practices to mitigate the fears caused by the land, and they exhibited little concern for
monogamy. Freyre enters into these descriptions of the native culture to show that its
simplicity would allow the Portuguese to impose themselves upon the Natives with
relative facility. The encounter between them ended up being devastating for the
Amerindians: “the contact was dissolvent in effect. Among the native populations of
America, dominated by the colonist or the missionary, moral degradation was now
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complete, as always happens when an advanced culture meets with a backward one”22
(Freyre 134; Putnam106). The Amerindians’ relative lack of social organization doomed
their way of life, defining "degraded" and "advanced" in these terms.
Yet this narrative is not one of unmitigated doom, according to Freyre, who looks
for the cultural value in historical events and exchanges. The encounters and conflicts
between the Portuguese and the natives would lead to productive benefits for Brazilian
culture, as the two cultures actually created something new. From the natives, the
Portuguese would learn to bathe several times a day, a boon to a people reputed to be
terribly unhygienic. They also would adopt the hammock, spurring the hammock culture,
which would come to symbolize the plantation house. Most importantly, though,
Portuguese men, who had left their families in the Old World, as was the custom of the
commercial classes, committed miscegenation with the indigenous women after their
arrival. Arguably, the native women offered themselves readily to the men and would
thus form the foundations of Brazilian culture: “coming into the life of the colonizers as
legitimate wives, concubines, mothers of families, wet-nurses, and cooks, the native
women might find self-expression in activities suited to their sex and their tendency
toward stability”23 (Freyre 167; Putnam 161). Whatever the moral or social truths of this
description, Freyre described this meeting as a cultural fusion which would have the
effect that “a society was organized that was Christian in the superstructure, with the

22

“Contato dissolvente. Entre as populações nativas da América, dominadas pelo colono ou pelo
missionário, a degradação moral foi completa, como sempre acontece ao juntar-se uma cultura, já
adiantada, com outra atrasada.”
23
“Inserindo-se na vida dos colonizadores como esposas legitimas, concubinas, mães de família, amas-deleite, cozinheiras, puderam as mulheres exprimir-se em atividades agradáveis ao seu sexo e a sua tendência
para a estabilidade.”

90
	
  

recently baptized native woman as wife and mother of the family”24 (Freyre 119; Putnam
83-4). This was a synthesis of one social system and an ethnic one—an echo of Brazil’s
national romantic epic of the nineteenth century, José de Alencar’s Iracema (1865),
which fictionalizes precisely this origin for the nation.
This synthesis was facilitated by a direct decline of the indigenous lifestyle of the
male population. Used at first as slave labor, the indigenous men would eventually wither
under the pressures of organized manual labor, a condition that directly contradicted their
spirit as hunters and explorers. The indigenous man thus occupies a secondary role in the
arrangement of Casa-grande & senzala, as Freyre relegates them to the role of
background characters within the drama of Brazilian cultural formation, because the
African slave came to supplant indigenous labor.
Seen in terms of dramatic structure, this synthesis of indigenous female with
Portuguese male and the replacement of the indigenous male with African slave labor
constitutes the height of the dramatic conflict of this history—the moment at which all
the participating cultures met their fates and became a third, new thing: Brazilian culture.

The African Slave: The Strong Arm of Patriarchy in Brazil
Not surprisingly, Freyre reserves the last two chapters to the role of the African in
the formation of Brazilian culture— the two chapters that stand as the climax and
resolution within the narrative arc of the work. Freyre spends relatively little time in
describing the moral and physical characteristics of the stereotypical African—“the easy-

24

“Organizou-se uma sociedade cristã na superestrutura, com a mulher indígena, recém batizada, por
esposa e mãe de família.”
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going, plastic, adaptable type”25 (Freyre 304; Putnam 284), and he spends more time
describing the influence of the African in the formation of Brazilian culture. To spill too
much ink defining the African would have led Freyre to fall into the trap of describing the
African by a means that would have led to the physical racism he was attempting to
refute. He chooses rather to trace the influence of the African in Brazilian culture,
because in large part he sought to correct many of the misconceptions that existed at the
time regarding the black population in the Brazil. This is important, because here Freyre
is drawing a more nuanced picture of the so-called "lesser" people: where the indigenous
Amerindians contributed principally in the synthesis of the Brazilian family, the Africans
at first had less influence on that domain of Brazilian culture, because they had even less
social structure to contribute, as they were ripped from their home contexts. It is also
interesting that here, again, the competing male population is ineffective in the Brazilian
synthesis, in a population that had no women to influence the almost completely male
Portuguese colonizing population.
This third way may sound odious to modern ears, but we cannot dismiss how
radical it was at the time. As discussed earlier in this chapter, the prevailing ideology in
nineteenth-century Brazil and Europe had prized being racially white as a mark of
cultural, political, and societal superiority. Aside from believing that a tropical climate
accounted for economic backwardness, the typical nineteenth-century intellectual
reasoned that the black race bore certain personality traits that condemned the country to
cultural, economic, and social retardation. Thus, a country like Brazil with a
preponderance of African descendents, as discussed in Chapter 1, was adjudged by the
European model that explained the causes of economic progress by the biological traits of
25

“O tipo de homem fácil, plástico, adaptável.”
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its folk. Rather than try to reason through a mode of thinking that would cast Brazil as
physically degenerate, leading to social and moral decline, Freyre shifted the perspective
to reveal the material and cultural causes for the putative inferiority of the black races in
Brazil, just as he explained the inability of Amerindians to resist the Portuguese (even as
they brought some contribution to the culture that resulted).
Freyre instead explains the purported ethnic inferiority of blacks as an effect of
cultural conditioning rather than biological determinism. First and foremost, taking a
page out of Franz Boas’s neo-environmental thinking, he found that certain traits had
been erroneously attributed to blacks, when in fact they could be more easily explained
by the condition of servitude to which blacks were subjected upon arrival in Brazil. He
evokes what he calls the historic-cultural criteria to rectify the discrimination based on
psychic and physiological grounds and to show that blacks exhibited certain traits,
because they had been slaves and not because they were black, per se:
When we are considering the influence of the Negro on the private life of
the Brazilian, it is always the effect produced by the slave, and not by the
Negro per se, that we are evaluating. … Together with the one crop
system, it was the force that most deeply affected our social plastics. At
times what appears to be the influence of race is purely and simply that of
the slave, of the social system of slavery, a reflection of the enormous
capacity of that system for morally degrading masters and slaves alike.
The Brazilian Negro appears to us, throughout the whole of our colonial
life and the first phase of our independent life as a nation, as a being
deformed by slavery, by slavery and by the one-crop system, of which he
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was the instrument, the firm point of support, unlike the Indian, who was
always on the move.26 (Freyre 326; Putnam 321-22)
In other words, fault lay with the slavocratic social system that rendered them animals
with less potential for social impact than even the Amerindians. Thus, the social system
of slavery caused the immorality that intellectuals believed was inherent to the black
race—the brutish nature, the insatiable libido.
At this point, Freyre begins to place the slave within the larger economy of Brazil
that has a demand for his labor—the economy of the sugar plantation, where the casagrande and the senzala stood as the central locus of interaction between the masters and
the slaves, the stage on which these rival classes collaborated to beget and forge Brazilian
culture. The dramatic resolution of Brazil's history begins to set in once the parties and
the conflicts are assembled and engaged.

Resolving Fate: The Emergence of Brazil
Having introduced the concept of the casa-grande and the senzala in the preface
of the work, it seems surprising that it only truly returns as a subject for discussion in the
fourth and fifth chapters of the work. But we must remember that Freyre is telling a
cultural history in dramatic terms, and he has established that the ground of Brazil will be
the fate that determines the actors' development.

26

“Sempre que consideramos a influencia do negro sobre a vida intima do brasileiro, é a ação do escravo, e
não a do negro per se, que apreciamos ... Ao lado da monocultura, foi a forca que mais afetou a nossa
plástica social. Parece as vezes influencia de raça o que é influencia pura e simples do escravo: do sistema
social da escravidão. Da capacidade imensa desse sistema para rebaixar moralmente senhores e escravos. O
negro nos aparece no Brasil através de toda nossa vida colonial e da nossa primeira fase de vida
independente, deformado pela escravidão. Pela escravidão e pela monocultura de que foi o instrumento, o
ponto de apoio firme, ao contrario do índio, sempre movediço.”
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This world, Freyre knows, changes in parallel with the history of sugar
plantations, and in the world of the sugar plantation, the African stood as the lynchpin.
Thus, it is only in the fourth and fifth chapters, in which Freyre discusses the African as
integral to this new Brazilian economic and social synthesis, that we begin to learn of the
casa-grande and the senzala. It seems that Freyre wants us to infer that to speak of the
African means to speak of the casa-grande (the manor house at the center of the
plantation) and the senzala (the slave house that enables the manor to exist) and vice
verse. Moreover, since to speak of the casa-grande and the senzala means to speak of the
beginning of Brazilian culture and what is quintessentially Brazilian, then we are left to
infer that the African is the most Brazilian of Brazilians, the one set of actors who has
brought the critical element of the social organization of labor to this new cultural
synthesis (albeit at the high cultural, social, and physical costs of the slave system to the
slaves' source cultures—a cultural genocide unnoted by Freyre in his focus on Brazil). It
is on this very note that Freyre opens the fourth chapter: “Every Brazilian, even the lightskinned fair-haired one, carries about with him on his soul, when not on soul and body
alike—for there are many in Brazil with the mongrel mark of the genipap—the shadow,
or at least the birthmark, of the aborigine or the Negro. Along the seaboard, from
Maranhão to Rio Grande do Sul, it is chiefly the Negro. The influence of the African,
either direct or vague and remote”27 (Freyre 301; Putnam 278). This claim flew in the
face of convention: at the time, Brazilians denied their tie to Africans, as shown in
Chapter 1, and the country wished to achieve a level of whiteness on par with European

27

“Todo brasileiro, mesmo o alvo, de cabelo louro, traz na alma, quando não na alma e no corpo—há muita
gente de jenipapo ou mancha mongólica pelo Brasil—a sombra ou pelo menos a pinta, do indígena ou do
negro. No litoral, do Maranhão ao Rio Grande do Sul, e em Minas Gerais, principalmente do negro. A
influencia direta, ou vaga e remota, do Africano.”
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nations. Yet, to deny the centrality of these people, no matter how damaged, within the
fate of the Brazilian nation is, Freyre thus contends, virtually delusional.
In fact, he swings the pendulum in the opposite direction and tries to show that
Brazilian culture actually owes its uniqueness to the African influence:
For the orthodox and official milieus of Brazil this idea of the Negro’s
being superior to the Indian and even to the Portuguese in various aspects
of his material and moral cultures is an extravagant one […] it was
precisely by all these evidences of material and moral culture that the
Negro slaves show that they came from more advanced stocks, and that
they were in a better position than the Indians to contribute to the
economic and social formation of Brazil. At times, in a better position than
the Portuguese themselves.28 (Freyre 302-3; Putnam 279-281)
He will devote much intellectual effort to supporting this qualitative claim and to
showing that African slaves contributed significantly toward the creation of cultural icons
that will be dubbed Brazilian. And so, let us turn our discussion to the casa-grande and
the senzala themselves to understand how Freyre’s cast of character interacts with each
other to forge Brazilian culture.
Freyre starts his work by describing the result of this historical movement, the
Brazil whose origin, whose fate, he is re-positioning. He writes,

28

“Idéia extravagante para os meios ortodoxos e oficiais do Brasil, essa do negro superior ao indígena e até
ao português, em vários aspectos de cultura material e moral. Superior em capacidade técnica e artística [...]
Por todos esses de cultura material e moral revelaram os escravos negros, dos estoques mais adiantados, em
condições de concorrer melhor que os índios a formação econômica e social do Brasil. Às vezes melhor
que os portugueses.”
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The Big House completed by the slave shed represents an entire economic,
social, and political system: a system of productions (a latifundiary
monoculture); a system of labor (slavery); a system of transport (the oxcart, the banguê, the hammock, the horse); a system of religion (a family
Catholicism, with the chaplain subordinated to the paterfamilias, with a
cult of the dead, etc.); a system of bodily and household hygiene (the
“tiger,” the banana stalk, the river bath, the tub bath, the sitting-bath, the
foot bath); and a system of politics (compadrismo). The Big House was
thus at one and the same time a fortress, a bank, a cemetery, a hospital, a
school and a house of charity giving shelter to the aged, the widow, and
the orphan.29 (Freyre 12; Putnam xxvii)
Here again, the question of the literariness of Freyre's thinking clearly emerges. He
attempts to define his object of inquiry by balancing the two figurative tropes of
metaphor and metonymy.30 He weaves a web of relations through the use of metonymy.
In his inventory, where he—like the pre-lapsarian Adam—gives names to the elements of
Brazilian society and lists a number of components that comprise the casa-grande and
senzala, which range broadly from the “latifundiary culture” framework to the specific
item of the “foot bath.” Not even the minutest detail escapes Freyre’s attention, as he
29

“A casa-grande, completada pela senzala, representa todo um sistema econômico, social, político de
produção (a monocultura latifundiária); de trabalho (a escravidão); de transporte (o carro de boi, o bangüê,
a rede, o cavalo); da religião (o catolicismo de família, com capelão subordinado ao pater famílias, culto
dos mortos, etc.); de vida sexual e de família (o patriarcalismo polígamo); de higiene do corpo e de casa (o
“tigre”, a touceira de bananeira, o banho de rio, o banho de gamela, o banho de assento, o lava-pés); de
política (o compadrismo). Foi ainda fortaleza, banco, cemitério, hospedaria, escola, santa casa de
misericórdia amparando os velhos e as viúvas, recolhendo órfãos.”
30
I evoke Roman Jakobson’s famous definitions of metonymy and metaphor to orient my analysis. In his
formulation, metaphor refers to the linguistic capability for selection and substitution, while metonymy
designates the linguistic phenomenon of creating combinations and contextures. Thought of in another way,
metaphor is an analytic operation and metonymy a synthetic one.
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places side-by-side modes of transportation, religious structures, and he reduces the casagrande and senzala to each of the items on the list—he reduces a complex setting to its
smallest parts.
The juxtaposition of these various component parts paints the casa-grande and
senzala and, by extension, the patriarchal world of colonial Brazil, as well, as it calls
attention to details rather than to ideological reinterpretations. The last sentence in the
quotation tends toward the metonymic sense-giving of his particular positivism, since it
describes the multiple functions performed by the casa-grande and the senzala, none of
which alone define it, but taken together signify its multiple purposes and simultaneous
functions. The trope is repeated in the third sentence on the spatial level, which
demonstrates that the lens shift from social arrangement, to the multifarious roles of the
casa-grande and the senzala, and, finally, to the architectural plane, the ultimate evidence
revealing the overall purpose of the establishments. The metonymic structure Freyre
chooses combines each item and crafts the context for each unit, so that his reader can
follow him and make a systematic order out of what seems to be widely scattered, diverse
pieces. Soon, though, this structure takes on a more metaphoric appearance, as each
element reveals itself to be standing in for or substituting for the casa-grande and the
senzala, for patriarchy in Brazil. The passage, as written, straddles this Jacobsonian pole
without reconciling the tensions at the heart of it, while nonetheless subsuming them and
designating them clearly for the reader more inclined to look for a critical analysis of
culture.
The founding of the casa-grande and the senzala symbolizes for Freyre the
inception of Brazilian civilization, and its structure in turn shapes and determines the
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experience of those who live within its walls, acting as the instrument for forming and
perpetuating national consciousness. The empirical space of Brazil, as manipulated by the
three peoples engaged in forming it, again emerges as the source of the nation's
consciousness and identity. The spaces of the casa-grande and the senzala shape the
exchange among these people as they collaborate to birth the Brazilian family and the
plantation complex: Brazilians are born, as are Brazilian dishes, folklore, and language—
the nation is born of its everyday life, rather than of a political ideology. In Freyre's very
anthropological analysis, the casa-grande and the senzala unites all those who participate
in the creation of this civilization. In consequence, the beginning and independence of
Brazil becomes synonymous with the casa-grande and the senzala, with the patriarchal
families birthed there, and thus with the culture birthed there. “[It] was by no means a
reproduction of the Portuguese houses, but a new expression, corresponding to the new
physical environment,” writes Freyre, adding “After something like a century of
patriarchal life and agrarian activity in the tropics, the Brazilians are practically another
race, expressing themselves in another type of dwelling”31 (Freyre 11-12; Putnam xxvi).
In other words, after one century, the Portuguese had become Luso-Brazilians.
Seen structurally, as the backbone of a cultural and national identity, each
component of the casa-grande and the senzala is bescribed as existing within the larger
whole of it: the patriarch as the ruler, the slave as labor, the shovel as digging tool, the
casa-grande as church and bank, all of which point upward to the larger social and
cultural structure, that without these minute particulars, would lose its identity—and
which are modern and Brazilian in their function, neither primitive, nor degraded, but
31

“Não foi nenhuma reprodução das casas portuguesas, mas uma expressão nova, correspondendo ao
nosso ambiente físico ... Distanciando o brasileiro do reinol por um século apenas de vida patriarcal e de
atividade agrária nos trópicos já é quase outra raça.”
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simply qualitatively different from European nations and appropriate for the tropical
environment. Since the casa-grande and the senzala bring together disparate forces, it has
a tremendous power of synthesis in forming a national identity, yet at the same time it
reinforces the relations and differences of class—the political weakness at the heart of
this nation, one must admit. Nonetheless, the synthesis of these individual parts under the
whole of the casa-grande and the senzala cuts the knot of analysis, because it works
through tropes that allow this organization to be considered as the source of a nation.
Synecdoche is the master trope of Freyre’s work, and he implies that it is the master trope
of the patriarchal plantation system (and, by extension, of Brazil), precisely because it
reconciles the tensions of class and race (or, at least, structures relations among them
rationally if not fairly, rather than simply being the kind of exercise of force associated
with slavery in European eyes). Caught in a knot of tropes, the reader must see how the
plot of the work unravels, reconciles, or synthesizes them, and extend the logic to the
work of the nation being structured similarly. However, at this point it is not clear how
the plantation estate manages to bring about this reconciliation. And so, we must turn
again to the dramatic elements of the work to catch the nuance of Freyre's argument.
Through the casa-grande and the senzala, Freyre presents this physical structure
as a stable set of economic and social determinants that will permit him to probe,
foreground, and represent the relations among the different characters as a stable group
identity: a community pairing the Portuguese who are the patriarchs living in the casagrande with their indigenous wives and the African slaves living in the senzala. Jane
Austen uses this technique, as did Balzac and countless others, to forge the comedy of
manners sub-genre of the novel. Positing this social structure as resting on a stable
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background of history and economic organization permits the author to probe the
relations among the characters, and so the text must be read as positing for each of the
characters a purely functional purpose, in moving the “plot” of national emergence along
and act as means by which the work develops its themes. Thus, if Freyre borrows
techniques from the comedy of manners, as the depiction of the plantation home
suggests, then how do the characters act functionally so as to foreground their
interactions and relations in the service of moving the plot forward and developing the
theme of the work?
It is important to state that Freyre wishes to inquire into the development of
Brazilian families during the colonial period and the patriarchal regime—his arguments
are structured in five acts to bring about a resolution, which in this case is the emergence
of a single state. To tell what he calls the “intimate history” of Brazil, he focuses on the
intimate lives of those who inhabited these estates as the key to an independent national
identity whose political identity has been seen, by Europe, as derivative or dependent. He
restricts the story he plans to tell to within the walls of the plantation home, because he
has identified the casa-grande and the senzala as the locus of cultural exchange, of
cultural miscegenation, and of national birth through cultural and anthropological
relations. Within the walls of the casa-grande and the senzala and out on the plantation
fields, the miscegenation that takes place evades and melts the color lines of the
Portuguese, Native, and African to form a new people that can be called Brazilian and
that inhabit the casa-grande and the senzala. That nation, in turn, is grounded in a culture
that has its own politics.
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From Cultural Identity to Identity Politics
While this origin narrative in five acts enacts a narrative sweep that validates the
origin of Brazil, the question of over-optimism must necessarily raise its head for the
modern readers for whom colonialism by definition means the loss of an indigenous
culture rather than the formation of new nations.
Most notably, the Argentine Marxist Rodolfo Ghioldi stated that Casa-grande
failed to capture the tragedy of slavery and that it reinforced the belief that Brazil
practiced a gentle form of slavery.32 Freyre anticipates such charges and cannot be
accused of overlooking the abuses on which his Brazil is grounded, as many critics have
claimed. A more careful reading shows that Freyre depicts the conflicts that beset
inhabitants of the plantation complex, rather than too harmonious a picture of colonial
society—the naïve, Rousseau image of three races getting along perfectly that by no
means characterizes a nation with colonialist roots. While physical and cultural
miscegenation formed Brazilian civilization, this same miscegenation brought with it
what Freyre called sifilização, that is the spread of syphilis that deformed the colonial
population throughout. He writes:
The advantage of miscegenation in Brazil ran parallel to the
tremendous disadvantage of syphilis. These two factors began operating at
the same time: one to form the Brazilian, the ideal type of modern man for
the tropics, a European with Negro or Indian blood to revive his energy;
the other to deform him. Out of this there arises a certain confusion of
thought on the subject of responsibilities, many attributing to
32

The criticism appears in Rodolfo Ghioldi’s “Gilberto Freyre: sociólogo reacionário” published
in volume 4 of Escritos (1951).
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miscegenation effects that are chiefly due to syphilis, the Negro or the
Amerindian or even the Portuguese race being held responsible for the
"ugliness" and "ignorance" of those of our backland populations who have
been most affected by syphilis or eaten with worms, whereas the truth is
that each one of these races, in a pure or uncrossed state, is exhausted with
producing admirable examples of beauty and physical robustness.
Of all the social influences, perhaps syphilis has been, next to bad
nutrition, plastically the most deforming in its effects, the one that has to
the greatest extent drained the economic energy of the Brazilian mestizo.
It would appear to have come from the first unions of Europeans,
wandering aimlessly along our shores, with those Indian women who
offered themselves to the white man's sexual embrace. That "initial ethnic
tare" of which Azevedo Amaral speaks was first of all a syphilitic tare.
It is customary to say that civilization and syphilis go hand in hand,
but Brazil would appear to have been syphilized before it was civilized.33
(Freyre 72; Putnam 70-1)

33

“À vantagem da miscigenação correspondeu no Brasil a desvantagem tremenda da sifilização.
Começaram juntas, uma a formar o brasileiro—talvez o tipo ideal do homem moderno para os trópicos,
europeu com sangue negro ou índio a avivar-lhe a energia; outra, a deformá-lo. Daí certa confusão de
responsabilidade; atribuindo muitos à miscigenação o que tem sido obra principalmente da sifilização;
responsabilizando-se a raça negra ou ameríndia ou mesmo a portuguesa, cada uma das quais, pura ou sem
cruzamentos, está cansada de produzir exemplares admiráveis de beleza e de robustez física, pelo <<feio>>
e pelo <<bisonho>> das nossas populações mestiças mais afetadas de sífilis ou mais roídas de verminose.
De todas as influencias sociais talvez a sífilis tenha sido, depois da ma nutrição, a mais deformadora da
plástica e a mais depauperadora da energia econômica do mestiço brasileiro. Sua ação começou ao mesmo
tempo que a da miscigenação: vem, segundo parece, das primeiras uniões de europeus, desgarrados à-toa
pelas nossas praias, coma as índias que iam elas próprias oferecer-se ao amplexo- sexual dos brancos. <<A
tara étnica inicial>> de que fala Azevedo Amaral foi antes tara sifilítica inicial.
Costuma dizer-se que a civilização e a sifilização andam juntas: o Brasil, entretanto, aprece ter-se sifilizado
antes de se haver civilizado.”
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Much as Freyre had given agency to nature as an adversary and obstacle to a permanent
colonial settlement, he anthropomorphizes syphilis to make it seem like a historical agent
in its own right, and, importantly, a plague associated with supposedly "civilized" regions
of the world: “Syphilis invariably had its own way in Patriarchal Brazil.”34 It led women
to abort their children; it killed the recently born (Freyre 329; Putnam 327). Apparently,
syphilis was so rampant in colonial Brazil that contemporary foreign visitors labeled it
the land of syphilis par excellence (Freyre 330; Putnam 328). The legacy of colonialism
was therefore alive—and an active agent for the perdition of the nation.
Freyre spends a good deal of time on this description, most likely because he
seeks to disprove the belief, held by many in Brazil well into first decades of the
twentieth century, that blacks and their insatiable sexual appetite were responsible for the
degeneration of Brazilian society. He corrects this belief by evoking instead what he calls
the cultural-historical criterion to correct the myth-making of colonialism that seeks
degeneracy as a justification for intervention—the White Man’s Burden. Instead, Freyre
shows that the disease had it origins in Europe, and that, moreover, in the colonial world
it would be improbable that an African slave would have satisfied his libido at will. His
inferior social position made him or her a likelier victim of the sexual appetite of the
slave masters, and so the disease was a disease of the masters gone morally decadent, not
of the underclass. Freyre writes, “it was not the Negro, however, who was the libertine,
but the slave who was at the service of his idle master’s economic interests and

34

“A sífilis fez sempre o que quis no Brasil patriarcal.”

104
	
  

voluptuous pleasure. It was not the ‘inferior race’ that was the source of corruption, but
the abuse of one race by another”35 (Freyre 331; Putnam 328-29).
Freyre spends a good deal of time analyzing the sexual mores of the casa-grande
and the senzala, because this angle allows him to correct a number of misconceptions
about blacks, while it also offers revealing depictions of the intimate lives of the
inhabitants of the plantation and trenchant insights into the economic and social
structures that shaped relations of race and class. All his observations are aimed at
countering then-current assumptions about white superiority in favor of a more integrated
anthropological point of view. Thus he writes, “under a regime such as that of slaveholding monoculture, where a majority labors and a minority does nothing but command,
there will of necessity develop in the latter by reason of its comparative leisure, a greater
preoccupation with sexual matters, a greater degree of erotic mania, and more amorous
refinements than in the case of the former”36 (Freyre 331; Putnam 329). Further on, he
writes of the slave woman as a creation of the European masters: “that precocious
voluptuousness, that hunger for a woman, which at the age of thirteen or fourteen makes
of every Brazilian a Don Juan, does not come from the contagious contact with, or from
the bloodstream of, the ‘inferior race,’ but rather from our economic and social system”37
(Freyre 331; Putnam 329). By the end of chapter 4, he concludes that white Portuguese
patriarchs were the cause of the sexually charged environment in the plantation as they

35

“Não era o negro, portanto, o libertino: mas o escravo a serviço do interesse econômico e da ociosidade
voluptuosa dos senhores. Não era a <<raça inferior>> a fonte de corrupção, mas o abuso de uma raça por
outra.”
36
“Que dentro de um regime como o da monocultura escravocrata, com uma maioria que trabalha e uma
minoria que só faz mandar, nesta, pelo relativo ócio, se desenvolverá, necessariamente mais do que
naquela, a preocupação, a mania, ou o refinamento erótico.”
37
“A precoce voluptuosidade, a fome de mulher que aos treze ou quatorze anos faz de todo brasileiro um
Don-Juan, não vem do contagio ou do sangue da <<raça inferior>> mas do sistema econômico e social da
nossa formação.”
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sought to fulfill their sadistic desires, which were exacerbated by the differences in class
and the abundance of leisure in which they lived. He notes:
The truth is that it was we who were the sadists, the active element in the
corruption of family life; the slave boys and mulatto women were the
passive element. In reality, neither white nor Negro in himself was the
active force, either as a race or under the preponderant effect of climate, in
the sexual and class relations between master and slave that developed in
Brazil. What was given expression in those relations was the spirit of the
economic system that, like a powerful god, divided us into enslaver and
enslaved. And it was from that system that the exaggerated tendency
toward sadism was derived that is so characteristic of the Brazilian born
and reared in the Big House, especially on the sugar plantation—a
tendency to which I have time and again alluded in the course of this
essay.38 (Freyre 380; Putnam 402)
Politically, this is extremely daring. Instead of taking the moral high ground of
colonizers about degenerate indigenous populations, Freyre provides us with vivid
descriptions of patriarchs virtually raping slave women, the housewives having slave
women whipped and at times killed for provoking mere jealousy, and of the patriarch’s
son often using little slave boys—muleques—as riding ponies. The purportedly “playful”
sadism of the menino diabo (devil child), the spoiled scion of the Great House,
38

“A verdade, porém, é que nós é que fomos os sadistas: o elemento ativo na corrupção da vida de família;
e muleques e mulatas o elemento passivo. Na realidade, nem o branco nem o negro agiram por si, muito
menos como raça, ou sob a ação preponderante do clima, nas relações do sexo e de classes que se
desenvolveram entre senhores e escravos no Brasil. Exprimiu-se nessas relações o espírito do sistema
econômico que nos dividiu, como um deus poderoso, em senhores e escravos. Dele se deriva toda
exagerada tendência para o sadismo característica do brasileiro, nascido e criado em casa-grande,
principalmente em engenho; e a que insistentemente temos aludido neste ensaio.”
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foreshadows the sexual sadism of the patriarch, who as an adult would look to satisfy his
desire at will: “the relations between the colonists and the Negro women were for long
characterized by an undisguised animality; they represented a mere outlet for sexual
feeling. Which does not mean that these women brought with them from their
homeland—in their instincts, their blood, or their flesh—a sensuality any more violent
than that possessed by their sex among the Portuguese or among the Indians”39 (Freyre
431; Putnam 426). The animals, however, are the “civilized” and not the indigenous or
slave populations.
While this depiction could be read as suggesting that the Portuguese had
triumphed over the oppressed slaves, Freyre does not accept such a facile distinction of
winners and losers in history. In fact, he endeavors to show that the Portuguese were the
greatest losers in the plantation system that addicted them to slavery and bred their
children for nothing more than a life of idleness, laxity, and eventual degeneration. He
depicts the degenerate patriarch with the Balzacian viciousness and irony: “In the case of
the slave-owner the body became little more than a membrum virile. A woman’s hands, a
child’s feet; the sexual organ alone was arrogantly virile”40 (Freyre 433; Putnam 428). As
if being reduced to only a penis was not condemning enough, Freyre continues his
description in one of the most famous passages of the book:
Slothful but filled to overflowing with sexual concerns, the life of the
sugar-planter tended to become a life that was lived in a hammock. A
stationary hammock, with the master taking his ease, sleeping, dozing. Or
39

“Por muito tempo as relações entre colonos e mulheres africanas foram as de franca lubricidade animal.
Pura descarga de sentidos. Mas não que fossem as negras que trouxessem da África nos instintos, no
sangue, na carne, maior violência sensual que as portuguesas ou as índias.”
40
“No senhor branco o corpo quase que se tornou o membrum virile. Mãos de mulher, pés de menino; só o
sexo arrogantemente viril.”
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a hammock on the move, with the master on a journey or a promenade
beneath the heavy draperies or curtains. Or again, a squeaking hammock,
with the master copulating in it. The slaveholder did not have to leave his
hammock to give orders to his Negroes, to have letters written by his
plantation clerk or chaplain, or to play a game of backgammon with some
relative or friend. Nearly all of them traveled by hammock, having no
desire to go by horse; and within the house they permitted themselves to
be jolted about like jelly in a spoon. It was in the hammock that, after
breakfast or dinner, they let their food settle, as they lay there picking their
teeth, smoking a cigar, belching loudly, emitting wind, and allowing
themselves to be fanned or searched for lice by the pickaninnies, as they
scratched their feet or genitals—some of them out of vicious habit, others
because of a venereal or skin disease.41 (Freyre 433; Putnam 429)
Here lies the lasting image of the plantation patriarch prostrate on the hammock,
scratching his syphilitic wounds, satisfying his insatiable sexual needs, overcome with
sloth on account of the sweet sugar that renders him paralyzed and a buffoon. Much of
the comic relief in Casa-grande—and there is plenty of it for the ironically inclined—
stems from the transmogrified Portuguese patriarch. The purported civilizer is the least

41

“Ociosa, mas alagada de preocupações sexuais, a vida do senhor de engenho tornou-se uma vida de rede.
Rede parada, com o senhor descansando, dormindo, cochilando. Rede andando, como senhor em viagem ou
a passeio debaixo de tapetes e cortinas. Rede rangendo com o senhor copulando dentro dela. Da rede não
precisava de afasta-se o escravocrata para dar suas ordens aos negros; mandar escrever suas cartas pelo
caixeiro ou pelo capelão; jogar as cartas com algum parente ou compadre. De rede viajavam quase todos sem animo para montar a cavalo. Deixando-se tirar de dentro de casa como geléia por uma colher. Depois
do almoço ou do jantar, era na rede que eles faziam longamente o quilo - palitando os dentes, fumando
charutos, cuspindo no chão, arrotando alto, peidando, deixando-se abanar, agradar e catar piolho
molequinhas, coçando os pés ou a genitália; uns cocando-se por vicio; outros por doença venérea ou da
pele.”
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civilized part of the Brazilian social formation, and the ground of Brazil itself has helped
to bring him to his ruin, albeit too slowly for his own slaves.
It is hard to imagine a more vile caricature, a more damning portrayal. It serves
the purpose, though, of paving the way for the ascent of the African slave-victim as the
eventual hero of the Brazilian culture that will survive this abuse of social relations, for
the African stands as the productive force in Brazilian colonial history and culture. From
the senzala the slave men and women exercised their influence towards the casa-grande,
altering subtly the dominant Portuguese culture by making it softer, more loving, and
more sensual in a positive sense.

Emerging Dualities
Freyre claims that nowhere was this phenomenon more obvious that in the
changes that occurred to the Portuguese language. Given the responsibility of raising the
young, the slave women softened the harsh peninsular Portuguese: “the language of the
young likewise grew softer through the contact of the child with the Negro nurse. Certain
words that to this day are harsh and sharp-sounding when pronounced by the Portuguese
are in Brazil much smoother, owing to the influence of the African palate”42 (Freyre 340;
Putnam 342). The sons and daughters of the patriarch would bring to the casa-grande the
softer Portuguese they had learned from the slave women who raised them, having the
effect that “it was not merely the language of children that was softened in this fashion,
but the language in general, the serious, dignified speech of adults; the idiom as a whole
in Brazil through the contact of master with slave, went through a softening process, the
42

“A linguagem infantil também aqui se amoleceu ao contato da criança com a ama negra. Algumas
palavras, ainda hoje duras ou secas quando pronunciadas pelos portugueses, se amaciaram no Brasil por
influencia da boca Africana.”
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results of which at times are extremely pleasant to the ear”43 (Freyre 340-1; Putnam 343).
Freyre himself exemplifies this linguistic duality, oscillating in style from an official
discourse of the social sciences to a writing rich in imagery and sensuality, a gluttonous
(guloso in Portuguese) style, as some have called it—hardly the baroque writing of Padre
Vieira.
Europeans resisted this civilization of the senses by the now indigenous slave
populations. For instance, Freyre notes that the agents of Catholic officialdom—the
Jesuit teachers and the priests—tried to counteract this inexorable influence of the
oppressed classes over their masters with their teaching, but to no avail. For a while, two
languages existed: the one of the casa-grande and the one from the senzala, leading to
and reinforcing a difference in class. Freyre sees this division of two languages as yet
another instance of the equilibrium of antagonisms (an idea which will be discussed at the
end of the chapter), whereby opposing linguistic forces from Brazil's history are
synthesized to produce a new Portuguese, that is, a Brazilian Portuguese with “words that
are better suited than the Portuguese ones to our experience, to our palate, to our senses,
and to our emotions”44 (Freyre 342; Putnam 346). This is an evolution into a new culture
held by a new mixture of people acting according to Brazilian nature.

Food: The National Cuisine as Symbol for National Essence.
Extending this logic, Freyre remains in the realm of the oral, and he unites the
auditory and the sense of taste to make the case for Brazilian culture as solidly existing,
43

“Não só a língua infantil se abrandou desse jeito mas a linguagem em geral, a fala solene, da gente
grande, toda ela sofreu no Brasil, ao contato do senhor com o escravo, um amolecimento do resultados as
vezes deliciosos para o ouvido.”
44
“São palavras que correspondem melhor que as portuguesas à nossa experiência, ao nosso paladar, aos
nossos sentidos, as nossas emoções.”
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again within the sphere of everyday life. He argues metaphorically, asserting that the
slave woman did with the language what she had done with the food: “The Negro nurse
did very often with words what she did with food: she mashed them, removed the bones,
took away their hardness and left them as soft and pleasing syllables in the mouth of the
white child”45 (Freyre 340; Putnam 343). This metaphor of language as food points to the
fact that the Africans would have an equally marked influence on the cuisine of the
country as they did on its language and economy. In consequence, “[a] number of
Portuguese or native dishes were modified in Brazil by the Negro mode of spicing food
or by African culinary technique: some of those that are most typically Brazilian are the
result of that technique, such as farofa, quibebe, or gourd paste; and vatapá, a manihot
paste with oil and pepper and fish or meat”46 (Freyre 453; Putnam 460). He asserts
thereby that the Africans were the masters of Brazilian cuisine and continue to be so in
the modern day, and he follows these assertions with a list of his favorite dishes, like “o
caruru” and “o vatapá.”
Casa-grande & senzala reaches its climax on the subject of food for Freyre the
anthropologist, since, from his perspective, the cuisine symbolizes the syncretic power of
culture, that is its power to combine the elements of the earth generated through
cultivation with the resourcefulness of human industry. With the creativity of the
Portuguese transferred to the African, Freyre finds more than mere sensual pleasure in
cuisine—he finds a transcendent religious power in it. He writes:
The hen, moreover, figures in a number of African religious ceremonies
45

“A ama negra fez muitas vezes com as palavras o mesmo que com a comida: machuco-as, tirou-lhes as
espinhas, os ossos, as durezas, só deixando para o boca do menino branco as silaba moles.”
46
“Varias comidas portuguesas ou indígenas foram no Brasil modificadas pela condimentação ou pela
técnica culinária do negro, alguns dos pratos mais caracteristicamente brasileiros são de técnica africana: a
farofa, o quibebe, o vatapá.”
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and aphrodisiac potions in Brazil. Dampier had noted this in the
seventeenth century, alluding in particular to a form of grill known as
"Macker," employed in the making of love-philters. Certain AfroBrazilian dishes still keep something of a religious or liturgical character
as regards the manner of their preparation. In order to prepare them as they
should be prepared, in all their fine points, the Negroes for a long time
brought over from Africa, in addition to the oil of the dende palm, a
number of exquisite condiments: bejerecum, ierê, urú, ataré. Manuel
Querino speaks of certain rice-cakes made with dende oil or with honey
which the black Mussulmans at Bahia were accustomed to consume at
religious ceremonies47 (Freyre 456; Putnam 465).
And here, Freyre finds further domains of culture.
After spending pages describing the various dishes created by Afro-Brazilians by
stimulating the senses of smell and taste, Freyre here foregrounds the devotional and
votive elements of these dishes. He suggests that the preparation of dishes has religious
overtones, for it represents a sacrifice that raises those who prepare these dishes and
those who consume them to a spiritual level in a way that recalls a number of the Old
Testament sacrificial rites, where the banquet was an understood cultural practice that
symbolized both a sacrifice to God and the foundation of a nation: those who partake in
eating and giving thanks become the members of a community, because they arrive at
47

“A galinha, aliás, figura em várias cerimônias religiosas e tisanas afrodisíacas dos africanos no Brasil. Já
o notara Dampier no século XVII referindo-se particularmente a uma gralha chamada <<Macker>>, cujo
caldo servia para o fabrico de filtros amorosos. Alguns pratos afro-brasileiros guardam alguma cousa de
religioso ou litúrgico na sua preparação. E para o seu preparo com todas os ff e RR importaram-se por
muito tempo da África, além do azeite-de-cheiro ou dendê, esquisitos condimentos: o bejerecum, o irerê, o
uru, o ataré. Manuel Querino refere-se a umas bolas de arroz feitas no azeite-de-cheiro, ou no mel de
abelha, que os pretos muçulmanos na Bahia costumavam comer em cerimônias religiosas.”
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consensus through participation in a cultural practice. This is the essence of religion in
community and sharing held by Brazilians, if not necessarily by the European Christians
who purported to civilize them.
It is in the nature of votive practices to pave a connection with the eternal. Freyre
is not writing a religious history of the actions of a monotheistic God, but since he is
writing the foundational history of a people, he again highlights practices that have a
mythical function, those of greatest interest to an anthropological perspective. This
passage symbolically highlights the genesis of a national cuisine, one where the cuisine
connects the earth with the eternal sphere of myth.
The casa-grande and senzala thus become loci for the finest of cultural
productions, one where through the preparation of dishes, the participants raise
themselves to the level of the spiritual and eternal. Hereby, the differences of race and
class, of a dominant European nation and a subjugated people, are reconciled through the
joint participation in a cultural practice that generates a national consensus. This
consensus is fundamental, as it symbolizes the desire for permanence in a given land.
Even though the cultural practice does not erase or exculpate the tragedies of history, its
valuation represents the ability of the human to transcend him or herself by engaging in a
cultural practice that creates a community.
This is indeed the culmination of the last act of this Brazilian origin drama, the
apotheosis of the lovers (in a comedy) and the fate of the purported heroes with the tragic
flaws, brought low by fate—here understood as the Portuguese who are resistant to the
community structures of the new Brazil as they moved beyond the dialectic of manor
house and slave quarters and into a new shared (religious) experience of the nation.
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Conclusion: The National Epic, Rewritten by Historical Anthropology
Syphilis and miscegenation, sadism and masochism, describe not only the sexual
relations between landowning patriarchs and black female slaves in Brazil, but also the
social relations between the master and the slave that were the philosophical and political
concerns of European liberals. For this readership, and with the tools of story-telling with
which they are familiar, Freyre dramatizes the conflicts of these relations within the walls
of the casa-grande and the senzala according to the principle of the equilibrium of
antagonisms, which he asserts is the constitutive principle of Brazilian cultural history
and the essence of the new nation-state whose identity he was supporting as a player on
the world stage. Thus he summarizes his rationale for including his nation on that map of
the world:
From a general point of view, the formation of Brazilian society, as I have
stressed from the first pages of this essay, has been in reality a process of
balancing antagonisms. Economic and cultural antagonisms. Antagonisms
between European culture and native culture. Between the African and the
native. Between an agrarian and a pastoral economy, between that of the
agrarian and that of the mining regions. Between Catholic and heretic.
Jesuit and fazendeiro. The bandeirante and the plantation-owner. The
Paulista and the emboaba. The Pernambucan and the mascate. The landed
proprietor and the pariah. The university graduate and the illiterate. But
predominant over all these antagonisms was the more general and the
deeper one: that between master and slave.
It is true that, acting always upon all these clashing antagonistic forces,
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deadening the shock or harmonizing them, have been certain conditions
peculiar to Brazil that have made for fraternization and vertical mobility:
miscegenation; the dispersal of inheritances; the possibility of a frequent
and easy change of profession and of residence; frequent and easy access
to public office and to elevated political and social positions on the part of
mestizos and natural sons; the lyric character of Portuguese Christianity;
the spirit of moral tolerance; hospitality to strangers and
intercommunication between the different parts of the country.48 (Freyre
76-78; Putnam 79-80)
Freyre evinces a certain consonance with Herder once again, whose form of idealism
conceived of history as a state of equilibrium and harmony, but also as an evolution of
peoples under the influence of the world they inhabit. But, if the equilibrium of
antagonisms is the constitutive principle of Brazilian history, then the miscegenation both
physical and cultural in the plantation home is its figurative manifestation. The positive
valence that Freyre gives to miscegenation indicates that he figures the plantation home
as a synecdoche; in other words, all that exists and transpires under the roof of the home,
both positive and perverse, is subsumed by it and synthesized into the nation.

48

“Considerado de modo geral, a formação brasileira tem sido, na verdade, como já salientamos às
primeiras paginas deste ensaio, um processo de equilíbrio de antagonismos. Antagonismos de economia e
de cultura. A cultura européia e a indígena. A européia e a africana. A africana e a indígena. A economia
agrária e a pastoril. A agrária e a mineira. O católico e o herege. O jesuíta e o fazendeiro. O bandeirante e o
senhor de engenho. O paulista e o emboaba. O pernambucano e o mascate. O grande proprietário e o pária.
O bacharel e a o analfabeto. Mas predominante sobre todos os antagonismos, o mais geral e o mais
profundo: o senhor e o escravo.
É verdade que agindo sempre, entre tantos antagonismos contundentes, amortecendo-lhes o
choque ou harmonizando-os, condições de confraternização e de mobilidade social peculiares ao Brasil: a
miscigenação, a dispersão de herança, o facial e freqüente acesso a cargos e a elevadas posições políticas e
sociais de mestiços e de filhos naturais, o cristianismo lírico à portuguesa, tolerância moral, a hospitalidade
a estrangeiros, a intercomunicação entre as diferentes zonas do pais.”
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Always the optimist, Freyre believed miscegenation in the plantation home united
colonizer, colonized, and slave under a common culture, even when slavery and the
monoculture economy segregated the Portuguese patriarchs and the African slaves. In the
words of Pallares-Burke “what the economic system, ‘like an almighty being,’ divided
into masters and slaves, miscegenation, as if playing the role of the negotiator, brought
closer together. While in other countries antagonisms in conflict prevail among the races,
in Brazil ‘the lubricating oil of deep-going miscegenation’ balances or softens them, says
Freyre in 1933, in one of the many times he would refer to what he considered to be a
Brazilian peculiarity”49 (406). If the United States had invented the modern form of
democracy in the New England wilderness, as Tocqueville puts it, Brazil could look at its
colonial society in Pernambuco as the starting point of “racial democracy”, as Freyre
claimed it.
Freyre’s conception of Brazilian history as an equilibrium of antagonisms (what
later would emerge as a Hegelian-Marxist political approach) allows him to find the good
and the bad in society, redefined through anthropology as a lived perspective as opposed
to something endemic to the ruling classes of his day. Instead of the colonizers from
Portugal, it was the Africans who helped pave the way to Brazil's cultural independence,
in spite of their condition of captivity and continued inferior position in contemporary
society: they were the people who had birthed the Brazilian nation. And so, Freyre’s
critiques emerge indirect and implied, while being very precisely aimed at the pretenses
of Europe's ruling elite: despite the harmonious effects of the conflicts among classes in
49

“O que os sistema econômico, ‘como um deus todo poderoso,’ dividia como senhores e escravos, a
miscigenação, como que assumido um papel negociador, aproximava. Enquanto em outros países
prevalecem antagonismos em conflito nos relacionamentos entre as raças, no Brasil o ‘óleo lúbrico da
profunda miscigenação’ os equilibra, ou suaviza, diz Freyre em 1933, numa das muitas vezes em que se
referiu ao que se considerava a peculiaridade brasileira” [Translation mine of Pallares-Burke’s text]
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Brazil, the inequality present at the time had pernicious effects on its victims, since the
reification of Europe's supposed superiority had brought about the degeneration of the
Portuguese, even as the African-indigenous populations were forming a new culture.
Nowhere is this critique more trenchant than in the depictions of the syphilization that
took place within the walls (and pages) of the Casa-grande & senzala. The sexual
pathologies indirectly pointed to an undertow of immorality that threatened the
burgeoning nation.
Casa-grande & senzala stood as the national epic for early twentieth-century
Brazilians, for its cultural anthropological template allowed them to view themselves as
culturally independent, as progenitors of their own cultural forms. Moreover, this
template, which allowed them to see their past as shaped by social praxis and culture
rather than determined by race and climate, implied that the contemporary social,
economic, and political problems of the emerging nation were equally as malleable: if
Brazil’s past bequeathed cultural forms worthy of admiration, and if contemporary
Brazilians could correct the injustices from the past, then its fate promised redemption.
Freyre is taking up the best of contemporary economics and anthropology, which
he learned under the aegis of Franz Boas, and he presents history through the dramatic
structure of comedy, where it resolves itself after a crisis (here: a violent meeting of
cultures). Instead of Camões's poetic epic with prototypes of virtues, or Iracema's
Rousseauian mid-nineteenth century Romantic conversion of the Portuguese invaders by
means of the goodness of the indigenous women,50 Casa-grande & senzala issues forth a

50

For an exploration of José de Alencar’s Iracema as a foundational national myth of the Romantic
encounter of the Portuguese colonizer and the indigenous woman, see chapter five of Doris Sommer’s
Foundational Fictions: The National Romances of Latin America (1991); see section II of Cynthia Baker’s
unpublished dissertation Image and Self-Image: The Literary Search for Brazilian National Identity (2001).
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narrative that comprises a more inclusive cultural identity, both modern and appropriate
to Brazil, and robust enough to acculturate or eliminate those Europeans foolish enough
to resist or ignore the imperatives so visible in the plantation that serves all its
community, not just the owners, and rests as the bedrock of a nation.
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CHAPTER 3:

The Myth of Southern Aristocracy:
Building Blocks for Faulkner's South

This chapter plays a supporting role in the present study of the image of the
plantation as it appeared in various settings, ranging from Northeastern Brazil to the
Southern US. It aims to offer, as a parallel to the Brazilian dialogue on race and
miscegenation, a survey of how various authors built and grappled with the legend of the
Old South through the fraught history of the region and its plantation economies, so as to
give a sense of the cultural references and traditions that fed into the work of William
Faulkner. Since the chapter that follows will focus on how Faulkner deploys the
archetype of the house in Absalom, Absalom! to comment on the myth of the cavalier and
matters of race relation and to develop a historical vision, the analysis here will be angled
towards outlining the realities and myths that filled the historical traditions in which
authors like Faulkner worked. Through this juxtaposition, I will introduce the other more
familiar plantation culture of the Americas, as defining of Southern identity politics in the
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United States, before, in the conclusion to this study, I turn to the larger question of the
plantation and the house as defining of a literature and cultural consciousness of the
Americas, underlying Gilberto Freyre and Faulkner alike.

Origin Myths and the Role of the Plantation
The US South conceived of itself as originating in religious protest and exile.
According to legend, royalist Cavaliers settled in Virginia after the beheading of Charles
I and their defeat in the English Civil War. They brought with them an aristocratic way of
life based on the values of gentility, nobility, and courage to found an agrarian society in
Virginia, specifically in Chesapeake Bay in the Tidewater region. After an initial
settlement period, these Southerners had become aristocrats by the eighteenth century,
quite similar in fashion to their counterparts in England. The Southern journalist and
essayist Wilbur J. Cash—who persistently contravenes the myth of the Cavalier in his
work The Mind of the South (1941) —summarized the legend as “a sort of stage piece out
of the eighteenth century, wherein gesturing gentlemen move soft-spokenly against a
background of rose gardens and dueling grounds, through always gallant deeds, and
lovely ladies, in farthingales” (Cash xlix).1
These aristocrats inhabited large plantation homes, analogous to the manor homes
of the English countryside, which were, according to Cash, “stately mansions, preferably
white and with columns and Grecian entablature” (Cash xlix). These grandiose

1

Cash is correct about the eighteenth-century origins of the myth. As Allan Kulikoff shows in Tobacco
and Slaves: The Development of Southern Cultures in the Chesapeake 1680-1800 (1986), the region that
gave birth to the Old Slave South was one of greater equality and instability in the seventeenth century,
because conflict, a disproportionate sex ratio in favor of men, and high mortality rates made it challenging
for a hierarchy to establish itself. Only in the eighteenth century did a hierarchy arise that resembled the
social lines, kin relations, and country life represented in the myth of the Old South.
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plantations reflected the achievement of their masters and the accomplishments of the
Southern aristocratic society. They also symbolized the hierarchical relations among
family members and social classes: “their estates were feudal baronies, their slaves quite
too numerous ever to be counted, and their social life a thing of Old World splendor and
delicacy…a world singularly polished and mellow and poised, wholly dominated by
ideals of honor and chivalry and noblesse” (Cash xlix). In their own rendering of
Victorianism, these gentlemen directed their noble values toward protecting the honor of
the demure and angelic Southern women and the honor of the entire South. They
demonstrated a paternal love toward their slaves, treating them well for good behavior or
punishing them for acts of insubordination. It remained unacknowledged that their status
as aristocrats rested entirely on the work of slaves. Cash crops, such as tobacco in
Virginia and rice in South Carolina, helped create these myths, but cotton—King
Cotton!—the cotton of the Deep South in places like Natchez, elevated these myths to
truly grandiose levels. Anyone the least bit familiar with American culture knows that
this legend has died a slow death.
The Northern Yankee stood in sharp contrast to the Southern gentleman. As the
popular mind had it, as a descendent of the Anglo-Saxons and the Puritan Roundheads,
the Yankee founded an egalitarian and utilitarian society based on puritan asceticism and
the gospel of work. He demonstrated his true colors through his obsession with things
material, which was clearly reflected by the industrial society he created. Nevertheless,
despite the North’s economic success, by the nineteenth century, its inhabitants had
begun to show many reservations about their materialistic society. Even though they saw
in their society unprecedented opportunities for social mobility that reflected the
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republican virtues of equality and liberty, they held reservations about the world of
business and the soulless men generated by material acquisition. Opportunity for plenty
had thrown the world into flux and upheaval for Northerners, which, according to
William R. Taylor, had “led a great many Northerners to see in the South many things
which they felt the north lacked: the vestiges of an old-world aristocracy, a promise of
stability and an assurance that gentility—a high sense of honor, a belief in public service
and maintenance of domestic decorum—could be preserved under republican ideals”
(Taylor 18). If the North saw what it desired—an Arcadian ideal of order, simplicity, and
nobility—when looking southward, then it was complicit in crafting the legend of the Old
South. However, as the Civil War approached, the North’s sympathy for the agrarian and
aristocratic way of life associated with the South gave way to a missionary and
nationalistic fervor that in effect placed a divide between the two regions; the South
simultaneously saw its notions of honor, manners, and luxuriousness under attack and
became intoxicated with the idea of secession.
The myth of the antebellum aristocratic South set apart from the less mannered
North did not die with Lee’s surrender at Appomattox. It went through several
incarnations and resuscitations: during the Lost Cause period after the war, when the
region industrialized and became the New South, and in the manifestos of the Southern
Agrarians. Even today, you can visit former plantation homes across the South and be
greeted by young men dressed in the garb of the Southern gentleman, and young ladies
adorned like Scarlet O’Hara and Prissy. They will even serve you a mint julep! In all
likelihood, you will hear the legend of the Old South retold in that particular setting: that
master so-and-so was a gentlemen who protected the honor of his wife and daughter, as
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evinced by the two or three duels he fought in their defense. He, moreover, treated his
slaves very kindly.2 Despite the endurance of the legend of the Old South—that is, the
overarching myth that subsumes the myths of the aristocratic Cavalier, the myth of the
demure and angelic Southern woman, the myth of the sweet master and the happy slave,
and finally the myth of the plantation as the central symbol of it all—the literature that
emerged out of the region from the nineteenth century onwards presents a more complex
consciousness for the Southern gentlemen, who as a group did not present a uniform
vision or attitude towards the plantation myth.
Prior to the Civil War, Southern writers such as John Pendleton Kennedy and
William Gilmore Simms hailed the virtues of the plantation. It is important to note that
many of the Southern authors to be discussed henceforth represented a “social type” of
the American south, one that originated with Thomas Jefferson. According to historian
Michael O’Brien, “it used to be customary to conflate Southern intellectual life with the
life of the plantation, understood as a fixed point. Thomas Jefferson was the model … He
embodied a social type, the man who was born to and lived upon land and slaves,
inhabited a place for a lifetime, and wrote about its meaning” (O’Brien 12). Albeit
inferior to Jefferson in mind and stature, they nevertheless belonged to this tradition of
2

The author of the present study had the experience of touring such a plantation, “Oak Alley Plantation” in
Vacherie, Louisiana, and the anecdote relayed above reflects the particulars of his visit, which took place
on April 4, 2010. Further information on “Oak Alley Plantation” can be accessed though the museum
website: http://www.oakalleyplantation.com/welcome.html (12/2/11). Vacherie itself has two other
prominent plantations, the Laura Plantation (http://www.lauraplantation.com) and St. Joseph Plantation
(http://stjosephplantation.com), which are open to the public. These three plantations planted sugar cane
(on account of the humidity, the environment was not suited for cotton growth), and St. Joseph itself
continues to operate in the present day. Oak Alley and St. Joseph are mid-nineteenth century Greek-Revival
style homes. There are many plantations from the land of King Cotton, some of which include Longwood
Plantation and Dunleith Plantation (http://www.dunleith.com/). All of the plantations listed above are
included in the National Registry of Historic Places, and they are National Historic Landmarks. These
plantations are but a small sample of the many across the South. For example, as a point of contrast, it is
worth reviewing a specific study of homes in South Carolina, such as Paul M. Franklin and Nancy Mikula’s
South Carolina's Plantations and Historic Homes (2006). For a study on plantations in the South, see Marc
R. Matrana’s Lost Plantations of the South (2009).
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landed men who reflected on the plantation. Even when these men traveled to urban
centers or abroad, much like Jefferson did, they brought the plantation with them, for it
stood as the point that ordered the world for them. Thus, considering their works becomes
fundamental for understanding their world at large—a world which had one foot in the
world of nations and one outside of it, a world committed to liberty and slavery at the
same time.
As a counterpoint, there were some who offered a critical perspective on the
South, such as Harriet Beecher Stowe, who could articulate her views openly in the
North, and Mary Boykin Chesnut, who had to reserve her true thoughts for her diary
while maintaining appearances as the wife of a senator and Confederate officer. The
critical views of either were not welcome in the South, a society that increasingly saw
itself apart from the American nation, and, thus as a result, demanded loyalty from its
inhabitants as a means of maintaining order and unity.
After the war, authors like Thomas Nelson Page paid homage to the Old South,
and the myth waxed to truly grandiose proportions into a “historical optical illusion,” in
the words of Edmund Wilson (439). At the same time, critical voices like those of George
Washington Cable and Mark Twain reflected on the South’s history of slavery. Cable had
to flee to New Hampshire because of the threats he received on account his writings,
while Twain lived safely in Hartford. Subsequent generations of men of letters, such as
the Southern Agrarians,3 would grapple with the legend of the Old South and the
plantation myth.

3

For a fuller consideration of the Southern Agrarian movement, see the section below entitled, “The
Southern Agrarians: The Myth of the Old South Lives On.”
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In other words, authors who wrote on the South could not escape the myths of the
region. Regardless of whether an author believed in them, regardless of whether an
author was critical of them, the myths offered a repertoire of images, symbols, and
themes for authors to craft their works. It is crucial to move beyond the tourist myth of
the plantation today into the regional and nuanced discussion of the plantation as part of
the South's aristocratic heritage and as part of the identity politics through which
Southern intellectuals were able to resist cultural colonization by the North in the years of
the South's political decline.

The Southern Plantation in the Literature of the Old South
George Tucker (1775-1861) wrote a full fictional treatment of the plantation in
The Valley of Shenandoah; or, Memoirs of the Graysons (1824),4 which appears to be the
first plantation novel. Like many Southern men of letters at the time, Tucker was trained
as a lawyer, although lack of discipline and talent made him ill-suited for the profession.
He would go on to serve as a congressmen from Virginia in the House of Representatives
from 1819-1825, a tenure during which he became better known for his gambling than
for his legislative abilities. Befitting a gentleman in the Antebellum South, he took up a
life of letters after these half-hearted attempts at the law and public life. He wrote A
Voyage to the Moon in 1827, a work widely considered to be the first work of science
fiction in American literature. Eventually, he became a professor of moral philosophy at
the University of Virginia, where he penned works of history and political economy.

4

For a discussion of Tucker’s Valley and where it fits in the tradition of the plantation novel, see Cardwell
3-21; Taylor 149, 153, 302-3, 309, 317, 322; Gaines 21-22; the introduction of the edition used here, Noble
vii-xxxvi.
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Through The Valley of Shenandoah, Tucker had hoped to be as successful in
fiction writing as his contemporary James Fenimore Cooper, in part to settle many of his
gambling debts, in part to live without the professional commitments that he deemed
contrary to his nature. Although he would not achieve this goal, he used the conventions
of the sentimental romance like Cooper to write a didactic novel about lost history. It was
his explicit intention, as stated in the preface of The Valley entitled “To the Reader,” to
offer “a faithful picture of the manners and habits which lately prevailed in one of the
most distinguished states of our confederacy, [and an] instructive moral to the youth of
both sexes” (Tucker vii, 2nd edition of the The Valley published in 1828).
The moral thrust of the novel turns on the vices of profligacy and imprudence, as
displayed by the male aristocratic characters. The story opens after the death of Colonel
Grayson, when his descendents have resolved to leave their Tidewater plantation in the
hands of an overseer and relocate to the Shenandoah Valley in western Virginia. They
hope to lower their expenses by escaping the social commitments generated by the
Colonel’s reputation for excessive hospitality. The colonel’s imprudence seems
transmitted to his son, though, who is even less capable of financial responsibility than
his father. The move does little, then, to curb the excesses of the family. Edward Grayson
spends the family fortune at will, especially when he gambles and drinks; at the same
time, he becomes involved in duels and brawls.
Moreover, on the Grayson estate the moral character of the people is reflected in
the surrounding environment, a representation which claims to offer “a faithful picture”
of plantation life in Virginia. The Grayson estate is spacious, the land is productive, and
the slaves appear happy. The plantation owners seem to care little for the daily
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management of their land, preferring, instead, to attend barbecues and dances while
leaving the daily management of the land to their overseers. When the men are not
discussing politics, they take up leisurely activities fitting for a gentleman, like hunting
and gaming. These depictions of leisurely country life have an obverse reflection,
showing that these aristocrats have little disposition for business matters and the practical
side of life.
The lack of industry in the landed elites paves the way for the ascent of the more
assiduous middle classes—represented by the Fawkner family in the novel—and the
German and Scots-Irish immigrants. Both emerging groups possess a practical business
sense that allows them to prosper in late eighteenth-century Virginia, while they also
possess the virtues of modesty and thriftiness. As the critic Donald R. Noble, Jr. argues in
an introduction to Tucker’s work, the decline of the elites and the ascent of the middle
classes is the nexus of lamentation for the author: “What Tucker laments is the break up
of the old social order. The middle class will occupy the estates of the upper class but
cannot provide the cultural and political leadership the leisured aristocracy had provided”
(Noble xxii-xxiii). In other words, financial lassitude has consequences beyond the mere
decline of family, for as the Graysons deteriorate, so does the social order they uphold in
Virginia. Their failure to maintain their wealth and their social stature thus means their
moral failure to act as the stewards of their society and of those whom they have a moral
obligation to oversee.
In part, these moral obligations entailed overseeing a system of slavery that
generated tremendous wealth, but which also presented a number of dangers to the white
elites and to society at large. This sense of duty is captured in the words of the
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protagonist Edward Grayson, who sees slavery as a necessary evil. He says, “we of the
present generation, find domestic slavery established among us, and the evil, for I freely
admit it to be an evil, both moral and political, admits of no remedy that is not worse than
the disease” (Tucker 61). Using a typical “necessary evil” line of thinking prevalent
during the antebellum period, Grayson runs through the gambit of evil social
consequences that would result from emancipating slaves.5 It would be impossible to free
them and have them remain in the country, lest another revolt like Santo Domingo occur,
yet resettling the freed slaves would be impractical on account of their large number. At
the same time, Grayson believes that freeing the slaves and granting them the rights
enjoyed by citizens would endanger the rights of whites and eventually of every member
of society. Given this matrix of alternatives, the slave-owner is left with the sole option
“to mitigate a disease which admits of no cure” (Tucker 62). He seems to find hope in the
future that an unspecified “safe remedy” will supplant the institution of slavery (Tucker
63). Such an admission of hopelessness, though, can only be interpreted as a
rationalization for the status quo.
Interestingly, he quickly transitions to a defense of slavery, claiming that the
slaves’ situation is not “so bad, nor ours so enviable” (Tucker 63). Here, Grayson merely
offers a variation of the “necessary evil” argument, one that highlights the moral
obligations of the master to the slave. The master takes on the responsibility of caring for
the slave, for a race that he believed to be lazy and childlike: “they have their pleasures
and enjoyments according to their station and capacity, and probably enjoy as much
happiness, with as few drawbacks, as any other class in our population” (Tucker 63).
5

For an analysis of the antislavery and proslavery arguments in antebellum America, see Ericson 3-36.
Ericson lists and analyzes four different types of antislavery and proslavery arguments: 1) Liberal and NonLiberal, 2) Deontological, 3) Consequentialist, and 4) Contextualist.
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Generally speaking, the ideology of Southern paternalism employed this
stereotype of the childish and dependent slave as a counterpoint to the strict yet loving
master, a binary that perpetuated the authority of the master and the inferiority of the
slave.6 This supposedly familial relationship hid the fact that slaves were rewarded for
acting like docile children but punished severely for acting like independent adults.
Typically, Tucker depicts his slaves as happy in their work and loyal to their masters. The
mammy character of “Granny Moll,” for example, has served the Grayson family for
four generations and loved all of them throughout.
At the same time, the slaves enjoy their music and their time of repose, a sign that
they benefit from the paternal cares of the Grayson family. Furthermore, according to
Grayson, the pleasures and enjoyments of the slaves can grow if the profits of the
plantation increase. Thus, logic has it that a well-managed plantation will benefit the
slaves most; given such logic, Tucker makes it seem as if it is worse to be a master than a
slave! All joking aside, herein lies Tucker’s condemnation: a failure to manage one’s
plantation appropriately so that it yields a profit leads one to fail to provide for slaves,
which can produce apocalyptic consequences like the revolt in Santo Domingo. And so it
6

The standard account of the sociology of slavery is Orlando Patterson’s Slavery and Social Death: A
Comparative Study (1982). The author offers a “preliminary definition of slavery on the level of personal
relations” where the slave is divested from any link to his or her heritage or past. Patterson analyzes the
phenomenon across sixty-six different societies, ranging in time from antiquity to the present. He posits
that the practice involved recruitment of certain types designated as slaves, who were incorporated only on
the margin of society, and are released from this status only through manumission or death. Placing less
emphasis on materialistic and racial factors, Patterson focuses rather on the sociological, symbolic, and
ideological factors that enforce the domination of the master over the slave.
While Patterson’s book was widely praised and essentially changed the direction of the study of
slavery in the American academy, some historians have leveled critiques at the notion of “social death” for
being an abstraction that ignores the particularities of slave experiences and the agency of the slave.
Historian Vincent Brown, in his article “Social Death and the Poltical Life in the Study of Slavery” (2009),
addresses the influence and implications of Patterson’s synchronic conception of slavery. In particular,
Brown discusses the studies on slavery that have considered the “actual condition of the enslaved” (1248)
and the agency of the slave, whether political, social or cultural. For a survery of the historiography on
slavery since Patterson’s book, it is worthwile to puruse Brown’s “Social Death and the Poltical Life in the
Study of Slavery” in the American Historical Review (December 2009).
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becomes clear that the maintenance of social order and slavery are inextricably tied
together.
The next important plantation novel, Swallow Barn; or, Sojourn in the Old
Dominion (1832), was written by John Pendleton Kennedy (1795-1870).7 Like Tucker
before him, Kennedy would undertake a literary life before moving into public life. Born
in Baltimore, his whole life centered on the city, which he would serve quite well. After
serving in the War of 1812, he went on to practice law, act as a representative and a
speaker in the state legislature (1821-23; 1846-48), and be elected to Congress as member
of the Whig Party (1838-39; 1841-1845). Eventually, he would serve as Secretary of the
Navy (1852-1853) under President Millard Fillmore. By 1838, when he assumed his seat
in Congress, Kennedy abandoned his literary pursuits in favor of a public life. This career
path was not unusual: among the Southern elite (as in Great Britain), an early life in
letters often paved the way to public life, and so writing a novel probably signaled
cultivation and gentility to the antebellum Southern world as well as a measure of pride
in Southern society.
In Swallow Barn,8 Kennedy portrays the habits and manners of the inhabitants on
a tobacco plantation located near the James River in the Tidewater region. However,
unlike Tucker’s novel, Kennedy's work is set in the contemporary day, a light periodpiece with character sketches and pastoral depictions conveyed in a tone that seesaws
between the satirical and the sentimental. The narrator, Mark Littleton, Esq., is a northern
cousin who comes to Swallow Barn to spend the summer of 1829. His Northern
7

For biographies on Kennedy, see Edward Mosley Gwathemy’s John Pendleton Kennedy (1931) and J.V.
Ridgley’s John Pendleton Kennedy (1966).
8
For a discussion of Kennedy’s Swallow Barn and where it fits in the tradition of the plantation novel, see
Cardwell 3-21; Taylor 164-67, 178-88; Gaines 22-23. For a discussion of its literary tropes and conventions
see MacKethan xi-xxix.
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perspective gives him the necessary distance to comment, at times with gentle irony, at
times with amusement, on the idiosyncrasies of the plantation world he encounters in
Virginia. Kennedy presents the reader with a series of charming and agreeable vignettes
or character sketches that are tied together by a loose narrative.
The author’s satirical tone emerges immediately when he depicts Swallow Barn
itself with terms that seem more appropriate for describing a mediaeval fiefdom. He calls
it an “aristocratical old edifice” with “vassal out-buildings,” introducing the reader
immediately to a world of medieval, aristocratic pretensions that reflected the South’s
understanding of itself (Kennedy 27). Self-understanding diverges from reality in this
society, where the manor house appears like a bricolage of styles from different eras
“built in defiance of the laws of congruity” (Kennedy 28). The narrator aims to depict the
house as constructed to fulfill a certain dream of grandiosity, but it is actually nothing but
a pastiche of styles, which leaves a comically indecorous impression.
The image of the fiefdom is, moreover, appropriately reflected in the vast tracts of
land on the plantation that extend for three to four miles along the James river: “a
succession of fields with a diminutive growth of Indian corn, patches of cotton or parched
tobacco plants, and the occasional varieties of stubble and fallow grounds” (Kennedy 29).
The picturesque description of agriculture practiced in the same leisurely spirit as a
drawing room conversation gives the reader an impression of easy, rustic, and simple
living. No one seems to work terribly hard, not even the “sturdy negro women who chant
shrill ditties over their wash tubs” when they are not chasing their mischievous sons
(Kennedy 29). It goes without saying that this is an idealized, if not flat-out satirical
sketch, but its idealization is beside the point (assuming that we are to take it seriously).
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Rather, it is important to note the tone of the narrator, for even by gently mocking his
surroundings, he offers a flattering image of a country life unruffled by the conflicts of
the industrial world whence he comes.
As suggested above, Kennedy sustains “a whimsical analogy between life on a
tobacco plantation and life in a medieval manor house,” in the words of William R.
Taylor (Taylor 183). This notion is confirmed by the table of contents of Swallow Barn,
where the reader finds such chapter titles as “Traces of the Feudal System” and “Knight
Errantry.” This medievalism (and literary reference, given the clear overtones of Don
Quixote in the latter title) reflects the influence of the historical romances of Sir Walter
Scott that were all the rage in the South during the antebellum period.9 However,
Kennedy does not maintain this medievalism throughout his work. In the second chapter,
entitled a “A Country Gentleman,” Kennedy describes Frank Meriwether as more of a
country squire in the vein of Squire Western and Squire Allworthy from Henry Fielding’s
Tom Jones. He is the “very model of a landed gentleman”: the bearer of “a comfortable,
portly figure” and possessor of a “contemplative turn of mind, which inclines him to be
lazy and philosophical” (Kennedy 31-33). Further on, the author describes him as an
“unambitious man” who did not run for Congress because of his dislike for currying
favor. In other words, Meriwether reflects the ease and gentility of his environment,
which in turn allows him to remain above the vexations of life—hardly the knight-errant
of unflagging courage.
9

The influence of Sir Walter Scott appeared so pervasive in the southern States that Twain would quip in
Life on the Mississippi that “Sir Walter had so large a hand in making Southern character, as it existed
before the war, that he is in great measure responsible for the war. It seems a little harsh toward a dead man
to say that we never should have had any war but for Sir Walter; and yet something of a plausible argument
might, perhaps, be made in support of that wild proposition. The Southerner of the American Revolution
owned slaves; so did the Southerner of the Civil War: but the former resembles the latter as an Englishman
resembles a Frenchman. The change of character can be traced rather more easily to Sir Walter’s influence
than to that of any other thing or person” (Twain 328).
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The character of the country gentleman becomes more clearly defined in relation
to other types, such as merchants and men of commerce. Ever the opponent to Yankee
values in such pronouncements, Meriwether “thinks lightly of the mercantile interest,
and, in fact, undervalues the manners of the large cities generally. He believes that those
who live above them are hollow-hearted and insincere, and wanting in that substantial
intelligence and virtue, which he affirms to be characteristic of the country” (Kennedy
35). Here, Kennedy uses commonplace distinction between city and country life to give
value to the latter, in what is marked as the Southern point-of-view: cities are the locus of
decadence and greed on account of their mercantile interests, while the country offers the
calm that allows one to cultivate virtues. Nonetheless, Kennedy also makes light of the
virtues of the country gentleman: “the solitary elevation of a country gentleman … begets
some magnificent notions. He becomes as infallible as the Pope; gradually acquires a
habit of making long speeches; is apt to be impatient of contradiction and is always very
touchy on the point of honor” (Kennedy 35). Although the jest is light in these words, the
character of Meriwether begins to warp into a caricature of the country gentleman, where
the absence of conflict in life yields ridiculous characters with exaggerated virtues.
In this pastoral setting, Meriwether best exhibits his virtues as a country
gentleman through his relationship with his slaves. The narrator says, “it is very pleasant
to see Frank’s kind and considerate bearing towards his servants and dependents. His
slaves appreciate this, and hold him in most affectionate reverence, and therefore, are not
only contented, but happy under his dominion” (Kennedy 34). Slavery exists at Swallow
Barn in the gentlest of forms, and Meriwether is the model slaveholder. Slaves do not
perform the onerous work, like the picking of cotton, often associated with Southern
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plantations. Rather, they wash clothes, groom horses, play the fiddle or serve juleps,
among sundry other tasks. The benevolence of the master seems to be the cause of this
lighter workload at Swallow Barn. This is an assumption the reader must rest upon until
Kennedy articulates his views on slavery through his protagonist.
Placing aside jest and sentimentality, Kennedy puts forth a rather progressive
interpretation on the issue of slavery using Meriwether as his surprising mouthpiece. In
the chapter entitled “The Quarter,” he offers an analysis that reveals many of the nuances
and contradictions in the mind of the antebellum plantation owner regarding slavery.
Meriwether parts from the fundamental premise that “slavery, as an original question, is
wholly without justification or defence. It is theoretically and morally wrong” (Kennedy
455). Nonetheless, antebellum society inherited this evil and has structured itself around
it, he tells us. This statement thus begs the question: if the plantation offers an idyllic life
where the inhabitants act according to honor, how could a such setting exist side-by-side
with such an evil, which in fact seems grounded on it?
Like Tucker’s protagonist, Meriwether reasons himself out of this contradiction
by claiming that the responsibility falls on the slave-owner to mitigate the evils of this
system until a time arrives when slaves can be peacefully and gradually emancipated. In
the meantime, the slave-owner must take measures to lessen the evils of the institution:
for example, he must act in accordance with “Christian ordinances, to respect and secure
the bonds of husband and wife, parent and child” (Kennedy 459). This proposal reveals
an ideal that exposes the evils of slavery, for it must be concluded that the practice of
breaking up slave families was common for Meriwether to propose that the practice be
discontinued. A general emancipation, in his view, would only bring “a nominal
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freedom” for the recently freed, since they would not have the necessary experience for
the proper exercise of their liberties. All in all, if we assume that he holds the beliefs of
the typical slave-owner, a claim he makes in the chapter, then it seems that slave-owners
oversaw this system while wrestling with a guilty conscience.
What then of their unapologetic defense of slavery in the run up to the Civil War?
According to Meriwether, Southerners defend slavery as a rhetorical and political
strategy against the invective of Northern abolitionists, for “it is in the nature of men to
recalcitrant against continual assault, and, through the zeal of such opposition, to run into
ultraisms which cannot be defended” (Kennedy 458). In reality, he claims, the Southerner
has a wise and temperate view of slavery, viewing it neither as good nor profitable to the
region. It seems, then, that the narcotics of rhetoric and patriotism pushed slaveholders
into defending a region they loved yet that was wedded to a practice that elicited mixed
emotions from them.
Lastly, it bears mentioning that Kennedy developed a view of the past. The
appreciation for the past appears within the broader collage that is the novel, and so its
relation to the other subjects in the work is unclear. The critic Lucinda H. MacKethan
suggests that Kennedy, who was a Unionist and nonetheless had positive feeling toward
the Upper South, sought refuge in the Virginia past from the contemporary impasse of
slavery and the looming crisis of succession, a conclusion which she draws from the final
chapter of the book entitled “Clouds.” She refers to the scene where Mark Littleton
withdraws into the library at Swallow Barn and begins reading “Some account of the
Renowned Captayne John Smith” (Kennedy 495). He pours his sentiment into his reading
of the heroic accomplishments of this “true knight,” who possessed such nobility of
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character that he could overcome the prejudice against low birth that was customary in
the seventeenth century.
Littleton goes on to enumerate his chivalric accomplishments, morphing this
historical person into one of Walter Scott’s characters. As Littleton sees it, Smith’s heroic
and virtuous actions reside safely in the past, when such acts were possible. By
comparison, the present world (the world beyond Swallow Barn, one assumes) seems in
decline because a stage does not exist for heroic acts. In fact, the narrator bemoans that
his age has “not taken more pains to exalt the memory of Smith” (Kennedy 497), for
Smith exhibits the qualities held as ideal for the present moment—qualities that are
worthy of emulation, but that few are capable of achieving. Kennedy’s Old Dominion has
thus fallen from a state of romance into either satire or sentimentality, where the acts of
honor seem out of place, like acts of folly. Nonetheless, this novel shows the
"compromise" position between slavery and anti-slavery as conceived by Southerners,
although scarcely credible for some Northern observers.
Such representations of compromise positions were not unusual in the pre-Civil
War era, when writers were challenged to both valorize the South and to point toward its
necessary reform. If Virginia writers dwelled in an ironic mode regarding the plantation
and the Southern cause within the American nation, South Carolinians in Charleston, the
other intellectual center of the region, defended both with ardor and passion.10 In this
environment, William Gilmore Simms (1806-1870)11 was the preeminent writer in the
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For a discussion on the intellectual life of the antebellum South, particularly on the different intellectual
centers, Richmond and Charleston, see O’Brien 1-17; 97-140. According to him, Virginia had a more
dispersed and rural intellectual community, while in South Carolina intellectual thought was more urban as
authors gravitated around Charleston.
11
For biographies on Simms, see J. V. Ridgely’s William Gilmore Simms (1962) and the more thorough
William P. Trent’s William Gilmore Simms (1895).
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Antebellum South, in large part because he would defend the region at a time of
increasing sectional tensions.12 He was devoted in heart and mind to his home state of
South Carolina, which would experience economic decline during the 1820s and thus be
forced to oppose the highly protective federal tariffs on imported goods implemented in
1828 and 1832. Senator John C. Calhoun played the principal role in this so-called
Nullification Crisis by helping develop a theory that states could declare a federal
ordinance null and void. Consequently, South Carolina no longer had to enforce federal
tariffs at its ports, if it followed this legal opinion.
Even though disaster was averted at the last minute, the Nullification Crisis
reflected the diverging sectional interests in the Union. The notion of states’ rights (and
not the morality or economic feasibility of slavery in itself) would become the intellectual
cornerstone for the defense of slavery and for Southern opposition to federal power.
South Carolinians saw the Nullification Crisis as a revolution of sorts that was similar in
spirit to the American Revolution, an event that they often invoked as a rallying cry to
stave off what they saw as a federal incursion into the Southern domain.
If Calhoun offered the intellectual framework for states’ rights, Simms wrote the
histories, novels, and short stories that gave South Carolinians pride and an identity of
their own. He played no small part in crafting an association between the American
Revolution of 1776 and the South Carolina uprising of 1832 by calling on the “muse of
local History—the traditions of our own home—the chronicles of our own section—the
deeds of our native heroes—the recollection of our noble ancestry” (qtd in Taylor 270).
Although he would write works of history, such as South Carolina in the Revolutionary
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For a study of Simms’s politics, see John L. Wakelyn’s The Politics of a Literary Man: William Gilmore
Simms (1973).
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War (1853), his most visible efforts were directed toward writing seven novels on the
Revolution between 1835 and 1856: the most notable examples were The Partisan
(1835), Mellinchampe (1836), and The Sword and the Distaff (1852).13 As the Civil War
approached and then passed, he would turn his ardent support for the South toward
defending slavery, and so his works allow us to chart the historical points of stress about
this narrative.
During the 1840s and 1850s, for example, Simms produced some of the writings
that frequently and vociferously defended slavery. For example, in 1852 he published The
Pro-Slavery Argument, as Maintained by the Most Distinguished Writers of the Southern
States; he also delivered many lectures on the subject to increasingly hostile audiences in
the North. It was part of his strategy to represent the system of slavery in the most
favorable light possible—as a desirable social organization benefiting all parties, not as a
state of mutual exploitation. In an early collection of stories entitled The Wigwam and the
Cabin (1845), for example, Simms focuses on the social dynamics between master and
slave, where the former exhibits exceptional kindness toward his subject and the latter
shows obedience, loyalty, and affection toward his owner. In stories such as “Caloya, of
The Loves of the Driver” and “The Snake and the Cabin,” the slave takes center stage,
while Simms pushes the white characters into the background, in order to show that
slavery was a gentle system, which benefited slave and master alike.

13

On Simms’s work as a historian, see Sean R. Busick’s A Sober Desire for History: William Gilmore
Simms as Historian (2005); see also Douglas L. Mitchell’s chapter on Simms in his book A Disturbing and
Alien Memory: Southern Novelists Writing History (2005).
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In a story included in the collection entitled “The Lazy Crow; A Story of the
Cornfield,” Simms addresses the theme of slave loyalty.14 The story takes place on a
plantation on the banks of the Savannah River—the border between South Carolina and
Georgia—at a time of the year “when the corn was coming up” (Simms 333). The
emerging ears of corn attract the attention of crows that will destroy the crop. The story
turns on the relationship between Scipio, the loyal slave, and Mr. Carrington, “the staid,
sterling, oldtime gentlemen of the last century, the stock of which is so rapidly
diminishing” (Simms 333). Scipio takes it upon himself to kill the pesky crow, a
semmingly easy task. However, he never seems to get into a good enough position to
take a shot at the crow, and he prefers not to waste a bullet (the master’s property, that is)
by taking the risk of missing his target. The crow proves so unbelievably difficult to kill
that it begins to affect Scipio’s confidence, eventually provoking tremendous anxiety in
him. As the bird increasingly vexes Scipio, Mr. Carrington and the narrator take an
interest in the duel between the two. They notice in particular that Scipio’s anxiety
increases with each failed attempt to shoot the crow, yet they find Scipio’s obsession a bit
strange and unexplainable.
The two white characters find an explanation in the stereotype of the irrational
and superstitious Negro.15 They reason that Scipio’s imagination has overtaken him:
“knowing how exceeding superstitious the negroes generally are, (and indeed, all inferior
people,) after canvassing the subject in various lights, without coming to any rational
solution, we concluded that the difficulty arose from some grotesque fear or fancy”
14

For a study of Simms’s stories, see J. Allen Morris’s “The Stories of William Gilmore Simms” in
American Literature (March 1942).
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For an analysis of the Simm’s African-American characters and their relation to white characters, see
Laura Ganus Perkins’s “An Unsung Literary Legacy: William Gilmore Simms’s African-American
Characters” in Studies in the Literary Imagination (Spring 2010).

139
	
  

(Simms 338). Scipio is unable to kill the crow, and his “excitable imagination” so
overwhelms him that he falls ill. Mr. Carrington cares for Scipio, and he calls for a
physician after he determines that the slave shows no signs of conventional illness. The
doctor determines that the slave is suffering from some mental hallucination. Eventually,
the characters learn from Scipio that he believes that Gullah Sam, a “great conjurer” and
a “wizard,” has bewitched him. Mr. Carrington attempts to reason with Scipio along
religious lines, by asking him why he prefers to believe in the black magic of the devil
rather than in God. The slave responds that he cannot help himself for believing that ever
since Gullah Sam “put he bad mout’ pon me” he cannot catch the crow.
Eventually, understanding that his efforts are in vain and wishing to see the health
of his slave improved, Mr. Carrington bows to Scipio’s wishes and agrees to call an Ebo
sorcerer by the name of Methuselah to exorcise him of the curse. Eventually, the sorcerer
cures Scipio, who can slay the crow with an enchanted shot provided by Methuselah. It is
revealed after all that “to this day, there is not a negro in the surrounding country—and
many of the whites are of the same thinking—who does not believe that Scipio was
bewitched by Gullah Sam, and that the latter was shot in the face, while in the shape of a
common crow in the cornfield” (Simms 360).
Simms’s story offers another iteration of the plantation pastoral, where all seems
ideal. Even the malady and suffering that afflict Scipio appear tame enough, which
reinforces the notion of the plantation as an ideal setting. The story in toto can then be
read as a typical defense of slavery. The master appears caring and paternal towards his
chattel; the slave is loyal, and for this obedience he gains happiness. The portrait is one of
harmony. However, looking past the surface level representation of the story, we see that
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Scipio’s superstition safeguards him a measure of freedom. Mr. Carrington and the
narrator are incapable of understanding the system of beliefs that shape Scipio’s thinking.
Since the master wants to see his slave return to work, he must indulge him in these
superstitions and call the witch doctor to cure him. The implication is that, at times, the
white masters must enter the domain of their slaves.
Moreover, the cultural differences between master and slave push the white
characters into the background of the story, while the slaves take center stage. As the
story proceeds, the reader is left to infer the meaning of the flipped hierarchy: while
slaves were not materially free on the plantation, they had what amounted to cultural
freedom that seemingly mitigated the injustices of the system. Following this logic, then,
in the ideal plantation world, a sweet master ruled who oversaw a system that had
beneficial consequences for the slave, one of which was to protect the liberty of the slave
to indulge in his cultural peculiarities.
Although it was common for slaves to be given the names of prominent classical
figures, such as Cicero or Caesar—a fact that, perhaps, reflects the classical training of
their masters—there may well be another dimension coded into this story, keyed by the
slave's name—another literary overtone, like the light reference to Don Quixote and
Walter Scott above. He is most likely named after Scipio Africanus (236–183 BC), a
general in the Punic Wars who defeated Hannibal and helped bring Spain under Roman
control, who was a member of an extended family of patricians (the Cornelli) and was
himself elected a consul at the age of thirty one. He is also remembered for his return of
a captured woman to her fiancé, refusing to take her as part of the spoils of war ("The
Continence of Scipio," a favorite topic of history painters). Scipio's story was widely
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familiar from Plutarch, who portrayed Scipio as a resistor against corruption and as a man
with prophetic dreams because of his abilities to plan and to pick virtue over luxury.
The four works discussed above represent but a sample of the numerous novels,
short stories, poems, and polemical tracts written during the antebellum period that
contributed to the crafting of the legend of the Old South on the basis of literary and
historical analogues. Other works that could be added to the list include those of two
prominent writers from the time: William Alexander Caruthers (1802-1846), who wrote
The Cavaliers of Virginia (1834-35) and The Knights of the Horse-Shoe (1845), and John
Esten Cooke (1830-1886), who wrote The Virginia Comedians (1854). Together they
exhibit the seriousness of what outwardly seems to be sentimental trivia. As the critic
Edmund Wilson points out when discussing these works, they “for the most part, today,
make for tedious reading; but they are important in showing how completely, by the
middle of the last century, a literary convention had been established in regard to life in
the Old South” (Wilson 442-443).
This literary convention included some salient features, as enumerated by Frances
Pendleton Gaines in his book The Southern Plantation (1924). Authors of the world of
the antebellum plantation borrowed from the comedy of manners tradition to represent a
stable world with stock characters; they sought to explore the psychological relations
among the characters and the physical surroundings of the plantation, often within known
literary traditions (Walter Scott is the most acknowledged by today's scholars).
According to Gaines, the grand mansion overlooking a cotton field perpetually in an
open-boll state was populated by: an incredibly kind and paternal master, at times a senex
iratus as well; the cold and delicate wife, a model of probity, who is limited by moral
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convention; the sassy Southern bell; an old mammy, who is often the cook and nearly
always wears a bandana; and finally, the slave, a servus callidus or stultus, who offers
comic relief at times in his role as buffoon or churl. The principal psychological tension
was inter-racial, where a kind master cared for an obedient and grateful slave. Thus,
relations among them were happy and benign, simply ideal, corresponding to the splendid
surrounding world of picturesque quality. The harmony that exists among the many parts
of this world produces pleasant effects, which emerge most clearly in the social life of the
plantation. Hospitality is the most important value, leading to great festivities in both the
Big House and the slave lodgings, parties that evince what Gaines labels an “epicurean
insouciance” that symbolizes this pastoral setting (Gaines 14).
Yet the literary overtones suggest that these positions, while in many ways
utopian, overly Christian, or flat-out politically naive, were nonetheless well-reasoned
models of social interaction, deriving from exemplar stories that explored virtue (both
individual morality and civic), class and ethnic mixing, and social responsibility. To
dismiss them as sentimentalism would underplay their nuances and political power for an
audience familiar with the available dictions.

The Southern Plantation Appropriated by Northern Writers
The plantation legend did not fall under the sole proprietorship of Southern
writers. It actually attracted just as much interest from Northern writers, particularly the
politically engaged ones, such as Harriet Beecher Stowe. She wrote Uncle Tom’s Cabin
(1852) in the wake of the passing of the Fugitive Slave Act of 1850, which had rendered
it illegal to assist runaway slaves and had also obligated Northerners to capture and return
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slaves to their masters in the South. Stowe’s genius lay in her ability to accept (or at least
acknowledge the viability of) the overall Southern arguments for the system of slavery
and the plantation and to appropriate the literary forms used by her Southern literary kin
to question the benevolence of Southern paternalism and the institution of slavery. Her
work thus focuses on providing alternate readings of this heroic legacy for readers
familiar with Southern rhetoric. Uncle Tom’s Cabin stands as the finest example of novel
by a Northern writer who used the setting, characterization, and themes standard to the
plantation novel to argue against slavery and Southern paternalism. The novel thus shows
that, prior to the marching of Union troops on Confederate ground, the two sections of
the country were fighting an intellectual war by the 1850s that had pushed Southern
plantation home, the system of slavery, and the entire region into a defensive stance that
anticipated its position during the Civil War.
Stowe undermines the case for Southern paternalism by representing the intrinsic
evils that existed in the system of slavery and that foiled the good intentions of a kind
master—thus stressing that the machine of the system makes it almost impossible for any
individual, no matter how virtuously disposed, to resist it. She thus takes on the cause of
slavery from within the Southern mindset. Her point is that the central evil of the system,
and the evil from which all others followed, was that human beings were treated as
property, and incredibly valuable property at that. When financial pressures befell a
plantation, it was often the case that the master would have to sell his slaves to remain
financially solvent. This argument is drawn completely from the world of the Yankee
businessman, but it is executed using the figures and stock elements from the South's
literary tradition.
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Stowe’s novel opens with a scene that reflects this very predicament. Uncle
Tom’s master in Kentucky, Arthur Shelby, is an educated and good-hearted man, a model
Southern gentleman. All of his family members are exemplary masters as well, loved by
their slaves; his wife, for example, is a good Christian woman who teaches her slave
maid how to read, write, and sew, among a number of other crafts. Their kindness
notwithstanding, Shelby must sell Tom to Mr. Haley, a slave trader, in order to settle a
number of debts; Haley, in turn, transports Tom for sale down the river, where labor
conditions were known to be notoriously onerous. Shelby’s predicament was a common
one at the time: the structure of the plantation made it so that owners, their families, and
slaves lived under the most precarious financial conditions. For example, as shown in
many of the works discussed so far, the masters themselves were not particularly
industrious, the system of slavery was an inefficient arrangement of labor, and moreover
the monoculture agricultural practice led to quick soil depletion, all of which spelled
doom for a household that depended on the profit from harvest for its survival.
As the works of Southern literature fail to address and Stowe’s novel only
implies, larger economic forces prevented slave-owners from acting on their best
intention—a set of motivations clear to the “Yankee traders" of the Antebellum South,
but not always considered relevant by the South itself, to say the least. The financial
solvency of a plantation depended in large part on factors that were unpredictable and
beyond the control of the plantation owner. For example, crop yields were inconsistent
from year to year on a single plantation: cotton bolls might produce two bales per acre in
year with perfect conditions, while the following year the flooding Mississippi might
limit production to a quarter of the amount. Second, prices on the international cotton
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market fluctuated constantly, as they were set by the demand of the Lowell and
Lancashire mills, which were completely out of local control. Finally, there was the
financial instability inherent to an agricultural economy, where the cyclical mode of
production led to varying levels of cash flow. In other words, the plantation owners were
property rich, but cash poor, with little flexibility to respond to misfortune except by
inflicting harm on their human property. 16
To make ends meet during the non-harvest season, owners often borrowed money
against a future crop to increase their cash on hand. Stephen Yafa captures succinctly the
unstable existence of the grand plantation owner in his book Cotton: The Biography of a
Revolutionary Fiber (2005): “The enormous wealth accumulated by many Southern
aristocrats disguised the tenuous nature of their business dealings. Dependent on the
performance of a future crop, much of their money was spoken for long before it was
received. Without a high-stakes gambler’s fondness for risk, few planters could endure
for long the anxiety of living off the revenues of a contracted harvest not yet in the
ground. … A dozen or so potential mishaps stood between the seed in the soil and the
safe delivery of product” (Yafa 159). When any of these variables moved against the
interest of the plantation owner (e.g. a decrease in the crop yield, a decrease in the price
of that crop in the international market, etc.), he found himself in debt, much like Arthur
Shelby, with an unscrupulous creditor, much like Mr. Haley, knocking at the door and
wishing to collect on a mortgage.17

16

For a study of the plantation economy in the antebellum south, in particular on the cotton plantations, see
Gavin Wright’s The Political Economy of the Cotton South: Households, Markets, and Wealth in the
Nineteenth Century (1978).
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For a Marxist study of the economics of slavery, see Eugene Genovese’s The Political Economy of
Slavery: Studies in the Economy and Society of the Slave South (1965); for a statistical interpretation of the
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On top of pointing to this economic reality, Stowe also shows that the legal status
of the slave made his or her life incredibly unpredictable. Slaves were cast into a
proscribed legal space—“as devoid of rights as a bale of merchandise” (Stowe 291)—
where their status as property rendered them subject to the master’s whims. For example,
when Tom belongs to Augustine St. Clare, the kind master makes a promise to his saintly
daughter Eva to manumit all of his slaves upon his death. It was incumbent upon St.
Clare to make such a provision in his will, but he dies unexpectedly before such a will
had been drafted—the best of intentions are again thwarted by chance. Through St.
Clare’s sudden death, Stowe shows that slaves had little legal recourse to control their
own lives or to voice any grievances, for their designation as personal chattel placed them
into a condition that the sociologist Orlando Patterson has designated as that of “social
death.” They were thoroughly dependent on the will of their masters, and any slave knew
there were “ten chances of his finding an abusive and tyrannical master, to one of his
finding a considerate and kind one” (Stowe 291). And so, the household slaves plunge
into despair as their collective fate falls into the hands of St. Clare’s wife Marie, who is
self-indulgent and capricious. In an act of pure focus on monetization, she decides to sell
all of them to the highest bidder, a particularly cruel master by the name of Legree.
Stowe shows that the plantation setting itself helped to empower the masters over
their chattel and turned them into petty despots rather than benevolent patriarchs, for they
reigned supreme over their fiefdoms, while the state had little power to enter their domain
and oversee any dispute whatsoever. Cassy, a slave on Legree’s plantation, makes this
very point when she says to Tom, “Here you are, on a lone plantation, ten miles from any

institution, see Robert Fogel and Stanley Engerman’s watershed reinterpretation of the economics of
slavery, Time on the Cross: The Economics of American Negro Slavery (1974).
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other, in the swamps; not a white person here, who could testify, if you were burned
alive,—if you were scalded, cut into inch-pieces, set-up for the dogs to tear, or hung up
and whipped to death. There’s no law here, of god or man, that can do you, or any one of
us, the least good” (Stowe 327).
By this late stage of the novel, Stowe has completely abandoned any attempt to
engage the slave masters on their own ground. Rather, she inverts many of the traditional
stock images of the Old South. The descriptions of the vast plantation land, which
ordinarily should reflect magisterial opulence, echo the powerlessness of the slaves on
Legree’s plantation and of the despair they experienced. These sensations are
corroborated through Stowe’s descriptions of the plantation home, which is in disrepair
with “some windows stopped up with boards, some with shattered panes and shutters
hanging by a single hinge” (Stowe 327). The soil surrounding it sprouts only weeds and
wild grass. Legree leaves his property in a state of shambles because he only cares for
turning a profit on his land. The fields at large bloom with cotton, but this Southern
plantation, one oriented merely for the making of money, is an apocalyptic land driven by
the demon Legree who espouses the gospel of profit alone, ignoring that the plantation
should also be a home with an extended family, and, as such, needs to be treated in a
different way.
Through Legree’s character, Stowe shows that the system of slavery placed far
too much authority and power in the hands of the master. She writes, “the number of
those men who know how to use wholly irresponsible power humanely and generously is
small. Every body knows this, and the slave knows it best of all” (Stowe 291). Because of
Legree’s demonic desire for profit his slaves are driven into the ground by toilsome labor.
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He suffers little pity for them, and he routinely rapes the female slaves and encourages
his overseers (who are slaves themselves) to do the same. He comes across as particularly
evil when he snatches Tom’s Methodist hymn-book and tells him, “I’m your church now!
You understand,—you’ve got to be as I say” (Stowe 308). As the foil for Tom’s pious
nature, Legree desires to break Tom’s religious faith and see him succumb to doubt and
sin.18 He takes advantage of Tom’s “social death” to extinguish his last modicum of
freedom—that is his spiritual freedom—by bringing him into a state of spiritual bondage
as well.
The inferno-like world of Legree’s plantation serves as the final deathblow to the
myth of the benevolent plantation in the South. Legree’s plantation is divested of any of
the ornamental myths of the Southern gentleman and the happy slave, for Legree’s world
is one of raw authority and power in pursuit of profit. This image ends up showing that
no amount of myth-making or emblazoned ideology can mask the evil of chattel slavery,
thereby offering a corollary to the central moral argument of the book that goodness
could not exist in a world in which human beings existed as property, for “even a legal
enactment that he shall be ‘taken, reputed, adjudged in law, to be chattel personal,’19
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The religious dimension is of supreme importance for understanding the novel, for it frames Stowe’s
moral critique of slavery. The biblical typologies are obvious: the good characters, such as Eva and Tom,
are particularly pious. On the subject, see Mason I. Lowance, Jr.’s “Biblical Typology and the Allegorical
Mode: The Prophetic Strain” in The Stowe Debate: Rhetorical Strategies in Uncle Tom's Cabin (1994).
Beyond the biblical analogues, though, the religious dimension of the work has a social and
historical context in the revivalism of nineteenth-century America. Ingrid Lelos makes the argument, in her
PhD dissertation entitled The Spirit in the Flesh: The Translation of German Pietist Imagery into AngloAmerican Cultures (2009), that the work is framed by Pietist imagery and rhetoric originating in hymnals
of American Methodism. Much like Methodism laid out a path to conversion through the feeling of
sympathy with the suffering Christ, Stowe hoped to convert Americans by engendering the feeling of
sympathy for the suffering Tom, who literally acts “as a lay preacher in accordance with frontier Methodist
practices” (Lelos 154).
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According to the footnote to this quotation in the Norton Critical Edition of Uncle Tom’s Cabin (2010),
Stowe is quoting a segment of the South Carolina slave code, which reads “Slaves shall be deemed, sold,
taken, reputed, and adjudged in law to be chattels personal, in the hands of their owners and possessors,
and their executors, administrators, and assigns, to all intents, constructions, and purposes whatsoever.”
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cannot blot out his soul, with its own private little world of memories, hopes, loves, fears
and desires” (Stowe 307). By eliciting sympathy from the reader, Stowe shows that
slaves were humans worthy of dignity and the liberties safeguarded under the
Constitution and that a political, economic, social and cultural arrangement such as the
plantation could not deny inalienable rights to a race of human beings.
Finally, Stowe includes the important convention of the slave master’s reflection
and apology for slavery. Let us remember that in Tucker and Kennedy’s respective
novels the masters defend the practice while expressing some misgivings about it,
claiming in addition that they made some attempt to mitigate the suffering of their slaves.
In Stowe’s novel, this function falls on the shoulders of Augustine St. Clare, who
expresses his distaste for slavery to his cousin Ophelia and his brother Alfred. Ophelia (a
character who stands in for Northern opinion at the time) is a Northerner who opposes
slavery in the abstract while harboring prejudice toward blacks. Alfred is Augustine’s
brother who owns a plantation and who defends the practice unabashedly. When
Augustine speaks to both about the topic, he expresses a recognition of the evils of the
institution, while at the same tolerating and practicing it, claiming that he is powerless to
change a system that is entrenched within the culture of the country.
The discussion that St. Clare has with his brother is particularly noteworthy, for it
extends beyond the moral argument of the novel and reveals simmering tensions inherent
in the Southern plantation world. Stowe sought to challenge slavery by showing that the
organization of Southern society conflicted with the Christian values held in common by
Americans. Her strategy of critique never brings her overtly to question the social

The footnote also points out that the “slave codes in Virginia and elsewhere were similarly worded” (Stowe
307).
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tensions that made Southern society itself untenable. Nonetheless, the tensions do reveal
themselves, in particular during the discussion between Augustine and Alfred.
The racial chauvinist Alfred believes that human beings are divided into a white
master class and a black slave class. He tells his brother that “we can see plainly enough
that all men are not born free, nor born equal […] It is the educated, the intelligent, the
wealthy, the refined who ought to have equal rights and not the canaille” (Stowe 245). He
adds that the slave class must be kept down, to which his brother replies, “It makes a
terrible slip when they get up … in St. Domingo, for instance” (ibid). St. Clare’s words
reflect an anxiety among slave owners that their slaves, educated in “barbarism and
brutality” without any “humanizing ties,” would rise up like their counterparts in the
Haitian Revolution of 1804. As St. Clare’s words suggest, the specter of slave revolt led
to anxieties about an imminent and widespread slave revolt in the South, tensions that
contravened the image of organic unity projected by the Southern plantation novel.
Southern paternalism had a limited ideological effect in reconciling these opposing
tensions, for, as the discussion between St. Clare and Alfred reveals, the interests of the
masters and slaves diverged to the extreme. While the masters lived in opulence at the
expense of an underclass, the slaves were brutalized both physically and mentally,
worked to death, lashed by the whip, and kept in ignorance. According to St. Clare, these
conditions fomented revolution, but, as Alfred tells Augustine, the example of Haiti
shows that a revolution would never succeed in America, as: “the Haytiens were not
Anglo Saxons; if they had been, there would have been another story” (ibid).
Cast in terms of blood, the issue of slavery and revoltuion takes on another turn.
The possibility of revolt is coupled with another implicit strain—the issue of racial
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"amalgamation," a more positive term for miscegenation. For Augustine, a potential
revolution owes its horror to the concubinage between master and slave woman. “Well
there is a pretty fair infusion of Anglo Saxon blood among our slaves, now,” he tells his
brother, suggesting that this would make it more likely that a revolution would succeed.
Alfred dismisses his brother as a “circuit rider”20 who preaches “nonsense.” These twin
issues of revolution and amalgamation under the roof of the Southern home do not
receive further attention from Stowe, but their juxtaposition hints at a sublime terror that
haunted the national imaginary.
Overall, then, Stowe's novel works on the same terrain as those of her Southern
contemporaries, revealing a very consistent set of issues surrounding the plantation and
slavery, no matter that she is interested in blowing up from the inside the myths that the
Southern novels still fostered. It is not surprising that these issues had correlates in legal
and political issues of the day.

The Prospect of Amalgamation and Miscegenation
To understand the connection between the Southern plantation, amalgamation,
and revolution, it is important to consider the political disputes over slavery as the
country marched toward the Civil War, in particular the issue of amalgamation within the
slavery debates that were gripping the country. The Kansas-Nebraska Act of 1854,
authored by Democratic Senator Stephen Douglas from Illinois, repealed the Missouri
Compromise of 1820. Under the principle of popular sovereignty, Douglas argued that
settlers of the western territories could determine for themselves if they would practice
20
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slavery. The act had the effect of allowing slavery to expand into the western territory,
thereby nationalizing slavery and consequently skewing the political balance in favor of
slave holding states. 21
Three years later, the landmark verdict in the Supreme Court case of Dred Scott v.
Sanford (1857) further exacerbated the conflict over slavery and the political imbalance
between North and South. In essence, the Court ruled on three important issues. On the
question of the expansion of slavery into the western territories, it ruled that Congress
had no authority to prohibit slavery in the federal territories. It also ruled that people of
African descent who had been brought into the United States and held as slaves were not
entitled to protection under the Constitution and thus could never be citizens. Since they
did not posses this legal standing, they could not sue in court, as Dred Scott himself had
done.
These political events reflected the growing division between the slave holding
and non-slave holding states—that “A house divided against itself cannot stand”—and
they show how the political process became increasingly incapable of handling the issue
of slavery because its logic was still too buried in the plantation ideologies. As Lincoln
himself would state in his eponymous speech,
If we could first know where we are, and whither we are tending, we could
better judge what to do, and how to do it. We are now far into the fifth year since
a policy was initiated with the avowed object and confident promise of putting an
end to slavery agitation. Under the operation of that policy, that agitation has not
21
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(1978). For a consideration of the contrasting ideologies of slavery versus free labor, see Eric Foner’s Free
Soil, Free Labor, Free Men: The Ideology of the Republican Party before the Civil War (1995).
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only not ceased, but has constantly augmented. In my opinion it will not cease
until a crisis shall have been reached and passed. (Lincoln, A house divided
against itself cannot stand. On Lincoln's Nomination to the United States Senate.
Springfield, Illinois. June 17, 1858)
In his “Speech on the Dred Scott Decision,” Lincoln draws a connection among the
Southern plantation, amalgamation, and revolution. According to the historian Graham
Alexander Peck, Lincoln attached “a powerful nationalist ideology to the antislavery
movement” (Peck 3). Essentially, Lincoln drew on the radical ideas of equality at the
heart of the Declaration of Independence to refute the argument made by Justice Taney
and Senator Douglas that the Declaration and the Constitution only applied to whites.
Lincoln refuted their claim with the following impregnable argument:
[The Founding Fathers] defined with tolerable distinctness in what
respects they did consider all men created equal,—equal with ‘certain
inalienable right, among which are life, liberty, and the pursuit of
happiness.’ This they said, and this they mean. They did not mean to assert
the obvious untruth that all were then actually enjoying that equality, nor
yet that they were about to confer it immediately upon them. In fact, they
had no power to confer such a boon. They mean simply to declare the
right, so that the enforcement of it might follow as fast as circumstances
should permit. (Lincoln, Dred Scott Speech. Springfiled Illinois. June 26,
1857)
In other words, he reminded his listeners that equality was a national ideal, which implied
that realizing such an ideal was fundamental for the preservation of national integrity.
Lincoln also offers a contextualist argument to explain how slavery could exist in 1776
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while abolishment was necessary in 1857, for slavery was a historically contingent
institution that served a purpose in 1776, while it threatened to destroy the nation in the
1850s, precisely because it violated the national ideals and values of the country.22
Despite Lincoln’s radicalism, which stems from an Enlightenment belief in
equality and natural rights, he had to contend with the racial prejudice that permeated
much of the country at the time. From the 1830s onward, a doctrine had begun to emerge
from the South, which would eventually spread to the rest of the country, that argued for
the permanent racial inferiority for blacks. The champions of this theory found three
reasons to support their claims of black inferiority. First, a look at history revealed that
their race had failed to develop a civilized way of life; blacks were often associated with
barbarism, cannibalism and whole host of other primitive practices. Second, on account
of the physiological and anatomical differences between whites and blacks, these
theorists claimed that blacks were inferior, for they were “unfit for self-government of
any kind … in all respects, physical, moral, and political inferior to millions of the human
race” in the words of South Carolina governor George McDuffie (qtd in Frederickson
46). Thus, slavery was the system best suited for a race viewed as naturally inferior, and
it was believed that blacks found fulfillment and were happiest in a state of bondage.
Finally, expounders of the theory of black inferiority responded to their abolitionist foes
by painting a picture of widespread amalgamation of the races and intermarriage if
abolition occurred. This mixing of the races was certain to bring the degeneration of the
white race, or so they contended. Thus, slavery was also the best system for addressing
the imagined social consequences of racial intermixing.
22
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Lincoln concedes that “there is a natural disgust in the minds of nearly all white
people at the idea of an indiscriminate amalgamation of the white and black races.”
Lincoln’s own words indicate that there was indeed widespread concern that abolition
would bring with it the mixing of the races: “Judge Douglas is especially horrified at the
thought of the mixing blood by the white and black races: agreed for once—a thousand
times agreed. There are white men enough to marry all the white women, and black men
enough to marry all the black women; and so let them be married.” While he concedes
that there exists a widespread “natural disgust” of amalgamation among whites, he
questions whether slavery is the best method for preventing the mixing of races. He
writes, “Very few of these are the offspring of whites and free blacks; nearly all have
sprung from black slaves and white masters.” He thus identifies the Southern plantation
as the locus of amalgamation, thereby contradicting one of the most powerful arguments
made by the Southern apologists of slavery, who defended the practice as a means of
social control that prevented amalgamation, among other evils. However, as Lincoln puts
it, “statistics show that slavery is the greatest source of amalgamation; and next to it, not
the elevation, but the degeneration of the free blacks” (Lincoln, Dred Scott Speech).
Finally, Lincoln claims that the spreading of slavery to the western territories
would only further exacerbate the problem; of course:
Judge Douglas is delighted to have them decided to be slaves, and not
human enough to have a hearing, even if they were free, and thus left
subject to the forced concubinage of their masters, and liable to become
the mothers of mulattoes in spite of themselves—the very state of case that
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produces nine tenths of all the mulattoes—all the mixing of blood in the
nation. (Lincoln, Dred Scott Speech)
Thus, by identifying the plantation as the locus of amalgamation, Lincoln also attacks the
specious myth of Southern paternalism and the supposed kin claims between master and
slave. As shown above, the slave master ostensibly exercised a paternal role towards the
child-like slave, loving the slave most of the time and disciplining him or her in instances
of disloyalty. Lincoln's indictment ends up being a moral one, for in his depiction of the
matter, the master was a heinous rapist who engaged in incest: an accusation of libertine
behavior and failure to observe contemporary racial mores that proscribed the mixing of
blood. Lincoln’s words indicate, though, that he had to open the Pandora’s Box of racial
prejudice to end slavery and that the ideal of equality would not preclude racial
segregation after abolition.
The critic Barbara Ladd points out that, “although stories of the slaveholder’s
mixed-race children were immensely popular prior to the Civil War, most were written,
as one might expect, by Northern writers intent on, or at least opposed to, stirring public
sentiment against slavery. The white southern writer tended to avoid the subject” (Ladd,
“‘The Direction of the Howling’: Nationalism and the Color Line in Absalom, Absalom!”
219). Even though the subject did remain taboo in the South, historians agree that there
was a keen awareness among the planter elites that the practice of miscegenation was
rampant, as evinced in the diary of Mary Boykin Chesnut.23 Her diary, A Diary from
Dixie,24 chronicles the life of planter elite at the advent of the Civil War and during the
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war itself. She married James Chesnut, the scion of the distinguished Mulberry plantation
in Camden, South Carolina. He served in the US Senate representing South Carolina,
where he defended slavery ardently from 1858 until secession. He became the first
senator to resign his seat, after which he dove into Confederate politics. During the war
years, he remained heavily involved with the political and military affairs of the
Confederacy, spending much time in Richmond and Montgomery, and of course on his
father’s plantation. Through it all, Mary Boykin Chesnut stood by her husband’s side,
projecting an image of unwavering support for him and the cause he represented, while
saving her reservations and doubts about the Old South for her diary. Only after its initial
publication in 1905 did readers learn its anecdotes about known figures, such as Jefferson
Davis, and Chesnut’s expressions of terrible dislike for slavery and the amalgamation that
slavery facilitated. Her criticism of slavery reveals that some Southerners at the time had
significant reservations about slavery, even though the region as a whole defended it and
severed the Union over it.
Limiting ourselves to the statements she makes on the subject of amalgamation,
Chesnut makes some observations that reveal much about the sexual mores between
white masters and slave women, observations about the mixing of blood that are
conveniently omitted in the ideal world of the plantation novel. For example, she ponders
if it be a sin to think slavery a curse to any land […] Under slavery, we live
surrounded by prostitutes, yet an abandoned woman is sent out of any decent
house. Who thinks any worse of a Negro or mulatto woman for being a thing we

1981 as Mary Chesnut’s Civil War, edited by the C. Vann Woodward. His introduction offers an
illuminating critical treatment. For a study of the textual history of the diary that considers the effect of
each editor on the editions they oversaw, see Augsuta Rohrbach’s “The Diary May Be from Dixie but the
Editor Is Not: Mary Chesnut and Southern Print History” in Textual Cultures (Spring 2007).
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can't name? God forgive us, but ours is a monstrous system, a wrong and an
iniquity! Like the patriarchs of old, our men live all in one house with their wives
and their concubines; and the mulattoes one sees in every family partly resemble
the white children. Any lady is ready to tell you who is the father of all the
mulatto children in everybody's household but her own. Those, she seems to
think, drop from the clouds. My disgust sometimes is boiling over. Thank God for
my country women, but alas for the men! They are probably no worse than men
everywhere, but the lower their mistresses, the more degraded they must be.
(Chesnut 21)
She faults the absence of chastity among the white masters, who, according to popular
values were supposed to be chivalric and honorable. It seems that the system appears
“monstrous” to Chesnut because it cannot live by its own principles. Her words indicate
that men could not observe the rule that proscribed the mixing of races and that in
practice they compromised their white prestige while defending it wildly in the world of
politics.
At the same time, she faults the slave women for the masters’ indiscretion, for
they were seductive harlots in her eyes. This hypocrisy of the white masters arose
especially in their relations with white women. She writes,
But what do you say to this? A magnate who runs a hideous black harem with its
consequences under the same roof with his lovely white wife, and his beautiful
and accomplished daughters? He holds his head high and poses as the model of all
human virtues to these poor women whom God and the laws have given him.
From the height of his awful majesty he scolds and thunders at them, as if he
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never did wrong in his life. Fancy such a man finding his daughter reading “Don
Juan.” “You with that immoral book!” he would say, and then he would order her
out of his sight. You see Mrs. Stowe did not hit the sorest spot. She makes Legree
a bachelor. (Chesnut 122)
The Southern white woman was placed on a pedestal, where her virtue was exalted and
her purity maintained. In response to these very words, Edmund Wilson writes, “One is
forced to the conclusion that the purity which Southerners assigned to their ladies, the
shrinking of these ladies themselves from any suggestion of freedom, were partly a
‘polarization’ produced by the uninhibited ease with which their men could go to bed
with the black girls” (Wilson 291).
Here we come to the issues also seen in fiction. The comparison between the
masters and Legree reveals much about how Chesnut viewed slavery. She considers
slavery a curse on any land, precisely because it fosters the immorality of amalgamation.
However, it is not amalgamation alone that bothers Chesnut, but the fact that it is
prevalent in a society that expends so much political and cultural effort convincing itself
and the country that slavery keeps the races apart. Chesnut conveys the incongruence
between the ideals and the practices of the white planter class—in other words, its
hypocrisy, which is the death knell of the Old South. And the practice of slavery, which
she states repeatedly that she hates, is at the foundation of this depravity. For it ends up
bespeaking a moral depravity that extends to other parts of Southern life, a depravity that,
according to Chesnut’s depictions, renders these Southern knights incapable of waging a
war for lack of resolve and their preference for resting on luxuriousness. Thus she finds
Legree to be of greater moral value as a figure than the putative "knights," even though
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he is completely depraved: at least he does not violate his own values. Mary Chesnut tells
herself that her society contains the ingredients of its own doom, even if it is not aware of
it, even if she herself is not aware of it.
As the politics of the era document, amalgamation does indeed become a visceral
image for expressing the deep-seated racial prejudices and the fears generated by the
prospect of abolition. Ever since the formation of the Republican Party (1854), proslavery
critics and Southern apologists had deployed the image to incite a racial prejudice that
would unify political causes. Perhaps the best example of this political tactic occurred in
1864 with the publication of an anonymous political pamphlet entitled “Miscegenation:
The Theory of the Blending of the Races Applied to the American White and Negro”25
(1863). The authors, David Goodman Croly and George Wakeman were two journalists
who worked at The New York World, the voice of the Democratic Party and the most
influential anti-abolitionist newspaper of the time; they had used the pamphlet to discredit
the Republicans in the run up to the presidential election of 1864, by associating the party
with a platform of radical Negro equality.26
The hoax abolitionist pamphlet coined the term miscegenation (from miscere, to
mix, and genus, race), because Croly and Wakeman felt the term amalgamation was
inadequate for developing their political proposal: “Amalgamation is a poor word, since
it properly refers to the union of metals with quicksilver, and was, in fact, only borrowed
25
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for an emergency, and should now be returned to its proper signification,” according to
the authors, who preferred miscegenation “to denote the abstract idea of the mixture of
two or more races” (ii). The authors used their new concept to reverse the commonly held
understanding at the time about the white and black races and the phenomenon of
miscegenation.
Conventional wisdom held that healthy individuals were of pure race, and that the
Anglo Saxon race was superior to all others. It followed that countries of pure racial
stock would progress, while non-white countries would lag behind. Worst of all was the
mixed blood individual or nation, either of which was destined for degeneration. The
authors of “Miscegenation” flew in the face of convention (supposedly) and argued that
mixed races were superior to pure races, such as the Anglo-Saxons, and they proposed
that America’s future progress depended on the mixing of races: “We must become a
yellow-skinned, black-haired people—in fine, we must become Miscegens, if we would
attain the fullest results of civilization” (20). They also suggest that the ideal type of men
would blend all races, and that the Anglo man and woman had to begin to intermarry to
maintain the country’s vitality and vigor. All in all, the pamphlet argued that since the
races were equal in nature, and they were now equal in right, it would be best for the
country if they all mingled. If the authors had not been joking, the pamphlet would read
(even today) like an incredibly progressive manifesto or polemic.
The authors pushed the envelope even further when they focused their attention
on the Southern plantation. The authors comment that the South had gained admiration
for “the discretion, endurance, energy and heroism they have shown in sustaining for so
long a time a rebellion supposed to be so feeble and short-lived” (40). They attribute this
162
	
  

success to the “intimate communication, from birth to death” between the “slaveholding
classes” and the “colored race.” For three generations, the authors estimate, “the wealthy,
educated, governing class of the south have mingled their blood with the enslaved race,”
(41) and assert that, although these unions have been considered illicit hitherto, they
should now be sanctioned. Even in jest, the purpose of the Southern plantation (to keep
the races apart) sounds unconvincing. Much like Mary Chesnut reveals, the authors of
“Miscegenation” understood that the issue was a delicate one in the national imaginary,
censored in public while practiced in private.
In the South, particularly in world of the Southern plantation, this fine line was
balanced with great effort and a near hysterical obsession. Thus, making the latent
obvious had powerful consequences: when the authors challenged one particular symbol
from the South—the purity of the Southern woman—they hit at a particular nerve that
would have the effect of unifying the pro-slavery bloc. In lock step with their men,
Southern young women are also purportedly implicated in this system: they have always
borne a carnal love for the male slave, to which they give full license, as the authors
imply. The groundwork has thus been laid for intermarriage and the progress of the
union. The depiction of the Southern woman desiring her slaves and desiring to marry
him was a particularly effective method of inciting racial prejudice, since it directly
countered one of the most deeply held fears of Southern society. In the build up to the
war, Southern propaganda had framed the regional cause as a defense of the dignity and
the purity of the Southern woman. All throughout the region, men paid homage to her,
and she quickly became equated with the Southern home and the South itself. Thus the
prospect of her angelic image being tarnished by an uncharacteristic sexual desire that
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would bring about a liaison with a black man pierced the heart of all that the South held
dear. So palpable was this fear of miscegenation and so convincing did the article seem
that it elicited a number of responses, such as J.H. Van Evrie’s article “Subkenation: The
Theory of the Normal Relations of the Races” (1864). Aside from entering ordinary
vocabulary, the word would eventually take on legal power when it became a legal
category.
After the Civil War, these issues grew in intensity in the politics and propaganda
about the South as a new generation of literature supported the era's new politics.

A Glimmer of Critical Voices in the Post-Bellum South
Familiarly, the surrender at Appomattox brought on the period of Radical
Reconstruction (1867-77)27 during which the Northern Republicans instituted liberal
policies of Negro suffrage, while trying to diminish the influence of the conservative
white Democratic Southern ruling class. As part of these policies, several southern states
did in fact legalize interracial marriage. When Reconstruction ended and the Democratic
Party returned to power after the Hayes-Tilden Compromise of 1877, however, the South
returned to its old ways, especially regarding race relations. After a time when blacks
could actually vote and hold office, an age of re-segregation descended in the 1880s and
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90s, when whites used legal and extra-legal means to disenfranchise blacks and to ensure
inequality between the races, consequently fastening the color line.
Anti-miscegenation laws became an important component of the Jim Crow era.
The Supreme Court upheld the constitutionality of such laws in the 1883 case of Pace v.
Alabama.28 It ruled that the Alabama anti-miscegenation statute did not violate the
Fourteenth Amendment, because both whites and blacks would receive equal punishment
for breaking the law against interracial marriage and interracial sex. All the southern
states retained their anti-miscegenation laws until they were deemed unconstitutional by
the Supreme Court case of Loving v. Virginia in 1967. Many states in the western parts of
the country also had anti-miscegenation laws until they were repealed in 1967. These
laws were part of a process that sought to exclude blacks from any opportunity available
to whites. During slavery, blacks had had a measure of integration in Southern society,
what the sociologist Orlando Patterson calls a “liminal incorporation” (Patterson 45-51).
However, during the Jim Crow era blacks were ostracized through such new, specialized
acts of law and thereby thoroughly excluded from Southern society. The few economic
opportunities that existed in sharecropping and in the mills served to foster sufficiently
weak bonds between blacks and whites—these opportunities offered dim hope for blacks
and reminded all that the superior race reigned and the inferior one obeyed in the South.
As the legal category of miscegenation appeared after the Civil War, Southern
white writers not surprisingly began to include mixed-blood characters in their respective
works. Barbara Ladd lists George Washington Cable, Mark Twain, Thomas Nelson Page,
and William Faulkner, among other authors, as incorporating the mixed-type as a
28
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character and using him or her as a means for thematic development. Frequently, the
mixed-type was the harbinger of doom. Racial ambiguity in a world that saw things in
black and white often cast the mixed-blood character as a social pariah. Moreover, the
race theories of the time attributed personality traits to specific racial types. Since the
miscgene was of unspecified race, race theorists reasoned that they bore a mixture of
personality traits that left them conflicted and mentally unstable. Nonetheless, they
represented a type in literature that reflected the social ostracism of the mixed-blood
individual in the Jim Crow era.
The New Orleans native George Washington Cable (1844-1925) was the most
prominent author during the early post-bellum years to incorporate the mixed type.29
Most of his works are set in New Orleans, and they explore the diversity and exoticism of
the city with a particular emphasis on the relations between Creoles and blacks. He
addressed these very topics in his first novel The Grandissimes: A Story of Creole Life
(1880), which is set during the period following the cessation of Louisiana in 1803-4, a
time that mirrors the era of Reconstruction. In it, he is heavily critical of the Creole
population for its resistance to social change. Voicing the author’s own progressive
political opinions, characters espouse anti-slavery views, and they make pleas for social
justice toward slaves. One of the main characters, Honoré Grandissime, every so often
laments the treatment of slaves and quadroons.30 Cable’s political views, particularly
those advocating social equality between whites and blacks, would cost him dearly as
29
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opprobrium would force him to move to Northampton, Massachusetts, in 1885. Today,
Cable is known much more for the political boldness of his writings (some of which were
deliberately political, such as the collection of essays entitled The Negro Question
(1890)) than for their aesthetic merits.
Nonetheless, in his oeuvre, Cable follows the tradition I am positing here. He
voices his opinions by employing many of the literary conventions of Southern writing—
critiquing the society by starting with its favorite tropes from politics and society, as
Stowe had done. For example, he makes use of the image of the plantation home and the
mixed type most significantly in a short story entitled “Belles Demoiselles Plantation,”
published in the collection entitled Old Creole Days (1879). The story revolves around
the Belles Demoiselles Plantation that sits on the banks of the Mississippi River on land
that has belonged to the De Charleu family since the eighteenth century: “a family of
grand descent, a people of elegance and bounty, a line as old as France, a fine old man,
and seven daughters as beautiful as happy” (279). The house itself matches the stature of
the family, and it bears a resemblance to many of the large Southern plantation homes in
the Old South:
facing eastward, and standing four-square, with an immense veranda about
its sides, and a flight of steps in front spreading broadly downward, as we
open arms to a child. From the veranda nine miles of river were seen; and
in their compass, near at hand, the shady garden full of rare and beautiful
flowers; farther away broad fields of cane and rice, and the distant quarters
of the slaves, and on the horizon everywhere a dark belt of cypress forest.
(Cable 278)
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The colonel has his vices, like many members of his cohort: gambling, drinking, and
idleness, to name a few. The moral portrait that Cable offers of de Charleu is of the
plantation owner accustomed to the luxury of a good country life, for “pride has kept him
well-nigh useless, and despised the honors won by valor; gaming had dimmed prosperity
… voluptuous ease had mortgaged his lands; and yet his house still stood, his sweetsmelling fields were still fruitful, his name was fame enough” (285). It is uponone of
these vices that the plot of the story turns.
The colonel had a long-standing desire, one born out of “luxurious idleness”: to
purchase the estate of his cousin Charlie, descended from the Choctaw line of the family
from their ancestor in common. “Le Comte de Charleu have two families, ” as Charlie
explains “one was low-down Choctaw, one was high up noblesse” (Cable 285). The
noble French line inherited Belles Demoiselles Plantation, while Le Comte left the
Choctaw line an “old-rate hole” in the center of town. The latter line has become nearly
extinct with Old de Carlos—“Charlie”—as the remaining descendent who is “known
only, as Injin Charlie” (Cable 278). The colonel wishes to purchase Injin Charlie’s home
in New Orleans in order to unify and own all the de Charleu holdings. Cable’s
implication appears clear: the colonel wishes to efface a trace of (inferior) native blood
from his family line through the purchase of Injin Charlie’s property.
As the story proceeds, though, the colonel’s motivations take a more sinister turn.
He eventually offers to swap Belles Demoiselles Plantation for Charlie’s property, which
appears like an unequal trade, given the opulence of the colonel’s estate. He has noticed,
though, that his land that rests on the banks of the Mississippi is caving into the river, and
“the caving of the bank, at its present fearful speed, would let the house into the river
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within three months” (Cable 286). His cousin remains unsuspecting, and, although the
trade appears to favor him, he prefers not to make it. In good faith, he believes that both
parties would lose from it, since neither has the experience to manage the other’s
property: the colonel is a country squire who would lose money attempting to renovate
the property in town, while Charlie would have little idea how to manage a plantation.
Charlie’s earnestness weighs on the colonel, especially in light of the moral imperative
that guides those of Creole heritage. As the narrator states, “One thing I never knew a
Creole to do. He will not utterly go back on the ties of blood, no matter what sort of knots
those ties may be. For one reason, he is never ashamed of his or his father’s sins; and for
another,—he will tell you—he is ‘all heart’” (278). Thus the colonel is considering
breaking the creed of his own caste for the sake of vanity and greed. The Colone’s
conscience saves him, though, when he backs out of the trade himself, for he cannot
betray his own blood. The colonel’s conscience serves him right in the climax of the
story, when Charlie pays a visit at Belles Demoiselles and the whole plantation caves into
the Mississippi before their own eyes, the colonel’s seven beautiful daughters sweeping
away with it. The colonel falls into despair and the story ends with Injin Charlie caring
for his distraught cousin.
The reversal in the plot accomplishes what the colonel had wished for, though not
according to his initial intentions. The apparently more cultivated white Creole line
shows itself to be opportunistic and craven, while the racially and socially devalued
Choctaw line proves to have integrity and decency. The bloodlines are “united” when one
cousin cares for the other, but neither is effaced. In fact, the Choctaw bloodline, which
the narrator tells us had nearly gone extinct, ends up symbolically subsuming the Creole
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one. Cable, moreover, cleaves the notion of blood from a tie to a particular piece of
property. The de Charlu bloodline is united specifically because property is no longer at
stake in the story and can no longer enforce social and racial distinctions. Cable would
show in other works, such as his novel The Grandissimes, that moral character and
personal value had little relation to racial and social status: the two brothers in the novel
have equal levels of wealth and cultivation, but the one with black blood is a social
outcast while his brother is the leader of his community. Cable’s racial optimism aside,
his works show a concern in late nineteenth-century America with the idea of blood, as a
means to reinforce racial distinctions within the larger legal and biological framework of
race politics.31
This approach is neither Cable's alone, nor confined to authors of lesser rank.
Mark Twain addressed the very notion of blood within these frameworks in his
underappreciated masterpiece Pudd’nhead Wilson (1894). The novel takes up the mixedtype character as way to explore and reveal the many contradictions at the heart of race
politics in the late nineteenth century. The story begins in 1830 in the town of Dawson’s
Landing, “on the Missouri side of the Mississippi, half a days journey, per steamboat
below St. Louis” (Twain 3), and it chronicles twenty-five years in the life of this
Midwestern town. Pudd’nhead Wilson is not set on a plantation, but Twain nonetheless
avails himself of many of the character types common to the plantation literary tradition
of the South.
The town he introduces to his readers is populated by an aristocratic class which
holds itself in high regard as descendants from the FFVs—the First Families of Virginia.
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As their moniker suggests, they value their Virginia heritage, and they possess the
qualities of honor and high purpose common to the Cavalier stock. They naturally stand
atop a hierarchy as kind masters to the town’s slave population, which acknowledges the
status of their white masters in an unquestioning manner. The divisions in the Dawson’s
Landing society do not cut along class lines alone: like the rest of the South during the
antebellum period, the town ascribes to the racial conventions that divided races along the
bi-racial lines of white and black. Twain does tweak one convention of Southern
literature: the important slave characters in the novel are not purely black. They are of
mixed blood but appear white. However, the “one drop rule”32 that classified individuals
as either white or black, and thus as free or slave, places them in the latter category.
Twain utilizes the mixed-type character (and particularly this "problem" with racial
classification) to explore the contradictions and absurdities inherent in the biological and
legal modes of determining racial classification, contradictions and absurdities that made
the slave system viable.
The novel balances three plot lines that come together and resolve themselves at a
murder trial at the work's end, but the storyline that concerns us here revolves around
Roxy and her son Valet de Chambres (a name that marks them as "inside slaves," of the
higher class within the black community). She is a mixed-blood slave, from whose
“manner of speech, a stranger would have expected her to be black, but she was not. Only
one-sixteenth of her was black and that sixteenth did not show” (Twain 9). Twain adds,
“to all intents and purposes Roxy was as white as anybody, but the one-sixteenth of her
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which was black out-voted the other fifteen parts and made her a negro. She was a slave
and salable as such” (Twain 9). Her son Valet de Chambre is the product of an interracial
affair between Roxy and a prominent white man in Dawson’s Landing, Colonel Cecil
Burleigh Essex, a town leader of “Ole Virginny stock, Fust Famblies” (Twain 47). And
so, he has one thirty-second black blood but looks white, much like his mother. And
much like his mother, he has enough black blood to qualify him as a slave. But, when his
mother switches him with her master’s baby son (“Tom Driscoll”) to save him from
possibly being sold down river later in life, de Chambres assumes Tom’s identity and the
real Tom becomes a slave. Her son, the new “Tom,” grows up as a privileged white man,
who will inherit a substantial estate from his new uncle Judge Driscoll.
Roxy’s racial makeup and her swap of Chambres for Tom begs the questions that
Susan Gillman asks in her article “‘Sure Identifiers’: Race, Science and the Law in
Pudd’nhead Wilson”: “if not by color or other unalterable physiological differences, how
can we differentiate individuals and groups” (Gillman 449)—an especially relevant
question in light of the presence of mulatto, slave, and free in the American South. The
answer rests on the incongruence between the skin color of Roxy and her son and their
respective social stations. Twain makes the argument that the presence of the mixedblood in a biracial system of slavery was based only in part on skin color. He shows that
blood fraction and ancestral genealogy were also important determinates of race, while,
furthermore, slavery also had to depend on the fact that slaves performed their roles, and
acting like a slave was tantamount to acting black. For example, in speech, the narrator
tells us Roxy sounds black, but in appearance she is white, while her son is white in
appearance and acts like a typical white man of privilege. He lives a dissipated life of
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gambling in keeping with his social station, accumulating debts that he can only pay off
by robbing the homes of the residents in Dawson’s Landing. He is also cruel toward his
slaves and cowardly in temperament, for he refuses to fight a duel as would be incumbent
upon a man of aristocratic stock.
Twain further shows how the mixed blood characters internalize the “fiction of
law and custom” that rendered them black and salable as slaves. He does so by satirizing
the notion of blood fraction. For example, when Roxy eventually reveals to Tom that he
has black blood coursing through his veins, he falls into despair and feels ashamed: “A
nigger!—I am nigger!—oh, I wish was dead,” he exclaims (Twain 48). The morning
after learning about his racial stock Tom ponders to himself, “How hard the nigger’s faith
seems, this morning!—yet until last night such a though had never entered my head”
(Twain 48). This realization leads him to change his whole moral outlook. Although he
had been arrogant and impudent before, he now walks about humbly, ceding the sidewalk
to whites and shaking the hand of his friends with trepidation. Finally, he realizes that his
Uncle, from whom he will inherit a fortune, has the power to sell him, for “he is white;
and I am his chattle, his property, his goods” (Twain 48). Tom attributes the change in his
behavior and outlook to “the ‘nigger’ in him.”
In addition, Tom’s moral flaws are seen as the result of his black blood. When he
refuses to fight a duel, his mother attributes his cowardice to “the ‘nigger’ in him,”
stating that there “ain’t nigger enough in him to show in his fingernails, en dat takes
mighty little—yit dey’s enough to paint his soul” (Twain 76). Roxy’s assessment of
Tom’s soul reveals that racial norms at the time applied just as much to internal qualities
as they did to skin color. The black blood inside the mixed type had the ability to
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invalidate the white blood, and it could nullify the power of white skin. At the same time,
Tom’s lamentations and his mother’s assessment show that he can only be viewed as
either white or black, that no middle term, category, or class existed to accommodate the
individual of mixed blood.
The mixed-blood existed as a nullity within the American system of racial
classification. Twain symbolizes this legal and social void of the mixed-bloods in
Pudd’nhead Wilson by associating them with the haunted home. Even though the work
does not take place on a plantation, the home still plays an important role in the racial
politics of the novel as a symbol for ancestry, family, and bloodlines that live together.
When Tom finds out that he has black blood, the haunted house on the outskirts of town
offers an imagery of doom that corresponds with the implications of such a discovery. It
is described as a “two-story log house which had acquired the reputation a few years
before of being haunted, and that was the end of its usefulness. Nobody would live in it
afterward or go near it by night, and most people even gave it a wide berth in the day
time” (Twain 44). Furthermore, the house stands three hundred yards beyond the
outskirts of town, “the last house in the own at that end” (Twain 45), as if to offer a
corresponding symbol for the social isolation and displacement that afflicts the
miscegene. Tom’s discovery, though, does not spell immediate doom and isolation for
him, because his racial identity remains a secret. Nevertheless, it foreshadows that sooner
or later the townsmen will discover it and act according to the norms of the time.
The town learns the truth about Tom’s racial identity at the murder trial that
concludes the novel. He has murdered his uncle, a fact that the reader knows but the town
does not. A set of Italian twins visiting Dawson’s Landing stand accused of the crime.
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Pudden’head Wilson defends them in trial, and he uses the technology of fingerprinting
to solve the crime. He has collected the fingerprints of all the town’s residents, so he is
able to identify the murderer. Of course, when the prints on the murder weapon do not
correspond to the prints belonging to either twin, Wilson is left having to find a culprit.
He reveals that Tom has committed the murder, but the revelations do not simply stop
there. Since Wilson collected a series of prints for Tom and Chambre when they were
infants, both prior to Roxy’s swap and after it, he is able to reveal that Tom and
Chambre’s respective true identities and all is restored to its natural order. The real Tom
finds himself free and he assumes his inheritance, but “he could neither read nor write,
and his speech was the basest dialect of the negro quarter […] his manners were the
manners of a slave” (Twain 121). All the money he inherits does little to erase these
defects, and in fact they are made all the more obvious. The real Tom cannot feel at home
in the company of whites, but prefers rather to stay in the kitchen.33
The change in the imposter Tom’s condition reveals many of the contradictions
behind the legal categories of racial slavery. He becomes a slave on account of his black
blood, and since slaves had no legal rights, he cannot stand trial for the murder of Judge
Driscoll. In fact, he cannot even bear the blame for the murder, because slaves had no
legal status. When the creditors on his master’s estate seize him, they claim if “he had
been delivered up to them in the first place, they would have sold him and he could not
have murdered Judge Driscoll, therefore it was not really he who had committed the
murder, the guilt lay with the erroneous inventory” (Twain 121). The town agrees with
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this logic, and so Tom is pardoned by the Governor, and the creditors “sold him down the
river” (Twain 121).34
Twain clearly knows the same terrain of the racial problems in the Southern
plantation that earlier Southern writers did. What sets him apart, of course, is his
legendary humor—but his diagnosis of the problems of the system very much reflect the
historical and legal questions that arose after the Civil War, as well as the social problems
left in Reconstruction.

The Cult of the Lost Cause
As soon as the Confederacy had lost the war, Southern writers picked up where
they had left off in the antebellum period, penning works that defended the way of life in
the South, presumably to cater to Southern nostalgia. Authors would continue to wage a
war that defended traditional agrarian values against the rapacity and materialism of the
North. They paid homage to the Old South as a period when these values thrived, and
they focused on the antebellum plantation as a symbol from the era that best captured
those values.35 They tended to portray the relations between masters and slaves as
paternal and perhaps even more harmonious than their predecessors had. Since they did
not have to defend slavery against abolitionists, they could depict the practice as paternal,
mild, and temperate without the pangs of conscience reflected in the necessary evil
argument.
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The representative writer of the Lost Cause period was Thomas Nelson Page
(1853-1922),36 who looked back on the antebellum period with especial fondness. He
wrote short stories that represented the plantation as a setting for pastoral romance,
populated with damsels, happy slaves, and, most importantly, chivalric male characters,
who would prove their valor on the battlefields of the Civil War. Page’s ability to evoke
this era is not surprising, since his actual biography reads like Southern plantation fiction
from the antebellum period. He was born in Oakland, Virginia to John Page, a prominent
planter who would become a Confederate major, and Elizabeth Nelson, both of whom
came from important Southern families. Like the rest of the South, he had a fascination
with the works of Sir Walter Scott, and a good number of his own works would be filled
with literary devices employed by the Scotsman in his medieval romances. Eventually,
Page would go on to practice law after attending Washington and Lee College and the
University of Virginia. At the same time, he would lead a life of letters in Richmond,
writing poems, short stories, and essays dedicated to the reminiscence of the Old South,
cast as an ideal world straight out of Walter Scott, and celebrating values like heroism,
romance, and pastoral insouciance. He would eventually move to Washington in 1893,
where he still undertook his literary pursuits, eventually writing a biography of Robert E.
Lee (1908), among other works. All in all, his literary production appears dedicated to
reconstructing and honoring a world from which he was dispossessed at a young age and
to which, as a result, his imagination had given full flight.37
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Page would publish a number of stories during the 1880s in Century Magazine
that exemplify his literary proclivity for the romantic themes of honor, love, and death
enacted in the Old South—stories that attest to the persistence of the types and issues in
the public mind. Page would republish many of these stories in the collection In Ole
Virginia, or, Marse Chan and Other Stories in 1887. In the eponymous “Marse Chan,”
for example, he gives full treatment to the old regime. Set in the year 1872, a former
slave named Sam, who is the sole survivor on a plantation devastated by the war and
Reconstruction, narrates in Negro dialect the story of his master Channing and his
exploits before and during the war. Marse Chan is honorable and valiant, qualities he
displays in a duel and in his love for Anne, the daughter of another prominent family in
the region. As the war arrives, Chan and Anne’s families come to hold opposing political
views, as his family remains Unionist while her family defends secession. Their love
remains unrealizable, and he goes off to war, where he proves his courage and that he is
worthy of Anne. She writes to him proclaiming her love, but he dies a valiant death in
defeat, embodying the twin virtues of honor and courage held so dear by the South.
Despite the conventional love story with its Romeo and Juliet overtones, “Marse
Chan” is worthy of attention for its character Sam, who defends the Old South with as
much enthusiasm as a planter himself. He tells his interlocutor, “Dem wuz good ole
times, marster—de bes’ Sam ever see! Dey wuz, in fac’! Niggers didn’ hed nothin’ ‘t all
to do—jes’ hed to ‘ten’ to de feedin’ an’ cleanin’ de hosses, an’ doin’ wha de marster tell
‘em to do … Dyar warn’ no trouble nor nothin’” (Page 314). In general, the story
represents the relationship between master and slave as ideal, where the slave was happy
because the master treated him with paternal love. The relationship between master and
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slave represented in Page’s story reflects a new form of paternalism that was emerging in
the contemporary south. As the region debated how to handle the “Negro Problem,”
many like Henry Grady sought to show that race relations in the New South were
improving “and that this process constituted a continuation of the harmony and racial
development of the slave era” (Frederickson 208).
Page’s story thus fits into this political platform as a sort of propaganda which
tacitly argued that slavery was rather mild—an act of post-memory that justified
increasingly alien political views. This image seemed tailored to influence the North with
"the truth" behind war-era anti-Southern rhetoric, by trying to settle persistent anxieties
about race relations in the South, so that that perennial potential invader might leave the
South to its own traditions. Marse Chan and his father hold moderate political views,
especially through their loyalty to the Union, which seem like an attempt for the
Southerner to find a conciliatory position with the North. Moreover, in the words of
Edmund Wilson, “the Northerners, after the shedding of so much blood, illogically found
it soothing to be told that slavery had not been so bad, that the Negroes were a lovable
but simple race, whose business was to work for the whites” (Wilson 603-4).
Page’s story shows, as do the Uncle Remus stories by Joel Chandler Harris (18451908), that the leaders in the South remained committed to a defense of themselves and
their region, what Cash calls the “savage ideal…that ideal whereunder dissent and variety
are completely suppressed” in defense of regional identity. Page’s “Marse Chan”
shows—once the reader looks past the love story and the pastoral setting—a commitment
to a biracial society, regardless of whether slavery was still in place or if the Fourteenth
Amendment was now the law of the land. In fact, the appeal of Page’s story is still of
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interest precisely because it reveals a longing on the part of contemporary white leaders
to mimic the hierarchical structure of the plantation in the present moment. Since
divisions between masters and slaves were ostensibly a thing of the past, the distinctions
of the Old South had to be recast steadfastly along racial lines. That is, as plantation
culture passed into memory and was restructured by laws, the nuances of class and racial
interactions were reduced in public memory to a strictly racial question, with their other
overtones lost. This partial, re-adapted memory, however, would still persist into the
twentieth century as an ideological tool for the politics of the early twentieth century, two
generations past the Civil War (as, in its way, the success of Gone with the Wind in both
its forms would attest, as well).

The Southern Agrarians: The Myth of the Old South Lives On
Although the South was attempting to change itself into the New South through a
transformation of its economic basis—industrializing during the first half of the twentieth
century—a conservatism and sentimental look backward to the antebellum period
persisted throughout. Nowhere is this inclination better captured than among the Southern
Agrarians, the group of poets, writers, essayists, and critics who gravitated around
Vanderbilt University during the 1920s. In their book of essays entitled I’ll Take My
Stand (1930), the twelve—led by John Crowe Ransom, Allen Tate, and Donald
Davidson—sought to turn Southern nostalgia for the past into an apology of the region
and the traditional agrarian values that were synonymous with it.38 In large part, they
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were reacting to what they saw as the evils of modern industrialism and the dogmas of
material progress, in particular as both had gripped the South at the time.
Their book was a response in part to The Advancing South (1926) by Edwin
Mims, which sang the praises of Southern industrialization and was itself a response to
the national flood of ridicule that had followed The Scopes Monkey Trial (1926). While
the Agrarians shared a distaste with Mims for the fundamentalists at Dayton and so
bemoaned the mockery that ensued from the trial, they nonetheless saw in industrialism
not a remedy, but rather a force that would erode the values and way of life that had made
the region unique.39 Furthermore, the Agrarians sought to respond to the general
perception that the South was not only economically backward but culturally so, a
criticism leveled by H.L. Mencken in his famous essay “The Sahara of the Bozart”
(1920). As the title suggests, Mencken’s essay depicted the southern states as devoid of
anything that could be considered high art. The Agrarians countered the charge of
cultural backwardness and challenged the doctrine of progress they so deplored by
revaluing and refiguring what they saw as the agrarian traditions of the Old South, which
they believed offered an economic and cultural corrective and alternative to the ills of
their homeland.
This political program is articulated most coherently in John Crowe Ransom’s
essay “Reconstructed but Unregenerate,” where, as the title indicates, he argues that the
Southerner abides by a conservatism, where he “persists in his regard for a certain terrain,
a certain history, and a certain inherited way of living” (Ransom 218).40 He argues that
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the South had founded and defended a society fashioned after European principles of
culture, rather than in dissent to Europe. Specifically, Ransom means that Southern
society copied the squirearchy that had arisen in English country life. After an initial
period of hardship and settling of the land, as he reads history, the English had found a
“stable economic system” that had allowed them “to take their livelihood from the
physical environment” (Ransom 219). Eventually in England, the descendents of the first
pioneers came to live on settled land, developing traditions handed down to subsequent
generations. Ransom states that they had the good sense to live a life of “a leisure, a
security, and an intellectual freedom” (Ransom 219). The settling of the South had
occurred in like fashion, and in the Old South a similar country life had emerged
eventually, where leisure was valued above all, for it permitted a cultivation of the mind
and fostered happiness. As he casts a glance backward and laments the Old South's
passing, he gleans those qualities—leisure, social stability, a rapport between humans and
nature—from traditional representations of her historical landscape, while casting aside
the less savory side of it. Slavery receives but scant mention in the essay: “slavery was a
feature monstrous enough in theory, but, more often than not, humane in practice”
(Ransom 223). Nonetheless, the society had stability, and the relations among the
different classes were personal and friendly.
Although Ransom does not mention the grand plantation itself, all of the qualities
he identifies with the Old South have, as we have seen, their origin in world of the
Southern plantation. Moreover, his gaze into the antebellum world is less the work of a
historian than that of a poet or philosopher. As the historian Paul K. Conkin has noted,
“he has used what Michael O’Brien has correctly described as his ‘Idea of the South,’ one
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only tangentially related to the history of that section and one that Ransom himself
referred to as a ‘southern idea’ in contrast to an ‘American idea’” (Conkin 78). Ransom
identifies the pioneering spirit that afflicts the Northerner, and the American in general,
as the philosophical enemy of the South. Industrialism is the modern day manifestation of
this spirit, and, as Ransom writes, “industrialism…never consents to define its goal, it is a
pioneering on principle, and with an accelerating speed. Industrialism is a program under
which men, using the latest scientific paraphernalia, sacrifice comfort, leisure, and the
enjoyment of life to win Pyrrhic victories from nature at points of no strategic
importance” (Ransom 223).
Taken in its own right, his critique sounds like many of the modern critiques of
capitalism, which highlighted the dispiriting and alienating effects of industrial work. For
Ransom, industrial man constantly at work is left without the time or object for
contemplation; he is robbed of leisure, and since he does not work in nature, he cannot
ponder over her marvels. Part of the problem, as Ransom sees it, is that industrialism
depends on a mobile workforce, which directly contradicts the Southern proclivity for
social stability.
Ransom realizes, though, that an entirely agrarian New South would be
economically unviable, and so therefore argues that the South must allow for
industrialism and must “make contact again with the Union” (Ransom 226). However, as
he writes, “the question at issue is whether the South will permit herself to be
industrialized as to lose entirely her historic identity” (Ransom 226). He answers that it
must industrialize, but in moderation, so as not to lose the agrarian identity that is part of
her tradition. And so he identifies the fate of the region with the farmer, for the farmer
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cultivates a relationship with the land that affords him a superior life of leisure and
protects him from the shallowness of materialism. It bears restating that the qualities that
Ransom identifies with the Old South have their provenance in the world of the
plantation squires, whom he equates with their English equivalents, while the future he
projects for the region lies with the small land owners, who had little to do and were
never really synonymous with the Old South, as we have seen. This is a revisionist
projection, not unlike Raymond Williams' The Country and the City (1973), which
creates a future by re-reading the past.
Nonetheless, Ransom looks back into Southern history and the cultural practices
that arose on the land as a means of developing a theoretical framework that will
engender a political project for the future. He depends on a historical understanding that
is conservative and favors continuity, and, like many intellectuals committed to such an
ideological bent in history, he overlooks some of the gaps in the historical record. After
all, he is not a historian by training but a man of letters like most from his cohort from I’ll
Take my Stand,41 who were “the spiritual heirs of Thomas Nelson Page,” as W.J. Cash
notes (Cash 380). While the Agrarians were not committed to the local color fiction that
was Page’s bread and butter, they were committed to reviving the legend of the Old
South. As Cash puts it, once again, “they caught up all their wishing and all their will to
think themselves back into the old certainties and projected them upon the Old South as
the arcadia in which they had once been realized, and to which return would have to be
made if salvation were to be realized” (Cash 381). As testament to Ransom’s historical
myopia, he identifies the small lot farmer, the “yeoman,” as the figure who will protect
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the agrarian traditions of the South, and herein the present overrides the past: as Ransom
saw the political exigencies of the time, he suggested that the southern bloc unite
politically with agrarian blocs in the west as means to arrest the forces of industrialism
and protect their rural way of life.
The vision of the plantation thus remains the central figure against which social
relations, history, and future planning are measured for Southern thinkers. To be sure,
what that plantation meant varied in response to historical change, as we have seen, but it
is significant that theorists and writers from North and South alike turn to that figure to
advocate for their respective political and social programs.

Conclusion: The Plantation as a Political Figuration
In their name as well as in their manifesto, the Southern Agrarians captured in
distilled form how the South understood itself and the other regions in the country.
Historically, the region was distinctly agrarian from its inception to the present day, and
this agrarianism framed its life, values, and experience with the Southern plantation home
as its central symbol or figure. That reference point defined social values: it signified an
indifference towards commercial affairs, which implied that crops were farmed for local
use rather than for sale—an idea actually contradicted by the sheer scale of the plantation
operation. Even though many Southerners identified with Jeffersonian Democracy (which
was a radical egalitarianism) of small-scale subsistence farming, designating their own
reading of Jefferson’s ideals as the inception and cornerstone of the South, the society
they erected was hierarchical and conservative, more in line with the thought of Calhoun.
In other words, agrarianism bore many veils, but they all opposed the Northern way of
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life of commercialism and moneyed interest and supported a vision of social order based
on a difference between gentry and yeoman—a vison based around estates, each of which
allowed Southerners to transact the politics of class and color differences over a long era
of historical change.
As we have seen above, virtually no one—whether a Southerner or Northerner—
questioned the definitional basis of the South’s self-understanding, nor did they take issue
with this agrarian life, per se, but only with its politics. As the historian David M. Potter
writes, “that which is agrarian in the South is truly Southern; anything not in the agrarian
tradition is somehow extraneous—a cowbird’s egg in the Southern nest.” According to
Potter, this served a specific ideological purpose, for “almost automatically, this formula
reduced the factor of biracialism and caste to secondary importance, or even kept it out of
sight all together” (Potter, The South and the Sectional Conflict, 7). As shown above,
even Northern writers, such as Stowe and Lincoln, challenged slavery by revealing the
injustices of living in a biracial society, injustices which so many Southern writers
attempted to efface in their work, yet they indulged the agrarian delusion of their
compatriots.
Here again, as in the first case study on Gilberto Freyre from Brazil, we see how
the economic formation of a region not only helps to ground its social relations, but also
how the figure of a home configured as a plantation house, as a microcosm of a stratified
society, comes to be the defining image for a region's self-understanding and for its
readings of the past and future. However, when we compare the Southern plantation
home and the issue of miscegenation to the Brazilian correlates, some salient differences
emerge. The plantation home had a longstanding presence in the Southern and American
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imaginary, as we have seen, evoked frequently and with tremendous intensity. While it
served many political purposes, it reinforced the notion that American society ought to be
biracial and composed of pure races, reality notwithstanding. Even though plantations
existed in Brazil, neither the country as whole nor any region had ever identified itself
with the plantation home (although latifundios provided the setting for many literary
works) or wrote about it with the same level of intensity as Southern writers until
Gilberto Freyre in the early 1930s. Rather, in Brazil, the issue of miscegenation had
drawn the interest of politicians, intellectuals, and writers since the country had achieved
its independence. Mixed-bloods had existed in great numbers, both free and bound, from
the sixteenth century onwards, as was the case in the Caribbean as well. In Brazil and in
certain islands of the Caribbean, such as Jamaica, a “mulatto escape hatch” had
developed for reasons of historical circumstance (usually, a large black population and
small number of white women), where blacks of lighter skin could gain the status of
whites.
As we shall see in the next chapter, William Faulkner will engage with the images
and symbols associated with the Southern plantation. Unlike his literary forbearers, he
will grapple with the issue of miscegenation with a frankness hitherto unseen in the
Southern literary tradition, including Twain and Cable, to make a statement about the
untenability of race relations in the South.
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CHAPTER 4:

Absalom, Absalom!: Miscegenation in the Plantation World

Over the decades since the publication of Absalom, Absalom! (1936), critics have
spilled much ink trying to unlock its meaning. The first critics offered only unpromising
evaluations, as they labeled the work impenetrable, nothing more than another example
of Faulkner’s obscurantism. It was not until Malcolm Cowley compiled The Portable
Faulkner (1946), which revived the author’s career after all of his works had gone out of
print, that a critic attempted to see Faulkner’s rendition of the Comédie Humaine in a
charitable light. Cowley deftly weaves Southern History and Faulkner’s fiction in his
introduction to the anthology; he focuses primarily on Absalom as the best representation
of Faulkner’s “mythical kingdom in a county in northern Mississippi” (Cowley 5).
One particular comment by Cowley reflects how critics since that time have read
the novel: “Absalom, Absalom! though pitched in too high a key is structurally the
soundest of all novels in the Yoknapatawpha series; but even here the author’s attention
shifts half way through the book from the principle theme of Colonel Sutpen’s ambition
to the secondary theme of incest and miscegenation” (Cowley 18). Cowley’s assessment
suggests a certain dichotomy in the work and a certain order and importance of themes:
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the theme of Sutpen’s hubris and its tragic end stands in opposition to and is of greater
value than the themes of race and sexuality.
This distinction has endured, most notably in a book chapter by Cleanth Brooks
entitled “History and the Sense of the Tragic,” where the critic found “in the story of the
House of Sutpen something that has special pertinence to the tragic dilemmas of the
South” (Brooks 319).1 Brooks saw in Faulkner a chronicler of the mores and glories of
the Old South and a critic of the farcical New South. Richard B. Sewall also focuses on
the tragic side of Absalom in his classic The Vision of Tragedy (1959), although he did
not have Brooks’s vested interest in seeing the South rise again. Rather, he centers his
analysis on the dichotomy between Sutpen’s tragic action and Quentin’s tragic reflection,
only to conclude that when Quentin stares into the abyss of Southern history, it leaves
him in paralysis and despair. Sewall writes, “The total vision is neither of doom nor
redemption, but of something tantalizing, precariously in between. We have no hope, yet
we hope. It is tragic” (Sewall 147). In these early interpretations, it becomes clear that
“the secondary theme of incest and miscegenation” becomes just that, secondary,
seemingly ancillary and superfluous to understanding the meaning of the work.
Since the advent of post-structuralism and cultural studies, critics have reversed
the order of concern, giving primacy to the issues of incest and race, while pushing the
tragic dimension of the work into the background. If one leafs through the pages of
Absalom, Absalom!: A Casebook, published in 2003 with the intention of compiling a
number of prominent articles on the novel written since 1975,2 one will find such titles as

1

See Brooks, in particular chapter 14.
One also finds Brooks’s article in the collection (originally published in 1963), although its inclusion is
the exception that proves the rule, as it only highlights how the matter of race has become paramount over
the last 30 to 40 years.

2
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“The Silencing of Rosa Coldfield” or “‘The Direction of the Howling’: Nationalism and
the Color Line in Absalom, Absalom!.” One can clearly infer from the title of both
articles that the issues of race and gender have come to the foreground of Faulkner
studies over the last three or four decades, mirroring the shift of the literary critical
enterprise from aesthetic to social issues.
And yet, this critical synopsis leaves out much, not only because it would be
extremely facile to state that critics today only care about matters of race, like the critics
of the 50s and 60s only cared about the formal elements in Faulkner’s corpus, but
because Faulkner’s work itself is too dynamic to be beholden to critical fashions and
fads. Moreover, Faulkner’s work continues to attract tremendous attention from critics,
making it nearly impossible to make a definitive statement about the critical history of his
work.
This chapter will nevertheless essay an interpretation of a work that rests on the
mainstay that Faulkner’s vision is decidedly historical and oriented toward historical
reflection through the story-telling of the narrators. His narrators narrate a social history
of the imagined Yoknapatawpha County, but, in narrating the past of this small county,
they tell about the history of the South; they listen to the muse of history to “Tell about
the South. What’s it like there. What do they do there. Why do they live at all” (142).
Moreover, Faulkner’s characters narrate the particular story of the anti-hero Sutpen, and,
in the reading I will pursue here, his chronicle comments on the entirety of the Old South,
a society with intrinsic qualities that supported Sutpen’s rise and sanctioned his decline.
Faced with such a tour de force, it is best for me to enter the work at an interpretive slant
by considering the theme of race and its attendant theme of miscegenation within the
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tragic form and tragic vision of the work. Since the dramatic action and the symbolic
power of Absalom revolve around Sutpen’s actions and Sutpen’s Hundred, this chapter
will explore how this estate represents plantation life in the Old South. In particular, the
chapter will focus on how Sutpen’s Hundred affects the race dynamics in the novel and
how it reflects race relations during the antebellum period. That, I will assert, is the key
to Absalom recovered as participating in the particular historical-economic space of the
plantation, which structures the lives and histories of its characters.
Faulkner did indeed make issues of race and miscegenation his theme. In chapter
4 of Absalom, Absalom! Quentin Compson and Mr. Compson discuss the Sutpen legend,
which I will follow as the red thread into my reading. It is 1909, and they are recounting
events that took place on the eve of the Civil War. Quentin’s father is narrating the love
story of Charles Bon and Judith Sutpen, which is cloaked in mystery like much of the
Sutpen legend. The drama begins when Henry Sutpen, the family scion, meets Bon at the
University of Mississippi and instantly takes a liking to him. Bon hails from New
Orleans, a city of Old World European culture, and so he appears like the paragon of
sophistication to the countrified Henry. Henry displays his admiration by aping Bon and
his manners, and he goes so far as to initiate the betrothal of Bon and and his own sister
Judith, even before she has had the chance to meet him. When they eventually meet
during the Christmas holidays of 1859 at the family estate of Sutpen’s Hundred,
tremendous conflict ensues among all the characters in the work. The patriarch (and
protagonist of the novel), Thomas Sutpen, disapproves of the courtship and ultimately
does whatever he can to prevent it. As a result of his initial disapproval, Henry disappears
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with Bon and eventually repudiates his birthright; he returns to Sutpen’s Hundred with
Bon in 1865 only to shoot and kill his friend—the betrothed—at the gates of the estate.
“It’s just incredible. It just does not explain,” Mr. Compson says to Quentin in
reaction to these events (Absalom 80). Quentin and his father spend their time attempting
to discover the reason for Bon’s murder along with the meaning of it. Faced with this
conundrum from the past, the fatalist and cynical Mr. Compson expresses a certain
exasperation through the words, “Perhaps that’s it: they don’t explain and we are not
supposed to know.” Tracing what "they don't explain" will be the goal of this chapter: to
set Absalom, Absalom! into the plantation culture and its impacts on the South, "what we
are not supposed to know" about the Southern legacy of racial mixing and miscegenation.
As the discussion progresses, Mr. Compson finally comes to believe that Bon’s octoroon
wife in New Orleans, with whom Bon has a child, brings the disapproval of Sutpen and,
eventually, of Henry. The implication, of course, is that the taboo of bigamy, and more
importantly, the taboo of miscegenation renders the marriage impossible.
That pointing to this kind of hidden history is indeed Faulkner's goal is clear. Mr.
Compson goes on to wax philosophical: in what proves to be a fundamental passage for
understanding Faulkner’s work, he reflects to Quentin:
We have a few old mouth-to-mouth tales, we exhume from old trunks and boxes
and drawers letters without salutation or signature, in which men and women who
once lived and breathed are now merely initials or nicknames out of some now
incomprehensible affection which sound to us like Sanskrit or Chocktaw; we see
dimly people, the people in whose living blood and seed we ourselves lay
dormant and waiting, in this shadowy attenuation of time possessing now heroic
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proportions, performing their acts of simple passion and simple violence,
impervious to time and inexplicable—Yes, Judith, Bon, Henry, Sutpen: all of
them. They are there, yet something is missing; they are like a chemical formula
exhumed along with the letters from that forgotten chest, carefully, the paper old
and faded and falling to pieces, the writing faded, almost indecipherable, yet
meaningful, familiar in shape and sense, the name the presence in volatile and
sentient forces; you bring them together in the proportions called for, but nothing
happens, you re-read, tedious and intent, poring, making sure that you have
forgotten nothing, made no miscalculation; you bring them together again and
again nothing happens: just the words, the symbols, the shapes themselves,
shadowy inscrutable and serene, against the turgid background of a horrible and
bloody mischancing of human affairs. (Absalom 80)
While this passage packs a great deal, two salient aspects emerge that help shape our
understanding of Absalom.
First, the segment which states, “we see dimly people, the people in whose living
blood and seed we ourselves lay dormant and waiting, in this shadowy attenuation of
time possessing now heroic proportions, performing their acts of simple passion and
simple violence, impervious to time and inexplicable” indicates the extent to which the
past comes to bear on the narrators of the present, an idea that Faulkner dramatizes
markedly through Quentin’s obsession with the Sutpen legend. Quentin himself is often
depicted as vessel of the past, “an empty hall echoing with sonorous defeated names” (7).
Faulkner suggests, in addition, that the “few old mouth-to-mouth tales” gain in “heroic
proportions” over time, so that the “acts of simple passion” accrete in significance and
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meaning over the decades. While the original figures acted with little awareness of the
historical significance of their actions, those in the present who recount their tales give
meaning to their achievements, magnify their importance, and, in the process, the present
day narrators become determined by those past achievements.
Second, the historical evidence remains “shadowy inscrutable and serene” despite
our best efforts to discover causes for human actions and the meaning of those actions.
And so, the narrators in Absalom appear equally as determined by a compulsion to give
meaning to the historical record, as they are by the past events themselves. Faulkner pulls
off one of his most deft moves as a prose stylist through his narrators’ (and later Shreve
and Quentin’s) preoccupation with deciphering the past, for their obsessions are
contagious and they come to arrest the reader in this process of discovery. Faulkner
scholar Carolyn Porter puts it quite aptly that “by the time we find out what is going on,
we are already implicated in it” (Potter 49). Hence, the ideas in this passage convey an
admonition to the reader, for whom Abaslom will appear “shadowy inscrutable and
serene, against the turgid background of a horrible and bloody mischancing of human
affairs.”
The remaining sections of this chapter will thus lead us from this point into a new
interpretation of the novel as an expression of the ties between the land and its people—a
relationship configured differently in this region of the United States than it was
elsewhere, even in other plantation regions. Sutpen's Hundred is the story of Faulkner's
South, in all its glory and misery, and with all its accommodations to different forms of
co-existence among the interested parties.
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Sutpen and the Bildungsroman of the South
It is best to commence this inquiry with the birth of the Sutpen Legend. His life
narrative is in part the Bildungsroman3 of an impoverished boy who through
“shrewdness” and “courage” acquires wealth and status. He develops a “design” to
achieve his goal of acquiring land, founding a plantation, and establishing an aristocratic
legacy in the realm of King Cotton in Mississippi. Just as all the parts of Sutpen’s
“design” fall into place, this Horatio Alger tale takes a turn for the worse, when a
“mistake” by Sutpen undermines his plans and leads to the destruction of his family and
home. It is a fairly standard story, heard and read since the advent of time, for it offers yet
another example of human hubris undermined by its very undertaking. But this story is
told with the twists and turns that are part and parcel of the Faulknerian style, or what
Conrad Aiken describes as “the whole elaborate method of deliberately withheld
meaning, of progressive and partial delayed disclosure” (Aiken 138). In reference to
Absalom in particular, Aiken writes, “one may say the form is really circular—there is no
beginning and no ending properly speaking, and therefore no logical point of entrance”
(Aiken 140). Yet, if we trace Sutpen’s movements from Virginia, to Haiti and then to
Mississippi and analyze the social circumstances in each of those places, a good deal of
the meaning in Sutpen’s tales comes to the foreground.
Faulkner erects two obstacles that make it difficult for the reader to discern fact
from fiction in Absalom, obstacles that obscure the Sutpen material as such a
Bildungsroman. First, the reader learns the story in a non-linear narrative, filled with
flashbacks over nearly one-hundred years of social history: we first learn about Sutpen
3

For a a generic analysis of the Bildungsroman, see Randolph P. Shaffner’s The Apprenticeship Novel: A
Study of the « Bildungsroman » as a Regulative Type in Western Literature with a Focus on Three Classic
Representatives by Goethe, Maugham, and Mann (1984).
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when Rosa Coldfield tells Quentin Compson, on a September afternoon in 1909, how the
“demon” Sutpen arrived in Jefferson on a “Sunday morning in June 1833” in search of
wealth and respectability (7). Rosa’s characterization of Sutpen as a “demon” and “ogre
or a djinn” exemplifies the second obstacle for the reader: Faulkner conveys the story
through four first person narrators, who color the Sutpen legend with their respective
psychological and moral concerns.4 Each narrator, moreover, is privy to a limited
amount of factual information. All in all, the reader receives a story filled with
colorations and gaps and must exercise a historian’s critical sense to discern fact from
fiction.5 That is, the Bildungsroman is colored from the first as an unreliable historical
narrative that needs to be rethought.
With these hazard signs in place, let us proceed nonetheless to construct the
education of Sutpen. We first learn the facts of Sutpen’s early life in Appalachia in
Chapter 7, when Quentin narrates them to his roommate at Harvard, Shreve McCannon.
Quentin has heard the story from his father, Jason Compson, who heard it himself from
his own father, General Compson. The general, who fought in the Civil War, was
Sutpen’s lone friend in Jefferson, and he lent Sutpen the seed cotton that would
eventually allow Sutpen’s Hundred to become the most profitable plantation in
Yoknapatawpha. Sutpen tells grandfather Compson his story in 1835, two years after his
arrival in Yoknapatawpha. The story-telling happens as they sit in the wilderness, where
they are in pursuit of the French architect from Martinique whom Sutpen brought to
Mississippi to design the mythical plantation home at Sutpen’s Hundred. After two years
4

There are five narrators in total: Rosa, Mr. Compson, Quentin, Shreve, and an unnamed third person
narrator.
5
See Cleanth Brooks’s “History and the Sense of the Tragic” in particular the notes section, where Brooks
offers a thorough catalogue of facts and events in the novel with an explanation of how the reader comes to
learn them. He also includes a list of the conjectures made by the various narrators
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of unrelenting work, “with his air grim, haggard” (4), he tried to abscond “into the river
bottom and go back to New Orleans” (177).
When Quentin recounts how Sutpen “told Grandfather something about it,” the
first thing we learn is that Sutpen’s “trouble was innocence” (178). That “his trouble was
innocence” is a judgment that Faulkner wants the reader to accept as Sutpen’s immutable
characteristic. It is also a motif associated with Sutpen that explains the motivation
behind his actions. At first, the reader does not understand how one can be troubled by
innocence. Sutpen’s genesis story—that is, the construction of his character—fills this
void in meaning and gives what was a Sutpen family legend new substance.
As the story unfolds, one finds much evidence to support this judgment. Sutpen’s
family came from the western parts of Virginia, which would become West Virginia in
1861, where the first Sutpen settled after “the ship from the Old Bailey reached
Jamestown” (180). Thus the first fact of Sutpen's life is that his ancestors were probably
deported debtors from England, living in the up country, away from any chance of easy
farming money.
Up in the mountains, settlers lived simply, where “what few other people [Sutpen]
knew lived in log cabins…where the only colored people were Indians” (179). The
inhabitants of this wilderness lived without notions of private property, for “the land
belonged to anybody and everybody and so the man who would go to the trouble and
work to fence off a piece of it and say ‘This is mine’ was crazy” (179). Sutpen’s early life
evokes notions of a simple state of nature where needs are met, property is communal,
and greed (among other sins) finds no place in the hearts of the inhabitants: “only the
crazy man would go to the trouble to take or even want more than he could eat or swap
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for powder” (179). F. Garvin Davenport offers a sophisticated and apt interpretation of
Sutpen’s mountain world as a “Lockean state of nature, where the sanctity of the
individual was absolute, where nature was held in common by all men, where there was
no invidious comparison and emulation nor any individual responsibility to the other
inhabitants” (Davenport 97). Yet this description also echoes the childlike relation to
property conventionally attributed to Native Americans after first contact—the family is
marked as somehow uncivilized. If his fate is read more in Rousseauean terms, however,
Sutpen’s innocence also stems from the fact that the value of the inhabitants is measured
by actions alone in a state of nature, outside of the strictures of civilization. According to
the critic Ilse Dusoir Lind, this mountain society “lacked the conditions which fostered
perpetual tensions of social status” (Lind 296). The simple measures of status, of “lifting
anvils or gouging eyes or how much whiskey you could drink then get up and walk bout
of the room” (183), render it impossible for there to be enduring markers of status with
the power to draw lines of social rank among the inhabitants. And, of course, this life
style also reflects that of the Native Americans, who would be doomed by inaction and
drink, as the popular stereotype of the latter nineteenth century had it.
When Sutpen’s family descends from the “mountain to where roads existed” on a
two-wheeled cart, Faulkner punctuates this movement with obvious signs of civilization,
such as “doggeries and taverns now become hamlets, hamlets now become villages,
villages now towns and the country flattened out now with good roads and fields and
niggers working in the fields while white men sat fine horses and watched them” (182).
In other words, the family leaves nature when they come off the mountain, and they join
the world of civilization. They arrive at “the slack lowlands about the mouth of the
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James River” in the Tidewater region in Virginia (181). Although it is not stated
explicitly, one can infer from the locations mentioned in the novel that Sutpen’s father,
like many poor whites at the time, moved to work as a tenant farmer on the tobacco
plantations in Virginia.
The descent to society only highlights the young Sutpen’s mountain innocence,
while, at the same time, it foreshadows his transformation away from that state of natural
grace. For example, “he didn't even know there was a country all divided and fixed and
neat with a people living on it all divided and fixed and neat because of what color their
skins happened to be and what they happened to own” (179). By contrast, in the
plantation world, feats of strength and acts of courage counted for less, because it
appeared that there were inherent differences “not only between white men and black
ones, but [Stupen] was learning that there was a difference between white men and white
men” (183). In other words, he learned that in the civilized plantation world there were
signs of status that had the power to draw distinctions among people, placing them in a
hierarchy that constantly reminded them of their station in society.
All of the people on the plantation who are not the owner—Pettibone—are
subjected to the invidious distinction of knowing that they occupy a lower rung in
society. The slaves are aware of their status because of the color of their skin, which in
itself justifies their servitude, while their masters live lives of leisure, for “the man who
owned all the land and the niggers and apparently the white men who superintended the
work, lived in the biggest house he had ever seen and spent most of the afternoon … in a
barrel stave hammock between two trees” (184). However, the power differences do not
simply cut across racial lines. The condition of poor white farmers is quite complicated,
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for at times they appear worse off than the slaves themselves, even though the tenant
farmers can look at their skin and know that they are vouchsafed a legal and social status
unavailable to blacks. Nonetheless, the slaves wear better clothes and sleep in cabins that
are at least comparable in quality to the cabins of poor whites.
All of these signs of status reflect a society that appears stable but that turns on
conflict. In particular, the condition of poor white farmers provokes a resentment
expressed in acts of violence directed at markers of status. For example, Sutpen’s father
often drinks after a day of tenant farming, and he goes on nighttime raids to take out his
resentment on Pettibone’s slaves. “We whupped one of Pettibone’s niggers tonight,” he
exclaims after such a foray (187). While the father appears to have a racist motivation for
lashing out, he in fact is reacting to the social hierarchy overseen by Pettibone and
reinforced by the plantation system itself, which place him on the same plane of equality
with the white master but on the last rung of society. Seething with resentment towards
Pettibone, he displaces it onto Pettibone’s property, the slaves who “were not it, not what
you wanted to hit” (186). The historian George M. Frederickson explains this form of
class conflict prevalent in the antebellum world: “many ‘poor whites’ in both the North
and the South were ready to respond violently to apparent threats to the social value of
their single claim to status—the white skin that guaranteed that they were better than
somebody and not at the rock bottom of society” (Frederickson 95).
At any rate, Sutpen holds onto his innocence even in an environment that would
ostensibly annihilate it. The young Sutpen spends his days musing about Pettibone’s
house from the cover of the woods. During these moments of reverie, he finds himself
desiring many of the perks of the landowner and the objects that the owner possesses. For
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example, he wishes “for his father to have a broadcloth monkey to hand him the jug and
to carry the wood…” (185). Sutpen lingers in this liminal stage where he has a desire for
Pettibone’s objects, but he has not been made to feel inferior by wealth. Faulkner writes,
“he no more envied the man than he would have envied a mountain man who happened
to own a fine rifle. He would have coveted the rifle, but he would himself have supported
and confirmed the owner’s pride and pleasure in its ownership” (185).
The distinction that Faulkner draws between covetousness and envy ends up
having a number of implications for an understanding of Sutpen’s character, the Sutpen
legend, and the work of Absalom in its entirety, and so it is worth investigating with a
great deal of care. When Sutpen himself is subjected to an invidious distinction at the
hand of Pettibone’s house slave, his covetousness transforms into envy. This spiritual and
psychological metamorphosis occurs when Sutpen’s father asks him to deliver a message
to Pettibone at the plantation Big House, and the young Sutpen runs the errand while
imagining that he will satisfy his desire to see the inside of the house. After Sutpen
knocks on the door, “the nigger told him, even before he had time to say what he had
come for, never to come to that front door again but to go around to the back” (188). This
humiliation causes him to forget the task entrusted to him and to flee to a cave to which
he escaped, according to Quentin, “because he couldn’t get it straight yet. He couldn’t
realise yet that his trouble, his impediment, was innocence because he would not be able
to realise that until he got it straight” (188). The statement that Sutpen would have to
compete with this innocence is perplexing, but we know that it is related to the emotions
of covetousness and envy.
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According to the narrator, Sutpen could not understand the complicated social
rules of the plantation world or why they cast him to the bottom of society through no
fault of his own. Faulkner illustrates that what Sutpen could not get “straight” is that “he
could not have conceived of the owner taking such crass advantage of the luck which
gave the rifle to him rather than to another as to say to other men: Because I own this
rifle, my arms and legs and blood and bones are superior to yours except as the
victorious outcome of a fight with rifles” (185). He cannot understand that world where
the value of a rifle far exceeds its functional use alone, that material goods possess a
symbolic value that has the effect of drawing lines between those who have them and
those who do not. On the plantations of the Old South, invidious distinctions reflect
social barriers that contradict the ideals of equality, which Alexis de Tocqueville
identified as the salient feature of American society. The fact that the black butler denied
Sutpen entrance only adds insult to injury, because it shows that even a slave can remind
“that there was a difference between white men and white men” (183).
Sutpen relies on the rifle analogy as way to think through the torment caused by
the door shut on this face. He realizes that he must devise a course of action “in order to
live with himself for the rest of his life” (189) and stave off the resentment that drives his
father to lash out at false enemies. He first entertains the idea of shooting Pettibone, but
he realizes that lashing out in such a way would not improve his lot. Eventually, he
discerns that “if you were fixing to combat them that had the fine rifles, the first thing
you would do would be to get yourself the nearest thing to a fine rifle you could borrow
or steal or make… But this is not a question of rifles” (192). The rifle analogy becomes
inadequate, signaling an important transition in Sutpen’s experiential, psychological, and
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spiritual makeup; he now realizes that “to combat them you have got to have what they
have that made them do what [the slave] did. You have got to have land and niggers and
a fine house to combat them with” (192). And so, he decides to emulate Pettibone, and
this decision is supported by his ability to transform an invidious distinction into an
invidious proximity. This change of mind from a desire to covet to a desire to emulate
calls on a motivation of envy, which in turn brings him to the realization that he must
acquire material goods as a means to elevate himself in the civilized world. To do battle
in the antebellum American South, he must understand that appearances count for more
than essences and that the civilized world is organized by faith in signs and symbols to
the determine the status of the person and a person’s inherent value.
Traditionally, the realization of the importance of material wealth signals a loss of
innocence. However, throughout Absalom, we read that Sutpen never loses his
innocence, and so the understanding of innocence in the novel must be different from the
traditional, European innocence conceptualized by Rousseau, an innocence that the
individual loses by exposure to the sins of an urban, corrupt civilization. Here, it is best to
turn to the Faulkner critical enterprise, which has spilled much ink trying to understand
Sutpen and the particular brand of innocence he represents.
Cleanth Brooks argues that Sutpen’s innocence stems from a blind faith in the
myth of the self-made man and its accompanying myths of self-sufficiency and personal
achievement through the acquisition of material wealth. He compares Sutpen to Gatsby
and to Christopher Newman from Henry James’s The American: they “were self-made
men … they were dominated by a self-generated ideal. Each pursues his private dream
with almost cold-blooded pertinacity” (Brooks, “Thomas Sutpen: A Representative
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Southern Planter?” 299-300). Brooks' words suggest that this motif of “innocence”
comprises an American archetypal character that orients himself in the world with a
myopia that looks no further than material interests.
In fact, Sutpen’s psychological and spiritual makeup personifies the uniqueness of
America and its relationship with the world and with time. His very essence gains a
broader historical context when juxtaposed with the words of the historian C. Vann
Woodward regarding the exceptional American spirit:
this peculiarity out of the American legend of success and victory, a legend that is
not shared by any other people of the civilized world. The collective will of this
country has simply never known what it means to be confronted by complete
frustration. Whether by luck, by abundant resources, by ingenuity, by technology,
by organizing cleverness or by sheer force of arms America has been able to
overcome every major historic crisis—economic, political, or foreign—with
which it has had to cope. […] It explains in large part the national faith in
unlimited progress, the efficacy of material means, in the importance of mass and
speed, the worship of success… (Woodward 241)
Woodward adds that America has seen itself as exempt from historical time and the laws
of history that tend to bind all other nations. The South is a glaring exception to this
national self-understanding, precisely because of its defeat during the Civil War—the
specter of Picket's Charge, for example, looms large over the region, symbolizing shame
and humiliation and giving an aura of burden to Southern history.
Nevertheless, Woodward captures in this analogy the soul of American Manifest
Destiny, which influenced the whole of the country during the nineteenth century, but
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none more than the young pioneers like Sutpen, who exercised their belief in equality
through their freedom to grasp opportunity. It is particularly illuminating for our
understanding of Sutpen to consider David M. Potter's analysis of the American ideals of
liberty and equality that appealed to the hearts and minds of young nineteenth-century
American men. In his book People of Plenty: Economic Abundance and the American
Character (1954), Potter argues that abundance allows the American imaginary to
reconcile hitherto opposing ideals, because it presents the population with an equality of
opportunity that released the nineteenth-century man from the shackles of status. Potter
sees this equality as a birthright that gave men the freedom to attain wealth in a vast land
that seemed designed for that very purpose.
Sutpen develops his “design.—Getting richer and richer” to fulfill these ideals
(209). One could say that he directs his innocence toward the fulfillment of his design, “a
paradoxical innocence which makes Sutpen insensitive to the evil done to men and nature
in pursuit of this success” (Davenport 99). He sounds particularly self-centered and
amoral when he tells the General: “I had a design. To accomplish it I should acquire
money, a house, a plantation, slaves, a family—incidentally of course, a wife. I set out to
acquire these, asking no favor of any man” (212). Practical and self-centered, he holds
steadfast to that innocence, which rendered him inured to moral qualms. In Quentin’s
words, he “believed that the ingredients of morality were like the ingredients of pie or
cake and once you had measured them and balanced them and mixed them and put them
into the oven it was all finished and nothing but pie or cake could come out” (211-12).
At the end of the day, his personal (and moral) quest for redemption necessitates a
blind and inexorable faith in salvation through economic betterment and progress. This
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point-of-view necessitates a corollary belief that wealth and power can resolve the
complications and ambiguities of life that inevitably arise from fortune. But the result is
much different: he is imbued with a hubris that sees destiny as man-made, and so he tells
General Compson that “there was something about a man’s destiny (or about the man)
that caused destiny to shape itself to him like his clothes did, like the same coat that new
might have fitted a thousand men, yet after one man has worn it for a while it fits no one
else” (198).
The simplicity and innocence of Sutpen’s morality and his view of the world lead
him to find a very American solution for complex situations, one far away from the
value-driven evolution of the European Bildungsroman: he escapes from his present into
a world where he can make himself anew. Potter argues that the “freedom to grasp
opportunity” lead these young men to the acquisition and “development of new
geographical areas.” He adds, “the classic illustration, always cited in this connection, is
the frontier, and it is indeed true that the existence of the frontier presented people with a
unique opportunity to put behind them the economic and social status which they held in
their native communities and to acquire property and standing in the newly forming
communities of the West” (Potter, People of Plenty 91-94). Men went west in the hope of
refashioning themselves, but with the belief that they had a God-given right to acquire
land and turn it for economic profit.
Given the economic trends of the 1820s and 30s, Sutpen should have headed
directly for Mississippi to make his fortune, a region which stood as the American
frontier at the time and which attracted ambitious young men from the southern Atlantic
coast who could clear virgin land, plant cotton, and run it through the cotton gin in the
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hope of making a fortune. As Rosa explains, “he was no younger son sent out from some
old quiet country like Virginia or Carolina” who had come to the Mississippi frontier
“with the surplus negroes to take up new land” (11). Instead, Sutpen heads to the West
Indies, specifically to Haiti—the land of riches and of indomitable slave revolts—
because his school teacher in Virginia had taught the class “that there was a place called
the West Indies to which poor men went in ships and became rich, it didn’t matter how so
long as that man was clever and courageous” (195).
Escaping the plantation hierarchy of the United States, he spends seven years in
Haiti, where he learns patois and French and becomes an overseer on the sugar plantation
of a wealthy manin a return to a semming hierarchy of merit. One particular evening, the
plantation slaves revolt, but Sutpen subdues them with nothing more than his courage, for
“he just put the musket down and had someone unbar the door and then bar it behind him,
and walked out into the darkness and subdued them, maybe by yelling louder, maybe by
standing, bearing more than they believed any bones and flesh could or should” 6 (204-5).
His feats on the plantation are an example of what comes to be called his ruthlessness
(but which might simply be his guilelessness), offering a fine example of his ambition
and self-confidence, and they allow him to marry the daughter of the plantation owner,
thereby securing from himself a number of the essential component parts for his grand
design. At this point, Haiti, and not the United States, becomes the relevant reference
point in Sutpen's own Bildungsroman.

6

This is in an instance where Faulkner has his history completely wrong. According to the chronology of
the novel, Sutpen would have been in Haiti during the 1820s, and he would have put down the slave
rebellion in 1827. The island had been an independent black national state since the revolt of 1804, after
which slavery was abolished, of course. For an exploration of the symbolic role of Haiti in the novel and
Faulkner’s glaring mistake see Richard Godden, “Absalom, Absalom! Haiti, and Labor History: Reading
Unreadable Revolutions.”
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When Sutpen heads south he crosses an imaginary line—between the upper and
lower south as represented by the border of the Carolinas—where the color line slackens
the further south he heads. As Joel Williamson has shown, by the early nineteenth
century, Virginia had legally separated the black and white races according to ancestral
lineage. If one had at least one black grandparent (that is, if one was a quarter black), then
one was considered black before the law, appearances notwithstanding (13). However, in
the eighteenth and early nineteenth century the different states of the South followed
distinct racial policies, which were influenced in large part by their period of
colonization. South Carolina, for example, was less steadfast in its definitions, in large
part because it “virtually began its life as an extension of the British West Indian colony
of Barbados” (Williamson 16). According to Williamson, “on Barbados, and the other
British islands of the West Indies, slavery and a pattern of race relations that placed
mulattoes above blacks were already well established in 1670 when the first permanent
settlement was made in South Carolina” (Williamson 16). In 1835, Justice William
Harper essentially wrote South Carolina’s unique policy on race when he handed down a
decision on an appeal to a larceny conviction in State v. Cantey (1835), where the appeal
was entered on the grounds that a witness was black, and therefore his testimony was
illegal.7 Harper’s words reflect that mixed-bloods had enough freedom to allow them to

7

In the decision Harper wrote, “It would be an absurdity to say that such a one [as the witness in question]
is, in the popular sense a person of color. If we should say that such an [sic] one is to be regarded as a
person of color, on account of any [emphasis in the original] mixture of negro blood, however remote, we
would be making, instead of declaring the law, and making a very cruel and mischievous law. We cannot
say what admixture will make a colored person. The condition is not to be determined solely by visible
mixture but by reputation and it may be proper, that a man of worth should have the rank of a white man,
while a vagabond of the same degree of blood should be confined to the inferior caste. It is hardly
necessary to say that a slave cannot be a white man. We wish it to be understood that this matter is regarded
as settled. I think it to be regretted that the question was made in the present case, it is doing unnecessary
violence to the feelings of persons of much worth and respectability” (qtd in Sweet 185).
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move up socially and economically, even though the law did not determine their status.8
Louisiana followed Le Code noir, which afforded legal freedoms to those of
mixed heritage. These freedoms turned into social and cultural standing in the society of
the French colonies, as we will examine in greater depth below. Suffice to say, the further
south one headed, the further one got from a bi-racial society. Sutpen’s travel from one
region to another (that is, from one set of racial norms to another) suggests that Faulkner
is attempting to make a statement, albeit a veiled one, about the relationship between
racial norms and historical circumstance.
The critic Richard Godden has argued that Sutpen’s actions in Haiti represent
American Nationalist interest and an ideology of white supremacy prevalent at the time.
However, Faulkner’s decision to include Haiti in the novel refers to a far more complex
set of issues for the US as Faulkner saw it. Barbara Ladd explores the significance of
Sutpen’s Haiti sojourn in her article “‘The Direction of the Howling’: Nationalism and
the Color Line in Absalom, Absalom!,” one of the few detailed scholarly treatments of
this interlude. Her article provides a useful historical and cultural context for
understanding the role of the former French colonial holdings in Faulkner’s novel. She
points out that when Sutpen travels to Haiti, he enters a world with a different and more
complex set of cultural and racial norms than in the Anglo Upper South whence he came
(and I would add, a different legal code—Le Code noir—similar to New Orleans rather
than to English common law).
The difference that these codes made for men of ambition like Sutpen turned on
the status of the mixed-blood person. In the Upper South of the dominant US culture, the
status of the offspring of a mixed-race couple followed that of the mother, and so the
8

For a further exploration of the legacy of Barbados in South Carolina, see Sweet 181-193.
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child nearly always followed the mother into slavery (Ladd 221-2). In the New World
French colonial holdings,—in other words prior to the Purchase of 1803 and the Haitian
revolution of 1804—however, the Creole mixed-bloods possessed a measure of political
and economic freedom. These creoles were viewed “as carriers of European ‘blood’ or
‘culture,’” given the assimilationist colonial policies of France (Ladd 222; cf Sweet 207).
The mixed-blood Creole caste “provided the home government (as well as white creoles,
or white persons born in the colonies) with assistance in the acculturations of alienated
populations—that is, slaves and natives—in the colony, but because of the distance
between the homeland and the colony (and for other reasons) did not threaten the
‘integrity’—the status quo—of the colonialist government” (ibid). Ladd also points out,
“they could, and often did, fight against slaves during insurrections. Many identified,
strongly, with the European homeland, sometimes being sent to France to be educated”
(Ibid). All in all, these Creoles played an important role in the colonialist enterprise, for
they acted as symbolic and functional mediators between the Europeans and the natives
and slaves. Their European blood assured them a good measure of political, social, and
economic beneficence that led them to see themselves as nearly equal to their European
counterparts—certainly, their skin color was not held against them on a routine basis.
The status of the mixed-blood Creole would change noticeably after the Louisiana
Purchase of 1803, however, when the American policy of race segregation replaced the
French policy of assimilation. The American ideology required that “one prove one’s
status as white in order to be assimilated to any degree whatsoever in to the redemptive
New World nation” (Ladd 223). Louisiana prior to the purchase had a three-caste socioeconomic system of whites, coloreds, and blacks, where membership in each depended
210
	
  

on physical appearance, and skin color did not necessarily lead one into slavery.
Moreover, the Spanish occupation of Louisiana after the Seven Years’ War led to the
release of many blacks from bondage, since they could buy their freedom from their
masters. After the cession, though, a biracial system of black and white slowly supplanted
Le Code noir, which had defined the status of colored Creoles, free blacks, and slaves.
As segregation slowly became the way of life implemented through American
legislation and court cases, such as Adelle v. Beaureagrd (1810) in the Court of The
Territory of New Orleans, First District,9 it was in the best interest of Creoles to prove
their white racial purity in order to avail themselves politically, socially, and
economically (Ladd 223). A trend dubbed “Creolism” developed in Louisiana, where
former colonials valued their pure European inheritance as a means of proving their
whiteness and thereby claiming a certain cultural acceptance in America. Nevertheless, in
the American imaginary outside Louisiana, the term “Creole” implied race mixing and
the taint of African blood. The potential “taint” of African blood in Creoles was enough
to associate them with the Haitian Revolution (that is, with slave insurrection) and with a
9

Regarding this specific case, Sweet writes, “As discussed elsewhere, Gobu v. Gobu, 1802 North Carolina,
overturned six centuries of Spanish law under the 1265 Siete Partidas of King Alfonso X by placing the
burden of proof upon the slave in a case for freedom, if the slave were Black. Eight years later, a Louisiana
case decided a similar situation. In Adelle v. Beauregard, 1810 Louisiana, a Colored woman sued her
master and claimed her freedom under the ancient Spanish law that put the burden of proof upon the slave
owner. Mr. Paillette, the owner’s lawyer, cited Anglo-Saxon common law that the burden of proof lay on
the plaintiff in a civil suit. The Superior Court of the Territory of New Orleans, First District quoted Gobu
v. Gobu to rule that:
Although it is in general correct, to require the plaintiff to produce his proof before the defendant can be
called upon for his, it is otherwise, when the question is slavery or freedom. The law [Siete Partidas] cited
by the plaintiff is certainly applicable to the present case. We do not say that it would be so, if the plaintiff
were a negro, who perhaps would be required to establish his right by such evidence, as would destroy the
force of the presumption arising from colour….
Nevertheless, the court placed the burden of proof on the alleged owner anyway and Adelle won
her freedom. The court ruled that case law only said that Negroes were presumed to be slaves, and Adelle
was “Colored” not “Negro.”21 State v. Cecil, 1812 Louisiana was resolved similarly. A colored woman’s
testimony was objected to in a criminal case. Recent legislation had forbidden Blacks to testify in cases
involving Whites because they were presumed to be slaves. Citing Adelle v. Beauregard, the court held
that, while Blacks are presumed slaves, ‘Coloured persons are presumed free.’”
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whole host of foreign elements, such as Catholicism, seizure of property, revolution in
general, etc. that tinctured American purity (Ladd 224-225). Racial amalgamation was
tantamount to degeneration in the American mindset, a prejudice that even the Creole
class observed. For example, the defendant in case of Cauchoix v. Dupuy (1831) had
been sued for slander, because he had suggested that Cauchoix had African ancestry. In
the defense of his own heritage, Cauchoix presented family records that proved that all
his descendents were of European stock.
It is worth repeating that, when Sutpen innocently marches into this West Indies
Creole world, he enters a world with complex cultural imperatives with markedly
different norms from the Tidewater plantation whence he fled. As mentioned above, he
works as an overseer on the plantation of a wealthy Haitian Creole, and he marries the
daughter of the owner, Eulalia Bon, after proving his worth by subduing a slave rebellion.
In the Haitian context, much like in the Louisiana context prior to the purchase, Sutpen
plays the role of the “Creole,” acting as the intermediary between the plantation owner
and the slaves. Sutpen’s actions suggest that being Creole, thus, had just as much to do
with skin color as it did with the role one played in society. However, he occupies this
position because of his belief in merit. As mentioned above, it seems that his “courage”
and “shrewdness” have brought him all the component parts for the completion of his
design. He finishes telling General Compson this part of the story in 1835 before he
undertakes the furthering of “the design” in Mississippi.
The date and, more broadly, the era when he recounts this story to Mr. Compson
are noteworthy. The 1830s were the Age of Jackson, when the common man like Sutpen
now benefited from expanded suffrage, and the twin ideologies of Manifest Destiny and
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Laissez-Faire economics unfettered him from his low rung in the socio-economic
hierarchy and sanctioned his grasp of economic opportunity. The ascent of these common
men marked the rise of White Democracy, which sought to eliminate free blacks
(particularly those who occupied the trade professions) from economic competition with
whites, by proscribing the liberties of free blacks and fastening the ideology that black
equaled slave, all of which led to stronger enforcement of slavery.
Sutpen’s social ascent, though, symbolizes the rise of the poor whites to the ranks
of the middle and even upper class. The frontier land of the nineteenth century (and
Mississippi was the Southwestern frontier at the time, much like Faulkner depicts it) was
flooded with these types of men, who could clear a forest and turn the land for
agricultural profit. Even though some of them would accumulate tremendous amounts of
wealth (for example, by 1850 Natchez, Mississippi became the home of more
millionaires than any place on earth), these plantation patriarchs were self-made men, not
the patrician patriarchs of the Virginia plantations. If racial politics changed the further
south one went, so did the class lines: Virginia plantation owners were not Mississippi
plantation owners. The former lived in plantation culture descended from a tradition, and
the actual plantation had fallen into economic decay. Meanwhile, the latter erected
plantations that generated tremendous amounts of wealth. After all, Pettibone rests on a
hammock; Sutpen clears land and creates the wealthiest plantation in Yoknapatawpha.

Returning from the Diaspora: Why Haiti is not Mississippi
Thirty years pass between Sutpen’s return from Haiti and his telling of his story to
General Compson. His design has been fulfilled and is now on the verge of destruction; at
213
	
  

the same time, the South lays prostrate from the Civil War and destined for defeat. Two
different strategies of growth and prosperity have proven unable to lead plantation culture
into the latter nineteenth century. Reflecting, Sutpen tells General Compson, “you see, I
had a design in my mind. Whether it was a good or a bad design is beside the point; the
question is, Where did I make the mistake in it, what did I do or misdo in it, whom or
what injure by it” (212). Sutpen implies imply that the “mistake” is a consequence of the
design, and thus the “mistake” is a variation of the motif of innocence. The mistake in the
design becomes the centripetal force attracting the attention and interpretive powers of
the narrators in Absalom.
Sutpen proceeds to talk about his design and about his first wife, specifically
about how he repudiated her and their child when he discovered “that they would not be
adjunctive to the forwarding of his design” (211). He tells General Compson that he had
married “in good faith, concealing nothing, while the other party or parties to it concealed
from me the one very factor which could destroy the entire plan and design which I had
been working toward, concealed it so well that it was not until after the child was born
that I discovered that this factor existed—” (220). Whatever the fact may be—and he
never tells the General the reason for the repudiation—Sutpen felt it was incumbent upon
his wife and her father to inform him of it, especially since he had been forthright about
himself. It is a bit unclear what Eulalia Bon or her father had to reveal to Sutpen, though
he felt compelled to inform a “gentleborn people” about his “obscure origins”10 (211-2).
Whatever the reason may be, he feels that “there had been not only reservation but actual

10

It is safe to assume that Eulalia Bon and her father probably had some sense of Sutpen’s humble origins.
General Compson finds Sutpen’s manners a little rustic, so it is safe to assume that the Bons, who were
sophisticated upper class Creoles, would have been able to discern from his demeanor that he came from a
social class lower than themselves.
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misrepresentation on their part and misrepresentation of such a crass nature as to have not
only voided and frustrated without his knowing it the central motivation of his entire
design, but would have made an ironic delusion of all that he had suffered and endured in
the past and all that he could ever accomplish in the future toward that design” (211). It
is not untoward to assume that the plantation family had taken advantage of his
guilelessness and married him to a bride who could not move in white culture for some
undisclosed reason—they placed him in a situation that was not evident to him, as a
person who was unable to see color correlated with status.
Although Sutpen’s confessions to General Compson occur two-thirds of the way
through the novel, one has to wait to the end to find out what caused Sutpen to repudiate
his first wife. For the sake of the argument of this chapter, it is worth revealing now that
he abandons her because she has a tinge of African blood.11 He cannot tell that she does
and it is unclear how he finds out, although he learns of her black blood after the birth of
their child, Charles Bon. It is not clear if in Faulkner’s Haiti the Bons needed to follow a

11

A return to history shows Faulkner’s choice of Haiti as the site of amalgamation to be quite odd. The plot
more closely replicates the situation in Mississippi. According to historian Don H. Doyle, author of
Faulkner’s County: The Historical Roots of Yoknapatawpha, the white population that settled the frontier
land of Mississippi was overwhelmingly masculine, while the slave population had a more even ratio.
White settlers who brought slaves from the east found it in their best interest to keep slave families unified,
as a means to reduce the runaways. The lack of white women in the region made the white males more
inclined to take advantage of the “temptation for sexual exploitations and clandestine interracial unions”
(Doyle 147).
Doyle provides a historical anecdote that nicely illustrates the incongruence between race ideology
and reality, which exemplifies that racial identity was hardly ironclad in Mississippi at the time. The story
is worth reproducing here, because of its close resemblance to Sutpen’s own travails. The Democratic Flag
reported in 1852 that “a woman named Mary Ann who came to live in a small village identified only by its
location, about thirty miles on the road to Memphis…. She took up business sewing mantuas and told
people she was the daughter of an early settler of Lafayette County who was partly Indian, apparently as a
way of explaining her dark complexion. In the curious logic of racial thinking, Indian blood bore little
stigma among white southerners. Indeed, females being in short supply, this woman found herself courted
by a divorced man the newspaper reported discreetly as ‘Mr. M.’ Soon after they married, a handbill
advertising a reward for a runaway slave arrived in town, and it described Mary Ann perfectly. Friends of
Mr. M. showed him the handbill, and they all went together to pay a visit to the runaway master.
Everything they suspected was true and Mr. M. returned home ‘much mortified… at the deception that had
been practiced upon him.’ His wife was promptly returned to her master” (Doyle 148; 406).
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protocol that compelled them to reveal their racial makeup. Nevertheless, Sutpen felt
slighted, and he claims that he “would have been supported by both legal and moral
sanction even if not the delicate one of conscience” (211). As the above analysis shows,
he is correct in his belief that “legal and moral sanction” warranted an admission from the
Bons—that is, if they had been in the United States, particularly in the Upper South,
where such sanctions mattered. It is more than the tinge of black blood that bothers
Sutpen; it is the fact that, according to the one-drop rule for determining racial status in
America, Eulalia is black, and, as mentioned above, having black blood brought with it a
whole host of connotations, ones that could be generalized by the equation that black
blood equaled degeneracy or just simply being black, appearances notwithstanding.12
Sutpen himself captures the absurdity of this racial logic in his reactions, even
though he is not aware of it. First, the fact that he never reveals to General Compson that
Eulalia had black blood13 shows the extent of shame it caused in him. Further, he admits
that he could have overlooked this concealment “and see my design complete itself quite
normally and naturally and successfully to the public eye.” However, when it comes to
matters of race, Sutpen privileges essence over appearance, because a wife with little

12

A report from the Connecticut Colonization society, which is reprinted in 1828 in the society’s
propaganda journal entitled the African Repository, gives the reader a sense of the ideological power of the
black-white divide during the same era when Sutpen repudiates his first wife and son: “In every part of the
United States, there is a broad and impassible [sic] line of demarcation between every man who has one
drop of African blood in his veins, and every other class in the community. The habits, the feelings, all the
prejudices of society—prejudices which neither refinement, nor argument, nor education, nor religion itself
can subdue—mark the people of colour, whether bond or free, as the subjects of a degradation inevitable
and incurable. The African in this country belongs by birth to the lowest station of society; and from that
station he can never rise, be his talents, his enterprise, his virtues what they may” (qtd in Frederickson 17).
Incidentally, George M. Frederickson argues that at the time the colonization societies, which sought to
manumit slaves and ship free blacks back to Africa, took American racial prejudice to be wholly inveterate.
13
The reader only finds out that she had African blood at the climax of the novel, when Quentin and Shreve
reveal that Sutpen finally tells Henry that Bon has African ancestry. Sutpen does so because his admission
to Henry that Bon was also his son had failed to deter Henry in his quest to see Bon and Judith married.
Sutpen reveals this information as a last ditch effort to goad Henry into killing Bon to prevent his marriage
to their sister Judith.
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black blood and a son with even less would have represented for him “a mockery and a
betrayal of that little boy who approached that door fifty years ago and was turned away,
for whose vindication this whole plan was conceived” (220). To complete his design,
however, he must follow the symbolic dictates of success in the slave states that rest on
absolute black-and-white distinctions, and so he cannot bring such a wife and child to
Mississippi, where they would accused of "passing."
Ultimately, then, the purported meritocrat has internalized the emerging AngloSaxon vision of race orginating in Virginia. Sutpen’s statement reflects a logic of racial
thinking that ascribes to the notion of pure races and that sees race as more than a surface
trait. He believes—or at least conforms to the belief in his action in Mississippi—that to
appear black and to have black blood are one and the same thing, and that a minor
quantity of tainted African blood invalidates and adulterates all the white blood. In fact,
Sutpen’s condition that his design can only be fulfilled if he founds an aristocratic legacy
of purely white family members has overtones of the White Nationalist ideology that
crystallized in the nineteenth century—he has become an actor in the race wars of the
day. This philosophy turned on the unifying principle of racial homogeneity for whites
and of a national purification of the races, where eventually blacks would be eliminated
from the national landscape.
In the antebellum period, Northerners tended to carry out this aspiration by
treating blacks as social pariahs and by denying them full legal rights. In fact, the
antislavery position in the North could be seen as a manifestation of this desire for
homogeneity, for Northerners believed that the presence of an inferior race led whites
down the path toward moral degradation. Since the South depended on a slave population
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for its livelihood, it could not afford such an extreme and inflexible viewpoint.
Nevertheless, it held steadfast to the ideal of white homogeneity, albeit in compromised
form. Slavery itself, of course, denied blacks all the rights accorded to whites; however, it
did not prevent black blood from mixing with white blood through courtship or forced
use of slave women on grounds of their status as property, an unholy abuse by white
masters of black female slaves. The concern with amalgamation that lies at the base of
this assessment of "plans ruined" was far more pressing in the South, as whites and
blacks lived in much closer physical proximity relative to the North.
Historically, in reaction to Northern abolitionist zeal, several Southern leaders
adopted positions of extreme racism. While some certainly advocated a form of
seigneurialism, where the paternal white master oversaw the development of the childlike slave, the region increasingly came to hold a view similar to that of Governor George
McDufie from South Carolina, who spoke in defense of slavery when he claimed in 1835
that blacks were destined by providence for slavery because of their “intellectual
inferiority and natural improvidence” (qtd. in Frederickson 46). This point of view lent
itself to an ideology that tended to characterize the slave as a beast that needed to be
contained. It followed that slavery was a positive good, because it subjugated a race of
beasts, ostensibly preventing the mixing of races and thus the degeneration of the white
race.
The belief in the inherent inferiority of blacks in the nineteenth century belonged
within a larger ideology of race entitled “Herrenvolk democracy” that developed within
the South. Essentially, advocates of this philosophy reflected a narrow understanding of
the segment of the Declaration of Independence that claimed, “all men are created equal.”
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According to those who espoused beliefs of “Herrenvolk democracy,” the egalitarian
philosophy of the Declaration applied only to whites (Frederickson 61). For example,
William L. Yancey said in 1860, “your fathers and my fathers built this government on
two ideas: the first is that the white race is the citizen and the master race, and the white
man is the equal of very other white man. The second idea is that the Negro is the inferior
race” (qtd in Frederickson 61). Frederickson also notes, “Southerners often went further
and contended that Negro slavery was not only compatible with white equality but was
the very foundation of it” (Frederickson 62). It follows from this line of thinking that
such a philosophy required that blacks be deemed sub-human in order to deprive them of
rights and justify their enslavement.
Of course, this ideology had a series of corollaries. First, it reflected a belief in
distinct races, prohibiting the mixing of blacks and whites in any way, shape or form. It
also espoused egalitarianism among whites, and nowhere was this truer than in
Mississippi, where pioneers were fulfilling the ideals of Jacksonian Democracy by
settling as yeoman farmers. That is, Sutpen has brought the stigma of race as a point-ofview with him from the Eastern plantations, without necessarily taking up the plantation
hierarchy.
Sutpen’s actions toward his Haitian Creole wife and son dramatize some of the
salient features of this American valuation of white homogeneity and racial segregation,
which he has internalized, despite his vaunted innocence and the fact that he was not born
into these conventions. He agonizes over disavowing his first wife and child, his
conscience gnaws at him, but he settles the matter by convincing himself that social
norms would have allowed him to abandon her with no recompense. He proves that he
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nonetheless has learned a lesson when he says, “I merely explained how this new fact
rendered it impossible that this woman and child be incorporated into my design” (212).
Still, he follows a nobler course than he might have had to, when he leaves all the
property on the plantation to her and takes only twenty slaves as part of a divorce
settlement. When all is said and done Sutpen claims that “my conscience had finally
assured me that if I had done an injustice, I had done what I could to rectify it—” (213).
Sutpen’s cake-mix morality (which is an extension of his innocence) leads him ultimately
to believe that notions of simple logic—that one drop of black blood renders his wife
black—could sanction his behavior and absolve him of affective commitments to his
family. He also believes that money can heal the wounds that he inflicts on his wife and
son. According to General Compson, who acts as a moral compass (albeit in the Southern
plantation sense) for Quentin and Shreve and, by extension, for the reader, it is Sutpen’s
innocence that is at fault: “Conscience? Conscience? Good God, man, what else did you
expect? […] What kind of purblind innocence could that have been…which would have
warranted you in the belief that you could have bought immunity from her for no other
coin but justice” (213).
Ultimately, Faulkner seems to have included Haiti in his novel as a means of
foregrounding the theme of miscegenation within the plot without needing to draw scenes
of race mixing that his readership would have found completely unacceptable. As the
historical context shows, the dramatic events between Sutpen and the Bons could not
have occurred in America in a fashion convincing to the contemporary reader: Sutpen
could not have met a wealthy family with African ancestry in America. Even if such an
event had happened, it is highly unlikely that the American family would have revealed
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their true racial identity—that they were "passing"—, considering the legal, social, and
economic consequences of such an admission. Miscegenation owed its heightened status
as a taboo in part to the work of intellectuals who stroveindefatigably to associate it with
degeneration, but also in part because it often occurred between a white master and a
slave girl, insuring that the offspring remained unacknowledged. Haiti's Creole classes
offered material for depicting race mixing in less dramatic fashion.
One needs to look no further than Absalom for an example of this difference.
Clytie, Sutpen’s house slave, is his daughter with a slave, and the readers assumes that
her brother Henry and sister Judith know of their kinship with her, since General
Compson knows this fact. Yet the Haitian situation of mixed blood will reach further: the
Bons possess the economic means and the legal status in Haiti that will compel the
Sutpens to face the taboo of miscegenation, forcing the novel to a catastrophic end that
allows Faulkner to foreground the theme of miscegenation and explore its tragic
implications not only for the characters but also for the socio-historical arrangement of
the nineteenth-century South.

Moving Toward Southern Immolation
Within the novel, Sutpen's dual morality that is masked by his purported
innocence will, however, not pass unnoticed. It in fact motivates the tragedy of
Faulkner's South.
Sutpen’s abandoned wife, Eulalia Bon, bears unspeakable outrage and resentment
towards Sutpen all the while that he has been settling into the American South and
making his success. In a move that is a kind of return of the repressed, she moves to New
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Orleans, where she raises Sutpen’s son Charles Bon to be an urbane man who holds the
world at an ironic distance and who has a sense of privilege to match. With the help of a
lawyer, she also designs a plan of revenge whereby Sutpen will be forced to acknowledge
his son. The lawyer compels Bon to attend the University of Mississippi, where Henry
Sutpen, the son of Sutpen's US plantation familiy, is a student, and the lwayer provides
Bon with a letter of introduction to Henry. At first, neither, Henry nor Bon seems to
know that they are brothers. Nonetheless, the countrified and provincial Henry takes an
instant liking to the debonair Bon; he exhibits a fraternal love towards Bon when he apes
Bon’s mannerisms.
Henry even begins to think of Bon as a suitable mate for his sister Judith.
Sutpen’s second wife, Ellen, starts a rumor that her daughter is engaged to a sophisticated
man from New Orleans, seemingly before Judith and Bon have even met. Bon comes to
Sutpen’s Hundred during Christmas in 1859 with Henry. When Sutpen sees his
repudiated son in his own home, Quentin and Shreve speculate, “he must have felt and
heard the design—house, position, posterity and all—come down like it had been built
out of smoke, making no sound, creating no rush of displaced air and not even leaving
any debris” (215). His dual morality about miscegenation has come to revisit him and to
derail the social success of his Bildungsroman.
Sutpen then conjures up a plan to prevent the relationship between Judith and
Bon. He follows Bon to New Orleans, ostensibly aware that Bon is his first son and that
he must act to prevent the engagement and the potential sin of incest. He believes that he
finds enough evidence in New Orleans to derail the match, when he discovers that Bon
secretly keeps an octoroon mistress, to whom he might be married. The following
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Christmas at Sutpen’s Hundred, Sutpen tells Henry behind closed doors in the house
library that he refuses to approve the marriage of Bon and Judith. Henry rejects his
father’s account, sides with his friend, repudiates his birthright—“the very roof under
which he had been born”(10)—and abandons Sutpen's Hundred.
Henry travels to New Orleans with Bon, where Bon reveals that he is in fact
married to a French-negro courtesan, whom he also owned, and whom he had procured in
a shady underground circle of women raised specifically to be offered up to wealthy men.
Bon deems the marriage invalid because, as he indicates to Henry, the woman is a
"nigger" without rights who could not "count" as his wife—he gives his friend an "out" in
hedging his situation by reference to an ethic supported by law rather than a moral
commitment to his chosen spouse. Henry is torn by conflicting feelings, wishing to
believe his friend but unable to look past the sin of miscegenation. The Civil War breaks
out and Bon is kept from writing to Judith until Henry can decide whether his loyalties lie
with his father or with Bon.
Eventually, Henry learns that Bon is his brother, but the possibility of incest does
not deter him from approving of Bon’s courtship. Finally, in a last ditch effort to prevent
the marriage of Bon and Judith, Sutpen, who now holds the rank of colonel in the
Confederate Army, calls Henry to his tent in the midst of the Civil War and tells him that
“his mother’s father told me that her mother had been a Spanish woman. I believed him;
it was not until after he was born that I found out that his mother was part negro” (283).
While Bon is actually astonished that his father refuses to recognize him, Henry finally
prohibits the courtship on the grounds of potential miscegenation, prompting Bon to ask
him, “So it’s the miscegenation, not the incest, which you can’t bear” (285). Henry asks
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his brother to consider the well-being of their sister. Henry appeals to Bon’s fraternal
side, pointing out “You are my brother.” Bon, who bears the umbrage from his father’s
unwillingness to recognize him, responds, “No I’m not. I’m the nigger that’s going to
sleep with your sister. Unless you stop me” (286). Henry wrests the pistol from Bon’s
hand and proceeds to kill him at the gates of Sutpen’s Hundred, for reasons that remain
unclear to the rest of the characters.
When all is said and done, and Sutpen has lost his heir Henry (and Bon, the son
he would not acknowledge), he indulges in a brief moment of reflection. After using
Henry as an instrument to kill his other son Charles, he tells General Compson, “you see,
I had a design in my mind. Whether it was a good or a bad one design is beside the point;
the question is, Where did I make the mistake in it, what did I do or misdo in it, whom or
what injure by it” (212). In light of the events that the reader learns at the end of the
novel, Sutpen’s “design” is not a plan to build a future, but rather a simple variation of
his “purblind innocence,” which does not allow him to see and understand the “mistake”
in terms of its social and familial costs. His conscience, formed by the corrupt society of
the South, told him that he could scorn his wife, that he could buy her off, and that
emotions could be squared by money like accounts in a ledger. His mistake is a failure to
recognize that his commitment to his first wife cannot be abrogated through financial
settlement—she cannot be bought off, because she is not property.
Furthermore, although he is not aware of it, he has invoked an unjust system of
racial segregation to justify his actions, which he says “would have been supported by
both legal and moral sanction even if not the delicate one of conscience” (211). In other
words, the men of nineteenth-century American society rested on an unjust foundation of
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slavery and racial prejudice. Slavery and the architectonics of racism that they used to
accumulate vast amounts of wealth oppressed a race of people and split up families. It
forced whites to kill their black brothers, as Absalom so tragically shows.
Faulkner is nonetheless offering his readers the opportunity for a different kind of
Bildungsroman, so that they do not remain the innocents (or is it simpletons?) that Sutpen
was—as his immorality brought down his "proper" family—in accordance with the
delusions of the South. In one sense, the responsibility of tragic recognition falls on the
shoulders of the narrators. However, none of them truly reach that moment of
realization. As mentioned above, Rosa Coldfield, Jason Compson, and Quentin Compson
bring their own biases to bear on their respective explanations of Bon’s murder, as
examples of points-of-view of the next generation of the South. And they, too, remain
blind to the moral paradox of action which miscegenation has imposed on families like
Sutpen's.
Rosa finds Bon’s murder incomprehensible except as a result of Sutpen’s
demonic nature; “I saw Judith’s marriage forbidden without rhyme or reason or shadow
of excuse, ” she tells Quentin (12). To her, Bon is a civilized and good man, a “Charles
Good, Charles Husband Soon-To-Be.” By comparison, Rosa finds Sutpen to be a
“demon,” who emerges in Jefferson from obscure origins and attempts to rise like an
arriviste in the local society. Her insistence on seeing Sutpen as the villain of the story,
while morally correct, suggests that she still is blinded by a resentment that renders her
incapable of reflection. Yet, she suffers resentment in large part because Sutpen pretends
to hide behind the cloak of respectability, when in facts he is of white trash origin: he
arrives in Jefferson with nothing more than a horse and two pistols, which showed (to
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recall Rosa’s condemnation) that “he was no younger son sent out from some old quiet
country like Virginia or Carolina” (11). She adds, “a man who fled here and hid,
concealed himself behind respectability […] no, not even a gentleman. Marrying Ellen or
marrying ten thousand Ellens could not have made him one” (10-11). Again, Rosa resents
Sutpen, because he cannot shake his humble origins even though he may try, a prejudice
that is confirmed when he asks for her to produce a legitimate heir to his dynasty before
he agrees to marry her. Rosa blames ruthless, uncouth men like Sutpen for the South’s
loss in the Civil War: it was a moral loss because the wrong kind of men, those of
questionable morals and obscure origins, had led the region down the road to perdition.
For Mr. Compson, who utters the words “they don’t explain and we are not
supposed to know” in reaction to the purported inscrutability of the murder, Henry kills
Bon because of the octoroon mistress he keeps in New Orleans, as a kind of betrayal of
his sister's trust. In Mr. Compson’s interpretation, Henry is attempting to prevent the
moral corruption of his sister at the hands of an urbane but decadent man, whose
cynicism has the potential to contaminate the puritanical Sutpen household.
Finally, Quentin’s version, which is an amalgamation of Rosa and Mr.
Compson’s renditions, offers the most fantastic of explanations for the events at the gates
of Sutpen’s Hundred. Quentin suggests that Henry sanctions the incestual relationship
between his brother and sister. Readers of The Sound and the Fury are familiar with
Quentin’s obsession with an incestuous relationship with his sister Caddy as a way to
maintain her virginity and honor. He projects this concern onto the love triangle among
Henry, Bon, and Judith. However, Quentin surmises that Henry learns about Bon’s
African ancestry and he explains that Henry must follow the logic of purity and prevent
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the marriage, lest his sister and his household become infiltrated with black blood.
Thus, much like his father, Quentin sees the story as one of racial corruption and
degradation, but, unlike his father, he believes the murder occurs as a consequence of
Bon’s internal nature as someone less than human trying to subvert a "proper" family.
Even though it is not stated explicitly, one infers that Henry must protect his sister’s
honor, or so Quentin believes, from African savagery and the sexual excesses associated
with black blood at the time. Quentin’s interpretation of the events is infused with a
number of turn of the century ideas about race.
Here again, period stereotypes come into play in generating this "explanation" for
the crime. After Reconstruction, several apologists of segregation were set on depicting
the “mulatto” as incapable of controlling his sexual desire for white women. It was not
the free black who preyed on women, but the “mulatto rapist” whose African sexual
desire combined with “enough white blood in him to replace native humility and
cowardice with Caucasian audacity” in the words of Mrs. L.H. Harris, a white Southern
woman writing in 1899 (qtd. in Frederickson 277). Furthermore, according to the racist
beliefs of Southern whites, then, the overwhelming desire of blacks for white women
sanctioned and justified legalized segregation and disenfranchisement (Frederickson
282). The intersections of sexual and political concerns suggest that the fear of
miscegenation reflected a larger concern among whites about their loss of political power
in the early 1900s.
We see this very fear dramatized in Absalom, particularly in the legal and political
implications of Sutpen acknowledging Bon as his child. According to Quentin, Bon
wishes for Sutpen to acknowledge him as a son. In an ironic twist so typical of Faulkner,
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Sutpen metaphorically shuts the door on his own son by refusing to acknowledge him at
Sutpen’s Hundred, repeating the same act that had spurred his enduring outrage.
However, Faulkner’s joke is on Sutpen, because he aimed to found an aristocratic legacy
to bequeath to his son, Henry, but he can only bequeath the rejection of the slammed door
to his other son, Bon. And so, the attempt to achieve purity and American success on and
through Sutpen’s Hundred leads to decadence and destruction.
Since Bon does not receive recognition, he plans to marry Judith, thereby
securing for himself a claim to the Sutpen estate. According to Henry’s actions, this claim
would be acceptable if Bon were white, but as Barbara Ladd writes, “Bon’s claims to the
white estate are rendered absolutely monstrous, and Bon is transformed from alienated
son into ‘the nigger who’s going to sleep with your sister,’ an agent for the destruction of
the white estate” (Ladd, Nationalism and the Color Line in Cable, Mark Twain, and
Faulkner, 150). The perennial taboo of incest is supplanted by the taboo of miscegenation
as an even greater evil, for in the South the blood-line must be preserved, both literally
and symbolically, in the form of Sutpen’s Hundred and the aristocratic legacy that will
safeguard its endurance.
A number of ironic twists ensue after Bon’s murder, turns of plot that frustrate
Sutpen’s “design” and magnify his “mistake.” Sutpen’s dim-sightedness in literally and
figuratively excluding Bon from the household also causes him to lose Henry, his
legitimate heir. After the Civil War left the South in shambles and Sutpen’s Hundred a
shadow of itself, he still imagines that he can see his design fulfilled. He makes an offer
of marriage to Rosa, but only on the condition that she first produce a male heir; she takes
umbrage and returns to Jefferson to endure “forty-three years of impotent and unbearable
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outrage” (137). He then sets his sights on Milly, the fifteen-year-old granddaughter of
Wash Jones, who is a squatter on Sutpen’s property and who has never approached the
plantation Big House. When Milly bears a daughter, Sutpen repudiates her; Wash, who
believed that Sutpen had to do “right by her,” kills Sutpen with a rusty scythe on the
grounds of the estate. The cycle appears complete: Sutpen, the former poor white, ends
up slain by a poor white, because of broken promises rather than another abstract
contract.
Life on Sutpen’s Hundred endures as Sutpen’s daughters—the legitimate Judith
and the former house slave Clytie—make do in a chaotic South impoverished by the Civil
War and alienated from the rest of the country. In an act of unknowing filiation, Judith’s
love for Bon endures, and she has him buried on the estate grounds. Restoring justice,
even if not the letter of the law of legitimacy, she has Bon’s son, Charles Etiene Saint
Valery Bon, brought from New Orleans to raise him herself. She cares for him when he is
struck with yellow fever and eventually contracts the disease herself and dies from it.
And so after all, Charles Bon—the “good”—by no design whatsoever undermines his
father’s quest, showing that there are no limits to the havoc that irony can wreak.
Images of devastation and death close out the work, as detailed during Rosa and
Quentin’s visit to Sutpen’s Hundred in September 1909 and during Rosa’s return to the
estate three months later. They find that Henry, the fugitive, returned four years ago to
die in the dilapidated house. They also find the mixed-race Clytie, who oversees what
remains of the estate and looks after the now invalid Henry; she is the last victim of this
system. In addition, they encounter a twenty-six year old slack-mouthed idiot by the
name of Jim Bond, who is the son of Charles Etienne Bon and his mentally retarded wife.
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When Rosa returns to the house in December with an ambulance to rescue Henry, Clytie
sets it ablaze because she believes that the legal authorities have come to arrest Henry for
the murder of his brother. In a kind of cross between Götterdâmmerung and the burning
of Atlanta, Clytie and Henry perish together with the remains of the Big House.
Standing in front of the spectacle of the flames, one Sutpen remains, “Jim Bond,
the scion, the last of his race, seeing it too now and howling with human reason now
since now even he could have known what he was howling about” (300). The image of
Jim Bond endures, for as Shreve points out, “there was nothing left now, nothing out
there but that idiot boy to lurk around those ashes and those four gutted chimneys and
howl until someone came and drove him away” (301).
It is hard to think of a more ghastly and morbid image, which is actually
intensified by the final judgment and prophecy articulated by Shreve: “I think that in time
the Jim Bonds are going to conquer the western hemisphere. Of course, it wont quite be
in our time and of course as they spread toward the poles they will bleach out again like
the rabbits and the birds do, so they wont show up so sharp against the snow. But it will
still be Jim Bond; and so in a few thousand years, I who regard you will also have sprung
from the loins of African kings” (302). After all, it is a truly damning judgment, a
prophecy of tragic dimension, that is, of course, if one believes in the myth of
miscegenation. It is not without signification that Shreve, the Canadian, makes this
prediction, for he finds the theater of the South absurd (he cannot understand why people
even bother to live at all in the South) and is as divorced from the prejudices of the South
and America, one assumes, as any person could be at the time. His objective outsider’s
perspective serves to highlights the region’s obsessions that render men like Quentin
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paralyzed.

Conclusion: The Southern Plantation Reconfigured
At the end of the day, Quentin occupies the position of the master narrator in the
work, since all the other accounts of Sutpen and his design are mediated through him. It
can be said, then, that the figure of Sutpen casts a shadow over Quentin, who obsesses in
equal measure over Sutpen’s legacy and the legacy of Southern history. This inheritance
seems to tear at Quentin’s soul, for he is described as
the two separate Quentin’s now—the Quentin Compson preparing for Harvard in
the South, the deep South dead since 1865 and peopled with garrulous outraged
baffled ghosts, listening, having to listen, to one of the ghosts which had refused
to lie still even longer than most had, telling him about old ghost-times; and the
Quentin Compson who was still too young to deserve yet to be a ghost but
nevertheless having to be one for that since he was born and bred in the deep
South. (4)
This Quentin does not seem so much an individual as “an empty hall echoing with
sonorous defeated names; he was not a being, an entity, he was a commonwealth” (7).
This character sketch yields the impression that Quentin is entirely passive, determined
by Southern history. Both he and Sutpen share an imagination colonized by the powerful
trope of the plantation home, which mirrors the economic relations of master to slave and
mediates a similar social and cultural segregation. Quentin’s colonized imagination
caused by his inability to reconcile what he has been taught to see as the glorious stature
of the Old South and its past heroes, exemplified most obviously in the achievement of
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the plantation home and the vast economy of cotton, with the South’s humiliation at
Shiloh, Vicksburg, Gettysburg, and final surrender at Appomattox. What for Sutpen was
an economic and, in turn, a cultural division between slaves and masters, was for Quentin
a segregation cast in purely racial terms. That is to say, the social praxis (racial divisions,
an obsession with virginity) of the plantation has come to determine his consciousness as
rules and norms that permit little deviation. He is unable to reach a level of recognition
and complete his own act of Bildung, self-formation and education, because he is unable
to understand that the “design” of Southerners and Southern society, as symbolized by
the expansive plantation estate, rested on a “mistake”—that is, on the foundation of
tremendous injustice that was the slavery of the antebellum period and the prejudice of
Jim Crow that cursed the land.
If Freyre deploys the plantation home as a trope that facilitates miscegenation,
that sanctions it, and that provides a unifying force to the divisive power of the rural
economy, Faulkner uses the image of the plantation home for the exact opposite purpose.
He shows that the economic divisions of master and slave are reinforced by the plantation
home: for, just as master and slave must remain “apart,” so must white and black. Even
though miscegenation occurs in the American South with frequency, it remains taboo to
sanction or reveal its occurrence. Thus Faulkner is attempting to show the moral
repercussions of viewing human relations though the lens of race, especially when they
obscure and at the same time sanction incest. Once again, he tacitly indicates that the
desire throughout the South to maintain endogamous groups leads to the perversion of
incest. Henry accepts that Bon will marry Judith even when he knows that Bon is his
brother, but when he finds out that Bon has African blood, the relations of kin vanish for
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Henry and he views Bon as a ravenous mulatto rapist. In other instances, Faulkner
appears to show that miscegenation and incest were one and the same thing. It is
acceptable, for example, for Carrothers McCaslin, from the stories in Go Down, Moses
(1942), to have an incestuous relationship with his slave daughter Tomasina (Tomy),
because she is not legally his daughter. In another example, Quentin in The Sound and
the Fury believes that he is fulfilling the highest of Southern ideals by committing incest
with his sister. At the end of the day, the prevalence of incest in Faulkner’s works (and in
the South in general) amount a moral condemnation of the plantation culture that begot it
and the pseudo-aristocrats that promoted it. How could the region revive itself or even
survive if it was founded on a system that led to biological degeneration?
Absalom is a fictionalized work of social history that is narrated like an Attic
Tragedy. The tragic dimension results from the failure of the characters to recognize that
their ideals formed a society that led them both to affirm family ties on perverted grounds
(that is, of incest) and to deny those same family ties on the grounds of principle (that is,
of racial purity). Faulkner’s vision of history indicates that these tragedies endure as
curses, where for generations onwards the descendents “are cursed to be instruments” of
their own destruction, because their heroic forbearers had acted as instruments of their
own destruction. However, this moral tale takes place in a socio historical setting, one
that merits critical attention for it offers a context for the moral choices and failures of
recognition by the characters in Absalom.
It is important to recall that Sutpen’s movement from Virginia backland, to
Tidewater plantation, to Haiti and finally to Jefferson, Mississippi, invites the critical
reader to consider the significance of each of these different settings, a significance that is
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intimated by Faulkner and left veiled as critical information for understanding his work.
As it was explored above, in each of these locations Sutpen encounters a different set of
racial norms, even though he is not aware of them. He faces his most intense moment of
racial conflict in Haiti, where the prejudices that he brings from Virginia (the land that
birthed the color line, the fractional method of determining race, and, in turn, a biracial
society) force him to deny his wife and their son on account of her African blood, despite
her wealth and high standing in society. In Mississippi he finds a culture of race and
environment supportive of his design at a time where common men like himself could
thrive. Nonetheless, New Orleans, the former satellite city of Haiti, is close by with its
class of mixed-blood Creoles and free blacks, who have historically occupied a space of
cultural and economic significance despite American efforts to impose biracial laws upon
it. Faulkner’s inclusion of these different locations with their different racial
circumstances render the American biracial policy (and its attendant belief in black
inferiority) relative at the very least—certainly the taboo of miscegenation loses much of
it validity and power when viewed in such a way.
Thus Faulkner articulates, through Sutpen’s actions, an implicit critique of the
plantation as the Anglo-Saxon South of Virginia conceived it. Sutpen is able to satisfy his
economic ambitions in Haiti and on the Mississippi frontier, but his fault lies in
subscribing to the aristocratic values of Virginia. Simply, in Faulkner’s representation of
the South, the one-drop rule which became the norm in Virginia did not have widespread
applicability throughout the region; the myth of the Cavalier and of the Aristocracy really
did not extend beyond Virginia. When Sutpen settles in Mississippi, these Virginia values
eventually spell doom for him, as he denies his own son’s birthright.
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Faulkner was representing a Deep South, located in the Mississippi River Basin,
that had developed into a powerful economy based on cotton, which placed it much more
in tune with economic forces at play in the Caribbean Basin and Northeastern Brazil than
with the social world of genteel Virginia aristocracy of the Tidewater region and its
prescribed roles of class and race. Faulkner appears to argue that the Deep South’s fault
lay in trying to emulate Virginia, a state that had fallen into economic decline and
become obsessed with social rituals. Its economic interests were subverted by the
maintenance of a steadfast hold onto the institution of racial slavery.
Given what I have just addressed, I would suggest as well that Southern Literature
observe a new division between the Upper South and the Lower South demarcated by the
border between North and South Carolina, because the states south of this border have a
historical experience tied with the Caribbean that has affected their demographics, their
economic experience, and, in turn, their self-understanding.
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CONCLUSION
The Closed Door of Modernism and the Dynamics of Race in Faulkner and Freyre
A recurrent motif in High Modernism, the closed door signifies the hopeless
condition of those who have the door shut in their faces. One can think of Josef K. from
Kafka’s The Trial (1925), who hears a priest tell a fable about a man who waits, to no
avail, for a door to open, a fable that symbolizes K.’s doomed fate before the trial that
awaits him. The closed door also appears as a lasting image in Faulkner’s Absalom:
Sutpen cannot enter Pettibone’s house through the front door and must enter only through
the back door because he is a poor white, and Bon cannot enter the Sutpen estate (or
claim any right to it) once his one drop of black blood is revealed to his brother Henry.
K.’s trial, as the first line of Kafka’s novel suggests, is entirely arbitrary and unjustified.
Faulkner’s characters live in a world where their exclusion appears justified by social
convention and legal restriction (Sutpen is poor and Bon is black). Yet, as the
juxtaposition of The Trial and Absalom highlights, their proscribed condition is just as
arbitrary as K.’s and, thus, is ultimately unjustified. Taking Absalom as a plantation
novel, this dissertation has argued that it attempted to reveal many of the injustices and
iniquities that occurred in Southern history as a means of correcting the idyllic
understanding that the South had of itself. The image of the closed door reveals the
tragedy of ascribing to a biracial society and the attendant practice of segregation.
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Not all of the plantation doors remained closed, though. Freyre shows that in the
universe of the Brazilian colonial plantation the door remained ajar for descendents of
African blood, as evinced by the high rate of physical and cultural miscegenation in
Brazilian society. He reasons that slaves were able to exert their cultural influence (albeit
unintentionally) from the senzala on the casa-grande, and that the cultural formation of
Brazil occurred from the bottom up. Such a fact allowed Freyre, among other
contemporary intellectuals, to valorize miscegenation and proclaim that Brazil was a
“racial democracy,” implying that the history of miscegenation in Brazil left the country
immune to the racial conflict and racism that afflicted America. In some respects, the
myth of racial democracy is true, and in others it is false. For the door in Brazil was not
exactly left wide-open to non-whites; rather, it was open for some and cracked open for
others, as historically admission to society and the potential for social mobility have
correlated with a person’s skin color.
The fluid landscape of racial classification in the United States and Brazil has not
gone undetected. The historian Carl N. Degler compares the institutions of slavery and
the history of race relations in Brazil and the United States in his Pulitzer Prize winning
book Neither Black Nor White (1971). He seeks to explain why it is that in Brazil a
person of European and African blood is considered a mulatto, while in America “in the
days of slavery as later, in the days of legal segregation, a Negro was defined in law and
in custom as anyone with a certain amount of Negro ancestry—usually one-eighth”
(101). The American definition became more severe during the Jim Crow era, as many
state anti-miscegenation laws defined a person with even a drop of black blood as fully
black, appearances notwithstanding. Degler argues that these anti-miscegenation laws, as
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examples of legal and social norms alike, reflect a “genetic or biological definition” of
race in which ancestry determines racial classification. According to him, race is
understood less as a matter of appearance and more as an inherited internal quality. He
points out the lack of logic in this thinking, which divides people into categories of black
or white and is blind to gradations in skin color. Although Degler does not make this
connection per se, one can surmise, perhaps, that America turned race into an internal
quality as the result of the numerous scientific racism theories that attempted to tie
personality traits with racial features. Be that as it may, the system was in fact absurd—
an absurdity that is explored by Twain and Faulkner alike, as discussed in this
dissertation in Chapters 3 and 4.
Degler observes that in Brazil, by contrast, “a Negro is a person of African
descent who has no white ancestry at all. If a person has some indefinite amount of white
as well as Negro ancestry he is something else. He is not white to be sure, though he may
be a mulatto, or a moreno, or a pardo. […] Brazilians do not concern themselves about
the genetic background of a person, but they look at hair and lips as wells a skin color in
categorizing someone” (102). Quite simply, Brazilians see nuance in color, whereas
Americans only see two different races. The person of mixed blood in Brazil occupies an
intermediate place in society between whites and blacks: historically, mixed-bloods have
occupied positions of prominence, and, at a time when segregation in the United States
barred all blacks from entering a restaurant, for example, a mixed-blood individual could
sit at a café in Brazil with people who appeared whiter than him. Despite a propensity to
see gradations in skin color, Brazilians nevertheless are not free of prejudices. Those who
appear to be of pure African blood have been and continue to be relegated to the lowest
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rungs of society with little hope of ever escaping their condition, while those who appear
whiter have greater potential for social mobility (Degler 101-111).
Degler makes a number of astute observations that capture these diverging
attitudes toward race in the United States and skin color in Brazil. The biological basis
for determining race in America and its attendant belief in the notion of distinct, pure
races means that “racial prejudice” reigns in the United States. In Brazil, a history of
acknowledged miscegenation has made it impossible to speak of distinct races or to draw
an absolute color line, yet social status correlates highly with skin color, indicating that a
“color prejudice” prevails. Furthermore, these attitudes are reflected in the forms of social
organization of each country. A hardened color line in the United States, which operated
to insure White Supremacy, allowed for explicit discriminatory practices both in the
public and private spheres, as the Jim Crow Era so readily shows. Private sentiment and
state policy worked in tandem to keep the races apart and to ensure the repression of
those who were defined as black. Thus, we can see that in Absalom, Faulkner represents
the intricacies and nuances of the discriminatory practices that came to prevail in the
South as the nineteenth century marched on. Although miscegenation took place
throughout the region, the fact that it was deemed illegal and that it was held as a social
taboo meant that the practice went unacknowledged: the legal punishment and the social
costs of such an admission were too severe. Or, to return to the lasting image of Absalom,
the doors of society remained closed to blacks and even to those who were suspected of
“passing” for white, and the plantations, as worlds unto themselves in which these scripts
were played out, often mirrored and explained the effects of such arbitrary ideas.
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As Chapters 1 and 2 have shown, the practice of miscegenation was openly
discussed in Brazil and frequently summoned as a means for sewing a stronger social
fabric. Based on this fact alone, Gilberto Freyre promoted the idea in the 1930s that the
country was unmatched in its progressive attitudes toward race and declared Brazil a
“racial democracy”—an idea that remains just as controversial and original today as it
was at the time. The attempts by the Portuguese colonial government and, subsequently,
by the court to keep the races apart were consistently undermined by frequent and
ongoing incidences of miscegenation. Thus in some respects Freyre is right: racism really
does not exist in Brazil! A critical look reveals, though, that attempting to apply the
notion of race in a Brazilian context is intellectually specious when the concept is reified;
it is an empty signifier, for the concept of race has little meaning and explanatory power
in Brazilian society. The notion of race, in its most elementary form, necessitates
grouping people according to a shared physical feature. Since miscegenation made this
impossible in Brazil, explicit discriminatory practices and ideologies of racial inferiority
could never be as effective as they were in America. Freyre could thus claim that racism
did not exist in the country. However, the logic of race and racism necessitates a belief in
the former in order to yield the latter, which begs the question: how can Freyre (and
Brazilians) be proud of their lack of racism if they live in a society where the very
condition for an absence of racial prejudice—a belief in distinct races and the accepting
of difference—is meaningless?
We can tweak the question to see if it yields a different answer: what occurred
when Brazilians were faced with a group of people labeled as different? To answer the
question we need to look no further than the term “miscegenation” itself as it was used in
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Brazil. As mentioned above and discussed in Chapter 1, the term was deployed as a
means of sewing a stronger social fabric. In reality, it hardly had the objective of uniting
those of different races; rather, miscegenation was evoked to eliminate what Brazilians
saw as the undesirable and inferior African element, as the Whitening Ideal so perfectly
illustrates. Even in Gilberto Freyre, who lauds the “African influence,” there is the belief
that miscegenation had helped forge a new distinctly Brazilian race, one that synthesized
the various cultural influences and “bloods” in the expanse of Brazil, again revealing that
racial homogeneity loomed large as a desirable national standard. As concluded at the
end of Chapter 2, this point-of-view privileges a form of social engineering as a means of
forming a common identity, while casting aside the European nativist understating of
identity.
What sets the countries apart on issues of race, according to Degler, is that Brazil
affords a privileged space for those of mixed blood—the mulatto—while the United
States labels them as black and has historically disenfranchised those labeled as such.
Degler names the special condition of mixed-bloods in Brazil as the “Mulatto Escape
Hatch,” whereby those of mixed blood have social mobility and become “white” by
accumulating wealth—“money whitens” is a famous Brazilian adage—and acquiring the
social graces of the upper class. In other words, skin color cannot on its own keep an
individual in the lowest parts of society. The image of the “escape hatch” so adequately
captures the condition of the mulatto in Brazil, because it suggests that those of mixedrace had a narrow ingress into society. One had to pass through it in quiet, in a manner
fitting of an escape hatch. The image of the door reappears in the sense that some may be
able to locate said hatch while others may not—it is hardly a wide-open door. In Freyre’s
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universe, after all, the slaves of African origin remain in the senzala regardless of their
enduring influence on the constitution of Brazilian culture—they may pass through the
door, but they often return to their quarters.

The Plantation and Social History
Finally, it is worth pondering why two prominent authors felt it was necessary in
the 1930s to revisit the plantation as a vestige of the past to critique both the past and the
present. The last three chapters of this dissertation examined the place of the plantation
in the literary and cultural history of northeastern Brazil and the southern United States,
and so it is unnecessary to delve any further into the power that this symbol held in each
region. Rather, it is interesting to speculate on why both authors employed a historical
perspective and aimed it at such a setting to comment on the dynamics of race and on
how these choices reflected the intellectual spirit of the era—to comment on historical
social legacies.
This question can be more easily answered by first looking at the case of Freyre,
whose intellectual forbearers are well known. As was discussed in Chapter 2, he
appropriated a number of concepts as well as an anthropological perspective from Franz
Boas, which allowed him to understand culture as local phenomenon. Under the Boasian
world-view, culture was understood as an emanation spawned from human interaction
with the surrounding environment. This point of view implied that the New World
cultures could no longer be compared against the cultures of European nations on a
gradient of progress and sophistication; instead, they stood as reactions and adaptations to
local environments. Furthermore, this viewpoint also implied that culture was no longer
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understood as a national phenomenon, but rather as a local one. Although Boas’s
conception of culture was considered progressive at the time, in one sense it very much
reflected the spirit of the fin-de-siècle despair, as it questioned many of the absolute
notions that had grounded European values and knowledge, such as the discussion of
social Darwinism and degeneration. Primarily, Boas’s ironic and perhaps even chaotic
conception of culture cast doubt on the absolute faith in progress.
Freyre writes after World War I, when the doctrines of progress and nationalism
had come further into question. During the nineteenth century, the spirit of nationalism
led historians to pen national histories that searched for a national origin and narrated the
fate of a nation led by a political class (often the residents of a hereditary political ruling
classes). In Europe, the writing of history meant the narration of military events and of
the actions of great men that had led to the formation of distinct nation-states in Europe.
The 1930s saw a change in historical perspective and sensibility as the concept of
nationalism and progress came into question from many channels. Historians began to
look at the daily lives of ordinary people, and they disregarded national borders, which
they saw as artificial. The most famous and systematic articulation of this new form of
history—n social history or history from the bottom up—occurred in France with the
École des annales led by Marc Bloch and Lucien Febvre. Freyre was practicing social
history in the 1920s and 30s with little awareness of the work of his French counterparts,
but, nonetheless, he shared a historical sensibility with them that identified history as a
social and local phenomenon. He sought to tell the intimate history of the Brazilian
household, and thus he valued what historians would call material culture, a hitherto
neglected object of historical study. Culinary books, wheelbarrows, buckets, and
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architectural plans all served as indices of the daily life on the Brazilian colonial
plantation. In Freyre’s eyes, these indices reflected a more authentic historical experience
than did the actions of the political class in Rio de Janeiro, to which the plantations of
northeastern Brazil had, at best, a tangential connection. However, as we have read in
Casa-grande & senzala, Freyre was attempting to understand his nation, in particular
because he wanted to offer an interpretation of Brazil that freed it from the racial and
climatic determinism that had cast the country as degenerate and hopeless. Thus in one
sense he was equally as nationalistic as his European forbearers of the nineteenth century:
he argued only that national identity emerged from the diurnal struggles and conflicts of
the casa-grande and the senzala, and that national identity emerged as a culture formed
from and symbolized by the everyday economic and social praxis of the casa-grande and
the senzala, rather than from some innate ethnic or racial quality of the people.
Even though Faulkner, as a fiction writer, is free from the commitments to
referentiality that shape historical inquiry, his fiction nonetheless is written with a clear
historical perspective, as we have seen in his precise reflection on the racial norms in the
Old and New South alike. Like Freyre, he identifies the plantation as a locus of historical
importance, thereby privileging the social and the local as the loci of historical experience
and meaning. Even though the Civil War acts as a backdrop to Absalom, the characters
are affected much more by the shadow cast by the region’s specific plantation homes
(where the staple was cotton rather than the tobacco of the South East and the Upper
South) and the values they reflected than by the events in Washington DC, or in
Richmond, or on the battlegrounds of Shiloh or Gettysburg. In the midst of the war,
Sutpen seems more preoccupied with manipulating Henry to do his bidding than he is
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with the outcome of the war. A lack of synchrony between national and local events in
Absalom suggests that Faulkner shared a historical sensibility with his contemporaries
mentioned above. After all, Faulkner set nearly all of his works in Yoknapatawph county,
his “own little postage stamp of native soil,” as he put it. A proclivity for social and local
history certainly does not turn Faulkner into a historian, but it does suggest that he was
also disenchanted by the doctrine of progress and by the notion of national destiny.
Certainly, he had little affinity for the latter idea, since the Civil War had cast doubt on
the South’s role in the narrative of American success.
Faulkner is at liberty to explore the influence of history on the shaping of human
consciousness. His characters often fall prey to historical forces that they do not
understand and have their imaginations colonized by them. For example, Quentin’s
character remains determined by the legacy of Sutpen and the Confederate loss. Sutpen
himself is a victim of history, for he subscribes to the cultural norms espoused by the
losing side in the Civil War; he accepts without question the values that determine
success in the antebellum period, and he continues to strive for them after the
Confederate loss. Quentin inherits these outmoded values precisely because he is
incapable of seeing any alternative to them, much as the South reaffirmed its commitment
to race theories in the latter nineteenth century. He remains paralyzed because he lives
under the burden of ossified cultural values, particularly those regarding race, that
determine his thinking. Cast in obverse terms, Quentin (as well as Sutpen) is incapable of
introducing contingency into his historical thinking.
Much has been written on the subject of history in Absalom, in particular on the way
Quentin and Shreeve act as pseudo-historians who do not accept the teleological version
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of history as an absolute narrative and who show the gaps in evidence and thus the gaps
inherent in historical narrative through their retelling of the Sutpen legend. Quentin and
Shreeve may show that historical accounts are subjective at the end of the day, but even if
Quentin is aware of this, he cannot free himself from the shackles of the past. Because he
accepts the past as concatenations of events that cannot be reinterpreted, he cannot think
of it as contingent.
Contingency in history is the key to unlocking the meaning of the Sutpen legend and
the meaning of race in the novel. Sutpen’s sin, his innocence, rests not only in his
ambition, but also in his cultural myopia. His blindness is best exposed when he leaves
Virginia for Haiti and attempts to apply the “one-drop rule” in a setting where such a
racial norm has little validity or meaning. Faulkner implies here that Sutpen’s “mistake”
lies in giving universal validity to his racial norms and in accepting them as part of the
natural order of things, instead of seeing them as local Virginia prejudices with only
regional—that is, contingent—applicability. Through Sutpen, Faulkner suggest that the
notion of contingency is tied to place: the racial norms of Virginia are different from
those in Haiti, different from those in New Orleans, and different from those in Jefferson,
Mississippi. Quentin, removed in time from the world of Sutpen and removed in space
from the South, has the opportunity to reverse this myopia by introducing contingency
into the past, and thus into time: that is, to free his imaginations from the constitutive and
symbolic power of the plantation home. He has the power through historical reflection to
see that different racial norms governed different countries, to see in fact that at a certain
point in the past different racial norms governed different regions of the South. Such a
realization would have allowed him to see the present as a contingency as well, but, as
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discussed in Chapter 4, Quentin fails to recognize that he was not bound to accept the
norms of the Jim Crow Era and remains paralyzed instead for a failure to realize “that
the further backward you look, the further forward you can see,” as stated by Winston
Churchill.

Parting Thought:
To recapitulate: the plantation in the New World began in northeastern
Brazil as a mode of production for the wide-scale cultivation of agricultural
products that would be processed into commodities and sold in European markets.
The first such product was sugar cane, which was harvested and cooked in the
New World and then exported to a number of European ports for final refinement.
This trade took place in Brazil and then the Caribbean for three centuries under a
mercantile economic model, whereby a rural colony produced a raw material that
was exported to the industrial centers of the mother country for final refinement.
When American cotton displaced sugar cane in the nineteenth century as the most
profitable commodity in the world, the political economy had changed. Trade
occurred among nation-states rather than between mother country and colony:
New World cotton trade occurred between industrial centers, such as
Massachusetts and Lancastershire, and the rural region of the American South.
Regardless of the dominant economic model, those in the industrial center
benefited from the agricultural commodity trade at the expense of those who
cultivated the actual agricultural product: merchants and financiers were less
exposed to the risks of the commodity trade, because they could respond to price
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fluctuations more dynamically than a plantation owner. They accumulated vast
amounts of wealth for themselves and their countries relative to the profits earned
by those in the colonies or rural regions of a nation-state. This division between
those in the rural world, who produced the raw material, and those in the
industrial centers, who processed the raw material for human consumption and
who financed the whole trade, led to cultural divisions between the progressive
industrial world and the backward rural world—from economic divisions, cultural
distinctions emerged. As this dissertation has shown, another division emerged
historically, this one on the plantation itself, between those who owned the land
and the home—the European whites—and those who labored—the African
slaves. This division was reinforced by the plantation home, and racism emerged
from it as an ideology that viewed blacks as inferior to white, and which in turn
justified the subjection of African-Americans.
Both Freyre and Faulkner set their works in this economic arrangement,
and they explore cultural superstructure of the plantation home in their respective
localities. The plantation home thus functions as a trope, as a point of intersection
and an axis for constitutive economic and cultural forces, which allows for an
analysis of how it shapes the mode of consciousness of those who lived in it.
I would propose that, on the basis of the shared economic cultural
formation of the plantation, which grounded social relations, and on the basis of
how this establishment represented a stratified society and stood as the key image
to a region’s self-understanding, further efforts should be made to study the New
World plantation and its effective geography. I base this suggestion on a
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particular image shared by both texts—the hammock. On page 107 of this
dissertation, I quote perhaps the most famous image in Casa-grande & senzala:
Freyre depicts the sugar planter patriarch living his life on the hammock,
scratching his syphilitic sores while he traveled on the hammock carried by his
slaves. Likewise, on page 199 of this dissertation, I discuss how Faulkner depicts
Pettibone, the Tidewater patriarch admired by Sutpen, in a barrel stave hammock
between two trees, lying while a slave fans him and brings him drinks all day
long. Sutpen is amazed that Pettibone does nothing all day and owns all the slaves
and all the land. Since Sutpen is obsessed with acquiring status, he wishes to
recreate this world of luxuriousness in Mississippi, and his obsession leads to his
downfall. Through this shared image, Faulkner and Freyre level a moral critique
at the ruling class that oversees the plantation, a cultural institution devoid of an
economically viable way of life. The economic foundation—monoculture—
rendered the plantation and rural life at large dependent on financial and industrial
centers. It also created a line between those who labored and those who reaped the
benefits of that labor, a division that was economically inefficient while it
sustaining the important cultural divisions of race and class. Through this shared
and univocal critique, both authors suggest that the stewards of the plantation
complex would have to foster more equitable notions of race and class for the
plantation to survive as an economy and a culture in the modern world.
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