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Supervisor:  Matt Richardson 

 
This dissertation examines texts that articulate a temporary escape for Black Americans 

from today’s anti-Blackness. These sites, which I call “loopholes of retreat,” provide 

momentary bodily safety and critical distance that allow for an unearthing of new ways to 

counteract the cycle of anti-Blackness that has continued since slavery. I frame my 

project with a discussion of Harriet Jacobs’s narrative, Incidents in the Life of a Slave 

Girl, the true account of Jacobs’s life as a slave and her journey to freedom by way of a 

tiny space she called her “loophole of retreat.” In 2005, the disablements to 

understanding, civic solidarity, and empathy--consequences of ongoing anti-Blackness--

were revealed when Hurricane Katrina hit, largely affecting Black communities in 

Louisiana, Mississippi, and Alabama due to a history of racial discrimination and 

segregation. I argue that in the contemporary moment, like Jacobs, people of color have 

managed to locate their own loopholes of retreat, working within them to challenge 

dominant ideologies and the political and social institutions that continue to punish, 

silence, and subjugate minority populations in America. These loopholes offer a peephole 

through which inhabitants can view the world from a relatively safe distance, “free” from 
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the physical and psychological dangers of anti-Blackness. Here, the gaze shifts, allowing 

bodies of color to witness racist acts although they remain a target of racism. Building 

from Katherine McKittrick’s definition of the loophole as a paradoxical space, I posit 

that, removed from the outside world and looking at rather than participating in, one who 

occupies a contemporary loophole of retreat also exists in-between time, as they are 

neither forced to obey the standards of linear time nor are they completely removed from 

its existence. Here, history is alive, and the connections between the past, present, and 

future are palpable, embodied in the bodies of color that take refuge in the garret. As 

such, possibilities for new alternatives to anti-Blackness exist, alternatives that neither 

repeat the past nor completely reject its existence, but instead work within history to, 

ideally, change the future such that Black Americans are capable of more than just 

survival.  
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Introduction 

 
When news outlets displayed images of Hurricane Katrina as it began to grow in 

the summer of 2005, the picture splattered across screens was that of a typical hurricane, 

albeit one of massive proportions: a swirl of spinning clouds covering any signs of water 

or land that might be underneath. That is, of course, save for one spot: the eye of the 

hurricane, which looked like a perfect, clear circle in the center of chaos, where a blue 

dot indicated a break in the clouds. Visible in this break was the Gulf of Mexico’s waters 

as Katrina sped towards land.  

It is said that the eye of the hurricane is the where the weather is calmest. In the 

middle of the hurricane’s deadly winds and severe weather exists a small respite: a place 

where the skies are clear, where, from your place in the center of it all, you can see what 

came before and what will come next. The eye of the hurricane offers an in between-ness: 

you are in a hurricane and yet not quite.  

*** 

Hurricane Katrina would go on to be one of the deadliest storms to ever hit the 

United States, and its aftermath would go down in history as one of the most disastrous 

and telling moments in American history. In 2005, the disablements to understanding, 

civic solidarity, and empathy--consequences of colorblind racism--were revealed when 

Hurricane Katrina hit the gulf shores, taking with it the lives of nearly two thousand 

people while displacing thousands of others. Televised coverage of both the hurricane 

and its aftermath showed the victims’ faces--many of whom were Black--as they were 
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left stranded, without food and shelter. Relief efforts and government aid were slow, and 

the rhetoric surrounding the event characterized Blacks as dangerous bodies capable of 

criminal acts in their desperation, rather than as victims struggling for survival when no 

help was to be found. Americans, it seemed, were lives not worth saving--disposable 

bodies taken into account, once again, as quantities.  

During a televised benefit show for Katrina victims that aired within days after 

the hurricane made landfall, hip-hop artist and producer Kanye West famously declared, 

“George Bush doesn’t care about Black people.” Speaking offscript, West expressed 

what many were already thinking: Hurricane Katrina was more than just a natural 

disaster--it was a testament to the fact that racism was alive and well in America. On live 

television, West managed to break the silence by defying the network and its script, using 

the moment to speak the unspeakable: 

I hate the way they portray us in the media. You see a black family, it says, 
“They're looting." You see a white family, it says, "They're looking for food." 
And, you know, it's been five days [waiting for federal help] because most of the 
people are black […]America is set up to help the poor, the black people, the less 
well-off, as slow as possible […] and [the police have] given them permission to 
go down and shoot us!” (“Kanye West Hurricane Katrina”) 
 

West, along with many others who would speak out in the storm’s aftermath, shattered 

the illusion perpetuated by mainstream media that race was no longer an issue. Indeed, in 

the days and weeks that followed the storm, America began to learn that Katrina largely 

affected poor Black communities in Louisiana, Mississippi, and Alabama. In New 

Orleans specifically, this was the result of a history of racial discrimination and 

segregation that led to a concentration of economically disadvantaged Blacks living in 
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low-income housing in low-lying areas such as the Ninth Ward. Further, many residents 

were incapable of leaving their homes during the storm, as nearly one in five of those in 

areas heavily affected by the storm possessed no vehicle. And in 2004, Mississippi held 

the highest poverty rate at 21.6%, well above the national average of 13% (“Essential 

Facts). When these facts came together with the images of Black bodies on the news, it 

became impossible to ignore color, and what unfolded was the reality that America’s 

fraught relationship with race was not only alive and well, but also deeply rooted in a 

legacy that could be traced back to slavery, through Jim Crow, and down to those fateful 

days in the South when Katrina made landfall.   

“Hidden in Plain Sight”: Loopholes of Retreat in Post-Katrina Literature and 

Performance looks for spaces of temporary relief from anti-Black racism in post-Katrina 

America. I call these spaces “loopholes of retreat,” which, as I will explain, is a term 

borrowed from Harriet Jacobs’ Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl. I argue that loopholes 

of retreat are the spaces where the possibilities for resistance in an anti-Black, supposedly 

“post-racial” society exist, a society that demands a rhetoric of multiculturalism, 

colorblindness, and the continuation of racial violence and degradation in order to 

maintain a racial hierarchy. Here, within the limited safety of a loophole, ruptures give 

way to transformation and the potential for not only individual progress, but larger social 

progress as well. As Hurricane Katrina illustrated, there exist certain moments that reveal 

the illusion that anti-Blackness is a thing of the past and we are now “post-race.” This 

dissertation considers the spaces artists of color/queer artists of color reconceptualize as 

loopholes of retreat in the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina, sites of confinement within an 
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America that already confines bodies of color to second-class citizenship, rendering them 

free but not free. Like the eye of the hurricane, loopholes of retreat are temporary 

clearings in the midst of a storm: places where time collapses, and the past, present, and 

future are all visible at once. As I will discuss, these spaces range from the literal (e.g. an 

underground portal), to the metaphorical (e.g. a novel within a novel). Within these 

loopholes, bodies of color possess the power to acknowledge their own condition of 

subjugation and possibility for self-making by way of the body. 

 

THE BEGINNING  
In her landmark essay “Mama’s Baby, Papa’s Maybe: An American Grammar 

Book,” in which she investigates Black female gendering and sexuality in America, 

Hortense J. Spillers “begins at the ‘beginning’”--the moment Europeans arrived on the 

African continent and captured African bodies for the transatlantic slave trade (Spillers 

209). As she explains, Black subjectivity is predicated upon this violent moment wherein 

Africans were physically forced out of their homeland and into slavery via ships that 

sailed along the Middle Passage. Africans boarded these ships as captive bodies, 

accounted for in terms of “quantities” rather than by name or any other human 

designation (215). The captive body, then, was “reduced to a thing, to being for the 

captor” (206). Stripped from their families, culture, and language, these bodies arrived in 

the New World as empty vessels that carried with them, as far as their masters were 

concerned, no history, no culture, no gender, no humanity--bodies now left to their 

master’s will: “…[T}heir New World, diasporic plight marked a theft of the body--a 
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willful and violent (and unimaginable from this distance) severing of the captive body 

from its motive will, its active desire” (206). As such, whites controlled not only the 

Black body, but also Black subjectivity, as the Black body itself became “a territory of 

cultural and political maneuver” (206). Through violent methods of bodily and 

psychological punishment and control--such as brutal whippings, beatings, rapings, 

lynchings, and constant surveillance--whites attempted, often successfully, to limit not 

only Black bodies, but also the very possibilities Blacks could imagine for themselves.  

For the enslaved Black woman--who was doubly valuable as one capable of both 

work and reproduction-- a master’s ability to control the body was also coupled with the 

ability to control and define sexuality. Angelyn Mitchell elaborates, “Denied the right to 

own herself or her offspring, the enslaved mother had little or no control in choosing her 

sexual partner, in utilizing methods of contraception, and in the fates of her children” 

(26). This sexual domination worked to maintain the master/slave hierarchy by ensuring 

that female slaves had no control over their bodies, their sexuality, or their children, thus 

rendering them objects instead of women. Mitchell further explains that this maneuver 

also succeeded in preventing female slaves from recognizing their own selfhood and thus 

their personhood (26). Consequently, for many female slaves, agency was unimaginable, 

as the confinement, surveillance, and violence of slavery tied them both physically and 

psychologically to their masters’ will. After all, how could an enslaved Black woman 

imagine herself as anything more than an object when her own body served as a daily 

reminder of her objectivity?  
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 Written under the pseudonym Linda Brent, Harriet Jacobs’ Incidents in the Life of 

a Slave Girl (1861) challenged the white, patriarchal ideologies that limited Black female 

slaves’ personhood and agency. Born into slavery, Jacobs spent the first six years of her 

life with her mother and father, both of whom were slaves. She described her childhood 

as “happy”--her parents, she explained, “so fondly shielded” her that she was unaware of 

her position as a slave, as property (Jacobs 8). However, after her parents’ deaths, Jacobs 

was eventually sent to live with a new master, Dr. Flint, a man who made clear his belief 

that Jacobs’s body was his to use as he saw fit: “[…] he told me that I was made for his 

use, made to obey his command in every thing; that I was nothing but a slave, whose will 

must and should surrender to his […]” Dr. Flint’s violence was both psychological and 

physical, as Jacobs was tormented by his threats and forced to work as his slave. 

 She then spent the next few years attempting to ward off Dr. Flint’s sexual 

advances, acutely aware of her objectivity because of Dr. Flint’s relentless surveillance 

and threats of violence, which served as a daily reminder of his power over Jacobs: “My 

master met me at every turn, reminding me that I belonged to him, and swearing by 

heaven and earth that he would compel me to submit to him. If I went out for a breath of 

fresh air, after a day of unwearied toil, his footsteps dogged me. If I knelt by my mother’s 

grace, his dark shadow fell on me there. The light heart which nature had given me 

became heavy with sad forebodings” (27). Jacobs’s visibility made her a moving target. 

There existed no place that provided her always-vulnerable body protection from Dr. 

Flint, a reality she felt both physically and psychologically, as it affected the very nature 



 7 

of her being. Self-definition and personhood for Jacobs was thus limited to the purview 

of slavery--not woman, but object.  

Halfway through her narrative, however, Jacobs managed to escape her sexually 

exploitative and dangerous master. To save both herself and her children, Jacobs hid in 

her grandmother’s house, confined for seven years to a tiny garret space in the attic that 

measured only nine feet long, seven feet wide, and, at its highest point, three feet high. 

The garret provided little room to move about; Jacobs was unable to stand and her 

movement was limited to crawling. She suffered insect bites, freezing temperatures, 

frostbite, no access to the outside world (with the exception of a tiny peephole she 

managed to drill, through which she was able to see and hear her children), and weakened 

muscles as a result of not exercising her legs. Nevertheless, this space was preferable to 

the outside world, where she lived as a slave but could move around, as every move was 

closely watched by Dr. Flint and offered even less freedom than the garret: “It seemed 

horrible to sit or lie in a cramped position day after day, without one gleam of light. Yet I 

would have chosen this, rather than my lot as a slave, though white people considered it 

an easy one […]” (96). Although she was not completely safe, Jacobs was, as much as 

the space allowed, in control of her own body for the first time. 

Despite the entrapments and bodily degradation of slavery, Jacobs referred to the 

garret as her “loophole of retreat” (95). The term originates from English poet William 

Cowper’s The Task: “‘Tis pleasant, through the loopholes of retreat,/To peep at such a 

world, to see the stir/Of the great Babel, and not feel the crowd.” (Burnahm 56-57). As 

the poem suggests, a loophole of retreat is a space that provides a temporary critical 
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distance, allowing one to look at the world without being a part of it for as long as one 

occupies the space. Jacobs’s loophole of retreat provided invisibility and an opportunity 

to shift the gaze such that it was Jacobs doing the watching instead of being watched. 

Through the peephole, Jacobs bore witness to masters punishing their slaves and slave 

suicides. She became privy to the machinations of Dr. Flint and other slave owners in 

search of runaway slaves. And in this space, she eventually managed to plot her way 

towards emancipation and reconnection with her children. Nevertheless, Jacobs’s 

loophole of retreat was anything but pleasant, as each moment in the space required she 

subject herself to bodily pain and confinement.  

In her examination of the garret, Katherine McKittrick argues that these very 

tensions ultimately enabled Jacobs to define herself outside of slavery and imagine new 

possibilities. McKittrick argues, “The combination of perspective, disabling bodily pain, 

emancipation, and the racial-sexual violence outside the garret allow Brent to tell a 

different story, which is in the shape of mystery, a conundrum, a sense of place that 

explores alternative geographic option within and through racial-sexual oppressions” 

(43). The garret, then, is a space in which an existential transformation occurs, where 

confinement leads to a new openness that was previously unavailable. The loophole’s 

contradictory nature, McKittrick contends, positions it as a “paradoxical space” (41). 

McKittrick builds from Gillian Rose’s idea of paradoxical spaces, which, as Rose 

explains, are spaces essential to feminism in that they allow us to “acknowledge both the 

power of hegemonic discourse and to insist on the possibility of resistance” (155). Within 

a paradoxical space, one simultaneously holds multiple positions that would otherwise 
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seem in opposition with each other. Concealed within the garret and yet able to view the 

outside world through her peephole, Jacobs was both watcher and hunted, free and slave. 

Although she remained confined, the garret placed Jacobs “across (rather than inside or 

outside or inevitably bound to) slavery,” which allowed her to witness the horrors of 

slavery while remaining connected to them (McKittrick 42). As a result, McKittrick 

explains, “a critical geographic reconfiguration is exposed--a terrain of struggle, which 

spans seven years and centralizes the terms under which Jacobs/Brent can bring herself 

into being […]” (44). The tensions present in the garret elicited “an alternative 

geographic option,”--a new selfhood in which life as a slave was no longer imaginable.  

Miranda A. Green-Barteet expands this discussion of the garret space in her 

examination of the loophole as an “interstitial space,” one lacking any “cultural meaning 

or value.” (53) Green-Barteet begins her argument with an overview of the interstitial 

space in architecture, which is a “‘fully accessible walk-through space above a ceiling 

and beneath a floor.’” (53). These spaces are designed to “house mechanical services that 

do not need to be accessed regularly,” and are crafted such that the outside observer is 

unaware of its existence (53). Although an unoccupied storeroom (aside from rats and 

mice) when she entered, Jacobs’s loophole of retreat was built in a similar fashion and 

undetectable to anyone unaware of its existence. Similar to a paradoxical space, these 

qualities, Green-Barteet argues, position the garret as an in-between space, a quality that 

Jacobs herself possesses once inside the garret, “as she is neither one thing nor another--

she is neither free nor enslaved, neither able to mother her children nor removed from 

their lives, neither subject to her master’s tyranny nor completely safe from his threats 
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(53). This existence between two things creates a third potential, an alternative, which 

then troubles preexisting dichotomies and creates an opportunity for intervention.  

Previous scholars, such as Michelle Burnham, Valerie Smith and Gloria Randle, 

have argued that the garret itself empowered Jacobs, granting her the ability to gain 

control of her body, her future, and her children’s futures.1 However, Green-Barteet 

makes an important distinction in her argument, asserting that although the garret is a 

space of empowerment, Jacobs already possessed the power, though it went unrealized 

until “safe” inside the garret. Green-Barteet writes, “it is the ways in which she actively 

manipulates the interstitiality of the garret to her advantage that enables her to claim 

agency over herself” (57). Jacobs did not remain passive within the garret, hiding in 

darkness until the situation changed. Instead, she found within herself the power to 

maneuver within the space, actively pursuing freedom despite her confinement. Thus, it 

was not the garret that created change, but rather Jacobs herself, from within the loophole 

that provided the necessary physical and psychological distance to realize her power.    

Green-Barteet further argues that Jacobs’s loophole of retreat can be viewed as both a 

literal and metaphorical space, as the interstitial power Jacobs came to realize while in 

the loophole was then transferred to the narrative itself. That is, while in the garret, 

Jacobs realized her own metaphorical interstitiality--as she was both slave and woman--

                                                
1 See Michelle Burnham’s “Loopholes of Resistance”: Harriet Jacobs’ Slave Narrative and the 
Critique of Agency in Foucault,” Arizona Quarterly: A Journal of American Literature, Culture, 
and Theory 49.2 (Summer 1993), Gloria T. Randle’s “Between the Rock and the Hard Place: 
Mediating Space in Harriet Jacobs’s Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl,” African American 
Review 33.1 (1999) and Valerie Smith’s “’Loopholes of Retreat’: Architecture and Ideology in 
Harriet Jacobs’s Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl,” in Reading Black, Reading Feminist: A 
Critical Anthology, ed. Henry Louis Gates, Jr. (New York: Meridian Press, 1990).  
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and, once outside the garret, she used this interstitiality in her narrative to critique slavery 

and the cult of true womanhood, make readers aware of the sexual abuse female slaves 

faced, and appeal to an audience of White, middle class women who might otherwise 

dismiss her.  

Moreover, Green-Barteet contends, Jacobs accomplished this by first separating 

herself from the narrative, writing under the pseudonym Linda Brent and thus distancing 

the freewoman Harriet Jacobs from the enslaved Linda Brent. This move “casts the 

narrative itself into an interstitial space in which the persona of Brent allows Jacobs to 

accomplish goals that are in direct opposition to the public and private norms that she, as 

a woman, is expected to uphold […] using Brent allows Jacobs to critique the ideologies 

that dictate that she cannot discuss these facts about her life publicly” (66). As Brent, 

Jacobs manages to participate in the sentimental genre that would otherwise condemn the 

actions she took as a slave, particularly those that would cast her as “morally and 

spiritually inferior to white women, such as her sexual relationship with her white 

neighbor, Mr. Sands” (59).  

Ultimately, from Jacobs’s bodily confinement within the loophole of retreat came 

not only her “freedom” and reconnection with her family, but also a rupture in the silence 

that surrounded what she called the “secrets of slavery”--the oft known but rarely spoken 

of sexual degradation of female slaves. In manipulating these literal and metaphorical 

interstitial spaces, Jacobs managed to transform this rupture into a chance to imagine new 

possibilities: a life in the North with her children, a home of her own, the end of slavery 

and its degradations. Although she ends her narrative with the admission that the “dream 



 12 

of [her] life [was] not yet realized,” as she still had no home of her own, Jacobs 

nevertheless created the foundations for a new definition of Black personhood and Black 

female sexuality.  

Incidents was written more than 150 years ago, and since then slavery--along with 

its successor Jim Crow--has been declared illegal. In this contemporary moment, the 

conversation has largely turned to the idea that America is now a post-racial society, one 

in which race is of no consequence in post-Civil Rights America. However, as sociologist 

Tyrone A. Forman explains, as a result, the United States has seen a movement from 

explicit acts of anti-Blackness to more subtle exploitations. The result, Forman and other 

scholars argue, is a new form of anti-Blackness: colorblind racism, which asserts that 

race is no longer an issue, as we have moved beyond it in this post-Civil Rights era.2 Yet 

colorblind racism as anti-Blackness also suggests that today’s racial inequalities “are the 

result of individual and/or group-level shortcomings rather than structural ones” and, as a 

result, systemic changes are unnecessary.3 The result is the persistence of racial 

inequalities, from daily microaggressions to institutional and structural problems such as 

racially biased police tactics and segregated housing, that continue to pervade the 

everyday for people of color, legacies of slavery that ensure people of color remain free 

but not free. That is, although bodies of color are no longer enslaved, they remain 

                                                
2 See Tyrone A. Forman’s “Colorblind Racism and Racial Indifference: The Role of Racial 
Apathy in Facilitating Enduring Inequalities” in The Changing Terrain of Race and Ethnicity (put 
in the rest of the info) 
3 Ibid. 
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confined by the limits of an anti-Black, dominant white, heteronormative, patriarchal 

American society that insists the past is in the past.  

In this view, with the blindness and denial that inform anti-Black, colorblind 

racism, Jacob’s story and her time in the garret space are not commensurable with the 

racial injustices in today’s society. This, Forman argues, is because colorblind racism 

“makes it quite difficult to connect historical patterns of racial and ethnic inequality with 

contemporary forms of racial inequality” (“Racial Apathy”). Thus, anti-Blackness by way 

of colorblindness sabotages the historical consciousness and memory, as the denial of 

color erases the history embodied in Blackness. And this is perhaps one of the most 

insidious aspects of anti-Blackness masked as colorblind racism: it not only turns a blind 

eye to race, but also history in its insistence that past racial inequalities have been righted. 

Consequently, the legacies of slavery that remain present today go unchecked and 

unresolved. 

Despite the fact that, as this project contends, the jump from a historically racist 

America to one that is now postracial is a failure in logic, the post-racial mythology 

carries with it the weight of truth: it is an idea that people accept as true without genuine 

evidence to support its claims. Those who hold faith in the idea of postracialism want to 

believe that we are past race, because doing so is much easier than accepting the fact that 

there are still problems that must be corrected. As such, the effects of postracialism’s 

coded anti-Blackness are profound. One such effect is the idea that the “failures” of 

Black Americans are their own rather than a consequence of anti-Blackness. Given this 

line of thought, post-racial America blames the continual disappearance of Black 
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Americans--by death, imprisonment, disenfranchisement, police brutality, and even 

natural disasters--to be the fault of each individual rather than a system designed to 

ensure such failures. Thus, when looking back at Hurricane Katrina, the storm’s victims 

died because they stayed in their homes despite evacuation warnings. When George 

Zimmerman shot and killed Trayvon Martin, Martin was to blame for appearing 

menacing while wearing a hoodie. Michael Brown died because he stole from a 

convenience store. Eric Garner died because he was selling loose cigarettes. Black people 

continue to disappear, continue to exist in survival mode, and nothing is done by those in 

power to stop this because postracialism can continue to deny the existence of anti-

Blackness. 

I frame my dissertation with a discussion of Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl, 

drawing on Jacobs’s experience within her “loophole of retreat” as a way of 

foregrounding the difficulty of connecting the history of anti-Blackness with the 

persistence of unacknowledged racism. While those in this contemporary moment are no 

longer confined by slavery and thus limited to the same interstitial spaces as Jacobs, as 

Katrina and its aftermath exposed, people of color remain limited in today’s supposedly 

post-racial America.4 Indeed, in this era of anti-Blackness that manifests as 

colorblindness, people of color remain free but not free--their bodies confined by such 

                                                
4 It is imperative to note that I do not wish to draw a direct comparison between Jacobs’s life as a 
slave and the lives of people of color today. For all intents and purposes, the conditions to which 
slaves were subjected no longer exist, and to compare the life of a slave with that of a person 
living in today’s America is dangerous. Nevertheless, real equality still eludes bodies of color in 
America. Thus, I see the garret space as a useful metaphor when considering the spaces that 
bodies of color/queer bodies of color carve out for themselves while attempting to challenge 
social and political institutions.  
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things as second class citizenship, mass incarceration (or what legal scholar Michelle 

Alexander calls “the new Jim Crow”), surveillance, the War on Drugs, and delusional 

immigration policies to name a few.5 

However, in the contemporary moment, like Jacobs, people of color have 

managed to locate their own loopholes of retreat, working within them to challenge 

dominant ideologies and the political and social institutions that continue to ignore, 

control, punish, and subjugate minority populations in America. My project takes as its 

subject texts that articulate a garret space in the context of Katrina and its aftermath. I 

build from McKittrick, Green-Barteet, and other scholars who identify the loophole of 

retreat as a confining yet transformative space by identifying garret spaces in the 

contemporary moment that simultaneously limit bodies of color and provide a means 

through which new possibilities are imagined. Like Green-Barteet, I do not limit these 

loopholes of retreat to literal spaces and recognize the interstitial qualities of 

metaphorical garrets (examples of which I will discuss in the chapter outlines to follow). 

These are the stories of Katrina’s survivors, those who, like Jacobs, lived to tell the tale. 

However, theirs is one of contemporary subjugation, one that reveals how today’s version 

of anti-Blackness not only denies the lasting and continual effects of America’s legacy of 

racism, but also how this denial contributed to the deaths of thousands and the 

                                                
5 See Michelle Alexander’s The New Jim Crow: Mass Incarceration in the Age of Colorblindness 
(New York: The New Press, 2010). And here, a special shout out to Michelle Alexander for 
writing The New Jim Crow, a book that made chills run down my spine too many times to count 
and inspired me to create change wherever and whenever possible.  	  
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displacement of thousands more by way of Hurricane Katrina and its violent aftermath 

and continues to make Black Americans disappear. 

 

METHODOLOGY  
 I evoke the work of Black feminists and Black feminist theory to expand the concept of 

the paradoxical/interstitial quality of the garret to include queer bodies of color and queer 

sexuality. As the opening of my dissertation suggests, this project is indebted to Black 

feminism and Black feminist theory scholars, including Audre Lorde, Angela Davis, 

Hortense J. Spillers, Saidiya Hartman, bell hooks, and Patricia Hill Collins, to name a 

few, many of whom have also taken up Jacobs’s story as an early Black feminist text.6 

Echoing Jacobs’s critique of the cult of true womanhood, Black feminist theory (along 

with Third World feminism) developed in response to earlier feminist movements that 

privileged white women’s experiences and gave no consideration to the ways in which 

multiple forms of oppressions are linked. Black feminism, unlike white feminism, argues 

that gender is only part of the equation. Written by the Black feminist group The 

Combahee River Collective, The Combahee River Collective Statement (1977), a core 

document of the Black feminist movement, asserted:  

The most general statement of our politics at the present time would that we are 
actively committed to struggling against racial, sexual, heterosexual, and class 
oppression, and see as our particular task the development of integrated analysis 

                                                
6 See Saidiya V. Hartman’s Scenes of Subjection: Terror, Slavery, and Self-Making in Nineteenth-
Century America (New York: Oxford University Press, 1997) and Hortense J. Spillers’s 
aforementioned “Mama’s Baby, Papa’s Maybe: An American Grammar Book” in Black, 
White, and in Color: Essays on American Literature and Culture (Chicago: The University of 
Chicago Press, 2003). 
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and practice based upon the fact that the major systems of oppression are 
interlocking […] As Black women we see Black feminism as the logical political 
movement to combat the manifold, simultaneous oppressions that all women of 
color face. (264) 
 

Black feminism considers first Black women’s history and everyday lived experience in 

America and across the African Diaspora, acknowledging the intersection of oppressions. 

Furthermore, Black feminism is more than just theory--it is a call for a political and social 

movement that encourages the coming together of oppressed peoples to resist dominant 

society and create change. Indeed, as Patricia Hill Collins notes, Black feminism is 

committed to ensuring social justice for both “U.S. Black women as a collectivity and for 

that of other similarly oppressed groups” (9). This important element of Black feminism 

informs the entirety of my argument, thus opening up the conversation to include not 

only bodies of color, but also queer bodies of color.  

In addition to Black feminism, I look to queer theorists whose work is also rooted 

in intersectional feminism, such as José Esteban Muñoz, in my analysis of the garret as 

both an interstitial and queer space. Muñoz’s work is informed by Third World feminists 

and thus in direct conversation with Black feminist theory, as both movements stem from 

a similar interest in responding to white feminists who too often ignored women of color, 

both in America and in non-Western countries. Like Muñoz, I situate my project within 

the context of the groundbreaking text This Bridge Called My Back (1981), an anthology 

that continues Jacobs’s fight in its call for a new feminism that recognizes minority 

subjects’ complex struggle to fashion an identity in White America.  
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Drawing from Norma Alarcón’s contributions to This Bridge and her subsequent 

writings, Muñoz posits that, for minority subjects, identity formation occurs “at the point 

of collision of perspectives that some critics and theorists have understood as essentialist 

and constructivist” (6). These are “identities-in-difference,” which take shape through 

recognition of how one does not conform to dominant constructions of race, gender, 

class, and sexuality, or what Muñoz calls “disidentification” (7). According to Muñoz, 

“to disidentify is to read oneself and one’s own life narrative in a moment, object, or 

subject that is not culturally coded to ‘connect’ with the disidentifying subject” (12). 

Rather than entirely rejecting or accepting these constructions, one who disidentifies 

“tries to transform a cultural logic from within,” disrupting dominant discourse and 

allowing space for an in-between, an alternative. Muñoz largely applies this hermeneutic 

to the work of queer artists of color, investigating the ways in which they have negotiated 

identity formation in a society that positions them as “Other,” creating “worldmaking” 

possibilities in the process (195).  

Inspired by Muñoz’s work, I seek to expand this conversation by considering the 

ways in which artists of color and queer artists of color disidentify in a colorblind 

America. Today’s post-racial society, I contend, makes disidentifaction nearly impossible 

for many, as it denies the existence of racial inequalities and thus perpetuates the idea that 

color is of no consequence and racism is, for lack of a better phrase, all in our heads. And 

while slavery limited Jacobs’s ability to imagine something akin to freedom, this new 

form of anti-Blackness, colorblind racism, limits people of color/queer people of color 

from recognizing new possibilities for intervention by erasing not only color but also 
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history. Today, people of color/queer people of color are told to believe that the past is 

the past, and it is time to move on. Consequently, the connections between slavery, Jim 

Crow, and today are rendered invisible, hidden under layers of denial that operate to 

reaffirm white patriarchy and hegemony. Without these connections, it is difficult to 

identify racism, to point at it and say, “That, that right there--that’s racism.” What is felt 

cannot be articulated. What cannot be articulated cannot be fixed. 

Like Jacobs’s garret, the contemporary loopholes I examine offer a peephole 

through which inhabitants of these spaces can view the world from a relatively safe 

distance, “free” from the physical and psychological dangers of anti-Black society in 

which their bodies are supposedly colorless and yet remain vulnerable. Here, the gaze 

shifts, allowing bodies of color to witness racist acts although they remain a target of 

racism. Building from McKittrick’s conception of the loophole as a paradoxical space, I 

posit that, removed from the outside world--looking at rather than participating in--one 

who occupies a contemporary loophole of retreat stands in the eye of the hurricane, 

existing in-between time, as they are neither forced to obey the standards of linear time 

nor are they completely removed from its existence. In other words, to borrow 

McKittrick’s phrasing once again, the loophole places its inhabitant “across (rather than 

inside or outside or inevitably bound to)” time (42). As such, the past is the present and 

the future, the future is the present and the past. In loopholes of retreat, history is alive, 

and the connections between the past, present, and future are palpable, embodied in the 

bodies of color that take refuge in the garret. And it is here that the possibilities for new 
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alternatives exist, alternatives that neither repeat the past nor completely reject its 

existence, but instead work within history to change the future. 

Indeed, rather than simply identifying and critiquing racist, white hegemonic 

practices, these artists make visible the ways in which the silencing occurs, the how of 

silencing, by discovering and employing imaginative maneuvers (e.g. clothing that blurs 

gender binaries, sexualized dancing that celebrates all body types and carries with it an 

African history, an underground portal that transports bodies from one decade to another, 

etc.) that connect the past, present, and future. These maneuvers are then used, in these 

texts and/or performances, to promote the breaking of silences--silences that exist to both 

maintain the ideologies of a heteronormative, patriarchal, racist society and reinforce a 

hierarchy that positions whites on top and bodies of color at the bottom where they 

remain expendable. Each text or performance not only opens up the conversation 

surrounding racial and sexual inequality and its history in America, but also works to 

dismantle anti-Black, colorblind racism’s various methods of silencing by employing 

new modes of consciousness that stand in opposition to those deemed acceptable in a 

colorblind society. Moreover, these new modes of consciousness are acts of resistance in 

that they surface by way of the racialized body--the very thing that colorblind racism 

denies.  

My argument extends further and considers the ways in which these texts and 

performances generate larger social change by appealing to certain audiences. 

Additionally, I am interested in the techniques each artist utilizes to appeal to these 

audiences. As I previously discussed, Jacobs wrote Incidents for white, mostly middle 
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class, female readers. To reach these women, she placed her narrative within the 

sentimental discourse widely popular at the time “in an effort to inspire her Northern 

female readers to respond emotionally to her story and to translate that emotion into 

moral behavior” (Burnham 65). In other words, Jacobs was not simply interested in 

telling her story. Instead, she had a larger goal in mind--to persuade these women to stand 

in opposition of the Fugitive Slave Act (68). And to achieve this goal, Jacobs employed 

the discourse of sentimentality, one that was largely connected to white feminist 

abolitionists such as Harriet Beecher Stowe (with whom Jacobs famously quarreled) (65).  

 Although some argue that the sentimental genre limited Jacobs, Burnham asserts 

that by manipulating the interstitial nature of her narrative, Jacobs managed to participate 

in this sentimental discourse while simultaneously critiquing it, combining the slave 

narrative with the sentimental. This doubling, Burnham explains, revealed the ways in 

which the conventions of sentimental discourse worked to silence the truth, particularly 

for Black women, much like slavery itself (67). Moreover, Burnham notes, this critique 

of the sentimental genre “from within sentimentality resembles Harriet Jacobs’s strategy 

of escape from slavery by miming its condition” (67). Thus, having realized her 

interstitial power inside the loophole, Jacobs applied this interstitiality to her narrative 

such that she could disrupted the sentimental genre and the cult of true womanhood while 

still maintaining the sympathies of her White female audience. 

 Similarly, the contemporary texts and performances that I examine are invested in 

promoting social change in the wake of Hurricane Katrina. Given her political goal and 

the time in which she wrote, Jacobs’s audience was understandably limited to white, 
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middle class women. These contemporary texts and performances, however, cast a much 

wider net. Significantly, like Jacobs’s story, these are performances and texts that have 

gained recognition at mass levels, entering the lexicon of popular culture and 

entertainment, while remaining committed to transforming the system from the inside 

out. My dissertation argues that this strategic coupling is the work of a double aesthetic 

consciousness, as these artists produce works that appeal to the masses and inspire some 

audiences, by way of loopholes of retreat, to pursue social and political change, rendering 

these works, like Jacobs’s, interstitial.  

 My investigation of these texts goes deeper into this double aesthetic 

consciousness: How do these texts negotiate their double mission? Harriet Jacobs did so 

by working within both the sentimental and slave narrative genres, ultimately disrupting 

the standard conventions of both. Each writer and performer included in my project has 

voiced a desire to connect specifically with audiences of color, those who have 

historically been ignored within literature and the entertainment world at large. For 

example, Black American author Jesmyn Ward, whose National Book Award winning 

novel Salvage the Bones (2011) is at the center of my first chapter, explains, “The stories 

I write are particular to my community and to my people, which means that the details 

are particular to our circumstances […]” (Hoover). The methods by which these writers 

tell their stories renders their works with an interstitiality that manipulates genres and 

creates loopholes of retreat. That is, the very text that each artist creates not only contains 

loopholes of retreats but also acts as a loophole of retreat for audiences and thereby offers 

the chance for audiences themselves to enact social change. 
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ORGANIZATION 
Chapter One: “Bodies Tell Stories”:  The Power of Black Motherhood in Jesmyn 

Ward’s Salvage the Bones looks at loopholes of retreat in Ward’s National Book Award 

winning Salvage the Bones (2011). Building from Ward’s real-life experience living 

through Hurricane Katrina, this chapter explores the ways in which anti-Blackness 

creates a silencing within the novel’s protagonist, Esch Batiste, that threatens both her 

life and her unborn child’s life. Loopholes of retreat are the key to Esch finding her voice 

and undoing anti-Blackness’s silencing.  

Esch is a pregnant fifteen-year-old from an economically disadvantaged family 

living in the fictional town of Bois Savage, Mississippi. Esch’s mother died after giving 

birth to Esch’s youngest brother. Without her mother in the picture, Esch is surrounded 

by men: her hard drinking father, her three brothers (Skeetah, Randall, and Junior), and 

her brothers’ friends, one of whom is the father of her unborn child. Esch’s story begins 

just ten days before Hurricane Katrina makes landfall. As Katrina remains a constant, 

looming threat throughout the first ten days, we watch as she and her family prepare for 

the storm’s arrival.  

Ward noted that she wrote the book because she was “angry at the people who 

blame survivors for staying and choosing to return to the Mississippi Gulf Coast after the 

storm (Hoover). Indeed, Salvage tells the story of those who remained in their homes 

during the storm. Esch and her family, without car and without options, are forced to 

prepare for the storm as best they can, gathering what food they can with very little 

money, and using old scraps of wood to cover their windows. These are the faces the 
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media splashed across the screen during Hurricane Katrina coverage, the bodies that were 

deemed criminal and dangerous. Salvage ruptures this narrative, showing how the 

South’s legacy of racism contributed to the crippling poverty that left Esch, her family, 

and those who actually lived through Katrina stranded, left to weather the storm with 

only their will to survive. 

 As a young, pregnant, Black teenager living in poverty and without her mother--a 

status upon which anti-Blackness has conferred her--Esch is in a psychological crisis, 

facing the real possibility of never achieving full personhood. Each member of the Batiste 

family is left to pick up the pieces of Rose Batiste’s death. For Esch, this means 

swallowing the pain of losing her mother and turning to sex as means of coping with loss. 

Without her mother as a guide, Esch falsely believes that sex and romantic love are 

avenues through which she might gain a sense of self, wholeness as a young Black 

teenager who is about to face motherhood. 

To reach full personhood, Esch must enter multiple loopholes of retreat 

throughout the novel. The first two are psychological loopholes, which I call the realm of 

maternal memory and the discourse of narrative. Within the realm of maternal memory, 

Esch recalls memories of her mother, of her mother’s mother, each connecting to a longer 

history of the Black motherhood. Within the discourse of narrative, Esch begins to 

understand that her coping mechanism, sex, is a dangerous route that will only cause her 

more pain. Finally, in her third loophole, a physical space that is her grandmother’s attic, 

Esch is able to realize her worth and importance of staying alive so that she can become 

mother.  
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This chapter, which is most closely connected to Harriet Jacobs’ story, as both 

Esch and Jacobs must survive not only for themselves but for their children as well, 

argues that anti-Black racism is the root of many of Esch’s problems. Though Esch is 

very aware of the past, retreating to it through the realm of maternal memory as often as 

she can, she does not understand that this past is critical to survival in the future. To learn 

this lesson, she must recognize her worth in the present. To survive anti-Blackness, and 

to ensure that she does not meet the same fate as her mother, Esch must utilize her 

loopholes of retreat by recognizing she is in pain, identifying this pain as the loss of her 

mother, and then going on to transform this pain through storytelling.  

Chapter Two: “Slip into the Breaks”: Temporal Consciousness in Kiese Laymon’s 

Long Division examines the loophole of retreat in Kiese Laymon’s Long Division (2013), 

which tells the story of Citoyen (City) Coldson. City is a whip-smart teenager growing up 

in Jackson, Mississippi. But despite his booksmart ways, City lacks the street smarts 

necessary to keep him alive in an anti-Black world. That is, when we meet City, he has 

yet to personally experience anti-Blackness (at least as far as he is aware) and is thus 

under the impression that anti-Blackness is a thing of the past. As such, he believes that 

he can achieve anything he sets his mind to, anything he works hard enough for, because 

opportunities for success are just as available to him as they are to white people. This 

chapter emphasizes the importance of a temporal consciousness, which is what City gains 

inside his loophole of retreat. This temporal consciousness is critical to City’s realization 

that if he does not continue the work of fighting anti-Blackness, he might also fall victim 

to it. 
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Chapter Three: “‘Shake Your Ass and Your Mind Will Follow’: Big Freedia and 

Twerking to Freedom” turns to public spaces, investigating how loopholes of retreat 

operate when the loophole itself is no longer hidden. Here, Bounce artist Big Freedia 

(literally) takes the stage, as I explore how Freedia, Bounce, and Bounce’s signature 

dance move--twerking--create a temporary retreat in public spaces, namely the nightclubs 

and music venues where Freedia performs. This project began with Jacobs’s garret space-

-a space that was, out of necessity, as hidden as possible. In fact, it was so hidden and so 

small that Jacobs barely made it out of her retreat alive. Ward’s Salvage the Bones 

opened the loophole of retreat to psychological and spatial dimensions that contain self-

defining experiences of interiority and physical presencing. Laymon’s Long Division 

opened up these spaces slightly more by extending refuge to people who were neither 

Black nor family. Big Freedia pushes the limits of this project’s definition of a loophole 

of retreat, as this retreat is one that becomes open to potentially anyone, as long as they’re 

in the audience.  

Again, this retreat functions in three stages. First, there is Big Freedia herself. 

Born and raised in New Orleans where she got her start in the church choir, Big Freedia 

defies heteronormative patriarchal notions of gender and sexuality as a Black gay man 

who goes by “she/her” and dresses in what is traditionally defined as women’s style (e.g. 

long hair, acrylic nails, carrying a purse). Upending the gender binary is already a 

dangerous move in a society that regularly enacts violence on LGBTQIA bodies; 

however, the danger is double for Freedia as a Black American, whose skin color alone 

makes her vulnerable and whose upbringing occurred in a low socioeconomic 
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neighborhood. The act of Big Freedia owning the stage through Bounce and twerking is a 

powerful move, one that, I argue, allows space for other non-normative identities to then 

feel comfortable. Ultimately, Freedia becomes the leader of a new church--one that 

privileges the Black, queer, and feminine, and thus encourages everyone to feel freedom 

and joy in their bodies through dancing. The embodied knowledge that occurs in this 

space by way of dancing then opens up the possibilities of moving beyond the present 

moment and into the future, with the hope of creating a future world in which the 

freedoms that one experiences in this loophole of retreat become possible outside the 

garret. 

 In a society that argues for colorblindness and post-racial rhetoric, loopholes of 

retreat are just as necessary as they were during Harriet Jacobs’ life. In 2011, Michelle 

Alexander explained that more Black men are imprisoned or disenfranchised by prison 

than were enslaved before the Civil War (Lu). Yes, slavery no longer exists, but the new 

system of anti-Blackness is one that is incredibly effective because post-racialism denies 

its very existence. The purpose of this project is to point to spaces where this system is 

revealed to those who occupy the garret and how it is revealed.  

 Without the efforts that Jacobs made in her lifetime, the existence of current 

loopholes of retreat might not be possible. Again, I do not wish to take Jacobs’ loophole 

and say that there is a direct comparison to today’s modern loopholes. Slavery meant that 

Jacobs’ garret space was one of immense bodily pain and suffering. However, I do think 

that the loopholes I discuss are spaces in which pain and suffering do occur. As you will 

see, Esch finds a loophole in an attic that is cramped, wet, and cold. And it’s one that she 
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must inhabit because she might die without it. City, in Long Division, retreats to his 

loophole when he is violently attacked by an adult white male. And Freedia, on stage, is 

vulnerable at all times in her public loophole. These are not the same loopholes as Jacobs, 

but the similarities are there, and they are disturbing, considering the fact that America is 

supposedly post-racial. And this is why we must talk about them. 

It is my hope that in giving these spaces a name, the loophole of retreat, and by 

picking apart the details of what happens in this retreat, my theory becomes one that is 

teachable. I set out to write a dissertation that serves real world purposes: to point out that 

racism still exists, that it is a continuation of America’s legacy of racism, and that we can 

make a difference if we find the spaces in which to do so. My goal is to deliver a theory 

that is both practical and accessible to undergraduate students and those outside of 

academia.  
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Chapter One: “Bodies Tell Stories”:  The Power of Black Motherhood 
in Jesmyn Ward’s Salvage the Bones 

 

“Even in language, it reduced us to improbable metaphor.”  

-   Jesmyn Ward, All Things Considered, NPR November 17, 2011 

 

As this chapter explores, the loopholes of retreat in Salvage the Bones recreate 

Ward’s own process after living through Hurricane Katrina in which she moved from 

improbable metaphor to potential for change. The body’s crucial role in this process is 

made visible through Ward’s use of corporeal language throughout the novel, which 

serves to illustrate the ways in which loopholes of retreat allow for a process of working 

through pain. The loopholes of retreat in this chapter are organized around Audre Lorde’s 

idea of transforming pain in her essay “Eye to Eye: Black Women, Hatred, and Anger” 

(1984), in which she explains that there exists genuine possibilities for action when anger 

is self-consciously examined.  

In the segment from which the above quote is taken, author Jesmyn Ward 

describes the failure of language to express the felt experience of living through a 

hurricane.  Ward explains that growing up on the Mississippi Gulf Coast made the 

passing down of hurricane stories from one generation to the next commonplace. The 

story her own mother passed down was that of Hurricane Camille, which hit the Gulf 

Coast on August 17, 1969. In the piece, Ward recalls her mother’s words: “The wind 

sounded like a train, my mother said every time she told me the story, and even though 



 30 

the metaphor made sense, I couldn’t hear it” (“National Book”). Despite listening to her 

mother tell this story time and time again, this metaphor created a silence: Ward could 

not hear the wind, loud as a train, beating against her mother’s home. This silence took 

with it not only the power of Camille’s winds but also the fear Ward’s mother must have 

felt as the winds beat against her door, threatening to take with it her home, her life. 

Metaphor was thus improbable--a failed gesture towards describing Camille’s power that 

ultimately silenced the fear this power incited.  

Thirty-six years later, Ward would experience this fear firsthand. When Hurricane 

Katrina made landfall on August 29, 2005, Jesmyn Ward was living on the Mississippi 

Gulf Coast, in her hometown of DeLisle. Ward explains that her family “had been poor 

and working-class for generations,” and in her town, hurricanes did not mean evacuation: 

“I live in this really small community in Southern Mississippi where you don’t evacuate, 

and you have never evacuated because there are too many people in your family to 

evacuate” (Ifill). Evacuating generations of family members requires money, 

transportation, and enough shelter to house the entire family--luxuries not available to 

everyone. Instead of evacuating, Ward and her family braced for the hurricane as they 

always had: by preparing for impact as best they could.  

But they could not possibly prepare for the devastation that Katrina would bring: 

“I should have understood then that this storm would differ from all the other tropical 

storms and Category 1 and 2 and 3 hurricanes we’d lived through, but I did not. I did not 

understand the difference until water swept through the Bay St. Louis and into DeLisle, 

and then inside the living room of my grandmother’s brick house where we’d taken 
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shelter” (Ifill). The storm was more powerful than anything they had expected, and Ward 

herself assumed that death was inevitable. After a white family refused them shelter, 

Ward and her family were forced to take refuge in abandoned trucks until eventually 

making it to a welcoming neighbor’s home. As the wind raged on outside, now safe from 

the storm, Ward slipped into memories of her mother’s stories. Finally, she grasped her 

mother’s words: “I sat on the porch, barefoot and shaking. The sky turned orange and the 

wind sounded like fighter jets. So that’s what my mother meant: I understood then how 

the hurricane, like Camille, had unmade the world, tree by water by house by person. 

Even in language, it reduced us to improbable metaphor” (“National Book”). Having 

faced the possibility of death herself, but now no longer in physical danger, her mother’s 

words began to to make sense: like Camille, Katrina’s power was devastating. But words 

could not contain what it was like to stare such devastation in the face.  

Though Ward knew she must eventually write about her experience, the trauma of 

living through Katrina and its aftermath would leave her unable to write for two years 

(“Waiting for Katrina”). Writing about Katrina meant that she would have to describe not 

only the fear of living through the hurricane but also the legacy of anti-Blackness 

Katrina’s aftermath brought to light. The political and social implications of the storm 

and its aftermath were subjects about which Ward was keenly aware. She notes, “I think 

that Katrina revealed yet again a lot of ugly things about the South and the country in 

general—ugly things about race and class and about how certain human lives are valued 

more than others” (“Beating the Drum”). As her words suggest, the story of Katrina is 

one that spans beyond the storm itself; it reaches deep into the history of Blackness in 
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America. This history stems from what Saidiya Hartman calls the “primal scene”--

slavery--and continues through to the current manifestations of anti-Blackness. Thus, it 

was hundreds of years of physical and psychological violence against Black people that 

set the stage for Katrina’s aftermath (Hartman 1).  

The connections between anti-Blackness and the hurricane were silenced in the 

anti-Black rhetoric that surrounded Katrina. To tell her story, Ward would have to undo a 

double silencing, one that left her without the words to describe both living through 

Katrina and embodying the truth behind its aftermath. But her inability to write was 

emblematic of the fact that anti-Blackness managed to silence Black Americans once 

again, long after the waters receded and the storm was but a memory. Despite the fact 

that Ward was a writer, language became disempowering for her, reducing her to the 

improbable metaphor that failed to express that which could not be expressed. 

Loopholes of retreat become the antidote to anti-Blackness and language’s 

limitations. According to Audre Lorde, recognizing the pain that anti-Blackness inflicts 

on the Black body and psyche is necessary for change to occur. She writes, “Pain is an 

event, an experience that must be recognized, named, and then used in some way in order 

for the experience to change, to be transformed into something else, strength or 

knowledge or action” (Lorde 171). Lorde’s words indicate a three-step process in moving 

from pain to change: recognizing pain, naming it, and then transforming it. In order to 

begin this process of transforming her pain, Ward, like Jacobs, required garret spaces that 

provided both distance and bodily safety from her experience.  
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She would go on to break her silence by writing the National Book Award-

winning Salvage the Bones (2011). However, writing the novel required that Ward 

rediscover her voice. As Ward would come to realize, the silencing she experienced was 

the result of a forced repression--to survive, Ward, like other victims, had to subdue the 

emotional trauma of living through Hurricane Katrina. She did not understand this until 

she sat down to write the novel: “I didn't realize until afterwards, until I climbed up out of 

that hole and began writing Salvage the Bones, that it had [silenced] me” (“An 

Interview”). Katrina and its aftermath forced Ward into survival mode, where there was 

no time to think about the pain she endured. Salvage the Bones became a loophole of 

retreat for Ward, providing a temporary space of relative safety that allowed Ward’s pain 

to finally surface. She could finally recognize her pain.  

Identifying the pain that she embodied during and after the storm was the first 

step in Ward’s transformation in her loophole of retreat. Once in her loophole of Salvage 

the Bones, Ward was able to see across Katrina, anti-Blackness, and her own position 

within both. In other words, because the garret is an interstitial space, its inhabitants also 

possess this same in-between quality (Green-Barteet 53). Thus, Ward existed within 

multiple worlds: both inside Katrina and anti-Blackness and yet outside. Inhabiting these 

worlds simultaneously allowed Ward to gain perspective on the pain she embodied and 

give it a new name: anger. Ward explained that this anger was a motivating force behind 

her decision to write Salvage the Bones: “I was angry at the people who blamed survivors 

for staying and for choosing to return to the Mississippi Gulf Coast after the storm” 

(“Jesmyn Ward”). Furthermore, she was “dissatisfied with the way [Katrina] had receded 
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from public consciousness” (“Jesmyn Ward”). Moving from pain to anger through 

Salvage the Bones then led to the final step--transforming pain into something useful. The 

story that the media perpetuated was one that Ward knew to be false and damaging to 

those who, like herself, had actually been there to experience it. Through Salvage the 

Bones, Ward managed to transform the embodied experience of Katrina into a novel that 

resists the dominant, anti-Black narrative surrounding the hurricane and its aftermath. In 

Salvage the Bones a similar process occurs, as the novel uses loopholes of retreat to move 

from pain to recognition of pain, and, finally to the potential for change through 

storytelling. 

Salvage the Bones begins just ten days before Hurricane Katrina makes landfall 

and is told from the perspective of fifteen-year-old Esch Batiste. Esch lives along the 

Mississippi Gulf Coast in the fictional town of Bois Sauvage with her three brothers--

Randall, Skeetah, and Junior--, her father, and Skeetah’s beloved pit bull, China. The 

Batistes make their home in a tucked away area of Bois Sauvage called the Pit, a piece of 

land that once belonged to Esch’s maternal grandparents. When we meet the family, 

Esch’s mother, Rose, has been dead for seven years, having lost her life immediately 

after giving birth to the youngest Batiste, Junior, in their home. With no health insurance 

nor money to cover hospital bills, a home delivery was Rose’s only option for each of her 

children. However, with Junior, poverty proved deadly for Rose, and the children 

watched as their mother’s life faded from her. Early in the novel, we learn that Esch is 

now pregnant herself. As both Esch’s pregnancy and Katrina remain a constant, looming 

threat throughout the first ten days, we watch as Esch struggles to accept motherhood 
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while she and her family prepare for the storm’s arrival, with each day relayed through 

Esch’s enhanced account [of affect of her body] as she explores both her own sexuality, 

pregnancy, and eventual struggle to survive Hurricane Katrina. 

When considering the texts I explore in this dissertation, Esch’s story is perhaps 

the one most closely aligned with that of Harriet Jacobs. In one of the few critical essays 

written about Salvage the Bones, Mary Ruth Marotte writes, “Ward wants us to see the 

connection between the sense of desperation that the contemporary African American on 

the gulf coast experiences and that of the plantation slave. Neither has much of anything 

to call his or her own, and in her novel, this sense of vulnerability is compounded by the 

approaching storm” (210-11). Although slavery technically no longer exists in Esch’s 

world, she is nevertheless confined to the realities of being a pregnant, Black, teenage girl 

born into poverty in a white-dominated society--a society that renders someone like Esch 

invisible, voiceless, and with very few options, just as it did Jacobs. Furthermore, Esch 

and her family live in Mississippi, which continually ranks as the poorest state in 

America, and, in 2005, had one of the highest teenage pregnancy rates.7 Building from 

Foucault’s discussion of biopolitics, Henry A. Giroux argues that today’s extension of 

slavery and Jim Crow, made visible through Katrina, positions Blacks as disposable 

“waste”:  

Under the logic of modernization, neoliberalism, and militarization, the category 
‘waste’ includes no longer simply material goods but also human beings, 
particularly those rendered redundant in the new global economy, that is, those 

                                                
7 See “U.S. Teenage Pregnancies, Births and Abortions: National and State Trends and 
Trends by Race and Ethnicity,” Guttmacher Institute, Jan 2010. 
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who are no longer capable of making a living, who are unable to consume goods, 
and who depend upon others for the most basic needs. (Giroux 308)  
  

In the eyes of those who believe in today’s neoliberal, supposedly post-racial (which, in 

reality, translates to anti-Black) society, the Batistes are expendable. Poor and Black, 

Esch and her family must salvage whatever scraps they can find to simply survive. As 

“waste,” Esch is non-human and non-living, a position that aligns her with Harriet Jacobs 

who, as a slave, was viewed as property and object. While slavery clearly designated 

Black men and women as objects, the subtle nature of neoliberalism’s anti-Blackness 

masks the demarcation of Black and white, non-human and human, through colorblind 

rhetoric. Black Americans are no longer property, but in the final scenes of Salvage the 

Bones, Esch is situated in a tiny attic space, struggling to survive just as Jacobs did in her 

grandmother’s attic. Slavery and anti-Blackness render Jacobs and Esch as abject bodies, 

less than human. 

Esch is only subconsciously aware of her position as waste, the result of which is 

a deep-seated self-hatred. The repercussions of this self-hatred are dangerous for Esch. 

When she recalls her last memory of Rose, bleeding to death as she is hauled away to the 

hospital, Esch lingers on the final image of her mother: “Shaking her head. Maybe that 

meant no. Or Don’t worry--I’m coming back. Or I’m sorry. Or Don’t do it. Don’t become 

the woman in this bed, Esch, she could have been saying. But I have” (Ward 222). 

Envisioning herself as now in her mother’s place means that Esch considers herself 

nearly dead. Hurricane Katrina threatens Esch’s physical safety and creates the need for a 

loophole of retreat that, like Jacobs’ garrett, is a literal space that provides bodily 
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protection. But the insidious nature of anti-Blackness first requires that Esch retreat to 

figurative spaces--loopholes of retreat that allow her to find the value of her body by 

undoing the psychic damage of anti-Blackness. Without the latter loopholes, Esch lacks 

the will to fight that will prove essential for surviving Hurricane Katrina.  

Although I will identify multiple garrett spaces that exist in the novel for various 

members of the Batiste family, my analysis will primarily focus on the three loopholes 

that bring Esch the safety and critical distance necessary to face motherhood and Katrina. 

Again, these loopholes take different shapes, existing as both figurative and literal spaces. 

As figurative spaces, the first two loopholes, which I call the realm of maternal memory 

and the discourse of narrative, operate entirely at the psychic level, allowing for retreats 

that provide bodily safety in that they afford Esch the opportunity to explore the 

embodied emotions of trauma. Existing simultaneously, these loopholes are where Esch 

manages to recognize that she is in pain. The first loophole, the realm of maternal 

memory, are the memories of Rose that Esch recounts throughout Salvage the Bones. The 

second loophole, the discourse of narrative, is a book Esch’s teacher assigned for 

summer reading, Edith Hamilton’s Mythology, particularly the story of Medea. Medea’s 

story begins with romantic love--falsely perpetuating the notion that romantic love is a 

place where Esch might find salvation--but eventually serves as a warning for Esch: sex 

is not the answer to her problems. Unlike the other loopholes in Esch’s life, the discourse 

of narrative operates as a place where Esch learns what not to do. This loophole is 

nevertheless crucial to Esch’s development, as it continues the process of understanding 

her pain, helping Esch see that romantic love is merely a coping mechanism she is using 
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to fill a void. The recognition of pain within the realm of maternal memory and the 

discourse of narrative allow Esch to achieve a full consciousness that opens up the 

possibility of naming her pain. This pain, she will realize, is the loss of her mother, a loss 

that she was previously unable to process. 

The purpose of the final garrett space is a bodily protection from Hurricane 

Katrina and its aftermath, which allows for the Batistes to both unite as a family for the 

first time since the loss of their matriarch and find the community necessary for survival. 

From the discourse of narrative, I move to the third loophole, an attic in the home that 

belonged the Esch’s maternal grandmother, Mother Lizbeth, where the Batiste family 

will eventually seek shelter to wait out the hurricane. Given that the final loophole is a 

physical space, I simply identify it as an environment, as it most closely resembles 

Jacobs’s garrett space and thus does not require a unique designation. While the final 

loophole provides this essential relative safety, the psychological maneuvers that occur 

within it are dependent upon both the realm of maternal memory and the discourse of 

narrative. Indeed, just as the storm gains power throughout the novel, so do the loopholes 

of retreat, as each is imperative for Esch’s psychological growth, which will, in the end, 

provide the strength required for the Batiste family to survive the storm and its aftermath. 

Once Esch and her family find shelter in Mother Lizbeth’s attic, the psychological 

maneuvers made within the realm of maternal memory and the narrative of discourse 

become fully realized, as the attic’s bodily safety allows Esch to realize her strength and 

accept her role as mother, thus transforming pain into survival, much like Jacobs did in 

her garret space.  
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Within the attic, Esch realizes that she is not alone, and, in recognizing that she 

has a team of support, Esch can go on to both raise her child and tell her story. As the 

novel’s conclusion illustrates, when Esch learns to employ every loophole of retreat at 

her disposal the potential for change arises. As I previously explained, Ward required 

multiple loopholes of retreat to find her voice, a voice which ultimately allowed her to 

write Salvage the Bones and present a perspective of Hurricane Katrina that was largely 

unrecognized and misrepresented. The importance of Esch’s story lies in carrying on the 

passing down of lessons, history, advice--everything a mother has to give her children 

such that their lives are better than that of previous generations. Esch was only given a 

few years with her mom and was thus unable to receive all of the invaluable love and 

wisdom she would need to survive in an anti-Black world. However, now that she has 

survived Katrina, she has the chance to do for her own child what her mother did for her: 

tell stories. But Esch’s hurricane story is more than just improbable metaphor. It is the 

story of loss, pregnancy, heartbreak, and survival. At just fifteen, Esch will be able to 

pass down to her child lessons that her own mother could not give her. 

 

THE REALM OF MATERNAL MEMORY 
Esch’s status as non-living speaks to the long conversation surrounding Black 

people as “figuratively dead” (Richardson 8). As scholars such as Frantz Fanon, Hortense 

Spillers, and Matt Richardson contend, “living” means “having available to oneself a full 

range of subjectivity and citizenship” (8). In addition to her lack of citizenship as 

“waste,” Esch’s fractured identity reveals the ways in which full subjectivity eludes her. 



 40 

W.E.B. DuBois famously spoke of this as “the veil” and “double consciousness,” 

explaining that Black people are “born with a veil, and gifted with second-sight in this 

American world, a world which yields him no true self-consciousness, but only lets him 

see himself through the revelation of the other world” (DuBois 3). For Black people, the 

formation of an identity is not one entirely conceived of within the self. Instead, identity 

is forged through what it means to not be white, what it is to be Other.  

Sarah E. Chinn explores anti-Blackness and its effects on the embodied self in the 

works of Audre Lorde. In her analysis, Chinn notes that “ [...] the experience of 

subordination can warp and distort the lives of the marginalized in direct proportion to 

the critical distance it provides from the mainstream: oppression can cut people off from 

each other, lead them to destroy each other and themselves, and lead them to internalize 

dominant cultural assumptions about themselves and other subordinated people” (193). 

The internalization of Otherness within Esch materializes as feelings of unworthiness and 

a generally negative self image; she does not value her own body. By extension, Esch 

cannot recognize the strength that she has inherited from her mother. Early in the novel, 

prompted by her father’s insistence that a hurricane is coming, Esch recalls a time when, 

after the last major storm that hit, Esch and her older brother, Randall, fought for the last 

piece of meat: “[...] Mama had pulled us apart while Daddy laughed about it, saying: 

[Esch] can hold her own. Told you she was going to be a little scrappy scrawny thing--

built just like you” (Ward 6). Like her mother, Esch is a born fighter, a survivor willing to 

battle for the last piece of meat. However, just a few lines later, it becomes clear that 

Esch does not yet understand her own greatness, as she quickly moves from this memory 
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to the present moment as she looks at herself in the mirror. Reflecting on her appearance, 

Esch dismisses her strength, noting that the only thing that stands out about her 

physically is her hair: 

It was my one good thing, my odd thing, like a Doberman come out white: 
corkscrew curls, black, limp when wet but full as fistfuls of frayed rope when dry. 
Mama used to let me run around with it down, said it was some throwback trait, 
and since I got it, I might as well enjoy it. But I looked in the mirror and knew the 
rest of me wasn’t so remarkable: wide nose, dark skin, Mama’s slim, short frame 
with all the curves folded in so that I looked square. (7) 
 

Esch’s hair is allowed to remain untamed and viewed as an inheritance from her 

ancestors that should serve as site of pleasure. But the pleasure that Esch takes in her hair 

stems from the fact that Rose told Esch to enjoy it; Esch was taught to see the beauty in 

her hair. Meanwhile, Esch sees her “scrappy scrawny” body, her mother’s body, as 

unremarkable; she has not yet learned the power this body carries. Furthermore, Esch is 

aware of her Blackness but cannot appreciate the beauty of her own body, noting her 

“unremarkable” features, amongst which is her dark skin. The only feature she does 

appreciate, her corkscrew curls, stands in opposition to her Blackness as an oddity, “like 

a Doberman come out white” (7). This comparison thus links her only favored feature to 

whiteness. Esch has internalized anti-Blackness, and her subjectivity hinges upon 

whiteness, or a lack thereof.  

Full range of subjectivity becomes crucial for Esch when she realizes that she will 

soon become heir to the title “mother.” In her discussion of Salvage the Bones, Marotte 

explains that Black motherhood in literature is often presented as the “fundamental 

challenge to identity” (Marotte 208). In such works as Incidents in the Life of a Slave 
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Girl, Toni Morrison’s The Bluest Eye, and Sapphire’s Push, motherhood “can provide 

enlightenment and hope where society would predict only despair” (208). While this will 

eventually prove true for Esch, to reach this place of enlightenment and hope, she must 

first contend with the trauma that silenced her and led to her pregnancy in the first place: 

her own mother’s death in childbirth. Rose was the core of the family, the glue that kept 

it together, and her death marks a profound absence in the household. But to survive in 

the Pit--where poverty is the norm, teenage pregnancy is real, mothers die, and hurricanes 

are inescapable--Esch must bury her feelings along with her mother. It is, in fact, her 

father who insists that she do so:  

“After Mama died, Daddy said, What are you crying for? Stop crying. Crying 
ain’t going to change anything. We never stopped crying. We just did it quieter. 
We hid it. I learned how to cry so that almost no tears leaked out of my eyes, so 
that I swallowed the hot, salty water of them and felt them running down my 
throat. This was the only thing that we could do.” (Ward 206) 
 

Daddy blocks his children from recognizing their own pain, preventing them from 

expressing their grief and instead forcing them to either internalize their sadness or cry in 

secret. While on the surface Daddy’s actions seem harsh and even cruel, they serve as a 

coping mechanism that allows him to move forward after his wife’s death, a death that 

was ultimately the result of their poverty. But in reality, Daddy, like his children, is not 

moving forward, a fact that is evident when Esch reveals that he “hasn’t changed a thing” 

in the bedroom he once shared with Rose (134). Instead, Daddy has internalized his own 

grief, and to prevent feeling this grief, he has turned to alcohol as a means of preventing a 

connection between what he feels and how he feels about it.  
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While Rose’s death impacts every member of the Batiste family, as the only other female, 

Esch loses not only her mother but also any connections to what Black womanhood and 

motherhood look and feel like. Unlike Daddy, Esch cannot retreat to alcohol. Instead, the 

pain of her mother’s death, which is in itself a result of anti-Blackness, registers as 

emotional experiences that remain embodied. Memories of Rose haunt Esch, acting as 

daily reminders of a painful and traumatic loss that become unavoidable as her body 

changes with pregnancy. As the aforementioned quote reveals, the tears Esch sheds over 

her mother become “hot, salty water” that she can feel “running down [her] throat.” 

Esch’s pain is visceral, but, at her father’s behest, this pain remains inside her--unspoken, 

unexpressed. However, as the novel continues, the very memories that haunt Esch also 

serve as the first loophole of retreat in Salvage the Bones. This loophole, which I refer to 

as the realm of maternal memory, is one Esch retreats to throughout the novel as the only 

source of real-life female guidance and nurturing. But beyond this, the realm of maternal 

memory serves as the site where Esch begins her transformation, providing a place for 

Esch to recognize her pain by connecting with her mother’s body and thus her own 

pregnant body. 

The importance of touch becomes clear in the enhanced account of affect 

embodied in Esch through memory. Memory allows Esch to feel her mother’s presence 

once again. The realm of memory then functions as a temporary return to the womb, with 

memory serving as the umbilical cord connecting mother and daughter. Here, Rose 

Batiste provides the bodily and emotional safety missing from Esch’s life in the “real” 

world. Esch is once again able to feel like a child rather than the teenager with adult 
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responsibilities that she was forced to become the moment her mother died. As such, 

Esch is temporarily safe and able to experience not only her mother’s touch, but also the 

feelings Esch has surrounding her mother’s death. In other words, Esch is allowed to 

mourn as her own mother comforts her. According to Freud, this opens up the potential 

for Esch to come to terms with her mother’s death, as mourning “is a signal that 

resolution is possible” (Richardson 19). In other words, there exists the possibility of 

transforming this pain into something productive. This resolution allows Esch to cut the 

cord and face the realities of the present as a woman in her own skin, to transform her 

pain into something productive. When Katrina hits, it is the strength she gains from her 

mother that will allow Esch to fill the role that Rose once held: mother, the glue that 

keeps the Batiste family together. 

Entrance into the realm of maternal memory occurs out of necessity and survival. 

Esch’s situation--Black, poor, pregnant, a teenager, and living on the Gulf Coast--

positions her as walking vulnerability. Faced with this reality, in an ideal world, Esch 

would have her parents’ comfort and guidance. But this is not the ideal world: Esch’s 

mother died years before, and her father is not, and never was, the nurturing kind: “When 

we were little and we would fall and skin a knee and cry, Daddy would roll his eyes, tell 

us to stop. Stop” (Ward 63). When Esch retreats to memory during the narrative, she is in 

need of a safe place and the tenderness of her mother, the one person who allowed Esch 

to be a child, the one parent who allowed Esch to feel her feelings without reproach for 

doing so. Esch’s walking vulnerability renders every passing moment one in which the 

loophole is necessary. The realm of maternal memory is the most accessible retreat and 



 45 

perhaps the most essential for Esch, as memories of Rose are the only examples of  

womanhood that Esch has; thus, Esch frequently enters the realm of maternal memory 

throughout the narrative, prompted by everyday occurrences that inspire in her the 

conscious and subconscious emotions--sadness, fear, loneliness--that make up the pain of 

life in the Pit. 

Esch’s pregnancy makes her body unavoidable, and the language she uses to 

describe the feelings associated with this pregnancy reflect this. When she discovers that 

she is with child, she explains the shame and terror of this reality through the body: “You 

are pregnant. I am pregnant. I sit up and curl over my knees, rub my eyes against my 

kneecaps. The terrible truth of what I am flares like a dry wall fire in my stomach, eating 

all the fallen pine needles. There is something there” (36). The initial use of “you” in her 

statement indicates the disassociation Esch feels from reality--she cannot fully accept that 

she is pregnant. However, her feelings make this truth undeniable, as her stomach burns 

with the recognition that it is not you who is pregnant but Esch, “I.” A similar example of 

this disconnect occurs when, two days later, Esch runs to the bathroom “in the morning, 

bladder full of early morning pregnant pee” and accidentally walks in on her brother, 

Skeetah, shirtless as he examines the scars on his body. The combination of Skeetah’s 

scars and the way he smells, like “the tide at the Bay of Angels” (84)--marks of the body-

-prompt Esch to dip into the realm of maternal memory, where she recalls the last time 

she visited the bay with her mother and family. Esch reminisces about the outing, during 

which her father’s fishing hook caught on the palm of Rose’s hand in a fishing accident: 

“The barbed needle sank deep. She pulled it out and rinsed it off in the water we were 
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swimming in. Her stomach was big with Junior. It healed crooked and purple [...]” (86). 

Esch explains that, from then on, when her mother would touch the back of Esch’s neck 

to guide her through a public crowd, Esch would feel the scar and recall the memory of 

that time at the bay. In a matter of seconds, Esch moves from her pregnant body’s 

overwhelming need to urinate, to Skeetah’s scars and scent, and into the realm of 

maternal memory, where Mama is pregnant with Junior and yet strong enough to pull out 

the hook that has lodged itself in her palm and rinse it off in the water as though it is a 

minor inconvenience. Through this, Esch explains, she comes to a realization: “Bodies 

tell stories” (86). However, she does not realize her own body’s story yet, the pain that 

her own pregnancy reveals and the fact that she can survive despite this pain. It is Mama 

who is pregnant in this memory--you rather than I. But the retreat into the loophole is 

valuable, as it serves to remind Esch that despite being pregnant, her mother was strong. 

Though Esch may not understand this yet, she is her mother’s daughter, heir to the same 

strength that Esch’s child will also inherit. 

As the storm begins to gather strength and turn its head toward Bois Sauvage, 

Esch’s situation becomes dire. In a freak accident, Daddy loses two of his fingers and is 

bedridden. It is then up to the Batiste children to gather the necessary materials to wait 

out the storm in their home. Like Ward and her family, the Batistes do not have the 

means to pack up and drive to a safer place: “‘We make do with what we got.’ Daddy 

coughs. ‘Always have. And will.’” Thus, while their father recuperates from his accident, 

the children must move into action, collecting wooden scraps from their grandmother’s 

rotting house and as much food as possible with the little money they do have. For Esch, 
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the burden is double: she is about to face both Katrina and single motherhood, as Manny 

has discovered that Esch is pregnant and left her to fend for herself: “[...] he turned away 

from me, from what I carry, pulling his burnt gold face from my hands, and then I am 

crying again for what I have been, for what I am, and for what I will be, again” (147). 

Esch’s pain is uncontainable and the tears she sheds are shameful reminders of not who 

she is but what she is--a body that had sex, a body that is pregnant, and a body that will 

be mother. But she cries in the privacy of the bathroom, as her shame is still a secret from 

everyone but Manny and Skeetah. As the Batistes prepare for the storm, Esch must push 

down her emotions and enter a survival mode of extreme proportions, once again forcing 

her to disassociate from the baby that continues to grow inside of her. 

As Katrina inches closer, the realm of maternal memory becomes increasingly 

important for Esch. While the potential for danger magnifies, Esch begins to retreat to the 

realm of maternal memory more and more. While Esch and her older brothers, Randall 

and Skeetah search for eggs around the Pit to prepare for the storm, Randall enlists 

Junior’s help by teaching him how to find the eggs, just as Rose once taught the elder 

siblings. Rather than providing us with Randall’s language, Esch retreats to the realm of 

maternal memory and recounts when Mama taught her the same lesson. Mama’s words 

are accompanied by the memory of her body and touch as she guided Esch through the 

process:  

She’d leaned over like Randall, her strong hand soft on the back of my neck, 
steadying me like a dog. They’re usually brown and have some feathers stuck to 
them, she’d say, pointing. The eggs look that way because of the mama. Whatever 
color the mama is, that’s what color the egg is. Her lips were pink, and when she 
leaned over like that I could smell baby powder drifting from the front of her 
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dress, see the mole-marked skin of her chest, the soft fall of her breasts down into 
her bra. Like me and you, she said, Like me and you. See? She smiled at me, and 
her eyelashes met my eyelashes like a Venus flytrap. Her thick arm would rub 
against mine, and I would follow her pointing, and there would be a whole 
treasure of eggs [...] The cock, he always running off being a bully, she said. But 
the mama, the mama always here. See? (199). 
 

Mama’s hand on Esch’s neck reminds us once again of the scar from Daddy’s fishing 

hook. It is this scarred hand--strong but soft--that lovingly coaches Esch in egg-finding. 

This touch connects mother and daughter who, Rose explains, are the same color, just 

like the hens and their offspring, just like Mama and her own mother, just like Esch and 

her future child. Further, these maternal feelings become maternal images: her mother’s 

breasts that, before eggs, once nourished Esch. Though she no longer feeds from her 

mother’s breasts, Mama’s touch continues to feed Esch, guiding her to the eggs that will 

nourish her and her family.  

Moreover, Mama’s words become a metaphor with multiple meanings, each 

associated with the body. On one level, the cock and hen speak to Esch’s situation with 

Manny. Manny is the bully who has left Esch alone with their egg, and Esch is the hen 

who carries this egg in her womb, the egg that she alone will see through birth and life. 

On another level, Mama is the hen, and, though she is physically absent, her touch 

remains forever accessible through the realm of maternal memory. Mama is “always 

here,” warming Esch’s body so that Esch is strong enough to endure what life has in store 

for her. Finally, Mama’s likening of the eggs’ color to that of her and Esch’s skin 

transforms the act of egg-finding into a larger metaphor that speaks to a legacy of Black 

motherhood. No matter what happens to hen or egg, the mother’s mark is there, written in 
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the flesh, as the child only exists because it’s mother gave them life. We can imagine 

Mother Lizbeth teaching a young Rose to find eggs with the same tenderness. We can 

imagine Esch doing the same for her own child. Neither poverty nor pregnancy nor storm 

can erase this. The realm of maternal memory thus connects Esch to a history of Black 

survival, for even in the Pit there is treasure to be found. Esch does not, as her mother 

asks, see. Instead, she feels. And it is through this feeling that Esch begins to see her own 

strength, a strength that will become critical the next day, when Katrina hits.  

During previous hurricanes, Esch’s mother was there to comfort and protect Esch 

and her brothers. The day that the Batiste family receives the phone call from the state 

government notifying them that Katrina will hit their area, Esch recalls her first 

hurricane, Elaine. Elaine then becomes a vehicle for memory, launching Esch into the 

realm of maternal memory: “I kneeled next to [Mama] and heard the watery swish of 

Junior inside her, as outside the wind pulled, branch by root, until it uprooted a tree ten 

feet from the house. Mama watched with her eye to the slit formed by the board over the 

window. She rocked from side to side like the baby in her would not let her still. She 

stroked my hair” (217). In the realm of maternal memory, Esch remembers that her fear 

of Hurricane Elaine’s destructive waters were calmed by the maternal waters in Mama’s 

pregnant belly. But Rose’s comforting presence quickly vanishes when, in the present 

moment, Hurricane Katrina beats outside the door, bending trees with her power.  

Later that night, Esch finds herself awake in bed, thinking about the child that 

grows inside of her: “I lie awake and cannot see anything but that baby, the baby I have 

formed whole in my head, a black Athena, who reaches for me. Who gives me that name 
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as if it is mine: Mama. I swallow salt” (219). Like the tears that she cries for her mother, 

Esch’s tears for her child become salt. No longer a thing that burns inside of her stomach, 

Esch’s baby is now real, and Esch envisions this baby as a girl, a fighter--like Esch, like 

Mama. Whether or not she is ready, this child now reaches for Esch, calling her the same 

name Esch gave to Rose: Mama. Esch’s thoughts are quickly interrupted by the crash of 

Katrina’s winds against the house. The wind sparks a conversation between Esch and 

Skeetah, who is awake next to Esch, wherein they recall together memories of their 

mother. Skeetah begins: 

“You look like her. You know that?” 
“No.” 
“You do. You not as big as her, but in the face. Something about your lips and 
eyes. The older you get the more you do.” 
I don’t know what to say, so I half grimace, and I shake my head. But Mama. 
Mama always here. See? I miss her so badly I have to swallow salt, imagine it 
running like lemon juice into the fresh cut that is my chest, feel it sting. (222) 
 

In the darkness of their house, with Katrina at their doorstep, Mama’s presence becomes 

palpable through the physical traits that she and Esch share. Esch then feels this presence 

in her own body through the realm of maternal memory, recalling her mother’s words 

during their search for eggs, words that transform into the salt that Esch feels deep inside.  

While these memories bring to light Rose’s role as both nurturer and the center of 

the Batiste family, the realm of maternal memory alone cannot allow for Esch’s bodily 

connection to the strength Rose possesses as mother. As the scene between Esch and 

Skeetah continues, Mama’s comfort and strength remain just out of reach. As the wind 

continues to rage outside their door, China begins to bark in fear, reminding Esch of her 

mother’s dying moans and the moment that Daddy returned home with Junior and 
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without Mama. Esch is once again alone with no mother to calm her. Now, for baby and 

mother to survive, Esch must unite the lessons she has learned in the realm of maternal 

memory with those she gains in her second loophole of retreat, the discourse of narrative. 

Here, she will take her mother’s strength and change the story: she will live, and she will 

become mother.  

What is essential to remember about the realm of maternal memory are the ways 

in which it allows anti-Blackness to become visible and gives Esch the opportunity to 

recognize the pain she was forced to swallow. The realm of maternal memory is then a 

place that allows Esch to survive in an anti-Black world, to retreat as needed and return 

with more strength to continue living. With each retreat to the loophole of memory, 

Esch’s pain--the result of anti-Blackness--is experienced in the body, particularly as a 

teenage girl. The scars of this emotional trauma shed light on the ways in which a history 

of anti-Blackness repeats itself within girls/women. While Rose dies as the result of 

complications during childbirth, the outcome might have been different if Rose gave birth 

in a hospital. However, doing so was not an option for Rose; with no money or health 

insurance, she was limited to a home birth. Just as slavery tore mothers and children 

apart, the intersections of race, gender, class, and sexuality stripped Esch and her brothers 

of their mother, leaving them to fend for themselves without maternal nurturing and 

guidance. To fill the void of losing her mother’s touch, Esch sought comfort in sex, 

which, along with her inability to access birth control, ultimately led to Esch’s pregnancy, 

a fate that she would not face if she were a teenage boy. And, though she will survive 

Katrina, the future for Esch and her daughter is bleak: what will life look life for Esch’s 
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child, who must find her way in the post-Katrina America that denies the connections 

between slavery and the storm that leaves the Batistes homeless? Ward thus utilizes the 

realm of maternal memory as a political maneuver that speaks against Black Americans 

as “waste” and imparts upon them the full range of human emotions and experience. 

Rose is not simply a Black body who disappeared as a result of poverty. She is a mother, 

and her loss is one that Esch feels each time she recalls memories of Rose.  

THE DISCOURSE OF NARRATIVE  
The second loophole, the discourse of narrative, is the Greek tragedy of Medea, 

which Esch encounters in Edith Hamilton’s Mythology, a book she is assigned for school. 

The discourse of narrative serves three purposes as the second psychological garret space, 

each of which I will explain briefly before diving into a more complex explanation.  

First, the discourse of narrative serves as a stand-in for the lessons about sexuality 

that Esch’s mother is not able to teach Esch. In doing so, Medea shows Esch that sex and 

heterosexual romance is not a loophole of retreat. Esch, as someone who is without her 

mother and without knowledge of romantic relationships and sex, is thus under the false 

impression that her problems can be solved through sex. Medea’s story unearths the risks 

of falling into a space that seems like protection but is instead merely an unhealthy 

coping mechanism that leads to only more pain (rather than potential for change). 

However, because it comes in the form of a story, this danger is something that Esch can 

view from the relatively safe distance of her garret. Though Esch is already pregnant, the 

tragedy of Medea shows Esch what could happen if Esch continues to pursue sex as a 

loophole retreat. If Esch is to survive the storm and become mother to her child, she must 
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learn from Medea’s story so that it does not become her own: she must not sacrifice her 

body, her unborn child, nor her brothers’ wellbeing in the name of romantic love and sex. 

 Second, the discourse of narrative enables Esch to understand the power of 

womanhood. While the realm of maternal memory provides the sense of nurturing 

missing from Esch’s life, it is not enough to push Esch into understanding the power of 

the feminine in its many facets, as she is merely a teenager. As this section explores, the 

bodily connections to Medea that Esch experiences within the discourse of narrative 

become an extension of the bodily connections to Rose Batiste gained within the realm of 

maternal memory. Marotte aptly notes that “[Katrina] inspires Esch to call upon 

memories of Mama that work to generate an identification with a maternal force both 

protective and resilient” (215). However, to make useful these memories such that Esch 

herself becomes a source of protection and resiliency for her family and unborn child in 

the absence of her own mother, she is in need of the discourse of narrative. In linking the 

realm of maternal memory and the discourse of narrative, important lessons begin to 

unfold for Esch: it is not sex that will heal Esch but rather the connection she has to her 

mother. For Esch, this lesson is a painful one, as it requires she finally name the true pain 

that plagues her. It is not the loss of romantic love; it is the loss of her mother. But in 

naming this pain, Esch embarks on the final step of her journey, the transformation of her 

pain, the chance to tell a different story. 

Finally, the narrative of discourse, as an epistemology of the body, provides Esch 

the critical distance necessary to grasp not only womanhood, but also the language that 

will allow her to live so that she can “tell the story of Katrina, the mother that swept into 
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the Gulf and slaughtered” to her own child (Ward 255). Through Medea and the 

discourse of narrative, Esch transforms Rose’s nurturing memories into a felt power by 

realizing that she cannot escape her situation with sex and must instead look to the 

maternal. But, as Esch comes to understand, this power is one so strong that it can both 

give life and destroy it. This maternal force and felt power becomes for Esch a way of 

understanding not only the strength to survive that she and Rose embody--the very 

strength that kept Esch alive and will keep Esch’s unborn child alive--but also that which 

Hurricane Katrina carries as “the mother [they] will remember until the next mother with 

large, merciless hands, committed to blood, comes” (255).The stories that Mama passed 

down to Esch are the very things that enable Esch to survive. Here, in the discourse of 

narrative, Esch sees the lessons that she must pass down to her own child so that they can 

also survive.8 Esch’s hurricane story, however, isn’t just about a Hurricane. Instead, it is 

about Mama, teenage pregnancy, and poverty--the very things that anti-Blackness 

perpetuates, pathologizes, and ignores. But most importantly, it is a story of how to 

survive despite it all.  

My analysis of Medea in Salvage the Bones extends from Sinéad Moynihan, who 

focuses on the political possibilities that exist when examining Salvage the Bones as a 

“recycling” of William Faulkner’s As I Lay Dying (1930). Like Mythology, Esch 

encounters As I Lay Dying when a teacher assigns the novel. Moynihan argues that 

Ward’s decision to place Salvage the Bones in contemporary conversation with Faulkner, 

                                                
8 I employ the use of “they” here because, even though Esch imagines the child might be a girl, 
we do not know this for sure. 
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a fellow Mississippian, “challenges conservative assaults on the African American family 

(and, in particular, on the African American single mother) and asserts the resistance of 

this particular African American family to neoliberal discourses that would consign them 

to the category of ‘waste’” (551). Moynihan’s supposition builds from Peter 

Widdowson’s idea of “re-visionary fiction,” a sub-genre in which contemporary writers 

“rewrite” canonical texts whose influence continues to shape the literary imagination 

(Widdowson 496). However, Moynihan intervenes by acknowledging the ways in which 

“rewriting” merely maintains the literary canon, positing that Ward’s novel does more 

than this: “Ward engages in an act of rewriting that places the (social) present on an equal 

footing with the (literary) past. Ward thus moves towards a more politically engaged 

model of rewriting that can more accurately be called ‘recycling,’ a term with 

connotations of resolute social engagement and looking outward and forward” 

(Moynihan 551). This move from “rewriting” to “recycling” highlights the political work 

inherent in Salvage the Bones, which, by way of Faulkner, critiques biopolitics’ anti-

Blackness. Like the act of recycling itself, Ward takes those previously considered waste, 

and gives them a value that was previously unrecognized. Esch is not waste; she is a 

survivor whose story is important, is crucial to our understanding of how Hurricane 

Katrina could do so much damage and how we can prevent such a situation from 

happening again. Furthermore, this recycling connects Esch with the iconic characters in 

As I Lay Dying, which, Moynihan argues, grants the hurricane’s Black victims and 

survivors “a dignity denied them in the post-Katrina moment (551). Thus, Salvage the 
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Bones, like As I Lay Dying, becomes a text with real world effect, potentially impacting 

both the literary imagination and American politics (551).  

While Moynihan’s analysis privileges the connections between Salvage the Bones 

and As I Lay Dying as a method for resisting neoliberal discourse, I find Ward’s recycling 

of Medea through Esch particularly important, as this move not only resists contemporary 

neoliberal discourse but also the roots of anti-Blackness from which neoliberalism stems. 

The connection she feels with Medea places Esch within the tradition of Black 

motherhood that is lost to her after Rose’s death. The tragedy of Medea is one linked to 

Black motherhood since slavery, perhaps most famously through the story of Margaret 

Garner, an enslaved woman whose act of infanticide would lead people to call her the 

“Black Medea” (Wetmore 132). In 1865, Garner and her family attempted to escape the 

bonds of slavery by way of the Underground Railroad. However, before they could reach 

freedom, Garner’s master managed to locate the family. In an effort to save her child 

from the physical, psychological, and sexual abuse a life of slavery held in store, Garner 

slit her daughter’s throat. The act represented a moment of resistance in a society that left 

Garner with few opportunities for agency. Rather than once again submit both herself and 

her daughter to the bodily degradations of slavery, Garner became agent rather than 

passive recipient. Nevertheless, Garner’s story illustrates the tragedy of Black 

motherhood during slavery and the lengths to which a mother must go, and would go, to 

save her child from the bodily degradations of slavery.  

Indeed, Salvage the Bones fits the form of Greek tragedy. With its roots in oral 

tradition that eventually became known as myths, according to Aristotle, the classical 
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form is a “representation of a serious event that involves suffering” (Hall 3). Within 

tragedies, the cause of this suffering is generally death, and not just any death, but a the 

death of a family member that comes to haunt the protagonist: “Whether the heroic 

figures in tragedy die or not during their plays, they live in unusually close communion 

with the dead. The deceased whose absence troubles the living are almost always close 

relations: spouses, parents, children, siblings” (3). Like the hurricane that builds in the 

background of Salvage, like the memories of Esch’s mother, death is a ghost that haunts 

the entirety of a tragedy. However, Greek tragedies were stories of gods and goddesses, 

fantasy and myth, and human folly meant to evoke emotions from the audience while 

also providing instruction regarding how to avoid the pains of such tragedies. Although 

connections to reality were present, they existed in universals: general suffering, loss, and 

heartbreak. Indeed, the endurance of anti-Blackness is evident in the stories of Black 

suffering that are present in the everyday: from Katrina, to the poverty rates in Black 

communities, to the numbers of Black men and women incarcerated by the prison 

industrial complex, to the deaths of unarmed Black men, women, and trans people. And, 

as Esch’s story in particular shows us, through teenage pregnancy as well. And yet the 

suffering continues, as those in power--by way of neoliberal colorblind rhetoric--can 

simply brush aside facts in an attempt to maintain dominance. Once again, a blind eye is 

turned, Black suffering becomes meaningless, and Black bodies remain expendable. This 

is the real-life tragedy that Ward captures in Salvage the Bones. By using Greek tragedy 

as a loophole for Esch, Esch is also able to walk away from the story with an idea of how 
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not to live, eventually realizing that sex and love are not the places in which she should 

seek refuge. 

Here is what Esch does know about motherhood: it can kill you. The novel begins 

with Skeetah’s prized pitbull, China, as she gives birth to a litter of puppies. The scene is 

juxtaposed with Esch’s memory of Rose as she gave birth to Junior:  

“What China is doing is nothing like what Mama did when she had my youngest 
brother, Junior. [...] Mama squatted, screamed toward the end. Junior came out 
purple and blue as a hydrangea: Mama’s last flower. She touched Junior just like 
that when Daddy held him over her: lightly with her fingertips, like she was afraid 
to knock the pollen from him, spoil the bloom. She said she didn’t want to go to 
the hospital. Daddy dragged her from from the bed to his truck, trailing her blood, 
and we never saw her again. What China is doing is fighting, like she was born to 
do.” (Ward 2). 
 

Here, and throughout the novel, Esch sees China as a fighter, strong and capable. 

Meanwhile, she recalls her mother’s light touch, her helpless body as it is dragged into 

the truck, the blood that pours from her body, all of which are placed in opposition to 

China’s fight. Indeed, each time Esch recalls her mother’s final moments, her focus is on 

the body: “I can see her, chin to chest, straining to push Junior out, and Junior snagging 

on her insides, grabbing hold of what he caught on to try to stay inside her, but instead he 

pulled it out with him when he was born” (4). Esch witnesses as Mama’s strength leaves 

her, as though this strength resides in the womb that Junior latches onto and rips from her 

body. This association of Mama’s strength with the womb thus renders motherhood 

dangerous and life threatening, because based on what Esch has witnessed, whatever 

strength a woman has can disappear in mere moments through childbirth. Having a child 

means that Esch, who is just a child herself, will have to continue growing while 
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simultaneously showing her child how to grow; but, as Mama’s death shows us, there is a 

chance that Esch could never grow up at all--she can die in childbirth or, as this moment 

foreshadows, perhaps in other ways (i.e. Hurricane Katrina). 

Esch’s powerlessness extends to her sexuality, as she submits to the sexual desires 

of neighborhood boys. After her mother’s death, Esch seeks comfort in sex. She loses her 

virginity at twelve to one of her brothers’ friends and, after sleeping with numerous other 

boys, eventually finds herself pregnant at fifteen and in love with the baby’s father, 

Manny. Esch’s love for Manny is unrequited: he is in a relationship with another girl, 

Shaliyah, and, though he’s willing to use Esch for sex, Manny does not recognize Esch’s 

feelings nor her humanity. Esch and Manny have sex when Manny wants to have sex and 

how Manny wants to have sex. Aside from the supposed intimacy of the act itself, there is 

nothing intimate about sex between Esch and Manny--he will not kiss her or caress her; 

he does not look her in the eyes. And when Esch attempts to touch Manny, Manny pushes 

her away. Nevertheless, Esch returns to Manny hoping that he will eventually see her for 

who she is--someone who loves Manny. What Esch does not realize is that she cannot 

find what she is looking for in Manny. Neither his love nor his body can fill the void that 

her mother’s death left within Esch.  

Details of Esch’s first sexual experience arise as she searches for eggs that the 

family’s hens have hidden around the Pit. While doing so, Esch enters the realm of 

maternal memory, recalling when her mother taught her how to find eggs, a lesson that 

required Esch stay close to Rose, as the earth tones of her mother’s clothes allowed her to 

blend into the trees around the Pit, becoming both mother and earth mother: “[...] I could 
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hardly see her, and she moved and it looked like the woods moved, like the wind was 

running past the trees” (22). To keep track of her mother, and thus learn how to collect 

eggs, Esch followed along by holding onto Rose’s skirt, “follow[ing] behind her by 

touch” (22). Esch explains that she enjoys looking for eggs, as it provides a moment of 

solitude in which she can “[f]eel like the quiet and the wind” (22) and inhabit the role of 

earth mother that Rose was held.  

Esch’s retreat into the realm of maternal memory abruptly ends when she is 

reminded of her own body: “But still, [finding eggs] is work, and I have to pull myself 

back and concentrate to find anything to eat” (22). Immediately after Esch is once again 

conscious of the present, she dives into a discussion of her first sexual encounter with one 

of her brother’s friends: “And it was easier to let him keep on touching me than to ask 

him to stop, easier to let him inside than push him away, easier than hearing him ask me, 

Why not? It was easier to keep quiet and take it than give him an answer” (23). The 

juxtaposition of searching for eggs and the loss of virginity is crucial, as it marks Esch’s 

return to her body, outside the realm of maternal memory, where she is no longer 

connected to maternal and womanly strength. Instead, Esch is once again the girl who has 

grown accustomed to hiding her feelings as a means of survival. To argue with this boy, 

and with other boys in the future, would mean that Esch believes she has the right to do 

so, but Esch does not see herself as powerful or worthy in any way. What materializes in 

this passage is Esch’s substitution of her mother’s comforting touch for the comfort she 

finds through physical contact with boys: she is searching for a loophole in sex. 
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Outside the realm of maternal memory, Esch substitutes this connection with the 

feminine by turning to Mythology. Initially, while reading Mythology, Esch is drawn to 

the stories about powerful women with whom she feels nothing in common: “[I] wasn’t 

like the women in the mythology book, the women who kept me turning the pages: the 

trickster nymphs, the ruthless goddesses, the world-uprooting mothers” (15). Unlike the 

other-worldly women of Greek mythology, Esch views herself as ordinary. The only time 

she transcends her mortal body and becomes divine is when boys see past her “boyish 

frame, “dark skin,” and “plain face” and yearn for her body: [...] I’d let boys have [my 

body] because they wanted it, and not because I wanted to give it. I’d let boys have it 

because for a moment, I was Psyche or Eurydice or Daphne. I was beloved” (16). While 

it is easy to confuse this with a true loophole of retreat, the power Esch experiences here 

comes through passivity; Esch’s divinity is devoid of agency, granted to her only when 

she is fulfilling the sexual demands of adolescent boys.  

The discourse of narrative reveals itself when Esch reaches the story of Medea, 

the powerful sorceress who falls in love with, and is eventually betrayed by, Jason. 

Recognizing herself in Medea, the sorceress consumes Esch’s interest:  

In Mythology, I am still reading about Medea and the quest for the Golden Fleece. 
Here is someone that I recognize. When Medea falls in love with Jason, it grabs 
me by the throat. I can see her. Medea sneaks Jason things to help him: ointments 
to make him invincible, secrets in rocks. She has magic, could bend the natural to 
the unnatural. But even with all her power, Jason bends her like a young pine in a 
hard wind; he makes her double in two. I know her. (38) 
 

Medea’s story is a visceral reminder of  Esch’s own relationship with Manny. Esch 

yearns for Manny’s affections and continues to give him the magic she holds: her body, 
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with all of its power and history. However, unlike the other boys with whom she has had 

sex, the magic Esch gives Manny more than just her body; she gives him her heart as 

well, confusing Manny’s lust for love despite the fact that Manny insists “[...] it ain’t like 

that” (56). When Esch muses on her love for Manny before he discovers her pregnancy, 

she explains the embodiment of her love through Medea: “I imagine that this is the way 

Medea felt about Jason when she fell in love, when she knew him; that she looked at him 

and felt a fire eating up through her rib cage, turning her blood to boil, evaporating hotly 

out of every inch of her skin. I feel it so strongly that I cannot imagine how Manny does 

not feel it, too” (57). Interestingly, the corporeal language that Esch clings to of “boiling 

blood” describes a sensation that can be associated with both love and anger, hinting 

towards the madness that we know will eventually overtake Medea and perhaps Esch as 

well. The madness Medea experiences, which leads to her murdering both her brother 

and children, is the result of Jason’s betrayal: a story of romance gone terribly wrong, a 

madness caused by betrayal.  

 Esch keeps her pregnancy a secret from Manny, but he begins to suspect that she 

is pregnant when they try to have sex at a school basketball game. The game is an 

important one for Esch’s brother, Randall, who is hoping to earn a scholarship to play 

basketball, and the Batiste siblings and their friends come out to support Randall. While 

there, Esch makes her way to the bathroom and sees Manny with his girlfriend and 

cousin, Rico. Despite the fact that Manny has brought his girlfriend, Shaliyah, he follows 

Esch into the bathroom, and the two begin to have sex in a bathroom stall. For the first 

time, during this sexual encounter, Esch is determined to make eye contact with Manny 
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while they have sex, grabbing his face and repeating to herself, “He will look at me” 

(146). This is an assertion of her power, a resolve to make Manny see her for once. 

However, just as Manny finally does see her, the moment quickly changes from one in 

which she feels powerful--like the goddesses in Mythology, like she has finally achieved 

everything that will make her happy--to one in which she has lost all dignity: 

“He looks down and back up, eye to eye: all I have ever wanted, here. He is looking. He 

is seeing me, and his hands are coming around to feel the honeydew curve, the swell that 

is more than swell, the fat that is not fat, the budding baby, and his eyes are so black they 

are all black, and they are a night without stars. All I have ever wanted. He knows. As 

soon as Manny finally looks into her eyes, as soon as he finally sees Esch, he discovers 

that she is pregnant. His reaction is the thing of Esch’s nightmares:   

“Fuck!” Manny yells, and he is throwing me up and off of him. I hit the door 
behind me, the rough cat tongue of his face gone, and I grip steel, air, nothing [...] 
When I can breathe, I leave the stall to splash cold water on my face, but my eyes 
still look red [from crying], my eyelids swollen in the funhouse mirror. And then I 
think that Manny saw me, and that he turned away from me, from what I carry, 
pulling his burnt gold face from my hands, and then I am crying again for what I 
have been, for what I am, and for what I will be, again. (146-147) 
 

Manny has abandoned Esch, and the fulfillment she believed she might find in her 

relationship with him is gone. Furthermore, this has repercussions for her entire vision of 

what the future holds. She cries for her past, her present, and her future. In this false 

loophole of romantic love and sex, time becomes a thing of misery rather than hope--the 

exact opposite of what a loophole of retreat should entail. Here, she achieves only more 

pain.  
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Esch’s coping mechanism affects not only herself but her family as well, just as 

Medea’s failed relationship with Jason resulted in the death of her own brother. When 

Esch finally gathers the strength to leave the bathroom, she returns to the basketball 

game, where her brother Skeetah tells her to forget about Manny. However, Manny’s 

cousin, Rico, overhears Skeetah’s comments, and a fight erupts between the two that 

disrupts the basketball game. Randall, whose future hangs on success in this basketball 

game, is then kicked out, along with the rest of the Batiste family, and the chances for 

Randall’s basketball scholarship vanish. Furthermore, the only resolution offered 

between Rico and Skeetah is another fight: the two will send their pitbulls into battle with 

each other. Given that Skeetah’s pitbull, China, is basically his child, this is like sending 

Skeetah into danger. And it is Esch who has set all of this into motion. 

The gravity of Esch’s error becomes palpable when she attempts to continue 

reading Medea’s story: 

I try to read the entire mythology book, but I can’t. I am stuck in the middle. 
When I put the book down and wipe my wet face and breathe in my morning 
breathe, ripe to the afternoon under the sheet, this is where I have stopped. Medea 
kills her brother. [...] I read it over and over again. It is like she is under the covers 
with me, both of us sweating to water. To get away from her, from the smell of 
Manny still on me a night and morning afterward, I get up. (154) 
 

In this moment, Medea and Esch are nearly the same person, as Esch feels like Medea is 

under the covers with her, Medea’s sins now Esch’s after Esch has destroyed Randall’s 

potential for a better future and forced Skeetah to fight his beloved China. But the 

connections Esch makes between herself and Medea also allow Esch to see that she must 

stop indulging in this fantasy in which she is Medea: rather than continuing to imagine 
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herself as Medea, Esch decides to separate herself from the story; she gets up. Finally, 

Esch begins to realize that Manny only brings pain, pain for both Esch and her family.  

Recycling Medea presents an opportunity to redefine the connections between 

Medea and Black womahood/motherhood through Hurricane Katrina. The tragedy of 

Medea exposes two versions of womanhood: one that gives life and one that takes life 

away. As the storm is about to hit, Esch reaches the end of Medea’s story: “Jason has 

remarried, and Medea is wailing. An exile, oh God, oh God, alone. And then: By death, 

oh, by death, shall the conflict be decided. Life’s little day ended. I shut the book, don’t 

even mark my place, and sit on it” (225). Medea has become the wailing woman, the 

woman ready to murder her own children out of rage. Witnessing Medea’s 

transformation from powerful sorceress to woman scorned bothers Esch to the point of 

closing the book, and, as if to prevent Medea’s fate from becoming her own, Esch sits on 

the book. Moments later, water enters the Batiste home, rising by the second and forcing 

Esch and her family into their attic. Though Esch has finally named her pain as anger, she 

is now aware of what this anger can do: it can kill. Now, Esch must figure out what to do 

with her anger such that it doesn’t overtake her, so that it doesn’t kill her or her child; she 

must find a reason to live. This reason, I argue, is the chance to change the future by way 

of raising her own child, passing down her own stories. 

In the moments before Katrina’s waters begin to flood the Batiste home, Esch 

recounts the last storm she experienced, Hurricane Elaine. Rose, then alive, comforted 

Esch during the storm: “Mama had talked back to Elaine. Talked over the storm. Pulled 

us in in the midst of it, kept us safe” (219). Like an argument she could win with words, 
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Rose spoke back to Hurricane Elaine, and the power of her words made the storm smaller 

for Esch. Esch then connects her mother’s powers to those of Medea: “This secret that 

was no longer a secret in my body: Will I keep it safe? If I could speak to this storm, spell 

it harmless like Medea, would this baby, the size of my fingernail, my pinkie fingernail, 

maybe, hear?” (219) In this moment, Rose Batiste, Medea, and Esch are all united as 

powerful women whose words hold the power to protect, to will away danger. Esch, on 

the brink of achieving full consciousness and subjectivity, recognizes that stories are 

important. Now she must survive Katrina in order to understand that her stories will 

become essential to her child’s future survival.  

 

ENVIRONMENT AS LOOPHOLE 
The final loophole is not a figurative space that must be described as a discourse 

or realm. Instead, like Jacobs’ garrett, it is a literal space, an environment that protects 

Esch’s body. For Esch to go on and tell her stories, she must survive Katrina. Despite 

recognizing her pain and naming her pain within the realm of maternal memory and the 

discourse of narrative, she must still find the will to survive Hurricane Katrina so that she 

can actually transform her pain through motherhood and storytelling. Esch does not yet 

understand the value of her own life and, if she does not find this drive to survive 

Katrina, the valuable stories that she holds within her will die with her--she will indeed 

become her mother. Like Ward’s environmental loopholes, like Jacob’s garret space, the 

environmental loophole serves as immediate protection for Esch’s body so that she can 
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first recognize that she is not alone in her journey, and then go on to do the important 

work of becoming a mother and sharing her stories.  

Though Esch fantasizes about ending her life and her child’s life throughout the 

novel, when she is confronted with the reality of death, something inside her changes. 

Michael Taussig explains: “The space of death is important in the creation of meaning 

and consciousness, nowhere more so than in societies where torture is endemic and where 

the culture of terror flourishes. We may think of the space of death as a threshold that 

allows for illumination as well as extinction. Sometimes a person goes through it and 

returns to us, to tell the tale [...]”9 Despite the steps toward an existential transformation 

that Esch manages in the realm of maternal memory and discourse of narrative, full 

subjectivity eludes Esch. Like Garner and Jacobs, it is not until Esch is faced with the 

immediate possibility of her own death that she is able to recognize the value of both her 

life and that of her baby’s. Paradoxically, death brings about the possibility for 

“illumination,” a new understanding of life, particularly for people who, like Esch, facc 

daily terror. Indeed, as this section explores, after staring death in the face, Esch is finally 

able to put the pieces of her identity together, to become whole. But she is only able to 

“return to us, to tell the tale” because of her environmental loopholes of retreat. Here, the 

lessons learned in the realm of maternal memory and the discourse of narrative allow 

Esch to live and tell her story. 

                                                
9 See Michael T. Taussing, Shamanism, Colonialism, and the Wild Man: A Study in Terror and 
Healing. U of Chicago Press, 1987. I borrow this line of inquiry from Sharon Patricia Holland, 
who, in Raising the Dead, also turns to Taussing’s words about the importance of death. See 
Sharon Patricia Holland, Raising the Dead: Readings of Death and (Black) Subjectivity, Duke 
University Press Books, 2000, p 4. 
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Katrina’s impact on the Batiste family and home is largely due to the land on 

which they live. Like the Batistes, the Pit is in a world of its own, invisible to the larger 

world and certainly unlike the “old summer mansions” along the Mississippi coastline. 

The Pit got its name from Esch’s maternal grandfather, Papa Joseph, who was the land’s 

first owner. Papa Joseph made money off of the land by allowing white men to come in 

and dig up part of the property for clay. This clay was then used to build the foundations 

of other houses, leaving the Batiste’s own home on unstable ground:  

Papa Joseph let them take all the earth they wanted until their digging had created 
a cliff over a dry lake in the backyard, and the small stream that had run around 
and down the hill had diverted and pooled into the dry lake, making it into a pond, 
and then Papa Joseph thought the earth would give under the water, that the pond 
would spread and gobble up the property and make it a swamp, so he stopped 
selling earth for money. ( Ward 14) 
 

Selling the land was a way for Papa Joseph to provide for his family, but doing so would 

eventually prove dangerous. Though Papa Joseph temporarily managed to prevent the Pit 

from washing away, his fear that the water would swallow up the land becomes a reality 

when Katrina strikes. And yet the white workers who dug up the Pit would not have 

stopped if not for Papa Joseph. They would have carried on their work with no concern 

for how those living in the Pit might survive a hurricane. Clearly, the foundations of other 

houses were much more important than that of a Black family in rural Mississippi.  

Using Black Americans’ resources for the purposes of enabling whites to gain and 

maintain wealth is nothing new. Though not a direct comparison, slavery was, in fact, the 

use of Black resources--in this case their bodies and physical labor--to maintain an 

economic system in which whites controlled both wealth and power. The Pit is a 
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reminder of the subtle (and not so subtle) ways that whites currently maintain dominance 

over Black Americans. The Pit brings to light the reality of life for Black Americans in an 

anti-Black society: there are few places where Black people can actually exist without the 

potential for physical harm.  

Given the limited possibilities for safety, environmental loopholes are a necessity 

for physical protection in particularly dangerous situations. The environmental loophole 

for Esch is the home of Esch’s grandmother, Mother Lizbeth. We learn early in the novel 

that the house is situated on the Pit near the Batiste family’s home, and though it was 

once full of life, Mother Lizbeth’s home is now “a drying animal skeleton” (58). Esch 

describes the front porch, where Mother Lizbeth used to sit on her rocking chair, as 

merely a few pieces of wood “leaning at a slanted angle against the house like an 

abandoned pier sinking below storm-water, the tide of the earth rolling in to cover them” 

(58). Similarly, the inside only vaguely resembles a home, as the Batiste’s “pick at the 

house like mostly eaten leftovers,” taking everything they can use, from the wood in the 

floors to beds and blankets, each item necessary for their own survival. Nevertheless, 

when Hurricane Katrina’s waters flood the Batiste home, Mother Lizbeth’s rotting 

structure becomes a saving grace when Esch and her family retreat to its attic. Here, the 

Batistes wait out the storm that very nearly took their lives. But more than this, Mother 

Lizbeth’s attic, in providing Esch bodily safety, becomes the loophole of retreat in which 

Esch connects with her mother and grandmother and, ultimately, realizes her own role 

within the Batiste family. As this section argues, here, in Mother Lizbeth’s attic, Esch and 

her family unite. 
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Though it looms in the background of the entire novel, Hurricane Katrina does not 

hit until the penultimate chapter: “The Eleventh Day: Katrina.” The chapter begins with 

Esch’s memories of past hurricanes, part of which include stories her mother would tell 

her about even earlier hurricanes. Esch’s memories then lead her to consider her own 

growing belly as sounds of the storm beat outside the house: “I lie awake and cannot see 

anything but that baby, the baby I have formed whole in my head, a black Athena, who 

reaches for me. Who gives me that name as if it is mine: Mama. I swallow salt” (219). 

Like the Greek goddess Athena, Esch envisions her baby as one who is thought into 

existence--born from Esch’s head rather than her womb. Her unborn child is still not a 

reality. Death, however, is. Moments after Esch calls her child a Black Athena, she 

recalls the last time she saw her mother as she was rushed off to the hospital: “Shaking 

her head. Maybe that meant no. Or Don’t worry--I’m coming back. Or I’m sorry. Or 

Don’t do it. Don’t become the woman in this bed, Esch, she could have been saying. But I 

have” (222). I recall this scene earlier in this chapter as a moment in which Esch’s 

feelings of worthlessness are evident. Here, this memory is particularly important, 

because it provides insight into Esch’s head as she is about to face Hurricane Katrina. 

Although she has reached important realizations through the realm of memory and 

discourse of narrative, she still does not understand that there exists a possibility outside 

of death. She still has a chance to live, to make sure that her mother’s story is not her 

own. 

Just before the storm begins to take over the story, Esch is sitting in her living 

room, attempting to finish Medea’s story. She explains: “Jason has remarried, and Medea 
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is wailing. An exile, oh God, oh God, alone. And then: By death, oh, by death, shall the 

conflict be decided. Life’s little day ended. I shut the book, don’t even mark my place, 

and sit on it. I am cold.” The romantic story that Esch idealized earlier in the novel has 

gone sour: Medea is alone, and Jason is now with another woman, much like Esch’s own 

love story. Medea’s wailing foreshadows what is to come, as Medea plots her revenge. 

But beyond Medea’s revenge, the wailing also foreshadows what we as readers know as a 

possibility--Esch and the Batiste family’s death as a result of Katrina. Esch has closed the 

book just as her brother Randall notices that the floor inside the house is wet. Esch 

notices the wetness as well, and immediately assumes it’s coming from her: “Why are my 

shorts wet? Is it gone? Am I bleeding? Shouldn’t I be cramping?” (236) Water, for Esch, 

becomes a sign that things have gone wrong with her pregnancy, that the “it” growing 

inside of her is no longer. This rapid succession of thoughts--from Medea’s revenge to 

water to a possible miscarriage--emphasize the connections between water, life, and 

death.  

However, there is another threat to Esch, the fetus inside of her, and her family: 

Katrina. Esch and her family soon realize that the water is not limited to just a few spots; 

a river of water has made its way down to the Pit, causing the sunken land to fill with 

water and spill into the family’s home. When the family takes refuge in their own attic, 

they quickly realize that there is no way they will survive, as the water quickly rises into 

the space. Along with her brothers, father, China, and China’s puppies--who are in a 

bucket thrown over Esch’s shoulder--Esch escapes the Batiste family attic through a hole 

they make in the roof. Thrust into the rushing waters outside, Daddy finally realizes that 
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Esch is pregnant when she needs assistance to reach safety, her belly the family sees 

Grandma Lizbeth’s house in the distance, which just so happens to be on a slight hill. 

Esch must swim to the house while carrying both that which grows in her womb and 

China’s puppies:  

The water swallows, and I scream. My head goes under and I am tasting it, fresh 
and cold and salt somehow, the way tears taste in the rain. The babies, I think. I  
kick extra hard, like I am running a race, and my head bobs above the water but 
the hand of the hurricane pushes it down, down again [...] but then I feel a real 
hand, a human hand, cold and hard as barbed wire on my leg, pulling me back, 
and then I am pushed up and out of the water, held up by Skeet, who is barely 
treading, barely keeping me and him afloat. (235) 
 

In this moment of near death, Esch experiences the taste of tears, like the salt she 

swallowed every time she was forced to hold back tears for her mother. This connection 

to her mother’s death then leads her to think of “the babies”: the puppies she carries and 

the baby that grows inside her. And, finally, Esch begins, for the first time, to fight for 

her own life so that she might protect the babies. She does the thing that she herself has 

told us she does best: run a race. But, in a twist of fate, Esch cannot outrun Katrina. No 

matter how hard she fights, Katrina pulls her under. It is here that Skeetah saves her while 

also trying to save his own life. Skeetah, her big brother, rescues Esch and then goes on 

to help the rest of the family make it into the attic.  

This connection between brother and sister serves as a reminder to Esch that she 

is not alone: she does not have to face the future on her own, the reality of which Esch 

begins to understand in Mother Lizbeth’s attic. Like Harriet Jacobs’s loophole of retreat 

in her grandmother’s attic, the space in which the Batiste family find safety is cramped: 

“Daddy rolled to his side, lifted his knees, and settled again as if he was trying to get 
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more comfortable, find purchase to stand up, but none of us could with the bones of the 

ceiling folded so low” (240). In this space, the Batiste family is cramped together, united 

in survival. 

The time in Mother Lizbeth’s attic is brief but significant, as Esch realizes that not 

only does she have her family to lean on but also she herself is strong--something that she 

never understood before. In addition to keeping the family safe, the attic provides a space 

for Esch to come into her own. Alive and no longer carrying the burden of her secret 

alone, in this space, Esch begins to take on the role of mother. This becomes evident 

when she realizes that Skeetah is panicked about losing China in the chaos between 

escaping their home and swimming to safety in the attic: 

‘I failed her,’ he said. 
He blinked hard. 
‘No you didn’t.’ 

 [...] He started to shake. I hugged him tighter, held him the way I’d embraced  
those boys I’d fucked because it was easier to let them get what they wanted  
instead of denying them, instead of making them see me. My arms had never been  
so strong. (238). 
 

Before this facing death, Esch’s arms were wrapped around boys with whom she was 

sexually involved. Now, her arms are able to do what Skeetah did for her just moments 

earlier: provide relief. Skeetah saved Esch, and now Esch will do what she can to save 

Skeetah. And if she can outlive Katrina, if she can take care of her family, she can also 

take care of the child she will give birth to. 

As the novel reaches its conclusion, the importance of storytelling finally 

becomes clear for Esch, and, through storytelling, she is able to transform her pain into 

something more. She has undergone more trauma than it seems any one person could 
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possibly endure: racism, intergenerational poverty, her mother’s death, unrequited love, 

unhealthy sexual relationships, teenage pregnancy, and Hurricane Katrina. But because of 

her loopholes of retreat, she is able to connect memories of her mother with the need for 

stories as survival: 

I palm a piece of glass, marbled blue and white, blunt at the edges, grab another 
that is red and a pink brick stone. I slip all three into my pockets. Like Skeetah 
told me the story of the last thing that Mama said to us, I will tell [my child] this. 
This was a liquor bottle, I will say. And this, this was a window. This, a building. 
[...] I will tie the glass and stone with string, hang the shards above my bed, so 
that they will flash in the dark and tell the story of Katrina, the mother that swept 
into the Gulf and slaughtered. (255) 
 

Esch has now taken on the role that her mother once filled: storyteller. As she stands 

among the detritus of the hurricane, she self-consciously grabs objects that tell Katrina’s 

story, envisioning the pieces above her bed like a baby mobile. Unlike the stories her 

mother told her, Esch’s story includes physical reminders of Katrina--shards of glass and 

rock that she and her future child can see and touch. We can imagine that the story Esch 

tells about Katrina will be much like the story we’ve just read--a story about not only the 

storm itself but also of the days leading up to the storm’s arrival. But the fact that Esch is 

already writing the story that her unborn child will hear reveals that Esch envisions a 

future as this child’s mother, as guardian and storyteller, much like Mama was to Esch. 

The legacy of pain that Esch carries with her transforms into the stories that will continue 

to give life to others, beginning with her own child. 

Lorde’s process for turning pain into action rings true in Salvage the Bones, but, 

as I have argued, the movement between stages is only possible with loopholes of retreat. 

Esch, through her loopholes of retreat. Action, for Esch, is survival through storytelling. 
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Indeed, just as the realm of maternal memory allowed Mama to survive beyond death, so 

will story storytelling give Esch the chance to live.   

 

UNTIL THE NEXT MOTHER COMES: SALVAGE THE BONES AS POLITICAL TRAGEDY 
This chapter concludes with a return to the political possibilities the novel holds 

by way of recycling the tragedy of Medea. Because it works through the Greek tragedy of 

Medea, Salvage the Bones also acts as a way of connecting with the audience. According 

to Aristotle, tragedy functions to bring about “pity and fear” in the audience through 

catharsis (Hall). However, as Edith Hall explains in her examination of Greek tragedy, as 

the events unfold before the audience, there is, in the end, nothing they can do to prevent 

the suffering that takes place:  

The tragic spectator knows much more than the characters—is almost as 
omniscient as the gods—yet has absolutely no power to intervene. Watching a 
tragedy is like sitting in the seat of a god, but bound in shackles [...] We can only 
respond to the terrible scenes that we witness--we can never prevent Medea from 
murdering her children [...] But we can hope to have a better idea why these 
catastrophes happened towards the end of their plays rather than at the beginning. 
(ch. 6) 
 

Salvage the Bones, unlike Greek tragedy, takes place in the real world. While there is 

nothing audiences can do to stop Hurricane Katrina in the present, they hold the power 

change the future such that Esch’s story does not repeat itself, Ward’s story does not 

repeat itself. While the employment of loopholes of retreat throughout the novel provide 

an antidote to “improbable metaphor,” Salvage the Bones as loophole allows Ward’s past, 

Esch’s present, and the future’s potential to occur simultaneously. This garrett space 

presents, by way of the bodily connections to Esch through Ward, a catharsis in which 
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there exists the possibility for the realization of and connection with the humanity of 

Black Americans who endured Hurricane Katrina’s fury, a humanity denied through a 

legacy of anti-Blackness that continues today. For Black writers, the embodied 

knowledge and cathartic potential that reveals itself through loopholes of retreat create 

the possibility for audiences to become more than spectators: they become participants in 

the events that unfold. 

In his examination of Greek tragedy as it connects to Black culture, Kevin J. 

Whitmore, Jr. explains: “Greek tragedy has been adapted to African diasporan context for 

a variety of purposes and ends. Sometimes the purpose is metaphoric, sometimes it is to 

reclaim a ‘stolen legacy,’ and sometimes it is done in order to say that which cannot or 

will not be listened to if stated directly (3). When it comes to Salvage the Bones and 

Hurricane Katrina, “that which cannot or will not be listened to” are the connections 

between anti-Blackness and its consequences: how anti-Blackness created the very 

situation that Ward and her family were in, that Esch and her family were in, all of which, 

as this chapter outlined, were largely the consequences of anti-Black racism: Rose Batiste 

died because the family could not afford a hospital delivery. Esch became pregnant 

because sex was the only way she could cope with her mother’s death. The Batiste 

family’s home sat on land that was dug up for the benefit of white people, and it was 

destined to succumb to Katrina’s waters. And, even if they wanted to evacuate their 

home, the Batistes, like many families--including Ward’s--did not have the resources to 

leave. Instead, they did what they always did: endured. The tragedy of Salvage the Bones 

then becomes a tool that reveals the truth behind both Katrina and teenage pregnancy, a 
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truth that neoliberalism hides, a truth that is hard for white audiences to swallow: anti-

Blackness is real, and it continues to destroy Black families. Pretending that race no 

longer exists is merely another way of ensuring that Black people remain expendable. 

In her loophole of retreat, Harriet Jacobs managed to escape slavery and survive 

to write Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl. Ward, in her loophole, wrote Salvage the 

Bones. And Esch, creating her own garret spaces, was finally able to recognize that she 

was in pain, name this pain as the loss of her mother, and transform this profound loss 

into something that would provide her own child the power to survive: stories.  
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Chapter Two: “Slip into the Breaks”: Temporal Consciousness in Kiese 
Laymon’s Long Division 

 
Shalaya Crump interrupted me. “City, speed that up. Why you gotta be so long 
division? For real, you don’t have to tell me all the background. The story doesn’t 
have to go on and on and on. 
“It doesn’t?” 
“No,” Shalaya Crump said. “Everything with you is long division. You busy 
trying to show all your work. Just get in and get out.” 
“But my favorite part of long division was the work,” I told her.  
 --Kiese Laymon, Long Division, 56 
 
In the previous chapter, I explored the importance of maternal memory for Esch 

Batiste in Salvage the Bones. Esch was constantly aware of history because of both her 

mother’s stories and memories of her mother. In fact, the realm of maternal memory, as 

Esch’s loophole of retreat, brought Esch comfort and knowledge of the past, both of 

which proved pivotal in Esch’s ability to imagine a future for both her and her unborn 

child despite (and in the midst of) anti-Blackness. Without this awareness of the past, 

which Esch was able to dip into via her loophole of retreat, Esch might not have survived 

Katrina nor anti-Blackness, and even if she had survived, her child’s future would be 

bleak. Furthermore, literature played a crucial role in Esch’s development, allowing her 

to see the dangers and limitations of attempting to achieve personhood through romantic 

love and sex. Without the distance and knowledge that the tragedy of Medea afforded 

Esch, her move from fractured identity to whole personhood would not have been 

available, which is a testament to literature’s ability to heal. Chapter Two continues this 

conversation of the importance of history and storytelling by considering the loophole of 
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retreat in Kiese Laymon’s debut novel, Long Division (2013), in which the loophole takes 

the shape of a novel-within-the-novel, also called Long Division (which I will refer to as 

LDII for the duration of this chapter).  

As most of us learned in elementary school, long division is a method by which 

larger numbers are easily divided in a series of steps. To receive full credit for a long 

division problem, you must document the steps between the problem and its solution, 

also known as showing your work. Showing your work is important because it makes 

visible the mental calculations--the operations of logic--that then validate the answer to a 

problem.10 Set initially in 2013, in Long Division (2013), the algorithm from which the 

novel takes its title serves as a metaphor for the steps between one moment and the next--

the sequence of events that lead from the past to the present to the future. And, in this 

case, “the work” applies directly to the efforts of Black Americans to eradicate anti-

Blackness in the past, present, and future.  

In an interview with The Paris Review, Laymon explained the concept of long 

division as it relates to time and anti-Blackness: “That’s the thing about long division—

the work is always shown. Going backwards, the work is there. In the present, the work is 

there. Going forward, the work has to be there” (“Future Tense”). Laymon’s words reflect 

the importance of remembering the work that previous generations put into combating 

anti-Blackness--work that must continue today and will still be necessary in the future. 

                                                
10 And, make no mistake, Long Division certainly requires that its readers put in some 
work when it comes to understanding the story, as the narrative moves in loops rather 
than the traditional linear form. As such, this chapter, like the novel itself, moves in 
loops, often repeating phrases that are of particular importance. This was an incredibly 
challenging chapter to write.  
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This “work” has taken various shapes throughout history, from slave rebellions, to the 

Civil Rights Movement, to #blacklivesmatter, and everything in between. Long Division 

begins in 2013, but, through the loophole of retreat that is LDII, plays with time by 

jumping between 2013, 1985, and 1964 in a structure that resembles the “chopped and 

screwed” style of hip hop, a concept that I will explain in depth as this chapter 

progresses. In doing so, Long Division shows the work that has occurred in these years 

and fills in the blanks so that the truth is undeniable: the legacy of anti-Blackness is alive 

and well in today’s America, and there is still work to be done in the fight for freedom.  

The novel is told from the perspective of Citoyen (City) Coldson, whose name 

translates to “citizen.” City is a sharp-tongued, sharp-witted Black teenager living in post-

Katrina Jackson, Mississippi. We meet him in 2013, on the day that he and his 

classmate/archrival LaVander Peeler are to compete in the fictional “Can You Use That 

Word in a Sentence?” national competition, which is to be broadcast on televisions across 

the country. Unlike Esch in Salvage the Bones, who lives a large part of her time living in 

the past, City’s concept of time is one rooted in a linear reality, where the past is history 

and only the present matters. This falsehood carries major consequences for City, each of 

which must be undone in his loophole of retreat. First, it allows him to go on believing 

that he exists in a society in which his success is inevitable as long as he works hard. 

Second, this belief blinds City to the reality that he must protect himself--both his mind 

and his body--from the dangers of an anti-Black society in which he is very much in 

harm’s way. Finally, City’s inability to see the connections between the past, present, and 

future also prevent him from helping others through his own efforts to fight anti-
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Blackness. To find refuge from the dangerous position he is in, and to continue the work 

so that the next generation might not find themselves in the same position, City is in need 

of a loophole of retreat wherein he can gain a time consciousness, a space that allows him 

to see the truth about time and anti-Blackness. 

The need for a loophole of retreat arises at the “Can You Use That Word in a 

Sentence?” finals. After facing humiliation onstage during the sentence competition as he 

realizes the entire tournament is a set up with racist undertones, City unleashes his anger 

at the judges, and the moment is captured for all to see. Since City exists within digital 

age, where videos can be uploaded seconds after they’re recorded, the footage of City 

becomes a viral sensation on YouTube, and he is launched into immediate fame. This 

fame then makes him highly visible--a dangerous situation for a young Black teenager 

with no true grasp of anti-Blackness, its history, and its dangers.  

City’s mother then sends him to his grandmother’s house in the fictional 

Melahatchie, Mississippi, a rural town that was affected by Hurricane Katrina. Suddenly, 

2013 City is keenly aware of his Blackness as something that draws people’s attention, 

including the attention of white people who harbor anti-Black feelings. Despite the 

escape from where the competition took place, the physical and mental vulnerability that 

City endures after his outburst has him retreating to his own haven, which is the loophole 

of the novel: LDII, a mysterious book, with no author, that City borrowed from his school 

principal. 

LDII is a novel-within-the-novel whose main character shares City’s name and 

likeness, albeit in 1985. 2013 City uses LDII as a retreat from his post-competition life, 
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retreating to the novel each time he is confronted by another instance of anti-Blackness 

and is in search of a way to make sense of it all. In LDII, 1985 City is in love with a girl 

named Shalaya Crump, who insists that she will love 1985 City as well if he helps her 

“change the future in [...] a special way” (Laymon 25). Shalaya explains that she has 

visited the future by way of an underground portal deep in the woods, where she has 

discovered something that frightens her: “I’m scared because, well, I think I’m dead. Can 

you help me?” (63). Shalaya, explaining that she “can’t do this by [herself] anymore,” 

begs 1985 City to travel in time with her (59). Once 1985 City agrees to help Shalaya, the 

two move between 1964, 1985, and 2013 by way of an underground portal, where 1985 

City begins to understand that every move he makes has a ripple effect, leaving a lasting 

mark in time and on history. Within the limited safety of LDII, 2013 City is able to travel 

in time as well, where he gains an understanding of both anti-Blackness and his role in 

history. 

Long Division and Long Division II begin to converge around the story of Baize 

Shepherd, who appears in both novels. In 2013 City’s world, Baize is a teenager and 

“wannabe rapper” (29) who lived next to City’s grandmother in Melahatchie, Mississippi 

until she mysteriously disappeared a few weeks earlier. 2013 City’s relationship with 

Baize was merely anecdotal and most of what he knows about her comes by way of 

secondhand information and the news. That is until he begins to read Long Division II, 

where Baize Shepherd pops in 2013, alive in Melahatchie and living with her 

grandmother. When 1985 City meets her in the future, all three lives--2013 City, 1985 

City, and Baize--become deeply intertwined as Baize reveals that her parents and brother 
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disappeared during Hurricane Katrina, and 1985 City eventually discovers that he and 

Shalaya are Baize’s parents. Changing the past then becomes a matter of survival for 

1985 City. And for 2013 City, the disappearance of Black bodies changes from anecdote 

to potential reality: if he doesn’t do something to change the situation--if he doesn’t 

continue the work--he could be the next person to disappear.  By the end of Long 

Division, we realize that 2013 City and 1985 City aren’t so different after all, in fact, 

they’re the same person, both in need of history lessons in order to survive. ` 

Through LDII, 2013 City gains a time consciousness that transforms his 

understanding of temporality. This time consciousness develops in three stages. First, 

2013 City must realize that America is not post-race. Although he exists in a society that 

wants him to believe we have achieved a multicultural utopia, race is still very much a 

problem. Second, in his loophole, 2013 City becomes aware of the axis upon which 

reality actually spins: anti-Blackness. This realization disrupts his belief that the playing 

field is even, and forces him to confront the reality that his struggle is connected to the 

struggle of those who came before him. While he can accomplish many things in his life, 

it will require great work--more work than a white person would have to do. But beyond 

the work necessary for success is the work he will have to do to simply stay alive. City is 

thus mentally and physically vulnerable. Third, this vulnerability then pushes City to find 

a means of survival in anti-Black America. Where does liberation exist, and how does 

one reach it? Here, City begins to discover that he has a role to play in helping others find 

some sense of freedom despite the violence of anti-Blackness. 
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Like the other texts that I examine in this project, Long Division rejects the 

dominant narrative presupposition of Black freedom and equality and instead explores 

new forms of storytelling without recourse to old ways of thinking that demand linear 

narratives and linear temporality. As I will explore in this chapter, to achieve this, 

Laymon unites story and sound, a coupling that allows for narratives simultaneously 

rooted in the past and connected to the present and future. Indeed, this new form moves 

away from a historical consciousness and offers instead a time consciousness: an 

awareness of time and its arbitrary divisions that we have come to accept as truth (i.e. 

past, present, and future). As a loophole of retreat,  LDII is this time consciousness: rather 

than constantly looking forward, Long Division, by way of LDII, slows things down and 

focuses on those moments that disrupt the notion of linear time and show us something 

different: that, when it comes to anti-Blackness, the past is still very much alive in the 

present, and that the past and the present are the future.11  

 

A CHOPPED AND SCREWED NARRATIVE 
“Invisibility, let me explain, gives one a slightly different sense of time, you’re never 

quite on beat. Sometimes you’re ahead and sometimes behind. Instead of the swift and 

imperceptible flowing of time, you are aware of its nodes, those points where time stands 

still or from which it leaps ahead. And you slip into the breaks and look around.” 

 --Ralph Ellison, Invisible Man, 8 

                                                
11 The disruption of linear time reveals that the past, present, and future are connected in many ways, not 
just anti-Blackness, but for the purposes of this argument, the focus is solely on anti-Blackness. 
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Before diving into a look at the loophole of retreat in Long Division, it is essential 

to examine the unusual structure of the novel itself. Long Division mimics a distinctly 

southern genre of hip hop known as “chopped and screwed.” The genre began in 1990 in 

Houston, Texas with DJ Screw, who began playing what he called his “slow style” of 

mixing records on turntables. To achieve the chopped and screwed effect, DJ Screw took 

the same records and played them on two different turntables, slowing the tempo down 

on one record while crossfading between the two turntables.12 Each turntable is 

manipulated in various ways--beats are skipped, sped up, and slowed down--but one 

record always spins slightly slower than the other. As such, time becomes a series of 

backwards and forwards movements, loops that unite the past, present, and future. The 

chopping and screwing of tempos, beats, and temporality allows for the creation of two 

different songs out of the same record that, when combined, create a third song--one 

familiar and yet new.  

According to DJ Screw, chopped and screwed not only created “slower tempos, to 

feel the music” but also allowed him to focus in on certain lyrics: “When I am mixing, I 

might run across something a rapper’s saying which is important. I may run it back two 

or three times to let you hear what he is saying--so you can wake up and listen, because 

they are telling you something” (Allah). While listeners might miss important lyrics 

during a “normal” hip hop song, concentrating instead on a rapper’s quick flow or 

nodding along to the beat, chopped and screwed slows things down and allows listeners 

                                                
12 See Chopped & Screwed: A History, MTV.com 
http://www.mtv.com/bands/h/hip_hop_week/chopped_screwed/index2.jhtml 
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to hear both the beat and the lyrics. This is where audiences are able to “slip into the 

breaks,” as the quote that begins this section explains. Chopped and screwed demands 

that you pay attention and look around at what’s happening. As such, inherent within the 

genre is a temporal consciousness, an awareness of time and its non-linear flow.  

When placed in conversation with the garret, the similarities between chopped 

and screwed and the loophole of retreat become clear. The chopped and screwed aesthetic 

is one characterized by loops, as new beats are created by literally looping existing 

records on a turntable, moving beats backwards, forwards, slower, faster, or skipping 

them altogether. Thus, the DJ is touching history and changing the story, creating 

something new out of something old. And, like the loophole of retreat, within chopped 

and screwed, linear time disappears, instead moving in a circle where the past, present, 

and future merge and are, at times, nearly indistinguishable. But perhaps most 

importantly, chopped and screwed slows down time, allowing space for listeners to dwell 

in the “nodes” and feel the music. As such, the genre opens up a space of potential--a 

time consciousness--in which the audience can gain new perspective of the past: this isn’t 

the same old record you’ve heard a million times; these are fresh beats, firmly rooted in 

history. Furthermore, in creating a new song, chopped and screwed maintains this history 

and continues the conversation, creating new songs for new generations to chop and 

screw. It takes the past and makes it part of the present and future. So every time a 

chopped and screwed song spins, listeners become participants in an act of vital 

remembering that both keeps the past alive and allows for something new in the present 

and future. Chopped and screwed as a soundform brings history to a new generation.  
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Long Division takes the south’s chopped and screwed sound and applies it to 

literature. In other words, if Laymon was in the DJ booth, Long Division would be the 

record spinning on each turntable. Laymon explained, “I literally tried to create a 

chopped and screwed narrative, not simply because that genre was humungous but 

because that genre really mimicked a part of Southern history and memory. We literally 

are the home of the trill, but we are also the home of chopped and screwed character and 

sound. I wanted to explore a sound in narrative form” (“All Things”). The south’s history 

of slavery and racism is one that moves in loops, with each loop repeating the same story 

of anti-Blackness, albeit in another form. The novel examines three particular points in 

time--1964, 1985, and 2013--each carrying with it its own manifestation of anti-

Blackness.  

In the United States as a whole, 1964 marked an important time for Black 

Americans. with the passing of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, which “forbade 

discrimination on the basis of sex as well as race in hiring, promoting, and firing” (“Civil 

Rights”). In Mississippi, specifically, 1964 saw the Freedom Summer, an effort by Civil 

Rights organizations to register as many Black voters as possible. The efforts of Freedom 

Summer organizers and volunteers were met with great resistance and anti-Black 

violence--an obvious effort to impede Civil Rights for Black Americans and ensure that 

Blacks did not have a voice in political affairs.  

The 1980s brought with it the “crack epidemic” and minimum sentences for the 

distribution of cocaine and crack. Michelle Alexander explains that these penalties 

“included far more severe punishment for distribution of crack--associated with blacks--
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than powder cocaine, associated with whites” (Alexander 53). Of course, the War on 

Drugs was just one of the many manifestations of anti-Blackness at the time. 1985, 

specifically, saw the MOVE bombing in Philadelphia. Founded by John Africa, MOVE 

was a Black liberation group founded upon a “quasi-Rastafarian, anti-technology, pro-

animal-rights worldview” (Demby). The group made their home at 6221 Osage Ave in 

West Philadelphia, where they were known for their using bullhorns to speak out against 

various institutions. Given the government’s history of keeping a close watch on Black 

militant groups, it is no surprise that the police eventually gained warrants on four 

MOVE members, as the group was classified as a terrorist organization. The reasons 

behind this are unclear. Ramona Africa, the only surviving member of MOVE, explained, 

“Were we wanted for rape, robbery, murder? No, nothing” (Yuhas). When police 

attempted to apprehend the four MOVE members, they brought a sea of police with 

them: “Hundreds of officers, several fire trucks and a bomb squad arrived that day, with 

military-grade weapons in tow. They first tried to flush out the house with fire hoses. A 

team then blew holes in the walls to funnel in teargas, but no one budged” (Yuhas).  

Eventually, when police were unable to force MOVE members out of their home, police 

decided to drop bombs on the dwelling. The fire that resulted from the bombs destroyed 

sixty-five homes in the surrounding area and resulted in the deaths of eleven people, 

including the group’s leader, John Africa, and five children. Ramona Africa, the 

surviving MOVE member, likens the MOVE bombing to more recent police brutality: 

“These people that take an oath that swear to protect, save lives – the cops don’t defend 

poor people, poor white, black, Latino people. They don’t defend us, they kill us” 
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(Yuhas). Africa’s words serve to remind us of the ways in which time seems like an 

endless loop of anti-Black violence. Just one year before Long Division takes place, 

George Zimmerman murdered seventeen-year-old Trayvon Martin in Sanford, Florida. 

Zimmerman, who is half white and half Afro-Latinx, was charged with second-degree 

murder and eventually found not guilty.  

For Black southerners, this history remains very much alive, and the dangers of 

anti-Blackness are palpable as Black bodies continue to disappear as the result of racial 

violence, institutionalized and structural racism, and even natural disasters. Laymon tells 

this story of anti-Blackness in the south through the novel’s protagonist, Citoyen 

Coldson. Just as DJ Screw took the same record and played it on two different turntables, 

Laymon takes City’s story and spins it two different ways, creating 2013 City and 1985 

City/Long Division and Long Division II. Laymon then crossfades between the two 

narratives and creates a third story: the Long Division readers hold in their hands.  

Playing with time through this chopped and screwed narrative allows for the 

creation of a new world that more closely resembles reality despite the fact that it seems 

like an alternate reality. This isn’t time travel so much as time consciousness, because 

what happened “way back then” continues to happen now, albeit in new forms. In this 

reality, the truth is revealed: Black Americans are technically free in that they are no 

longer a part of chattel slavery, but remain imprisoned by anti-Blackness’s contemporary 

form, which still aims to subjugate, control, and even end Black lives. But Laymon’s 

alternate reality offers a chance for change and true progress. If we work within a world 

that is closer to the truth, there’s a chance to actually move forward. If we remember the 
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past--a past that includes Black lives and experiences--we can recognize its connections 

to the present and what might result in the future because the past, present, and future are 

one. 

As Laymon weaves between the 2013 City and 1985 City, a new story emerges in 

which neither City can exist without the other. In experiencing the past by way of Long 

Division II and 1985 City, 2013 City becomes aware of the repetition of anti-Blackness 

and the fact that anti-Blackness continues today. But it isn’t simply an awareness of anti-

Blackness that 2013 City develops. Through the loophole of retreat he finds in Long 

Division II, City begins to realize that not only is the playing field not equal for all races, 

but also that City himself is a vulnerable body, one who can (and does) fall victim to anti-

Blackness, just like 1985 City, who eventually disappears during Hurricane Katrina. 

Furthermore, City discovers the depths of anti-Blackness and “how far they’ll go to get 

you”:  

When you and everyone you like and everyone who really likes you is treated like 
a pitiful nigger, or like a disposable nigger, or like some terrorizing nigger, over 
and over again, in your own home, in your own state, in your own country, and 
folks who treat you like a nigger are pretty much left alone, of course you start 
having fantasies about doing whatever you can—not just to get back at white 
folks, and not just to stop the pain, but to do something that I didn’t understand 
yet [...] (Laymon 152) 
 

Through the time consciousness City achieves in his loophole of retreat, he becomes 

awakened to the truth that anti-Black violence manifests in many ways, each of which 

can make Black bodies disappear: a rigged sentence competition, the word “nigger,” the 

Ku Klux Klan, white domination of the literary world, and, yes, even a natural disaster--

Hurricane Katrina. This is something that began a long time ago, City realizes, and it 
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affects those closest to him. Worse, like George Zimmerman, those who perpetuate these 

anti-Black violences are usually free to continue their lives. It is the realization of this 

truth that leads 2013 City to understand an important lesson: there is still work to be 

done. Without the work, the same old record will keep spinning. Without the work, Black 

bodies will continue to disappear. Long Division II opens up a space of potential for City 

in which the work becomes visible, necessary, and possible. 

 

INVISIBLE MAN AND REPETITION WITH DIFFERENCE 
 In the first chapter, I explored the ways in which Jesmyn Ward “recycled” 

classical works, like the tragedy of Medea, that are not generally understood to be Black 

texts and how this recycling produced political potential.13 In this section, I explore the 

relationship between Long Division and a the novel that critics often compare it to, Ralph 

Ellison’s Invisible Man (1952), through the lens of Henry Louis Gates theory of 

“signifyin(g).” In his discussion of signifying, Gates writes: “The black tradition has 

inscribed within it the very principles by which it can be read. Ours is an extraordinarily 

self-reflexive tradition, a tradition exceptionally conscious of its history and of the 

simultaneity of its canonical texts, which tend to be taken as verbal models of the Afro-

American social condition, to be revised” (18). According to Gates, the Black tradition is 

one in which texts do not exist in vacuum. There is always a recognition that something 

came before, and the influences of these previous works are apparent, present by choice. 

                                                
13 Although this is arguable, considering the longstanding connections between Medea and Black 
motherhood that I introduce in the first chapter. Nevertheless, the tragedy of Medea isn’t a 
“Black” text per se, as Medea herself is Greek.  
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This harkening to canonical Black texts is a method by which newer works continue the 

tradition of Black art while simultaneously revising it. Its legacy reaching back to Africa, 

“signifyin(g)” is repetition with difference. Chopped and screwed, and hip hop more 

generally, can also be thought of as signifyin(g), as it takes a familiar song, chops and 

screws it, and turns it into something new (hip hop as signifyin(g) is evident in the 

tradition of sampling old songs from within earlier traditions of Black music).  

In addition to sharing the music-meets-literature quality, Invisible Man gave 

importance to the idea of “going underground,” as the Narrator told his tale from the 

relative safety of an underground bunker, a place that, it can be argued, also functions as 

a loophole of retreat, offering the Narrator a place of relative safety and mental distance 

from his experiences that he could not achieve above ground.14 In an interview with the 

Paris Review, Ellison noted: “In the epilogue the hero discovers what he had not 

discovered throughout the book: you have to make your own decisions; you have to think 

for yourself. The hero comes up from underground because the act of writing and 

thinking necessitated it. He could not stay down there” (“Ralph Ellison”). Similarly, 

City’s story takes place in retrospect, as he reflects back on the events while in his 

underground portal. And the journey that City must complete is much like the Narrator’s, 

as he must learn that America is not rooting for his survival but is, instead, actively 

pursuing his demise. Like the Narrator, City must unlearn the belief that success is 

possible if he follows the rules. But rather than seeing City come up from underground at 

                                                
14 Ellison famously wrote Invisible Man with a jazz aesthetic in mind. See Ralph Ellison, “The 
Art of Fiction No. 8.” Interviewed by Alfred Chester and Vilma Howard. The Paris Review, Issue 
8, Spring 1955. 
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the end of the novel, we see him going underground to begin the process of writing what 

will eventually become Long Division.  

However, as Laymon stated in an interview with Specter Magazine, “[t]his ain’t 

Invisible Man” (“All Things”). He went on to explain: “When we write forward or 

backwards, what are we troubling? Who are we taking with us? Who is in our writing 

portals with us? I was committed from day one of writing this book to not allow these 

characters to take those trips underground, backwards and forwards, alone. [...] This book 

is about the importance of community and communal art in a crazy-making nation” (“All 

Things”). Unlike Invisible Man (and, for that matter, Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl), 

the loopholes of retreat in Long Division are meant to be occupied by more than one 

person. The ability to forge community in 2013 speaks to the differences between the 

ways in which anti-Blackness affected both Jacobs during slavery and the Narrator in 

Invisible Man in pre-Civil Rights America. The immediacy of Jacobs and the Narrator’s 

loopholes of retreat were such that they had to dive in so as to protect themselves from 

imminent danger. Although danger is also a constant threat to City, the illusion of post-

racial America blinds him from the urgency of a loophole of retreat. 

As we eventually learn, neither 1985 City City nor 2013 City are ever alone when 

they go underground. In fact, LD II begins with Shalaya Crump telling 1985 City that she 

would love him if he “helped [her] change the future dot-dot-dot in a special way”--by 

joining her in the underground portal (Laymon 21). No one goes underground alone, not 

even 2013 City, because he makes other people listen to him read Long Division II aloud 

and, in the end, brings LaVander with him into the portal:  
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I put my hand on LaVander Peeler’s shoulder and walked him into the Magic 
Woods. I remembered where the rusted handle in the ground was. I didn’t have to 
explain anything to LaVander Peeler. He wanted to come with me. [...] In that 
hole, right in that second, I felt as far away from Melahatchie and I felt as close to 
a real character as I had ever felt. And the craziest thing is that I wasn’t sure if 
that was a good, bad, or sad thing. With LaVander Peeler’s head on my shoulder, 
we started rereading Long Division from the beginning, knowing that all we 
needed to know about how to survive, how to live, and how to love in Mississippi 
was in our hands. The sentences had always been there. (266-267) 
 

When LaVander realizes, along with City, the ways in which anti-Blackness can affect 

both time and lives forever, he willingly enters to portal with City. The novel is bleak in 

its conclusion that, despite the fact that Invisible Man already happened, and the Narrator 

already told his own story from underground decades earlier, there is still a need for more 

work to be done in the hole. However, the repetition with difference--the chance for 

something new and potentially better--occurs in the fact that City and LaVander are 

working together to bring about change from underground; neither has to do the work 

alone.  

Furthermore, although the narrator’s underground hole functioned as a loophole 

of retreat, it is a retreat that the Narrator does not leave for the duration of the novel. 

Worn down by years of invisibility and anti-Blackness, the narrator is left with no other 

choice but to seclude himself in his cellar, escaping the world above that attempts to 

“make men conform to a pattern,” one that is characterized by whiteness (Ellison 576). 

On the other hand, Long Division is a series of retreats and returns, a cycle that continues 

throughout the novel. After facing trauma, 2013 City retreats to his loophole. However, 

each retreat is met with a return to the “real” world, where City is now armed with the 

knowledge and perspective gained during his retreat but also forced to confront his 
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vulnerability. Nevertheless, with each retreat and return, the connections between past, 

present, and future become clearer and clearer for characters in Long Division. 

Though Long Division and LDII are, for all intents and purposes, two different 

stories that take place in different decades, each story often resembles the other. Indeed, 

entire scenes from LD are repeated in LD II, albeit with slight changes, creating a sense 

of deja vu for both readers and characters. This is clearly a deliberate move, as entire 

sections of LD appear in LDII and vice versa. In addition to a sense of deja vu, the 

repetition of particular scenes and phrases places emphasis on these moments--there’s 

something deeper here and we should listen closely, take a moment to “slip into [these] 

breaks and look around” (8). 

STEP ONE: UNDOING THE POST-RACIAL BELIEF 
As I explain in the first few pages of this chapter, 2013 City’s lack of time 

consciousness is detrimental to his existence for three reasons. First, it prevents him from 

seeing how anti-Blackness remains in effect today, thus allowing him to believe that he is 

on an equal playing field with white people, a fiction that threatens City’s mental well-

being. Second, the absence of time consciousness puts City in physical danger, as he is 

unaware of the fact that his Blackness makes him hyper-visible and a moving target for 

whites’ anti-Black violence. Third, without a time consciousness, City does not 

understand that he must contribute to the cause--he must continue the work of those who 

came before him so that the future is better for Black Americans. Undoing the reality that 

City has come to know as truth requires its own work. How do you convince a smart kid 

that everything he once believed is wrong? That hard work doesn’t equal success, that 
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intelligence isn’t always rewarded, that someone has already written your story. That 

there exists an alternate universe where whites are in control and Black people aren’t 

guaranteed survival let alone greatness, and that this alternate universe is the real reality. 

The very idea is maddening, as is the work that City must do to understand the truth. 

But as a teenager living in 2013, City exists in a society that pretends it is “post-

racial.” The danger of postracialism, as 2013 City embodies, is the potential for new 

generations of Black Americans to buy into the mythology, thus unknowingly 

internalizing anti-Blackness or failing to continue the work necessary to bring about 

change. Laymon explains: “[...] we can’t ever think that we are delivered—not in this 

country. But a lot of people want to feel like we are delivered. And if people fail in this 

country, it’s their fault, because we have all been delivered to this postrace, multicultural 

society. If you fail, it’s all on you. But that’s bullshit. No, we haven’t all been delivered” 

(“Future Tense”). The presidential election of Barack Obama in 2004 was, for many, the 

ultimate marker of racial harmony in America, a move that “delivered” us from the evils 

of racism. Given this conclusion, now that survival is supposedly a given, Black 

Americans are capable of thriving in America, capable of achieving the same level of 

success as white people. 

Dismantling the myth of post-racialism is the first step 2013 City accomplishes in 

his loophole of retreat, where he must come to understand that post-racialism is nothing 

more than a belief, one predicated upon the erasure of history. The novel’s early pages 

reveal City’s views of his place in history during a conversation between him and the 

principal of his school, Principal Reeves. City is sent to the office for calling his 
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classmate and archrival, LaVander Peeler, the n-word, a word Principal Reeves has 

informed City not to write “if white folks might be reading.” Although City self-

reflexively notes Principal Reeves warning, he uses the “n-word” on the very first page of 

the novel despite the fact that his audience of readers might include white people. Once 

seated in her office, Principal Reeves reprimands City:  

“Please stop looking at me, Principal Reeves.” 
“I’ll stop looking at you when you start looking at you, You’ve got to respect 
yourself and the folks who came before you, Citoyen. You,” she paused. “You 
know better. Didn’t your mother, you, and me sit right here before [...] and talk 
about this? What did your mother tell you” 
“She said, ‘Your foolishness impacts not only black folks today, but black folks 
yet to be born.’ But see, I don’t agree with my mama…” 
“There are no buts, Citoyen,” Principal Reeves said. “You are history. Kids right 
around your age died changing history so you could go to school, so you could 
compete in that contest tonight, and here you acting a fool. The day of?” (Laymon 
17). 
 

Principal Reeves understands City’s use of the n-word as an act of foolishness that 

undermines the word’s historical import. And, as her words indicate, this isn’t the first 

time City has been in Principal Reeve’s office for behaving in a way that fails to honor 

the legacy of those who, in the face of anti-Blackness, fought and died for his rights. 

When asked to recall his mother’s words about the consequences of City’s actions, City 

immediately makes it clear that he does not see eye-to-eye with his mother (and thereby 

Principal Reeves); City does not believe that what he does in the present has an effect on 

others both now and in the future.  

 The connections between history and anti-Blackness are revealed in the next few 

lines between City and Principal Reeves: 

 “[...] Is it too much to ask of you to respect those students today?” she asked me.  
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“Look at me. Those that are still alive are watching. You know that, don’t you?” 
 “You mean tonight? [...] Tonight they’ll be watching?” 
 “Yes. Tonight, they’ll be watching, along with the world. But they’re always  

watching, so must behave and compete accordingly. This is just another test.”  
(18)  
 

Principal Reeves informs City that the very students who risked their lives for City will 

be watching him on television as he competes. But it isn’t just Black people who are 

watching the competition, Principal Reeves warns, it’s the entire world, and this world is 

always watching City. Implicit in “the world” is white people, and, because white people 

will be following City’s every move, City must “behave and compete accordingly,” 

words that echo the warnings Black parents and caretakers must give their children. 

Commonly known as “The Talk,” or “The Conversation,” these warnings are an attempt 

to teach Black children, particularly young Black boys, that their survival in anti-Black 

America is predicated upon “acting right” in front of white people, a concept that is a part 

of respectability politics. Principal Reeves explains that City’s ability to properly present 

himself onstage is “just another test,” a way for white people to measure City’s 

personhood.  

City should be aware of the consequences of his actions, because, as the talk with 

Principal Reeves makes clear, he has people trying to tell him these very things. 

Moreover, City is lucky enough to have certain privileges in his life that contribute to 

post-racial rhetoric’s effectiveness. First, he has guidance from adults in his life, which, 

although crucial to his survival, also operates as a force that enhances the illusion that 

anti-Blackness is a thing of the past, thus blinding City’s ability to recognize the danger 

of anti-Blackness. Indeed, unlike Esch in Ward’s Salvage the Bones, City is under the 
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close watch of his mother, grandmother, and the principal of his school, Principal Reeves, 

each of whom has worked tirelessly to protect City from anti-Blackness. Additionally, 

City attends the fictional Fannie Lou Hamer Magnet School, a diverse academy named 

after one of the leaders of Mississippi’s Freedom Summer. Be it through education or 

discipline, City is constantly reminded that the freedoms he enjoys exist only because 

those before him were willing to sacrifice themselves so that he might live a better life. 

Nevertheless, this doesn’t matter because he has lived within the relative safety of both 

childhood and a school where Blackness is valued and appreciated.  

The wisdom of the women in City’s life, coupled with access to technology, 

present City with a route unavailable to Esch: the ability to focus on achieving greatness 

rather than an existence that, like Esch’s, is one that centers around survival. Indeed, 

while Esch’s self esteem is dangerously low, City, like a braggadocious MC, is quick to 

inform us of all the things that make him great: 

 At Hamer, even though I’m nowhere near the top of my class, I’m known as the 
best boy writer in the history of our school [...] I’ve got the best waves of anyone 
in the history of Hamer, I’m also the second-best rebounder in the school and 
two-time reigning CW (Class Wittiest). Toni said I could win the SWDGF 
(Student Who Don’t Give a Fuck) every year if we voted on that, too, but no 
one’s created that. (9) 
 

City’s confidence extends to the physical and intellectual. Unlike his classmate and 

archrival, LaVander Peeler, who, according to City, “cares too much what white folks 

think about him” (7), post-racialness operates within City as a complete lack of concern 

for what white people think about him. Further, City’s talents allow post-racialism to 

cement itself in his brain: in his mind, he is better than just about everyone.  
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Like Esch in Salvage the Bones, 2013 City retreats to his loophole when he feels 

vulnerable. We see this for the first time at the beginning of the novel when he 

participates in the “Can You Use That in a Sentence?” competition. According to City, 

the tournament began a few years earlier “after states in the Deep South, Midwest, and 

Southwest complained that the Scripps Spelling Bee was geographically biased” (7). To 

compensate, the sentence competition was started, requiring that contestants use a given 

word in a “dynamic” sentence in order to win a $75,000 scholarship to the college of 

their choosing. Under the guise of fairness, like the competitors, the three judges are also 

from the South, Midwest, or Southwest, and all three “must agree ‘on a contestant’s 

correct sentence usage, appropriateness, and dynamism’” before allowing contestants to 

move to the next round (7). In supposedly righting the wrongs of previous biases, those in 

charge of the sentence competition--who are notably white--put forth the idea that “[t]he 

past is the past and today can be tomorrow” (43). Therefore, the competition is now fair 

and favors no one contestant over another--a falsehood that is revealed early on in the 

novel. 

 City possesses a similar outlook on the day he is to walk into the competition: not 

only can he win, but he will win: “I’m winning this for all the real chubby poor niggas in 

Mississippi with tight waves and contentious demeanors” (31). Because he is smart, is 

“known as the best boy writer in the history of [his] school, worked hard, and qualified 

for the event finals, City believes that winning is a real possibility, one based on merit. 

And this is not City’s fault, as he is merely a teenager existing in an America that wishes 

to believe, as the sentence competition contends, that “[t]he past is the past and today can 
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be tomorrow” (43): where the election of President Barack Obama supposedly marked 

the end of racial tensions in America and thus turned slavery, Jim Crow, the Civil Rights 

era, and Hurricane Katrina into mere memories. Indeed, though City lives in Mississippi, 

a state profoundly affected by Hurricane Katrina, the hurricane’s realities are rendered 

invisible, and while this is partially due to the fact that he was further inland during the 

storm, it is also a result of the fact that City does not understand the factors that 

contributed to Katrina and its aftermath. For City, Hurricane Katrina is a single moment 

in history that is now over. Long Division takes us through City’s long division, his 

“work.”  

Despite its rhetoric of fairness and progressiveness, the competition quickly turns 

into a scene reminiscent of the infamous Battle Royal in Ralph Ellison’s Invisible Man, 

albeit without the gruesome physical violence. It is clear upon the boys’ arrival that the 

contest is racially motivated. City and LaVander are the only Black competitors, pitted 

against two Mexican American students and two white students, and the audience, along 

with the staff, is almost entirely white. As a result, for both boys, the idea of winning is 

no longer about simply achieving a personal victory; instead, winning becomes a chance 

to represent Blackness. For LaVander, the desire is to represent Blackness at the 

individual level, a chance to prove himself as an “exceptional African American” in a sea 

of whiteness: “’[I’m] not letting these white folks win this contest. They messed up when 

they let me in” (33). City, on the other hand, is interested in something more: “Fool, 

forget white people. Why don’t you try to win this for your real people? Because that’s 

what I’m doing. I’m winning this for all the real chubby poor niggas in Mississippi with 
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tight waves and contentious demeanors” (31). Nevertheless, both City and LaVander bear 

the burden of representing their race in a competition that was, on the surface, supposed 

to create a fair playing ground. And both believe that, as long as they follow the rules and 

play to the best of their abilities, victory is possible. 

What the boys quickly discover, however, is that no matter how smart they are, no 

matter how much they have practiced, no matter how hard they have worked, they are 

still at the mercy of whites, even in 2013. When City’s turn arrives during the first round 

of competition, he is asked to use the word “niggardly” in a sentence. The word evokes in 

City a visceral reaction--he feels that something is wrong, whispering into the 

microphone, “I know the word, but it’s just that my insides hurt when you say that word” 

(38). After City incorrectly uses “niggardly” in a sentence, the judges inform City that he 

has lost. But before returning to his seat, City’s emotions become more than he can stuff 

down. Much like Kanye West’s post-Katrina outburst on live television in which he 

infamously declared that “George Bush doesn’t care about Black people,” City goes “off 

script” and explodes in front of the judges, live audience, and people watching from 

home: “I mean, even if I used the word right, I still would’ve lost. You see that don’t 

you? [...] What was I supposed to do? [...] Bet you know my name next time. And I bet 

you won’t do this to another black boy from Mississippi. [...] President Obama, you see 

how they do us down here? [...] And fuck white folks! [...] My name is City, and if you 

don’t know, now you know, nigga!” (38-39). Like the Battle Royal in Invisible Man, 

winning the competition for City means accepting defeat in another form: allowing white 

people to make a racist spectacle of him in front of thousands of viewers. In addition to 
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shedding light on the competition’s inherent racism, City’s words reflect the painful 

realization that he is helpless and alone, left to burn under the glaring stage lights that 

blind his vision of the judges, audience, and announcer--the powers-that-be. And while 

he might not be able to see them, they are certainly watching. Indeed, the entire outburst 

is caught on film and smartphones and posted to the internet within hours. City is then 

quickly launched into fame when he becomes a viral video sensation, his vulnerable body 

now made even more vulnerable through hyper-visibility. 

City’s physical reaction to what happens onstage--a pain in his stomach followed 

by the desire to run offstage and return with his wave brush, an item that brings him 

comfort and connects him to Blackness--marks the first time City begins to realize things 

are not as they seem. City instinctually enters fight or flight mode, meaning that his body 

is in danger, and he must do whatever necessary to survive. The sentence competition 

thus becomes the first piece of work missing in the equation that disproves postracialism. 

Though City is shaken from the event, it will take time to process everything that 

happened. At that moment onstage, 2013 City is forced to react as a result of his 

overwhelming humiliation and vulnerability, and this reaction is, at its foundations, an act 

of survival in a situation that renders him powerless. As such, there is no space for 2013 

City to “get lost in anything” or “slip into the breaks and look around.”15 Without a 

temporal consciousness by way of his loophole to dip into that provides an understanding 

of time, City can only think about the immediate impact of what just happened, rather 

                                                
15 Long Division, 8; Invisible Man, 8. I’d like draw attention to the fact that both of these quotes 
appear on page eight of their respective copies. Talk about synchronicity!  
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than the work that got him there: each step from the past to the present that resulted in 

what happened onstage. 

However, once 2013 City leaves the stage and begins his walks home, he 

immediately turns his attention to LDII: “During the first mile of the walk home, I 

flipped-flopped looking at the cover of Long Division and watching my feet miss most of 

the huge cracks in the asphalt on Capital Street” (40). Instead of reading the book, City 

turns to a blank page in the back of the novel and begins to write his version of the story 

in an attempt to soften the punishment he knows he will receive from his mother. 

Interestingly, what City writes on the blank page of LDII resembles a paragraph on the 

first page of Long Division. In this metafictive moment, 2013 City is writing what will 

become Long Division, thereby showing readers that time is moving in a loop, even if 

City himself doesn’t yet grasp this idea.  

After spending time in the blank pages of LDII, 2013 City emerges from his 

loophole to watch the last few minutes of the sentence competition, where he sees 

LaVander onstage in the final round of competition. LaVander is then given the word 

“chitterlings” to use in a sentence, a word that he himself described as a “black” word, as 

it was the very word City was given that allowed him to advance to the finals: “You get 

them black words every time the championship is on the line” (32). According to 

LaVander, the fact that City was given the word “chitterlings” meant that City’s win 

wasn’t a real win. Thus, the fact that the same word is what stands between LaVander 

and the championship places him in the same situation that resulted in City’s outburst just 
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moments earlier: if LaVander uses the word correctly, he wins the sentence competition 

but ultimately loses his dignity.  

Fresh from the time consciousness of LDII, 2013 City is finally able to see the 

truth:  

Since the day I met LaVander Peeler in eighth grade, he made it clear that he 
would always consider all things--including ways of being an exceptional African 
American, ways of winning all contests, and ways of using language to shield him 
from being just another black boy. Considering all things prepared him to win the 
regional contests, but it didn’t prepare him for what it would like to not be given a 
chance to really lose. I didn’t get it until that second. [...] They’d already decided 
before the contest even began that one of us needed to win. (43) 
 

After spending time in the pages of LDII, City has emerged with a new understanding: 

post-racialism is a lie. Although City always rolled his eyes at LaVander’s idea that he 

was an “exceptional African American,” City didn’t understand that the idea of standing 

out from other, of being more than “just another black boy” were the very ideas that post-

racialism perpetuated to maintain a racial hierarchy that whites dominated. E. Patrick 

Johnson describes the idea of exceptionalism as a white construction: “These instances 

usually occur at exclusive ‘invitation only’ white gatherings. The black who has been 

accepted into the elite circle of whiteness is expected to bracket the blackness that 

proffered his or her (temporary) invitation to the welcome table of whiteness and in the 

face of the dissonance he or she feels in relation to the black hands extending the hors 

d’oeuvre tray” (9). Exceptionalism is merely another way of saying that if you work hard 

enough, if you pull yourself up by the bootstraps, there is no reason why you can’t 

succeed. Although the white people behind the sentence competition have presented the 

idea that the game is one designed for fairness, like the Battle Royal, it is still an event 
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that white people control and people of color are invited to. White people control any 

markers of Blackness that the boys are allowed to show (e.g. City is told he cannot bring 

his wave brush on stage, and yet the boys are told to wear Rocawear button ups). City’s 

temporal loophole, however, finally shows him the truth: the game is rigged. No matter 

how hard you work, white people are in control, and you’ll only get as far as they let you.  

 

STEP TWO: AXIS OF ANTI-BLACKNESS REVEALED  
Time changes pace once again for City after the sentence competition, when his 

mother sends him to stay with his grandmother in the fictional town of Melahatchie, 

Mississippi, a rural area along the Mississippi coastline. For 2013 City, Melahatchie is 

like visiting the past and City is like a time traveler--a visitor from another time and place 

dropped in an alternate universe: “Melahatchie was only a bus ride away, but it felt like a 

time warp. It always felt like it was behind whatever time we were in up in Jackson, but 

after Hurricane Katrina, it’s like time went fast in reverse instead of just slowing down” 

(Laymon 83). Though just a short distance away, unlike Melahatchie, City’s hometown 

of Jackson suffered little damage during the hurricane. As such, he remains oblivious to 

the storm’s true impact and the ways in which it is connected to a history of anti-

Blackness. Indeed, 2013 City’s only temporal consciousness resides in his recognition of 

the ways in which Melahatchie is stuck in the past through material objects. When he 

arrives, he notes that his grandmother’s house was destroyed by Katrina but rebuilt within 

a year (82). He complains about the fact that Grandma does not have wireless internet 

(83). But the pain and lived experience of Katrina and anti-Blackness in the south--the 
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very things that resulted in the loss/absence of both material objects and Black lives--go 

unspoken. The connections Katrina and anti-Blackness go unnoticed. With the exception 

of the sentence competition, 2013 City lacks the experience necessary to make these 

connections.  

On the other hand, his Grandma is fully aware of the depths of anti-Blackness as a 

woman who lived through the Jim Crow-era south. She is a hero of sorts to 2013 City, 

who describes her as “the thickest, finest grandma in all of Mississippi, Alabama, 

Arkansas, and Louisiana” (78). A single mother, Grandma never married City’s 

grandfather, Tom Henry, a heavy drinker who died while saving a white boy from 

drowning. To make ends meet, Grandma works three jobs: housekeeper, laundress, and 

pound cake/fruit salad seller. While 2013 City is able to devote his time to coming up 

with the most dynamic sentences possible, Grandma continues the struggle to survive as a 

Black woman in a still very racist south. As if this struggle for survival weren’t difficult 

enough, Hurricane Katrina proved that there was no safe place for Grandma--not even her 

home. As I will explore later, the absence of a loophole of retreat for Grandma becomes a 

crucial part of her narrative, revealing the psychological scars that anti-Blackness has left 

behind on her. 

Although 2013 City cannot possibly know her struggle or the work she’s had to 

do, Grandma attempts to pass her knowledge and the importance of survival down to City 

in a number of ways, all of which are aimed at teaching City a lesson about interacting 

with white people in order to protect City (much like “The Talk” referenced earlier in this 

chapter). On one level, this work is physical, felt at the level of the body. For example, 
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Grandma requires that City complete chores around the house: “I had to trim the hedges, 

crack open walnuts, and get the okra out of the bottom of the deep freezer now just like I 

did when I was five years old” (78). Visiting Grandma’s is no vacation for City; City 

must accept his responsibilities and put in some work. 

Additionally, Grandma attempts to teach City through corporal punishment, 

hitting him with a switch after the sentence competition and issuing a warning to City as 

she does so: “You can’t be acting a fool like that in front of them folks. You know we 

can’t have that” (84). Despite this beating and those that came before, City understands 

that this is not something Grandma wants to do; for her, the “whuppings” are a necessity, 

a matter of life and death for City: “In the fourteen years that I’d known Grandma, she’d 

whupped me about six times, and the crazy thing was how she never looked at me like 

she wanted to rip the spine out of my back when she was whupping me. You could tell 

that it was just regretful work for her [...] To tell you the truth, I felt honored to be 

whupped by Grandma” (85). The physical pain Grandma forces upon 2013 City is a 

method of communicating the gravity of his situation as a vulnerable Black teenager in 

the south. What City did on that stage, in front of white people, was dangerous. Each 

stroke of the switch across City’s body is an attempt to express this danger, a way to say, 

without words, “White people want to hurt you. The pain you feel right now is nothing 

compared to what they can do to you. Survive.”  

Grandma’s beating is a warning against not only the potential for physical 

violence upon City but psychological violence as well. In Grandma’s words--lessons, 

based on her own experience, that she gives City through language--we see her fear of the 



 109 

psychological damage City might endure. In addition to telling 2013 City stories about 

the grandfather he didn’t know, Grandma also uses words to provide City with 

perspective regarding white people. After the competition, she drops a lesson on City that 

resounds throughout the rest of the narrative, much like the slowed-down lines in a DJ 

Screw song: “If you learned anything after messing with them folks on that stage, should 

be that you don’t never know [...] How far they’ll go to get you” (79). With just a few 

words, Grandma manages to connect her own life with City’s recent experience at the 

competition while simultaneously linking both to the legacy of anti-Blackness. 

Additionally, although City does not yet recognize it, Grandma’s warning also serves as a 

reminder of the layers of anti-Blackness contained within the story of Hurricane Katrina 

and the damage it caused to economically disadvantaged Black neighborhoods. This 

private moment between grandmother and grandson resembles a loophole of retreat. 

However, it isn’t one that City fully engages in, as this moment closely resembles the 

lecture City received from Principal Reeves, which he shrugged off. Thus, for most of the 

novel, Grandma’s lessons do not register on a profound level with City. He requires the 

temporal loophole to truly understand what his grandmother is trying to tell him.  

 2013 City enters the loophole on his ride to Melahatchie, where he reads about 

1985 City’s journey in time to 2013 by way of the underground portal. Shalaya has asked 

City to join her in 2013 because she fears that a storm (Hurricane Katrina) has caused her 

to disappear. Although she does not tell 1985 City, he too is missing from the future, also 

swept up by the storm. While in 2013, 1985 City and Shalaya encounter Baize Shephard, 

a teenage girl who, we eventually find out, lives with her grandma because her parents 
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went missing after Hurricane Katrina. (Her parents, as you might have guessed, are 1985 

City and Shalaya.)   

After a brief conversation with Baize, 1985 City steals her laptop, and in it he 

finds Baize’s raps, which she has typed up and saved on the computer. 1985 City begins 

to read one, called “Storm Rhyme #4”:  

My big fat beautiful mouth 
was born right here in the south 
where Ma and Daddy, they went swimming, 
tryin to find a way out. 
But Katrina was hummin 
and my folks got to runnin. 
Ears open for God but she 
ain’t telling them nothin. (74) 
 

1985 City is unaware that he is reading about his own future. However, what he does pick 

up on is the fact that the words are unlike anything he’s ever read before. 1985 City 

recognizes himself in these words, because they are words he is actually able to connect 

with. This moment mirrors an earlier scene in which 2013 City reads from LDII for the 

first time, in which he explains that he is mystified by LDII because it so closely 

resembles his own life: “[...] you hardly ever read books that were written like you 

actually thought. I had never read the words “chunky vomit” in the first chapter of a 

book, for example, but when I thought about how I’d most not want to be treated, I 

thought about “chunky vomit” (29). 2013 City’s ability to see himself in 1985 City means 

that, in his loophole, he is gaining an understanding of time, an awareness of time as 

something that is non-linear. Furthermore, this connection to 1985 City means that 2013 
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City is just as vulnerable as 1985 City, who will eventually disappear because of 

Hurricane Katrina.  

Anti-blackness and the south’s racist past become palpable in the present for 2013 

City soon after he shuts LDII and steps off the bus in Melahatchie. While walking in the 

woods near his grandmother’s house with his white friend, MyMy, City is stopped by a 

truck full of white men who witnessed his outburst at the competition on television. The 

leader of the group, who 2013 City calls “Pot Belly,” begins to harass City, mocking his 

name and insulting his intelligence before knocking City down to the ground and 

repeatedly kicking him. Before City can wipe the blood from his face and fight back, Pot 

Belly runs back to the truck, yelling “Use that in a sentence, you nigger son of a bitch” 

(95). And like a final slap in the face, Pot Belly turns to MyMy and warns, “You best 

don’t grow to be no nigger lover,” a warning that recalls the south’s history of racist anti-

miscegenation laws (95).16  

Until Melahatchie, where time feels like it moves in reverse, 2013 City had yet to 

face the physical violence of anti-Blackness, and the moment shakes City to his core. 

Despite the fact that the year is 2013, the scene is reminiscent of the Jim Crow-era South, 

a world 2013 City has only heard about from his family and teachers. Although Pot Belly 

and his white male companions harbor the hatred and violent anti-Blackness of the Ku 

Klux Klan and other Jim Crow-era white supremacists, City is too shocked by the 

experience and the pain he feels to recognize the similarities: 

                                                
16 This is important to note because anti-miscegenation laws in Mississippi, along with the rest of the 
southern states, weren’t repealed until Loving v. Virginia (1967), long after Jim Crow and at the tail-end of 
the Civil Rights Movement.  
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My mother had beaten me probably over a hundred times in Jackson, but no man 
and no white person had ever put their hands on me. Ever. I had lost some battles 
at school with LaVander Peeler and felt like I had lost on that stage a few days 
earlier, but in those situations, I always thought I could fight back. Even if I lost, I 
knew that the other person or other people fighting me knew that they had been in 
a fight. This was completely different. (96) 
 

2013 City realized for the first time what his grandmother, mother, and teachers had been 

trying to teach him all along: the fight against white people is fundamentally flawed 

because the playing ground is unequal. But beyond this, not only is it unfair, it is anti-

Black. This was not a fight; this was an attack, one that began simply because of anti-

Blackness. The realization leaves 2013 City with both a physical and psychological pain 

that leads him to declare that “[a]ll he could do [...] was hope it all stopped hurting (96).  

 After City’s Grandma learns about Pot Belly’s attack and the physical violence 

City endured, she explains, “They always expecting us to forget. I’m tired of forgetting” 

(109). Grandma’s sadness at the idea of forgetting speaks to the ways in which anti-

Blackness affects her psychologically, especially when considering what she does next: 

Grandma finds Pot Belly, kidnaps him, and locks him up in her shed. Unbeknownst to 

Grandma, City finds Pot Belly in the shed, where City finds yet another copy of Long 

Division laying beside Pot Belly, who is chained up, and has written in the ground “So 

sad.” When 2013 City finds this new copy of Long Division, he decides to read aloud 

from it to Pot Belly. 

 This brings us back to 1985 City, who is now in 1964 with Shalaya and a boy 

they have met named Evan Altshuler, a Jewish teenager who 1985 City refers to as 

Jewish Evan Altshuler. Jewish Evan Altshuler wants Shalaya and City’s help in 1964. 
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What’s important here is that, while in 1964, 1985 City is confronted with pre-Civil 

Rights America, including Jim Crow Laws and the KKK:  

I realized when I stopped talking all big and bad that a heavy whiff of sad like I’d 
never felt before was getting closer and closer to my neck. Reading about my 
family and other black folks not being able to pee in a good bathroom was 
different than seeing a white folks’ bathroom locked and a colored bathroom just 
open for anything that wanted to come in. It said “colored” on the door, but it 
might as well have said cats, spiders, possums, coons, and roaches, ‘cause it was 
open to them just like it was open to us. (143) 
 

Like 2013 City, 1985 City is familiar with the stories that have been passed down to him 

about what it was like before Civil Rights. However, thanks to the ability to travel in 

time, 1985 City is standing in the midst of anti-Blackness as it existed in 1964: Jim Crow 

segregation and blatant racism (as opposed to colorblind racism). 1985 City feels this 

anti-Blackness, and it registers in him as an embodied sadness that is felt in his neck, 

which also brings to mind the rampant lynchings during this time.  

Further into the pages of his loophole of LDII, 2013 City finds out that he is, 

indeed, Baize Shepard’s father. LDII’s revelation is profound for both 1985 City and 

2013 City: Baize lost her parents to Hurricane Katrina, which means that 1985 City and 

Shalaya die because of the very flood that only vaguely affected 2013 City. But now, 

having developed a temporal consciousness because he sees himself in 1985 City, 2013 

City is now feeling the effects of not only Katrina but also pre-Civil Rights anti-

Blackness: anti-Blackness, then, means not only death but also sadness.  

2013 City explains that he is beginning to understand Pot Belly’s sadness: “There 

were some red, green, yellow, white, or orange sprinkles in the sad I felt, but mostly, the 

sad was all just layers and layers of the thickest blue you’d ever seen in your life” (195). 
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2013 City then considers all of the coping mechanisms that people in his life have 

utilized to deal with their own blues:  

I started thinking about Grandma, Uncle Relle, LaVander Peeler, Baize Shephard, 
and Mama. And when I really thought about all of them, I just felt so much bluer 
than ever. Yeah, all those folks tried to mask their different blues, but after the 
praying, smoking, rapping, thinking, drinking, and running, there just seemed to 
be nothing left but blue rooms with people who were really even lonelier and 
bluer than Octavia Whittington, the bluest girl I ever knew. (195) 
 

This moment marks an important shift for 2013 City, as he begins to understand that 

profound sadness is a symptom of anti-Blackness. And despite everything that people do 

to endure this sadness, what is left is more sadness. These thoughts lead 2013 City to 

complete the last will and testament he began working on in the empty pages of Long 

Division, where, for his final point, he writes: “I don’t want to die yet but I don’t want to 

feel this kind of blue ever again. So sad ain’t no joke” (196). 2013 City is on the brink of 

change--to live in such a state of sadness is something that he does not want to do. And if 

he does not want a life of sadness, something must change.  

The realization that 1985 City is actually Baize’s father places 2013 City in an 

uncomfortable position, one he has never been in before: death is a real possibility. This 

is then juxtaposed with what is supposed to be City’s rebirth: his baptism. For this 

rebirth, City is forced to wear a dashiki that his mother insist he wear. Though she herself 

is not present for the actual ceremony, through the dashiki, City’s mother forges 

connections for City: one to his African heritage and one to his mother. The dashiki, City 

explains, is too large for his frame, sized for the body of an adult male and not for a 

teenaged boy who is still growing. Nevertheless, City begrudgingly abides by his 
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mother’s wishes and dons the dashiki. 2013 City thus enters into his rebirth as a teenaged 

boy costumed as a man, and he does so after just learning that 1985 City is a father. For 

the first time, 2013 City has encountered a version of reality in which City is a father--an 

adult in charge of guiding a child and for whom actions have life or death consequences. 

This is an instance of temporal consciousness spurred on by LDII. Though 2013 City has 

not quite grasped these new understandings just yet, the dashiki serves as an 

uncomfortableness at the level of the body. He is not ready for this role, but he it is one 

that is forced on him nonetheless; he must become an adult who is aware of his choices, 

because his choices have real life consequences. 

Further, moments before 2013 City is to be baptized, he meets LaVander Peeler, 

who has arrived from Jackson just for the baptism. It is the first time the two have seen 

each other since the event that changed both of their lives--the sentence competition--and 

since City began diving deep into LDII. The dynamic between the two has changed; they 

are no longer enemies but rather friends who were pawns in a game that impacted them 

profoundly and opened their eyes to the wrongness of their versions of reality. Before 

heading to the church, 2013 City asks LaVander, “‘What did you see before the contest 

that made your eyes water up? It’s like you knew what was gonna happen before it 

happened’” (199). Hesitantly, LaVander reveals the truth to City: “‘I heard the woman 

who ran everything tell someone on her headset [...] She told someone to change the final 

order and let the tall one beat the Mexican girl because the fat one was going to be 

difficult’” (200). The idea that LaVander “knew what was gonna happen before it 

happened” hints at the fact that LaVander and 2013 City have been on a similar journey 
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to temporal consciousness the entire time. In other words, this awareness of time is 

something that is critical to both of their lives. 

STEP THREE: “SOMETHING AKIN TO FREEDOM”17 
Now, armed with the truth of what happened behind the scenes at the sentence 

competition, with the knowledge of Grandma’s secret kidnapping, and with the 

realization that 1985 City is Baize’s father, who disappeared after Katrina, it is time for 

2013 City to become baptized into the church. But this is more than just a baptism into 

the church, it is a baptism into a new life, into a new understanding of reality that 2013 

City has come to understand during his time in Melahatchie. According to City, “the only 

music that could fit the scene was Big K.R.I.T.’s single, ‘Something’” (201). In the song, 

K.R.I.T., a hip hop artist from Mississippi, raps over a sample of Al Green’s 

“Something,” wherein Green’s own voice fills in sections of the song, as though the song 

is a duet of sorts. This move places emphasis on Green’s words:  

Something gotta hold on me 
Something gotta hold on me 
Whatever it is 
I can’t leave it alone, no 
Something is bothering me 
Something kinda worrying me 
Whatever it is 
I can’t leave it alone, no. (Big K.R.I.T) 
 

The song sets the tone for what is about to happen, as City is about to officially become a 

part of the church through baptism but must also come to terms with being pushed into a 

new understanding of the ways in which the world operates. It is as though a switch has 

                                                
17 Jacobs, Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl, 48. 
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been flipped, and City’s entire belief system has changed from postracialism, wherein 

one’s skin color is insignificant, to anti-Blackness, in which skin color is the dominating 

force governing nearly all aspects of America, from culture, to politics, to the economic 

system, and everything inbetween.  

Big K.R.I.T’s song, with Al Green’s words emphasized, creates a moment in 

which time collapses on itself and all of history is palpable in the present. It is a feeling 

so overwhelming that it leads City to declare: “I made the decision right there in that hall 

that I was definitely going to die during my baptism” (Laymon 203). This revelation 

comes right after a church official, Deacon Big Shank, reminds City of his grandfather, 

who himself died as a result of drowning in a lake. Though he doesn’t quite realize it, 

City is worried that his grandfather’s fate will be his own, thus leading him to believe that 

he will follow in his grandfather’s footsteps by drowning during the baptism. 

Subconsciously, City also fears that he will end up like 1985 City, who also drowned, his 

death a result of Hurricane Katrina’s waters. City thus has the burden of generations of 

both Black men and women on his shoulders: his mother, his grandmother, his 

grandfather, 1985 City and Baize, the church congregation, LaVander, and even his 

ancestors, who are present in the dashiki he wears for the occasion. For the first time in 

his life, 2013 City understands that death is a real possibility: “Death, I understood, was 

the only thing promised, the only thing that could happen once after you were born. And 

no one could back and tell you how it felt. Or could they? (202-203).  

2013 City’s baptism marks the first moment that City enters into the third stage of 

his journey, in which he moves from acknowledging anti-Blackness to discovering the 
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potential for liberation in the face of America’s complete disregard for his well-being as a 

Black person. Accepting the inevitability of death is a dangerous move, as it means that 

2013 City isn’t changing the story but rather repeating history. However, unlike his 

grandfather and others who have died, City wishes to be like Jesus, to beat death so that 

he can come back and tell others what it’s like: “Folks started following and loving and 

believing [in Jesus], not just to be saved or whatever, but to hear sentences about what it 

was like [...] And after or while I was dying, I’d find some way to come back and save 

Pot Belly like I said I would, and then I’d tell Grandma and Mama how to beat death so 

they could be equipped and not be all surprised when it happened to them” (203). City’s 

interest in Jesus has little to do with morality and everything to do with the idea of a 

resurrection--defying death to come back and save--or, at the very least, warn--others. 

The ability to resurrect means that City isn’t merely repeating history. Instead, he is 

repeating history with a difference, facing death by drowning and coming back from this 

encounter--something that his grandfather was unable to do. 

When the time finally arrives for City to be baptized, he focuses on “the water 

hole in the ground” (203), which, as I will explain, operates as a sort of garret space. Like 

the other garret spaces in this novel, the water hole is not a space that City enters alone, 

as he is greeted by both Reverend Cherry and Uncle Relle. Here the repetition with 

difference becomes clear: the water hole is the space that allows City the chance to see 

that things can be different. He doesn’t die and is therefore given the chance to come 

back and change things. He is reborn. 
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The importance of changing the story becomes real when 2013 City’s Grandma is 

forced to pay for her crime of kidnapping Pot Belly and, as far as we know, eventually 

murdering him in the same shed where City’s grandfather once worked--the same 

grandfather who once saved Pot Belly from drowning as a kid. Moments before Grandma 

disappears herself, to what we can only assume is prison, she tells City, “What I did to 

protect me and mines was wrong, City. I shoulda gone underground. I knew better” 

(266). City, on the other hand, sees the potential for change: “It can be cleaned, Grandma. 

That’s the thing [...] It’s cleaner than it would be if folks didn’t fight back. We can make 

it even cleaner” (266). Now aware of the ways that time can repeat itself, 2013 City 

understands that this infinite loop is one that, if it does not kill you, can drive you crazy. 

His near-death experience, which is felt through LDII and his temporal consciouness, 

brings him to the final conclusion that, while things might repeat, there is a chance to 

chop and screw it, to repeat with difference. City knows that a different route is possible.  

To create change, 2013 City goes to the woods behind his grandmother’s house 

with LaVander Peeler, where they discovers an underground portal, just like the one in 

LDII. 2013 City now understands what is required of him: he, along with LaVander, must 

go underground, where they will read together from the pages of LDII: “With LaVander 

Peeler’s head on my shoulder, we started rereading Long Division from the beginning, 

knowing all that we needed to know about how to survive, how to live, and how to love 

in Mississippi was in our hands. The sentences had always been there” (267).  The 

sentences had always been there because this story is the same story that City has heard 
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all his life, each generation chopping and screwing it so that it spins a little differently, a 

little better, each time.  

*** 

To say that Long Division is a complicated text would be an understatement. 

Laymon himself even stated that the book is meant to be read multiple times: “The 

ending literally is asking readers to reread the book and consider all the sentences, 

consider who’s writing whom, consider all that that led all these kids underground.”18 

The last sentence of the book ends without punctuation, as though willing you to flip 

back to the beginning of the book and start again. And with each read, new spaces of 

potential open up, some of which wander off into new copies of Long Division that 

appear throughout the text. (In fact, there is not only a Long Division II but also a third 

copy that makes an appearance in Grandma’s shed, where Pot Belly is imprisoned, and, it 

could be argued, a fourth copy.) But through each copy of the book, City accomplishes 

the act of traveling through time by way of reading and writing.  

Like Jesmyn Ward, Kiese Laymon has expressed frustration with the current state 

of American literature: 

One of the reasons I create novels is because I think American novel writing is 
whack. [...] Because one of the reasons it’s bad, just one of the reasons, is that a 
lot of the people who are hoisted up there as the carriers of American lit never 
conceived of other people–particularly of different races, geographies, genders, 
and classes–reading the shit they write. Which means they get a pass. They can 
create particular sentences and paragraphs that don’t have to be accountable to 
massive groups of people. And there’s a few problems with that. One is that I 
think if you want people to write, you have to, in some way, write to them. So a 

                                                
18 “A Conversation with Kiese Laymon” The Nation. 12 Sept 2013 interviewed by Roxanne Gay 
https://www.thenation.com/article/conversation-kiese-laymon/ 
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lot of black kids I know don’t write, partially–and they’ll tell you this–because 
they feel like they’ve rarely been written to.  
 

I end this chapter with a brief anecdote about my experience with Long Division and the 

importance of stories written for different audiences. In the earliest stages of writing this 

chapter, I attended a department-sanctioned book club meeting where we were to discuss 

Long Division. By the time the book club meeting rolled around, I had already read the 

book (twice). I’d chosen to include it in my dissertation long before the book club had 

selected it for their meeting. (In fact, it was only chosen because I had recommended it to 

a colleague, who then suggested it for the book club). I was excited to be in a room full of 

academics who had also read what I thought to be an important work of literature, a book 

whose pages held potentially transformative power for those who read them.  

As the meeting went on, I made a comment about the work Laymon was doing in 

his book. I began with what I knew: When I was in sixth grade, my teacher assigned us 

the first two short stories from Sandra Cisneros’s Woman Hollering Creek, both of which 

were told from the perspective of a young Chicana, who, like me, was growing up in San 

Antonio. She was some version of me that existed in an alternate universe: literature. 

Later that week, I went on to check out a copy of Woman Hollering Creek from the 

library. I devoured it, and then I moved on to House on Mango Street. Twelve years later, 

I was working for Sandra Cisneros’s non-profit organization, Macondo, which brought 

together writers of color whose work promoted social justice. Six years after working for 

Macondo, I was writing a dissertation about literature, social justice, and the power of 

books. Woman Hollering Creek changed my life.  
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After providing an abbreviated version of this story I looked around the room and 

said, “Long Division has this power.” Another book club member and fellow colleague of 

mine quickly dismissed my comment, saying something to the effect of “Yeah, yeah, the 

power of words, books can set you free. We all know that.” (I’m paraphrasing here, but 

that is certainly the general sentiment she expressed.) I then realized where I was: an 

academic circle with mostly white women (save for a white male professor and one other 

student of color). Many of these women were groomed for academia, had parents who 

were professors, went to fancy schools where one semester of tuition was more than half 

of what my mother made in an entire year. In other words, these women did not have the 

experience I did. Sure, it was a bit cliché, the whole power of books thing, but when you 

are growing up as a young Latinx, finding yourself in a book is anything but cliché--it 

rarely happens. I got lucky.  

The book club meeting continued, and I was shot down once more when I 

attempted to raise a question about the novel’s racial politics. Instead of talking about 

race, we spent most of the meeting discussing Laymon’s use of time travel, and I listened 

to my colleagues argue about whether or not the book was actually correct: Did all the 

stories line up when you traced them back? (For the record, the general consensus was 

no--Laymon screwed up and his use of time travel was unsuccessful. I disagreed.) I left 

the meeting early feeling like white voices were once again silencing voices of color: 

Laymon’s, my fellow colleague of color’s (who later admitted that she eventually 

retreated into her own thoughts during the meeting because she was so frustrated), my 
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own, and, worst of all, the voices of Black youths with whom City’s voice might 

resonate.   

Unsurprisingly, the publishing industry agreed with my colleagues. Although 

Long Division was published through Bolden Books, a division of the small press Agate, 

Laymon initially worked with the major New York publishing house Putnam/Penguin. In 

multiple interviews and the introduction to his collection of essays, How to Slowly Kill 

Yourself and Others in America (2013), Laymon described his experience with his editor 

at Penguin.19 According to Laymon, his editor was unhappy with the novel’s overall 

structure and discussion of race: “‘One of the things my editor came back to me and said 

was, ‘I think the racial politics of this are too explicit.’ Another thing she said was, ‘I'm 

not sure what you're doing with Katrina, but I think it doesn't need to be in the book’” 

(Bates). Laymon was told to focus less on race and more on time travel, a move that 

would, according to his editor, make the novel more believable and broaden his audience 

(“Future Tense”). But Laymon refused. The work of exposing racism, he knew, was 

absolutely essential to his project. City puts in the work by writing LDII. Laymon put in 

the work by writing Long Division. City put in the work by writing LDII.  

 With his novel, Laymon creates a loophole of retreat for young Black audiences, 

written in a language that is accessible and relatable. Just as City was shocked to find a 

book that had characters who looked and sounded like him, so will young Black 

                                                
19 See NPR interview; “All Things Considered: An Interview with Kiese Laymon” in Specter 
Magazine No. 21 December 2013 by Kameelah Janan Reed	  
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readers.20 And in these pages, they might find the sentences that will provide the tools 

necessary for survival. 

                                                
20 I know this to be true, as I’ve taught Long Division twice to undergraduates. It remains 
one of the most well-received books I’ve ever taught.  
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Chapter Three: “Shake Your Ass and Your Mind Will Follow”: Big 
Freedia and Twerking to Freedom 

 
“Sexuality in New Orleans isn’t like any other place in the world. Straight boys sleep 

with men. And it’s not down low or bisexuality. Some got girlfriends, some don’t. People 

from the outside are always confused about that, but the thing is, when dealing with all 

the heavy shit--racism, drugs, poverty--that we are slammed with here, sometimes we just 

have to let the minor titles roll off of us”  

 --Big Freedia, Big Freedia: God Save the Queen Diva!, 101 

The final chapter of this project moves from literature to contemporary hip hop 

and performance with Bounce artist Big Freedia. This chapter, I should note, was perhaps 

the most difficult to write, as it dives into a world with which I am less familiar: 

performance studies. However, Big Freedia was the inspiration for this dissertation and 

thus this project would be incomplete without a discussion of her performances, even if 

my attempt to describe this loophole of retreat is in need of some work. Furthermore, as I 

explain earlier in this project, I argue that loopholes of retreat exist in all forms of art, 

including hip hop and performance. Big Freedia and Bounce music as a loophole of 

retreat is also perhaps one of the most accessible loopholes for younger generations. If 

students cannot connect with literature, Big Freedia presents an alternative avenue 

through which they might gain an understanding of the loophole of retreat.  

My discussion of Big Freedia continues from Laymon’s Long Division by further 

exploring the idea of community in loopholes of retreat. Laymon stresses the fact that one 
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major difference between his novel and Ellison’s Invisible Man was the fact that, unlike 

Ellison’s Narrator, who went underground alone, no one in Long Division was going into 

their loopholes by themselves. Community, Laymon notes, is an important aspect of 

future survival. In the following pages, I look at a loophole of retreat that operates as a 

communal space: Big Freedia shows. Here, Big Freedia and Bounce music come together 

to create a garret that is founded upon inclusion. This loophole, however, isn’t hidden. 

Instead, it takes place in the public space of concert venues.  

The loophole of retreat in this chapter is divided into three stages: paradoxical 

performance, removal of self-consciousness, and possibilities for community building 

through self-recognition. I will briefly describe each stage before moving into a longer 

explanation as the chapter continues. First, the paradoxical performance is Big Freedia 

herself, whose Black, genderqueer performance and leadership mark a seemingly 

oppositional presence and yet is one that actually seeks to welcome all who are willing to 

join her space. This paradoxical performance carries with it the weight of history, in that 

the Black, queer body is one that has faced both anti-Black and anti-LGBTQ violence. 

Thus, as in previous chapters, the past is carried into the present. However, as this chapter 

argues, in this loophole of retreat, there exists the opportunity to make the future better 

through performance.  

All three stages of this loophole occur simultaneously. However, the movement 

from stage two to stage three happens in such rapid succession that I will discuss them 

together. In the second stage, the removal of self-consciousness occurs after one has 

entered this space with Big Freedia. When audiences answer Big Freedia’s call to 
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twerk—Bounce’s signature dance move—alongside her, an affective realm opens up in 

which all bodies are welcomed to join in the performance. In this affective realm, 

participants momentarily embody a world free from the limitations of anti-Blackness and 

anti-LGBTQ. The embodiment of temporary safety and freedom allows for the removal 

of self-consciousness, an opportunity to exist, if only for a moment, as one truly is 

without fear of the repercussions and violence that might normally occur outside this 

loophole.   

Finally, the paradoxical performance and removal of self-consciousness open up 

the potential for self-recognition, a space to claim one’s identity. This self-recognition, I 

contend, is the step that then leads to imaginative possibilities for future worlds. Existing 

in a temporary space that allows one the freedom to be themselves speaks to Audre 

Lorde’s concept of the erotic. In “Uses of the Erotic” (1978), Lorde describes the erotic 

as a source of power that “lies in a deeply female and spiritual plane, firmly rooted in the 

power of our unexpressed or unrecognized feeling” (53). She explains that the erotic 

functions as an epistemology of feelings--a sense of knowing that is based on “our 

deepest and nonrational knowledge” (53). It is this very knowledge that patriarchal 

society has convinced us is unreliable, crazy, and worthless. However, as Lorde argues, 

when we tap into the erotic, we gain the ability to access the “lifeforce of women” in 

defiance of the patriarchy. With Big Freedia as leader, a community is forged that begins 

with the feminine. Furthermore, this sense of community is felt through the body when 

twerking. Lorde also argues that once we tap into the erotic, it becomes a force that 

awakens in us the desire for a better life:  
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Our erotic knowledge empowers us, becomes a lens through which we scrutinize 
all aspects of our existence, forcing us to evaluate those aspects honestly in terms 
of their relative meaning within our lives. And this is a grave responsibility, 
projected from within each of us, not to settle for the convenient, the shoddy, the 
conventionally expected, nor the merely safe. (57) 
 

Once we’ve experienced the erotic, we come to demand it. Along with the performance 

theorists I cite later in this chapter, including José Esteban Muñoz and Jill Dolan, Lorde’s 

concept of the erotic serves as a foundation for the political possibilities that exist in 

Bounce by way of self-recognition. 

As this chapter concludes, I turn to a discussion of Bounce’s limits. This section 

picks up the question Kiese Laymon raises with Long Division in Chapter Two: “Who are 

we taking with us?” (“All Things”) Laymon notes that an important aspect of his novel is 

community-building, but the story places great emphasis on who is allowed into these 

spaces of resistance. And, as I will explore, for good reason.  Of the texts I examine in 

this project, Big Freedia’s performances present the most obvious challenges to my 

argument that loopholes of retreat offer opportunities for progress. Here, the limits of 

optimism are clear. My critique builds from Alix Andrew Chapman’s 2013 dissertation 

Body Rockers: New Orleans “Sissy” Bounce and the Politics of Displacement, one of the 

only academic inquiries into Bounce (and a brilliant one, at that). Chapman’s dissertation 

is an ethnographic study of the ways in which New Orleans Bounce brings together queer 

Black communities (ix). Though Chapman believes in Bounce’s ability “to produce and 

maintain social relationships and space in times of economic and sociocultural 

displacement,” his argument also acknowledges the dangers of an entirely optimistic 

portrayal of Bounce (ix). One avenue through which Chapman explores the drawbacks of 
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Bounce is through Saidiya V. Hartman’s foundational text Scenes of Subjection: Terror, 

Slavery, and Self-Making in Nineteenth-Century America (1997). Chapman writes: “This 

double bind in which the performance of humanity prefigures the performance of the 

object is central to [Hartman’s text]. Hartman argues that attempts at redressing notions 

of blackness through narratives of liberty and humanity always carry implicit dualities in 

which blackness is spectacular yet always a spectacle.” (123) As Hartman contends, 

Blackness always exists as Other, because it is always in opposition to whiteness. Even in 

embracing a Black queer identity, Freedia is forced to do so within a society that forever 

relegates her identity to outside the norm. Hartman’s words do not entirely debunk 

Bounce as a loophole of retreat; they do, however, remind us of the infinite doubleness 

that Blackness presents in an anti-Black society: spectacular and yet spectacle. 

Hartman’s cautionary reminder then leads into my final point, which is white 

appropriation of Bounce and twerking. Admittedly, in the early stages of this dissertation, 

I tended towards an overly-optimistic view of the possibilities present in loopholes of 

retreat. This, I have come to recognize, is due to the fact that I myself get lost in the 

retreat and forget about the return--that is, the loophole of retreat only exists because of 

the loop itself; without the loop, there is no need for a retreat. The continuation of the 

cycle is the realism that academics such as Hartman are careful to demonstrate. I discuss 

the closing of this loop--i.e. the return from the retreat--by looking at how twerking has 

entered mainstream culture.   

This chapter is largely indebted to José Esteban Muñoz’s concept of 

disidentification. The differences between my argument and Muñoz’s are, admittedly, 
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few. However, as I noted in the Introduction, I find that an important distinction between 

the two is the fact that Muñoz’s text was written in 1998, before the election of Barack 

Obama ushered in the belief that the United States is now beyond race. Thus, in 

loopholes of retreat, disidentification must include the recognition that race remains an 

issue—that anti-Blackness did not disappear with the arrival of our first Black president. 

Moreover, my emphasis in this chapter, and in this project in general, is on the where of 

disidentification. The loophole of retreat gives a name to the spaces where 

disidentification occurs. By naming these spaces, I hope to expand the places where 

possibilities for self-making and future-making exist. Today, loopholes of retreat aren’t 

just literal spaces like Jacob’s garret. Now they can be found in music, performance, 

twerking, paintings: art.  

BIG FREEDIA AND THE ORIGINS OF BOUNCE 
On the cover of Bounce artist Big Freedia’s recent memoir (co-written with 

Nicole Balin), Big Freedia is pictured from the waist up, holding a golden scepter. Upon 

her head rests a matching gold crown with jeweled crosses, and Freedia’s perfectly 

straight, long, dark hair swoops out from the crown and down her back. Her look is what 

we might call “extra,” slang for excessive or over the top, but, in this case, the excessive 

aspects of Freedia’s outfit are simply fabulous: large gold rings on more fingers than not, 

chandelier earrings that fall beneath her chin to touch the multi-tiered gold necklace she 

wears. Around her shoulders is a velvety red cape trimmed in white fur, underneath 

which is a pristine white suit. And this is just her outfit--Freedia’s makeup is also 

impeccable, with shimmery eyeshadow on her eyelids and gloss on her full pout. Her 
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eyebrows are perfectly groomed with an arch that is the desire of beauty gurus across the 

internet. On the cover of this, her first book, Big Freedia fits the moniker by which she is 

known: the Queen Diva.  

A New Orleans native, the six-foot-two, openly gay Big Freedia is the self-titled 

“Queen Diva” of Bounce music.” Blurring gender binaries, Big Freedia, born Freddie 

Ross, answers to both male and female pronouns. She explains: “I am not transgendered; 

I am just a gay male [...] I wear women’s hair and carry a purse, but I am a man. I answer 

to either ‘he’ or ‘she’” (Welch). This, of course, removes the comfortable categories 

many people rely on when talking about gender and sexuality, creating a new category 

that exists outside of the binaries--not this or that, not one thing or another, but something 

inbetween.  

This inbetween-ness is not atypical of New Orleans’s culture. New Orleans is a 

complicated city. Its history of slavery makes it a place forever connected to the 

dehumanization of Black Americans. And yet, because the city was home to a large 

Black population, it became the cultural center for Blackness in America--home of the 

largest community of free people of color during slavery, birthplace of jazz music, and 

site of the first school to be integrated in the United States.  

New Orleans began as a city of mixture, in which different populations with 

different cultures lived together. Michael Eric Dyson succinctly notes: “In the antebellum 

and post-Civil War south, New Orleans brought together slaves, former slaves, free 

blacks, Creoles of color, and Cajuns and other whites in an ethnically diverse mélange 

that reflected the city’s Spanish, French, and African roots and influences” (Dyson 7). As 
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a place that saw colonization by multiple groups, the color line was not as simple as 

Black or white. This is perhaps most clearly illustrated with the story of Homer A. Plessy 

who, in 1892, famously boarded a “whites only” railway car in New Orleans.21 At the 

time, the Separate Car Act required Black people to ride in separate cars from whites. 

However, in New Orleans, such divisions were not so clear. Plessy was actually chosen 

as a test case to highlight the absurdity of a black/white binary in a place like New 

Orleans. As a Creole of Color, Plessy was of both French and African descent, and his 

background made him technically only one-eighth Black (Hersch 4). Further, Plessy was 

phenotypically white. The very fact of this meant that “the classification into black and 

white train cars was unworkable” (4). Not only was this unworkable, but it was also 

illogical: if the point was to separate white people and Black people, why would you 

force someone who looked white to sit in the same car as Black people? Charles B. 

Hersch, in his look at jazz in New Orleans, explains that the flawed logic of the Separate 

Cars Act called into question the entire idea of the black/white binary, “challenging 

uniformity with multiplicity, purity with impurity” (4).  

Plessy v Ferguson demonstrates not only the disruption of binaries in New 

Orleans but also a return to performance as activism. Alix Chapman notes that “the 

setbacks to black activism in the wake of Plessy vs. Ferguson produced a turn from 

formal activism to a reinvestment in cultural performance. It was during this same period 

                                                
21 I borrow this example from Charles B. Hersch’s Subversive Sounds: Race and the 
Birth of Jazz in New Orleans (Chicago: U of Chicago Press, 2008), which begins with 
Plessy’s case as a way of leading into a conversation about what Hersch calls 
“creolization.” I follow Hersch’s lead here.  
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that brass bands, jazz funerals, and the first Mardi Gras Indians began challenging the 

dominance of white supremacy in public space” (Chapman 24). Black activism, like 

Blackness itself, is something that is constantly shifting.22 Part of this activism, Chapman 

explains, has taken shape in New Orleans as performance that carries with it the city’s 

history of racism and displacement: “Bounce provides coherence in the face of chronic 

disaster because of its capacity to convey a variety of cultural meanings that reproduce 

blackness not as a fixed notion of community or identity, but rather a continuously 

shifting subject valued and desired for its ability to mediate the dehumanizing effects of 

displacement” (133). The very factors that allow Bounce to bring together the community 

are inherent in the genre itself. 

A hip-hop offshoot that emerged from New Orleans more than twenty years ago, 

Bounce is known for its fast beats, vulgar lyrics, and call-and-response audience 

interaction. Like mainstream rap and hip-hop, Bounce is also known for its highly 

sexualized dancing. When Freedia is onstage, it isn’t just her clothing and makeup that 

garner attention. The genre’s characteristic dance move, “twerking,” involves participants 

bouncing their asses up and down, moving at unbelievable speeds. According to various 

sources, twerking is a form of ceremonial dance, known as Mapouka, that originated 

from the Ivory Coast. The word “Mapouka” translates to “the butt dance,” and the dance 

itself very closely resembles twerking: “The dancers spread their feet apart, drop their 

                                                
22 For a further discussion of Blackness as a constantly changing category, see E. Patrick 
Johnson’s Appropriating Blackness: Performance and the Politics of Authenticity (Duke 
University Press, 2003).  
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hips lower to the ground, hands loosely on the top of the hips, moving them as if they 

were hinged just at the top of the pelvis” (Werman). The dance was so erotic that it was 

eventually outlawed in the Ivory Coast. Nevertheless, the fact that it has made its way to 

New Orleans is a reminder of both the African diaspora and the ways in which this 

diaspora is embodied. Twerking is more than a sexualized dance: it’s history.23 

Unlike other forms of hip hop, Bounce is not particularly known for complex 

lyrics that carry with it profound messages. Freedia explains, “I’m not the type of emcee 

who is known for my elaborate lyrics. That’s not Bounce. The way it works with me is 

that I feel a beat and then chant or riff. It’s all about rhyming, the rhythm, and the 

repetition. And, since for sissies it’s all about what neighborhood you rep, I added 

Josephina, my own twist to Josephine Street” (Freedia 183). Bounce’s signature call and 

response works because of the relatively simple lyrics. Additionally, it serves as a further 

opportunity to represent New Orleans, as Bounce artists single out the wards from which 

they come. This move not only unites residents from each area but also indicates a sense 

of pride, survival despite the history of racism, segregation, poverty, and violence that 

anti-Blackness as created in New Orleans.  

When New Orleans artists like Juvenile began to make it big in the hip hop world, 

signing major record deals and finding airtime on national radio and MTV, a vacuum 

opened up in the New Orleans music scene. “Sissy” Bounce quickly emerged on the 

                                                
23 It should also be noted that twerking is an incredibly difficult form of dance that requires some 
major skills. There are various forms of twerking, each of which isolates a certain part of the 
body. If you think you can just jump on stage and twerk, you’re wrong. It’s going to take some 
practice and dedication.  
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scene, filling the void left behind by Juvenile and other Cash Money artists.24 In a short 

documentary on Bounce, DJ Mannie Fresh explained that Bounce is a sampling genre of 

beats looped back and forth over “that beat” (“Mannie Fresh”) In Bounce: Rap Music and 

Local Identity in New Orleans, Matt Miller explains how “that beat” is a sound particular 

to New Orleans:  

That beat” is the New Orleans beat, a particular mid-tempo rhythmic feel created 
by a propulsive, syncopated bass drum pattern in combination with layered, 
continuous percussive elements such as handclaps or simple melodic lines and 
often featuring particular sounds sampled from other recordings. Even after the 
devastating hurricane that struck the city a few weeks after my visit, “dat beat” 
remained a touchstone of local musical identity and a beacon calling the city’s 
dispersed population back. (1) 

“That beat” is a sound that is a distinctive characteristic of Bounce music. In fact, the 

moment you hear it, you’ll know that what you’re listening to is Bounce. Furthermore, 

Miller’s words bring to light the ways in which Bounce music served as a reminder of 

home for those who were displaced by Hurricane Katrina. Heeding this call home is one 

of the reasons that Freedia rose to prominence in the Bounce world.  

Freedia, along with her family, was in New Orleans when Katrina made landfall. 

She had just moved into a new apartment, a milestone in her life, when Katrina arrived in 

                                                
24 “Sissy” Bounce is Many critics group Big Freedia and other queer bounce musicians as a 
subgenre of bounce music known as “Sissy bounce.” Freedia and other Bounce artists have 
spoken out against this: “The term is problematic, because the artists themselves do not care for it 
at all — not because they object to the word “sissy” but because they consider it disrespectful to 
bounce music. Even when their lyrics are at their frankest (“I’m a punk under pressure/When we 
finish, put my money on the dresser”), they rush to point out, correctly, that they’re just drawing 
from the life at hand in the same way virtually every rapper does. They have no desire to be typed 
within, or set apart from, bounce culture.” See Jonathan Dee’s “New Orleans’s Gender-Bending 
Rap” New York Times Magazine. July 22, 2010. 
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August.25 Like Jesmyn Ward’s family, Freedia was accustomed to waiting out hurricanes, 

stocking up on the necessities in preparation for potential power outages and having to 

stay indoors for a while. Her mother endured Hurricane Betsy in 1965, and the event left 

her traumatized (Freedia 143). She insisted that Freedia and the rest of the family 

evacuate; however, as Freedia explained: “’Shit don’t never happen’ […] For the last 

storm, I’d left town, and the only thing that had happened was my place got robbed. Plus, 

I had gone to the store and the gray clouds didn’t look any different from all the other 

times. There wasn’t even much growl to the thunder” (143). As she would soon learn, the 

clouds were deceptive, and the storm wreaked havoc on the new apartment that Freedia 

was so proud of. But the worst was yet to come.  

After the levees broke, Freedia and her family were forced to the roof of the 

apartment in hopes that a helicopter would rescue them. In the end, it wasn’t the 

government that came to their aid but rather some good Samaritans on a boat. Eventually, 

she and her family ended up in the New Orleans’ Convention Center because the 

Superdome was beyond overcrowded. According to Freedia, “The bathrooms were filled 

with so much shit and diarrhea that [she and her family] were forced to sleep outside the 

convention center” (153). The entire experience was both dehumanizing and traumatizing 

for Freedia, and, in addition to losing her home and enduring the horrible conditions of 

the storm’s immediate aftermath, Freedia was then forced to stay in Houston until the 

situation cleared up in some in New Orleans.  

                                                
25 In a moment that definitely hit home for me, Freedia notes, “Baby, the kitchen had appliances 
that white people had: a dishwasher and a trash compactor!” (Queen Diva, 140).  
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While in Houston, Freedia began to perform Bounce shows at local nightclubs. 

With a large number of people from New Orleans in Houston after Katrina, Freedia’s 

shows were a welcomed reminder of home. And as soon as residents were allowed to 

return to New Orleans, Freedia began performing every night for “FEMA Fridays,” in 

which victims of Hurricane Katrina came out, fresh from receiving their FEMA checks, 

and collectively danced to Bounce. Freedia explained that these shows helped her realize 

the importance of Bounce: “That was the point when I realized the audience was my 

congregation now. I rapped for money and because I loved it. But right then, it truly was 

my salvation” (179). In the wake of Hurricane Katrina, Bounce became a source of 

community and a chance for both survival and pleasure.  

STAGE ONE: PARADOXICAL PERFORMANCE 
Although there are different avenues through which I might have explored 

Bounce as a loophole of retreat, I have chosen Big Freedia as the main subject of this 

chapter for a few reasons. First, there is the most basic reason: I have been a fan of Big 

Freedia for a number of years now, and she was the artist who introduced me to Bounce. 

This is largely due to my second reason for choosing Big Freedia, which is that she is the 

first Bounce artist to become a part of mainstream hip hop.  

The first stage of Bounce as loophole involves Big Freedia herself and what I call 

a paradoxical performance. Freedia, as a Black queer performer, exists outside of 

dominant notions of what is acceptable: she isn’t white; she isn’t straight; she comes from 

poverty; and she cannot be easily categorized in terms of her gender. On the surface, 

Freedia’s performances seem oppositional, a defiant and in-your-face rejection of the 
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dominant white culture. This is beyond Blackness relegated to Other, and is, instead, a 

recognition of this Otherness and a decision to proudly embody Black queer identity. The 

paradox of this proud embodiment of a Black queer identity exists in the ways in which 

Freedia then opens doors for other identities. This is perhaps best explained through the 

lens of the #blacklivesmatter movement. The sentiment behind #blacklivesmatter is that 

when Black lives matter--when violence, in its many forms, is no longer perpetrated 

against Black people--then all lives will matter. Freedom for all begins with freedom for 

Black people.  

Largely absent from mainstream media’s discussion of Black lives is the violence 

enacted upon the Black LGBTQ community. When Big Freedia performs on stage, it is 

the celebration of Black queerness--a very specific Black queerness that comes from New 

Orleans, and thus carries with it New Orleans’ history. Like the Black lives matter 

movement, Freedia’s presence as a Black queer performer then opens room for the 

celebration of all people. (And believe me, if this sounds a little too good to be true, that’s 

because it is. But I will address the problems with this utopian vision shortly.)  

Freedia began her music career within the church. Although Freedia knew early 

on that she was gay, she also understood the severity of openly declaring your sexual 

preferences around the neighborhood despite the fact that there were other gay people in 

the community who were respected. However, Freedia notes, it was more complicated 

than this: “We all knew and called them sissies amongst other gays and they were very 

respected in the neighborhood. But you couldn’t walk around like today, talking smack 

about the guys who you want to suck off. Back then you’d be killed. I remember hearing 



 139 

people sneer about sissies and feeling that hole in my stomach because I knew that was 

me” (13).  To be openly gay was a risk that could mean your life.  

When she was ten years old, Freedia found solace from the relentless teasing of 

her peers and stepfather at Pressing Onward, a church near her home in New Orleans’ 

Third Ward. She explains, “I wasn’t conscious of it at that age, but the unconditional 

welcome I was getting at Pressing Onward was something I wasn’t getting anywhere 

else--not at home, not at school. [...] As we sang ‘Never Alone’ and ‘Oh How I Love 

Jesus,’ I forgot about [my stepdad] and those mean kids who hounded me about being an 

overweight sissy” (7). The church provided a space where Freedia could express herself 

through song and service to the community. However, on one hand, Freedia felt a part of 

a community that provided a haven from both her home and school life. On the other 

hand, she was aware that being a gay didn’t exactly align with the church’s values. E. 

Patrick Johnson explains the paradoxical nature of the Black church: 

[...] despite the church’s homophobia, it is a place of comfort--a place, ironically, 
where [Black gay men in the south] were first accepted, where they first felt a 
sense of community and belonging. Ultimately, it is a contradictory space, one 
that exploits the creative talents of its gay members even as it condemns their 
gayness, while also providing a nurturing space to hone those same talents. 
(Johnson 183). 
 

Johnson notes that this attitude is also hypocritical, as church leaders themselves have 

been known to engage in queer sexual encounters (183). Eventually, Freedia would come 

to realize that the church limited her ability to exist freely as a gay Bounce artist. Freedia 

then decided to choose Bounce over the church. But rather than switching one thing for 

something entirely different, Bounce served as a new church: “Like church, Bounce gave 
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me a sense of connection. Shake your ass and your mind will follow. It had become my 

way of transmuting my pain into joy. For a generation of forgotten New Orleans youth, 

Bounce was the new church” (Freedia 91). 

The history of the Black body as non-normative, according to anti-Black rhetoric, 

positions Big Freedia and Bounce as “Other.” Dominant white patriarchal society 

maintains a history of viewing black sexuality as non-normative. In Black Skin, White 

Masks (1952), his seminal study of colonization’s impact on blacks, Frantz Fanon 

explains: “for the majority of Whites the black man represents the (uneducated) sexual 

instinct. He embodies genital power out of reach of moral and taboos” (154). According 

to Fanon, the “othering” of black sexuality, which traces back to slavery, renders black 

men both dangerously hypersexual and effeminate--they are both castrated and yet 

nothing but penis. Many read hip-hop’s hypermasculinity as a reaction to this patriarchal 

discourse. Feminist and activist bell hooks argues, “The sexist, misogynist, patriarchal 

ways of thinking and behaving that are glorified … are a reflection of the prevailing 

values in our society, values created and sustained by white supremacist capitalist 

patriarchy.” Thus, black male rappers propagate the same ideas ensconced in the 

patriarchal society that continues today. 

But Big Freedia is just Other within white society; she’s also Other within the 

mainstream hip hop that makes its way into mass media. It is no secret that anti-gay 

rhetoric pervades mainstream hip-hop and rap culture. Take, for instance, hip-hop 

collective Odd Future: the word “faggot” appears 213 times on one Odd Future album 
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alone. 26 Of course, the problem extends well beyond song lyrics. In his piece “Scared 

Straight: Hip-Hop, Outing, and the Pedagogy of Queerness,” Marc Lamont Hill writes, 

“Perhaps the most significant and apparent indicator of hip-hop’s pervasive homophobia 

and heterosexism is the virtual absence of openly gay and lesbian people within 

mainstream rap circles” (33). Indeed, hip-hop’s ethos is one of absolute heterosexuality--

straight men with hordes of women at their disposal. When asked to consider the 

possibility of a gay gangsta rapper, the Wu Tang Clan’s Method Man responded, “You 

can't be fuckin' people in the ass and say you're gangsta” (Weiner).27 Clearly, non-

normative sexual identities and hip-hop culture rarely mix.  

Furthermore, Hill argues, “the perception of fractured masculinity … serves as a 

professional death sentence from which there are few routes of redemption or recovery” 

(31). Hill opens his essay with what he calls “the first public ‘outing’ in hip-hop history” 

(29). In 1989, rumors began to spread that Big Daddy Kane, an esteemed hip-hop artist, 

was dying of AIDS. At the time, HIV/AIDS was a disease mostly confined to gay men. It 

is no surprise, then, that the public began to question Kane’s sexual orientation. 

Interestingly, as Hill notes, Big Daddy Kane “was hip-hop’s playboy extraordinaire. With 

good looks, braggadocious lyrics, a flashy persona, and even a pimp-like name, Kane’s 

very identity signified a carefully crafted and extravagantly performed masculinity” (29). 

                                                
26 The group’s full name is Odd Future Wolf Gang Kill Them All, which is generally shortened to 
Odd Future for obvious reasons. It should also be noted that the group is under constant fire for 
their lyrics, which are not only homophobic, but also make constant reference to rape and murder. 
See Zach Baron, “On Odd Future, Rape and Murder, and Why We Sometimes Like the Things 
That Repel Us.” Village Voice, 10 Nov 2010, http://www.villagevoice.com/music/on-odd-future-
rape-and-murder-and-why-we-sometimes-like-the-things-that-repel-us-6622214 
27 Weiner, Jonah “Dear Superstar: Method Man” Blender, Nov 2003 
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In an attempt to prove the rumors false, Kane’s performance of masculinity became one 

of hypermasculinity: he posed for Playgirl magazine; appeared in Sex (1992), Madonna’s 

soft-core pornographic photo book; and declared himself both HIV-negative and 

heterosexual while performing at a concert organized to register voters in Harlem. 

Nevertheless, the rumors left irreparable damage: Kane’s reign in the hip-hop world was 

over.  As it turns out, the rumors were indeed false--Big Daddy Kane did not have AIDS 

nor was he gay. Of course, the truth was irrelevant. The mere possibility that Kane 

existed outside of heteronormative boundaries was enough for the rap and hip-hop 

community to turn against him. Thus, if a hip-hop artist is indeed gay, he must maintain 

the illusion of heterosexuality or risk his career.  

In more recent years, a few mainstream hip-hop and rap artists have openly 

expressed their disdain for hip-hop’s homophobic rhetoric. In 2005, MTV aired an 

interview with Kanye West, a critically acclaimed and commercially successful producer 

turned rapper. During the interview, Kanye expressed his opinion concerning 

homophobia in rap and hip-hop: “… everybody in hip-hop discriminates against gay 

people. Matter of fact, the exact opposite word of ‘hip-hop,’ I think, is ‘gay.’ Like yo, 

you play a record and if it's wack, ‘That's gay, dog!’ And I wanna just come on TV and 

just tell my rappers, just tell my friends, ‘Yo, stop it fam’” (“All Eyes”). This moment 

was, of course, significant in hip-hop and “remains the highest-profile rebuke of gay-

bashing that hip-hop has seen” (Weiner “Does This”). The MTV interview aired just 

three weeks before West’s infamous “George Bush doesn’t care about black people” 

outburst on national television. West would later go on to say that speaking out against 
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homophobia during the interview was “braver and more difficult” (“Does This”) than 

criticizing Bush’s response during Hurricane Katrina. Despite the risks, Kanye West 

continues to publicly condemn homophobia in hip-hop culture.28  

What West’s lyrics and music videos do perpetuate, however, is misogyny and the 

objectification of women. Of course, West is just one of many mainstream hip-hop artists 

guilty of this, as song titles from some of hip-hop’s most acclaimed artists reveal: Jay-Z’s 

“2 Many Hoes” and “Bitches & Sisters,” Lil Wayne’s “Pussy Monster,” Tyler the 

Creator’s “Bitch Suck Dick.”29 In addition to the songs themselves, hip-hop music videos 

are notorious for their visual representations of misogyny and the objectification of 

women. Often these videos feature the rapper living a sort of heterosexual fantasy life. 

Scantily clad women whose sole purpose is to please the rapper surround him; these 

women exist for his consumption.  

A perfect example of this is Nelly’s controversial video for “Tip Drill.” The video 

shows Nelly and his friends in a world of luxury and excess: partying, dozens of women 

(some topless, some in tiny bikinis, some fully naked), and alcohol in every shot.  As if 

this were not enough to show viewers that the rapper lifestyle is one characterized by 

material wealth, the video takes place at a gorgeous mansion complete with a pool and 

                                                
28 West is no saint when it comes to his music and antics. Despite his comments regarding the use 
of the word “gay,” West appears on the 2007 Jay-Z track “Run This Town” where he raps: "It's 
crazy how you can go from being Joe Blow/to everybody on your dick—no homo."	  Many critics 
immediately pointed fingers at West, calling him a homophobic hypocrite. Others, such as Slate 
contributor Jonah Weiner, present arguments in West’s favor by dissecting the nuances of “no 
homo” from one song to the next. While my opinion of West’s use of “no homo” is not fully 
developed at the moment, I do not think it is fair to completely dismiss the efforts West has made 
to end homophobic rhetoric in rap.  
29	  Tyler the Creator is the front man of the aforementioned hip-hop group Odd Future.	  
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various hot tubs in which women are free to frolic and grind. The video also suggests that 

these women-- like the framed sports jerseys hanging on the mansion walls, the pool 

tables on which the women dance, the elaborate diamond encrusted jewelry the rappers 

wear--are possessions that the rappers can buy. As the women grind against both each 

other and the rappers, many performing the same pussy-pop associated with Bounce, 

Nelly and the other men “make it rain”--that is, the rappers throw cash at the women. In 

one particularly famous scene, Nelly looks directly into the camera and smiles as he 

swipes a credit card through a woman’s butt.  

Through these literal and symbolic money exchanges the women become a 

commodity. As such, men can purchase these women’s bodies, possess them, and do with 

them as they please, such as grind on the women from behind, stick their faces in the 

women’s posteriors as they dance, and grab various body parts. Self-expression plays a 

small role, if any at all, in the dancing women perform in “Tip Drill” and most other hip-

hop videos. Instead, this is about male possession and domination--patriarchy. 

And despite the arrival of artists like Frank Ocean, whose debut album channel ORANGE 

initially made headlines because of Ocean’s queer sexuality, hip hop has mostly remained 

dominated by hypermasculinity. But perhaps most telling is the silence surrounding the 

LGBTQ community and anti-gay rhetoric and violence. For example, last year Omar 

Mateen attacked club-goers at the Pulse nightclub in Orlando, Florida, murdering forty-

nine people, most of whom were Latinx and Afro-Latinx. Mateen specifically targeted 

Pulse because it is an LGBTQ nightclub. After the tragedy, as the outpouring of 

condolences flooded social media, the hip hop community remained mostly quiet. Of 
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course, it isn’t necessarily the job of hip hop artists to speak out every time a national 

tragedy occurs, but the absence of such a gesture was one that did not go unnoticed. On 

the other hand, Freedia was among the few hip hop artists to directly address the tragedy, 

releasing a statement in which she said, "It has not only hit Orlando, it has hit home, 

around the world for our community […] And I'm just steady praying, we are all 

Orlando” (“Big Freedia Speaks”). Again, Freedia’s voice stood out as one attempting to 

unite, even in the face of potential backlash given her support of the LGBTQ community. 

However, this isn’t the case for all hip hop music. It is, instead, what the 

mainstream media has chosen to focus on. While it is true that misogyny and 

homophobia exist in hip hop, this isn’t the whole story. There are plenty of Black 

feminist and pro-LGBTQIA hip hop artists out there. Curiously, however, they receive 

much less press—a move that perpetuates anti-Black ideas that claim Black people are 

far more homophobic than other groups.30 Indeed, Freedia’s embodiment of queer 

Blackness stands in direct opposition to both anti-Blackness and anti-gay rhetoric and 

violence. Rather than attempting to navigate hip hop’s hypermasculine norms, Freedia 

embodies a Black queer identity. According to Freedia, this is partially a result of 

growing up in New Orleans: 

 [...] New Orleans has always been on some different shit. For one, the audience 
was mainly women. It’s always been that way--and it’s probably why gay rappers 
were able to make it here. Gay and straight culture, even in the rap scene, has 

                                                
30 For a more thorough discussion of the ways in which Black feminists are reclaiming hip hop, 
see Durham, Aisha, et al. “The Stage Hip-Hop Feminism Built: A New Directions Essay.” Signs, 
vol. 38, no. 3, 2013, pp. 721–737., www.jstor.org/stable/10.1086/668843. 
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always been a little extra close compared to the rest of America. We’re easier 
down here, a bit more open--about everything. (Freedia 57).  
 

According to Freedia, an audience dominated by women, along with New Orleans’ 

generally “easier” attitude, allowed gay rappers to flourish in New Orleans. This 

openness is something that extends to Freedia and her performances as well.  

 The welcoming nature of Big Freedia’s performances is exemplified by the call 

and response aspect of Bounce. In addition to the embodied history that Freedia brings to 

her performances, call and response operates as a performative remembering, as its 

origins exist in Black oral tradition: “Call-and-response patterns, developed in spirituals 

and play and work songs, are related to the group or communal nature of art; these 

patterns both value improvisation and demand that new meanings be created for each 

particular moment” (Sale 42). This Black history is then brought into the present, 

carrying with it a legacy of survival amidst anti-Blackness and a recognition that this 

survival is still necessary today. In utilizing call and response, Freedia then creates 

audience participation. Given the simplicity of Bounce lyrics, audiences are able to join 

with relative ease. For example, in a recording of her performance of the song “Excuse” 

at AfroPunk festival in 2013, before beginning the song, she explains to the audience that 

she will say “Excuse” and the audience is to respond with “I don’t mean to be rude.” She 

and the audience practice once, and on the first try, her “Excuse” is returned with a roar 

of “I don’t mean to be rude” (“Big Freedia Performs”). Like a church leader, Freedia 

invites audience members to engage in the message: she asks for an amen, and we give it 

to her. This exchange between Freedia and audience becomes a moment of pushing back 
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against white history in favor of a Black history that has been denied through post-

racialism and anti-Blackness. But in this pushing back is a welcoming: by answering 

Freedia’s call, the audience can also join this community of acceptance. 

STAGES TWO AND THREE: REMOVAL OF SELF-CONSCIOUSNESS AND POTENTIAL FOR 
SELF-RECOGNITION  

On the surface, twerking might seem like nothing more than a vulgar dance, 

bordering on pornographic rather than erotic. Lorde differentiates between the erotic and 

its opposite, pornography, positing that pornography, unlike the erotic, “emphasizes 

sensation without feeling” (Lorde 54). The pornographic is that which maintains its 

patriarchal roots, offering the illusion of pleasure by way of sensation. However, as many 

critics and fans note, there is something different about the dancing that takes place at Big 

Freedia’s shows, something empowering. One aspect of this difference is one Freedia 

herself discusses--dancing to her music is about “being able to express yourself and be 

who you are” (Combs).  

The second stage of Big Freedia and Bounce as a loophole moves into an 

exploration of the audience’s experience of the affective realm, as I discuss Big Freedia’s 

performances on the public stage in front of a crowd. Because Big Freedia’s paradoxical 

performance, combined with the elements of Bounce and twerking, resist patriarchal 

norms, a space opens up wherein that which previously excluded certain people become 

acceptable. In other words, Freedia and Bounce inspire a removal of self-consciousness 

within the audience by way of feeling. Freedia explains, “[...] my fan base has always 

been largely female, because I provide a safe place for women to be free of their 
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inhibitions about their bodies. My message is to shake what you have, whatever size, 

whatever your sexual preference” (Freedia 206). Through Freedia, Bounce, and twerking, 

all bodies are celebrated in this space and a removal of self-consciousness arises in the 

loophole. This removal of self-consciousness is the precondition for the third and final 

step of Big Freedia’s performances as a loophole of retreat. 

This chapter began years ago, after I became familiar with Big Freedia and began 

attending her shows when she performed in Austin. In the following paragraphs, I offer a 

description of one such concert, which took place in 2011 at Mohawk, a concert venue in 

Austin, TX. I include my personal story as an individual response that explores a region 

of affect in which self consciousness is removed. The removal of this self consciousness 

within the loophole of retreat that is Bounce then leads to a moment of my own self 

recognition within the affective realm.  

I struggled with whether or not to include my experience, because this project is 

meant to uplift Black voices, and I do not want to detract from this goal. However, 

coming off of the previous chapter’s look into expanding community, I find it fitting, as I 

work towards the conclusion of this project, to explore what loopholes of retreat might 

look like as the struggle against anti-Blackness continues in the era of Donald Trump. 

This section examines the possibilities for community-building that Big Freedia offers.31  

*** 

                                                
31 For a further look into the value of including personal narratives in academic essays, see Amy 
Robillard, It’s Time for Class: Toward a More Complex Pedagogy of Narrative.” College English 
66.1 Special Issue: The Personal in Academic Writing (2003): 74-92.  
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I am at the foot of the stage with my friend, Albert. To the left of the stage is a set 

of stairs, where just behind the dark curtains that cover the VIP area, Big Freedia, the 

self-titled “Queen Diva,” waits for the cue to make her grand entrance. As I wait by the 

stage, I can hear the conversations taking place near me. With uncertainty in their voice, a 

person nearby says, “I think Big Freedia prefers “she.” But she’s not trans.” They pause 

for a few seconds, perhaps reconsidering such a definitive statement, before adding, “At 

least, I don’t think she is?” I am not surprised by this, as discussions surrounding Big 

Freedia’s gender and sexuality tend to arise in the audience during Freedia’s shows.  

The room fills with the syncopated sounds of the mid-tempo “Triggerman beat,” 

that, along with the “Brown beat,” characterize New Orleans’ Bounce music. Over the 

tinny reverberations of the 808, Freedia’s DJ speaks into the microphone, “Are ya’ll 

ready for Big Freedia?” I shout “Yes!” with the rest of the crowd and turn to Albert, who 

is recording the entire scene on my digital camera. Albert yells at me over the crowd, 

“You know you have to get onstage, right? If you stand up front, you have to get up there 

and dance when Big Freedia asks for volunteers.” I do know this--I’ve been to other 

shows, and I’ve seen audience members run onstage to shake their asses with Freedia. 

Usually, they’re wearing tiny booty shorts with their buttcheeks hanging out. I look down 

at my outfit, feeling self-conscious in my conservative red corduroy pants and white v-

neck: I’m not dressed for booty dancing. But I know from experience that once Freedia 

takes the stage, I won’t care about what I’m wearing. “Hell yes,” I tell Albert, “I’m going 

up there.” 
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Seconds later, the VIP curtains part and Big Freedia, led by her team of dancers, 

descends the stairs. When she takes the stage, the Queen Diva towers over us and I am 

immediately struck by how tall she is, while also noticing the plastic wrap on her left 

forearm indicating a fresh tattoo. At first glance, Freedia resembles other fashion-

conscious hip-hop artists. She wears modern, slim-fitting blue-and-grey-plaid pants, a 

close-cut red shirt, and boots. However, the finer details of Freedia’s appearance reveal 

how she combines hip-hop and her queerness, an identity that is not a part of the hip-hop 

norm: her coiffed hair, the earrings dangling from her ears, bracelets covering her right 

wrist, a jewel-encrusted belt holding her pants up. From my position near the stage, I can 

even see that her nails are long and perfectly filed. But what best captures Big Freedia--

both literally and figuratively--is the bright red shirt she wears. The image on Freedia’s 

shirt is distinctly her--that is, it is her: face turned slightly upwards, huge diva sunglasses, 

perfectly side swept bangs, and, most importantly, an enormous, welcoming grin across 

her face. This is not the typical image of a rapper with which most of us are familiar: 

close-lipped, tightened jaw, bravado in their stare, eyes that challenge you--dare you--to 

fuck with them. This is welcoming. Different. Fabulous.  

The Triggerman beat is now layered with a faster clapping over it, and the crowd 

begins to move with more energy as we recognize the sounds of Freedia’s most recent 

hit, “Excuse.” Big Freedia, now onstage, grabs the mic; the music is lowered and her 

deep voice greets us: “All right, Austin! Thank you for coming out tonight! Y’all ready?” 

The excitement now at a boiling point, our bodies tense, ready for release, the crowd 

responds in unison, “Yes!” Finally, like a gunshot sounding the start of a race, Freedia 
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shouts “LET’S GO NOW!” and we are off--Freedia, her dancers, and the audience--

dancing to Freedia’s song, “Excuse”  

 Like most Bounce songs, the lyrics to “Excuse” are simple and repetitive, easy 

enough for the audience to follow along during the call and response that takes place: 

Freedia calls out to us like a choir director, “Excuse!” And we respond with “I don’t 

mean to be rude!” Freedia answers us back, “Excuse!” And we shout again, “I don’t 

mean to be rude!” This time, Freedia responds with “But gimme that mic let me do what I 

do!” and turns her back to the audience, shaking her ass in the air at incredible speeds. 

This is Bounce music’s signature move-- twerking--and soon, with Freedia as our leader 

encouraging us to “Wobble wobble,” everyone is twerking to Freedia’s music.  

Finally, it’s time for volunteers to take the stage. Freedia tells us, “Okay, I’m 

gonna need some volunteers up here to shake it with Freedia.” Usually, it takes four or 

five beers to get me moving in the dark corners of a club. And even then, I’m generally 

uncomfortable with my body and the idea of anyone seeing my body. However, the 

chance to occupy the same space as Freedia is intoxicating. 32 My friend Albert gives me 

a boost, and when I take the stage, I am surrounded by other queer people of color, and 

the excitement coursing through my veins makes me feel like I can do just about 

anything. So when Freedia comes up to me, touches my shoulder, and tells me to shake 

my ass, I do just that. Despite the presence of an audience, there is something liberating 

in this moment, onstage. 

                                                
32 This narrative originally appeared in a seminar paper I wrote for a class I took with Deborah 
Paredez at the University of Texas at Austin in Fall of 2011.  
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Something awakens in me after this show. My white boyfriend, whose existence I 

forgot about in the moment (and forgot to mention until now), is in the corner, back 

against the wall, head tilted up, and eyes closed--looking somewhere between a nap and a 

panic attack. He is incredibly uncomfortable, and, in all honesty, I take pleasure in his 

discomfort. I’ve dealt with him and his friends making racist comments towards me on 

numerous occasions, and, for once, I feel like the one who belongs. He doesn’t know that 

I first learned about Big Freedia through my queer friends of color. He doesn’t know that 

I am also queer, and I won’t understand this either until some time later, when my brain 

finally catches up to the feeling in my chest during this show: a heaving alive with 

something I haven’t felt before. I will think of this moment when, in a few months, I sit 

next to him on my couch and tell him that we can no longer date.33  

This personal experience serves as an example of the ways in which a removal of 

self-consciousness opens up the possibilities for self-recognition.  The experience that I 

felt at this particular Big Freedia show resulted in what would become a seminar paper 

that I wrote for a class I was taking at the time. From there, the seminar paper became a 

conference paper I delivered at The University of Texas’ Sequels Symposium in 2012. 

Eventually, the work would evolve into this dissertation project, in which I argue that 

spaces such as the one that Freedia’s show provided--loopholes of retreat--are essential to 

survival in a racist America. Jill Dolan writes: “I do believe that the experience of 

performance, and the intellectual, spiritual, and affective traces it leave behind, can 

                                                
33 To be clear, I am currently in a heteronormative relationship, but it is one in which I do not 
have to hide my identity nor my past (and potentially future) experiences.   
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provide new frames of reference for how we see a better future extending out from out 

more ordinary lives. Seeing that vision, we can figure out how to achieve it outside the 

fantastical, magic space of performance” (Dolan 20). Although Freedia’s performance at 

the Mohawk that day in Austin, Texas lasted only a short time, the feeling that it aroused 

in me carried on into the future, defying the idea that performances exist in a single, 

limited moment. Obviously, not everyone who attends a Big Freedia show is an 

academic, but since 2012, Big Freedia’s popularity has moved Bounce and twerking into 

the mainstream, bringing with it a celebration of queer Blackness.  

Performance is, by its very nature, temporary: the moment is fleeting, as every 

show must come to an end. But, in performance, there exists the possibility for something 

more. Here, there is an opportunity for self-recognition, and in this self-recognition arises 

the need for further action. If one is to exist in the world as they truly are, then they must 

create a world that allows such an existence. In Disidentifications, Jose Esteban Muñoz 

examines the performances of queer of color artists. He begins his discussion with a look 

at Marga Gomez’s 1992 performance, Marga Gomez Is Pretty, Witty, and Gay, in which 

Gomez, a Latinx, queer performer, performs on a stage setting that resembles a bedroom. 

Muñoz notes:   

Her performance permits the spectator, often a queer who has been locked out of 
the halls of representation or rendered a static caricature there, to imagine a world 
where queer lives, politics, and possibilities are representable in their complexity. 
The importance of such public and semipublic enactments of the hybrid self 
cannot be undervalued in relation to the formation of counterpublics that contest 
the hegemonic supremacy of the majoritarian public sphere. Spectacles such as 
those that Gomez presents offer the minoritarian subject a space to situate itself in 
history and thus seize social agency. (1) 
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Muñoz’s description of Gomez’s performance speaks to the possibilities in performance 

that arise from self-recognition. Freedia, whose performances carry the history of anti-

Black, anti-gay violence and the survival of both--brings history into the present. The 

relative safety of her performance allows the audience to feel the commonalities that exist 

between themselves and Freedia in the present.  From there, there are able to “[imagine] a 

world where queer lives, politics, and possibilities are representable in their complexity,” 

moving the spectator beyond the present and into a world of opportunity, where Freedia 

inspires something beyond the stage.  In other words, performance exceeds its 

temporality by moving beyond the present moment and into the future--a future that isn’t 

dominated by binaries.  

In “Uses of Anger,” Lorde also explains how the erotic works as a tool for 

improving our lives: “For as we begin to recognize our deepest feelings, we begin to give 

up, of necessity, being satisfied with suffering and self-negation, and with the numbness 

which so often seems like the only alternative in our society. Our acts against oppression 

become integral with self, motivated and empowered from within” (Lorde 58). Despite 

Freedia’s performance and the audience’s participation existing only the duration of the 

show, lighting the fire that is the erotic through the affective realm, by way of dancing, 

unleashes the opportunity for embodied judgment, beginning with the personal and 

moving to the critical and intellectual. Indeed, as performance studies scholar Jill Dolan 

argues, performance “lifts everyone slightly above the present, into a hopeful feeling of 

what the world might be if every moment of our lives were as emotionally voluminous, 
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generous, aesthetically striking, and intersubjectively intense.”34 This feeling of hope is 

an affective vision of the future, a movement from the present and into what might be. 

Thus, a Big Freedia show is more than just twerking--it is an affective hope for a future 

that is inherently political, as such a world would mean that someone like Big Freedia, 

and her entire audience, could freely exist in the world.  

 

THE LIMITS OF BOUNCE  
Interestingly, the Bounce space is also one of contradictions, one in which 

patriarchy and racism are impossible to escape, as some audience members inevitably 

objectify those onstage and participants within the crowd. Despite the utopian ideal that I 

would like to imagine in the space of a Big Freedia concert, there exist multiple dangers 

in this loophole of retreat, as it is no longer a private space: anyone who can afford a 

ticket can attend a Big Freedia show. This is particularly problematic when Freedia is an 

opening act for another performer. For example, in 2013, Freedia went on tour with the 

The Postal Service, an “indie” rock group. According to reports, at a show in Portland, 

Oregon, many audience members were shocked by Freedia and her twerk team: “Men in 

the stands conspicuously proclaimed their own heterosexuality, and in general the 

response was uneasy” (Matson). Chapman explains, “This double bind in which the 

performance of humanity prefigures the performance of the object is central to Saidiya 

Hartman’s notion of hypervisibility in her groundbreaking book Scenes of Subjection: 

Terror, Slavery, and Self-Making in Nineteenth-Century America (1997). Hartman 
                                                
34 See Utopia in Performance  
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argues that attempts at redressing notions of blackness through narratives of liberty and 

humanity always carry implicit dualities in which blackness is spectacular yet always a 

spectacle.” (Chapman 123). 

One example of the ways in which Bounce has resulted in the Black body as 

spectacle is the appropriation of Bounce. When Miley Cyrus performed at the 2013 MTV 

Video Music Awards (VMAs), twerking became a part of the popular lexicon. All of a 

sudden, white teenagers and white suburban housewives alike knew what the move was, 

and the word “twerk” was everywhere. And yet the history of the dance move and the 

Bounce genre were largely absent from conversation.  

Cyrus’s headline-making performance at the VMAs was preceded by the release 

of her video for “We Can’t Stop.” While most of the video features white men and 

women, when Cyrus twerks to her own pop song--a song entirely absent of Bounce 

music’s characteristic elements--she does so alongside three Black women. Cyrus, 

however, is at the center of the group, standing out in her all-white outfit while her 

backup dancers wear clothes in varying shades of black and grey. In a critique of white 

appropriation of Black culture, writer Dodai Stewart notes: “These women might be her 

friends, but the general dynamic created is that she is in charge and they are in service to 

her.” Like the gold grill she fits on her teeth at the video’s start, Black women are merely 

an accessory for Cyrus. Furthermore, as Stewart aptly details, Cyrus is “able to play dress 

up and adorn herself with the trappings of an oppressed/minority culture. She can play at 

blackness without being burdened by the reality of it.” Cyrus, as a white woman born into 

privilege (her father is country singer Billy Ray Cyrus), is removed from the legacy of 
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anti-Blackness and anti-LGBTQ (and the intersections between the two). In one shot of 

the video, Cyrus even goes so far as to slap a dancer on the butt as the dancer twerks, a 

move that reifies Cyrus’s position of power as a rich white woman. 

 Though Freedia thanked Cyrus for the boost that her VMA performance garnered 

Freedia, Freedia also expressed the desire for a recognition of twerking’s origins: “[...] I 

want our culture to be credited. It’s a sensitive topic since so much black culture has been 

exploited by the dominant culture. I really appreciate the writers who came to me for 

some context and background on Bounce” (Freedia 237). The Miley Cyrus debacle 

serves as a microcosm for the loophole of retreat present in Bounce: Within the cycle of 

poverty, racism, sexism, and homophobia, Freedia and Bounce created a retreat in which 

Black queer people could express themselves--existing freely in their bodies while 

embodying a queer Black existence in a limited temporality. Outsiders gained access to 

the loophole, thus disrupting the site as a safe space. From there, white people repeated 

history by once again taking parts of Black culture and calling them their own. This move 

is one of psychological violence, wherein Black history and culture are once again denied 

their importance. Blackness is then reduced to a thing--something that can be taken and 

used as white people see fit. Thus, the loop continues and the loophole of retreat is 

always necessary, and the paradox of the garret space remains.  

Furthermore, before concluding this section, it is important to note that Cyrus’s 

twerking does not technically fit the parameters of what I define as a loophole of retreat. 

Aside from the obvious (i.e. the fact that a loophole of retreat specifically provides a 

temporary retreat from anti-Blackness), there is the fact that Cyrus’s twerking--and 
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twerking by other white bodies--is one that is devoid of historical import. However, 

what’s more important is that twerking, and other loopholes of retreat, can be so easily 

co-opted by those whose intentions are insincere and benefit only themselves. 

The limits of optimism ring especially true in the current political climate. On 

January 21, 2016, millions of women and men marched in the streets of American cities 

for the 2017 Women’s March to protest the inauguration of Donald Trump and the 

various issues that continue to threaten the lives and wellbeing of millions of people 

throughout the world. While the spirit of the movement was embraced by many, it also 

left people of color asking questions like “Will white women show up for the next 

#blacklivesmatter protest?”35 Like twerking in a public space that generally disavows 

such blatant sexuality, it is easy to get swept up in the fervor of the present moment only 

to forget about importance of working to ensure that these moments continue. White 

women were able to enjoy the pleasures of experiencing a march in which “vulgarity” 

(i.e. the open display of the word “pussy” on numerous signs) was welcomed. As each 

chapter of this project has demonstrated, to enact change, we must remember the history 

that lead to the present moment. The danger that exists in forgetting this history merely 

leads us back to where we are: the loop continues and the need for new loopholes of 

retreat remain. 

                                                
35 See Kara Brown’s “I Want to Trust the Womens Marchers” Jezebel 23 Jan 2017. 
http://jezebel.com/i-want-to-trust-the-womens-marchers-1791491466; Jamilah Lemieux’s “Why I 
Am Skipping the Woman’s March on Washington” Colorlines. 17 Jan 2017.  



 159 

Coda 

In this brief conclusion, I’m going to get real—and by that I mean I’m going to 

drop the academic tone that I used throughout this dissertation. (Or at least try to, because 

once you’re in it, it’s incredibly hard to stop.)  

So, now that that’s out of the way, here’s what I want to do in this section: I want 

to talk about what this project means/where it can go now that Donald Trump is 

president. I want to talk about why this project is valuable. And I want to talk about what 

it means for a Latinx person to write about anti-Blackness. But before I do this, let me 

break it down one more time. 

 

ONCE MORE FOR THOSE IN THE BACK 

The history of anti-Blackness in the United States is a cycle, and each time the 

loop circles back around, things are slightly different—progress has occurred—but anti-

Blackness itself still exists; it’s just taken on a different form. Loopholes of retreat are the 

places where these slight changes, this progress, become a possibility. They are a 

temporary escape from the repetition of things. In these “escapes,” occupants exist both 

within the cycle and outside of it. Critical distance and momentary bodily safety allow 

those in the garret to examine anti-Blackness in new way. And this new perspective 

brings with it crucial understandings and the chance to envision new possibilities as a 

result of these understandings. 

The need for a loophole of retreat began with the first iteration of anti-Blackness: 

the moment that colonizers stole Africans from their homes, stripped them of everything 

they could, and forced them to live as slaves. During this time, Harriet Jacobs found her 

loophole of retreat in the crawlspace of her grandmother’s home. I think that loopholes of 
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retreat existed before Jacobs wrote about hers, and given the dire situation that slavery 

was, it’s probable that the conditions of these early loopholes of retreat were as confining 

and painful as the one that Jacobs hid in for seven years. But as progress was made, these 

loopholes of retreats also became slightly better. The need for them, however, remains 

infuriating.    
 

LOOPHOLES IN THE TIME OF TRUMP 
The loophole of retreat is adaptable, changing shape along with the changing 

systems of domination. For as long as it is needed, the loophole of retreat will exist. The 

trouble is finding these retreats when, as 2013 City express in Long Division, “Nowadays, 

you can never get lost in anything because you’re too busy trying to keep your neck 

straight” (Laymon 34). Though City is referring to 2013 specifically, the sentiment of his 

words rings true throughout the history of anti-Blackness: How do you find a loophole of 

retreat when the everyday can be a struggle to survive? I don’t know the answer. I do, 

however, believe that this is one of many reasons why it is important for artists of color to 

continue doing the work, as Laymon would say. But this work will remain inaccessible if 

publishers and record labels and movie production companies do not value it, do not see 

the importance of publishing and releasing works by artists of color. Perhaps this is 

where the internet comes in, where art can be shared across platforms, such as 

SoundCloud and Instagram, that reach huge audiences. (After all, Big Freedia was partly 

successful because her work was shared via the internet.) Of course, that leads us to a 

discussion of how artists would then be compensated for their labor, as each work is an 
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investment of time and energy and often actual money that SoundCloud and Instagram 

cannot return.  

I began this dissertation under the Obama presidency, which, of course, was not 

perfect but felt hopeful.36 As I complete this project, Donald Trump is now president, a 

man who ran on a platform of racism, bigotry, and xenophobia.  In this new Trump era, 

loopholes of retreat remain incredibly valuable. Although racism existed before Trump 

took office, it existed in a slightly different form, one dominated by colorblind and post-

racial rhetoric. While these ideas still exist, and the policies that began as a result of 

colorblind racism and its predecessors are largely still in place, the election of Donald 

Trump emboldened racists, gave them the “courage” to come out of their homes and into 

the light of day.  

While many people were shocked that someone like Trump could be elected 

given his openly racist viewpoints, those who were intimately familiar with the cycle of 

anti-Blackness and anti-Brownness in America were anything but. A Saturday Night Live 

skit entitled “Election Night,” which aired the weekend after Trump was elected and 

featured comedians Dave Chappelle and Chris Rock, made light of the white people who 

were caught off guard by the results. (And it brought some much-needed comedic relief 

to the situation.) The skit walks us through election night, from the early stages of 

hopefulness in which people believed that Hillary Clinton was sure to win, to the moment 

where it looked like Trump would actually win, and finally to Trump’s victory. Friends 

                                                
36 We could dive into the failures of the Obama administration, but that’s for another time and 
place.   
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are gathered around in an apartment watching the election results on the television, and 

Chappelle and Rock stand slightly behind the crowd, like two skeptics keeping their 

distance from what’s happening. At one point, as Trump begins to take a massive lead, 

the camera turns to one of the white women who says, “Oh my god, I think… America is 

racist,” like she’s realizing for the first time that racism still exists in America. The 

camera then cuts to Chappelle, who feigns shock by covering his mouth and sarcastically 

says “Oh my god.” As the audience erupts into laughter, Chappelle continues: “You 

know, I remember my great grandfather told me something like that. But he was, like, a 

slave or something, I don’t know” (“Election Night”). In the final scene, when Trump’s 

win is announced, a white man says, “God, this is the most shameful thing America has 

ever done.” Chappelle and Rock turn to each other, sharing that look of awareness that 

occurs when you’re the only people of color in a room and a white person says something 

ridiculous about race, and laugh hysterically. The skit is a reminder that Trump’s win 

should not have come as such a shock, and, more so, that Black people have been aware 

all along that racism—and people like Trump and those who voted for him—is nothing 

new. It’s incredibly easy to forget about anti-Blackness when it doesn’t directly affect 

you.  

What will loopholes of retreat look like in this new era? As the second and third 

chapters explain, there exists the possibility of opening up loopholes of retreat, of 

allowing others to join us. However, not everyone enters with the same intentions, and 

this could prove dangerous. Without an awareness of history, without the ability to “look 

across (rather than inside or outside or inevitably bound to,” we remain stuck in the 
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present, and the loophole of retreat loses its structure (McKittrick 42). For a large part of 

the population, this cycle doesn’t exist. The past is over, and the present is what matters. 

How do we reach those people? Again, I don’t have the answer for that.  

The truth is that finishing this dissertation got a little harder the day Trump was 

elected. In a generous reading, one might say that Obama’s presidency was a retreat 

itself—a moment in which progress was possible—and Trump’s presidency a return, the 

completion of yet another loop in a series of infinite loops. Whichever way you see it, 

employing loopholes of retreat might serve as a way to bring about progress once again. 

As both an academic and a community activist, I have to believe in something. 

Otherwise, doing the work becomes too much to bear.  

BEYOND THE DISSERTATION 

Someone told me once that I shouldn’t teach my dissertation. I’m sure there are 

plenty of good reasons for this, but I think it’s impossible. You’re telling me that I’m not 

supposed to talk about the thing I’m constantly working on? Right. So, naturally, 

loopholes of retreat came up in the classroom, particularly while I was teaching Jacobs’ 

Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl in my African American Literature and Culture 

course, a class that largely consisted of students of color. There are plenty of failures in 

this dissertation, but, let me tell you, students really took to the idea of loopholes of 

retreat. In a creative assignment in which students were allowed to create their own art in 

response to a text, a couple of students chose to write about the loophole of retreat and 

the ways in which art served as a loophole for them. The beauty of this is that it 

encouraged them to think about the spaces that bring them relief in some way and to seek 

out those spaces when in need.  
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In the last few lines of This Bridge Called My Back, Cherrié Moraga and Gloria 

Anzaldúa write, “Finally, tenemos la esperanza que This Bridge Called My Back will 

find its way back into our families’ lives. The revolution begins at home” (Moraga xxvi). 

If I’d written something that was super complex and theory-heavy, I’m sure that it 

would’ve gone over much better with everyone involved in this process. But that’s not 

me. Don’t get me wrong, I tried my hardest to fit the standards of what a dissertation 

demands, but it only made the process longer and more painful, because I felt like I was 

writing something that was inaccessible to the people who needed it most—my students, 

my community. My hope is that, at the very least, I can continue to use this project in the 

classroom. Every stage has informed the way that I teach, and for this I am grateful. I 

think that by giving a name to these places where progress is possible, by picking it apart 

so that the minute details are clear, I’ve written something that people will find useful, 

something that could potentially help others find the loopholes of retreat in their own 

lives. The revolution, as they say, begins at home. 

LATINX FOR BLACK LIVES 
 

It goes without saying that there aren’t enough academics of color. Furthermore, 

for the academics of color who are currently teaching and writing, not all of them are 

interested in including a social justice lens.37 But I am.  

When I entered graduate school, my intention was to pursue a dissertation that 

focused on the relationship between Latinx and Black Americans in literature and the 

political possibilities that existed in this relationship.  However, when I took Dr. Matt 

Richardson’s Black Subjectivity seminar during the first semester of my second year, I 
                                                
37 I’m not saying that every academic of color should be required to include decolonial ideas in 
their work, but, man, imagine the possibilities if this were the case. 
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began to move in a different direction in terms of my research. After reading the works of 

Jacobs, Fanon, and Spillers (amongst others), I decided to further study Black literature 

and theory. From there, my interest grew, and it turned into a Master’s Report, and then it 

turned into a dissertation. 

There is no denying that Latinx people face discrimination—all you have to do is 

look at the numbers. For example, according to the NAACP, “African American and 

Hispanics comprised 58% of all prisoners in 2008, even though African Americans and 

Hispanics make up approximately one quarter of the US population” (“Criminal 

Justice”). While I don’t know everything there is to know about Latinx people, I did take 

a comprehensive exam that included the fields of Latinx literature and theory. 

Additionally, I have life experience. I can comfortably teach Latinx literature and culture. 

But if I am committed to a social justice lens, then I must have a diverse syllabus in my 

classroom. So if I’m going to teach Black literature in my courses, I’d like to do so with 

as much knowledge as possible for someone who is Latinx.  

I don’t know what the future holds for me as an academic. However, I know that I 

will continue my work as a community activist. The fact that people remain silent about 

anti-Blackness allows it to continue. (And anti-Blackness is a very real thing within the 

Latinx community as well.) This project gave me the tools to talk about anti-Blackness 

with my own community. It gave me the tools to be a better teacher. I don’t think that I 

am the best qualified person to talk about anti-Blackness, but I know that, as a privileged 

person, I have the chance to bring about change. If I’m going to do so, it is my 
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responsibility to listen to the voices of Black people before standing in front of a 

classroom or before my community.  

Finally, colorism is a very real thing. I’m a light-skinned Latinx person, and I 

know damn well that my skin color has made things easier for me. That’s not okay, and I 

refuse to remain silent about it. In This Bridge, Cherríe Moraga and Gloria Anzaldúa 

write:  

It doesn’t take many years to realize the privileges, or lack thereof, attached to a 
particular shade of skin or texture of hair. It is this experience that moves light-
skinned or “passable” Third World women to put ourselves on the line for our 
darker sisters. We are all family. From those families we were on the one hand 
encouraged to leave, to climb up white. And with the other hand, the reins were 
held tight on us, our parents understanding the danger that bordered our homes. 
We learned to live with these contradictions. This is the root of our radicalism. (5)  
 

I can’t stand by and remain silent when I know that anti-Blackness continues. This 

dissertation is my refusal to participate in anti-Blackness. And while writing this 

dissertation, I remained committed to la causa—the fight for Latinx people’s rights. I 

think these two struggles are forever connected, and it is our job as Latinx people to fight 

for Black lives. It is the only way that freedom for all is possible.  

La lucha sigue.  



 167 

Bibliography 

Alexander, Michelle. The New Jim Crow: Mass Incarceration in the Age of 
Colorblindness. The New Press, 2012. Print. 

 
Allah, Bilal. “DJ Screw: Givin’ It to Ya Slow.” Rap Pages, Nov 1995. Web. 

www.pressrewind.wordpress.com/category/bilal-allah/ 
 
Bates, Karen Grigsby. “Kiese Laymon’s Overdue Success Proves Publishes Can Change” 

Morning Edition from NPR, 14 Aug. 2013, 
www.npr.org/sections/codeswitch/2013 /08/15/211585123/kiese-laymons-
overdue-success-proves-publishers-can-change 

 
Big Freedia with Nicole Ballin. Big Freedia: God Save the Queen Diva. Galley Books, 

2015. Print. 
 
“Big Freedia Performs ‘Excuse’ at AFROPUNK FEST 2013.” YouTube, uploaded by 

AFROPUNK, 17 Dec. 2014 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iOtA_aijsOo 
 
“Big Freedia Speaks Out About Orlando Shooting; Says “We Are All Orlando.” ABC 

Radio. 29 June 2016. Web. http://abcnewsradioonline.com/musicnews 
/2016/6/29/big-freedia-speaks-out-about-orlando-shooting-says-we-are-al.html 

 
Big K.R.I.T. “Something.” 4eva N a Day, Cinematic Music Group, 2012. 
 
Burnham, Michelle. “Loopholes of Resistance: Harriet Jacobs' Slave Narrative and the 

Critique of Agency in Foucault” Arizona Quarterly: A Journal of American 
Literature, Culture, and Theory, 49.2 (1993), 53-73. Print. 

 
Chapman, Alex Andrew. Body Rockers: New Orleans “Sissy” Bounce and the Politics of 

Displacement. Dissertation. University of Texas at Austin, 2013. Web. 
 
Chinn, Sarah E. "Feeling her way: Audre Lorde and the power of touch." GLQ: A 

Journal of Lesbian and Gay Studies 9.1 (2003): 181-204. Print. 
 
“Civil Rights Act of 1964.” National Archives, 9 Oct. 2016. Web. /www.archives.gov/ 

education/lessons/civil-rights-act 
 
The Combahee River Collective, “The Combahee River Collective Statement,” 1977, 

reprinted in Home Girls: A Black Feminist Anthology, edited by Barbara Smith. 
Rutgers University Press, 1983, pp. 264-274. Print. 

 



 168 

Combs, Seth. “Big Freedia, ‘Queen Diva' of Bounce Music, Gives It Her All” San Diego 
City Beat. 19 Oct. 2011. Web. www.sdcitybeat.com/music/music-feature/big-
freedia-queen-diva-bounce-music-gives/#sthash.WA1w6RkM.dpuf 

 
“Criminal Justice Fact Sheet.” NAACP. Web. http://www.naacp.org/criminal-justice-fact-

sheet/ 
 
Demby, Gene. “Why Have So Many People Never Heard Of The MOVE Bombing?” 

Code Switch: Race and Identity Remixed. NPR. 18 May 2015. Web. 
/www.npr.org/sections/ codeswitch/2015/05/18/407665820/why-did-we-forget-
the-move-bombing 

 
Dolan, Jill. Utopia in Performance: Finding Hope at the Theater. University of Michigan 

Press, 2010. Print. 
 
DuBois, W.E.B., and and Brent Hayes Edwards. The Souls of Black Folk. Oxford 

University Press, 2008. Print. 
 
Dyson, Michael Eric. Come Hell or High Water: Hurricane Katrina and the Color of 

Disaster Basic Civitas, 2006. Print. 
 
“Election Night.” Saturday Night Live, created by Lorne Michaels, performance by 

Vanessa Bayer, Aidy Bryant, Beck Bennett, Cecily Strong, Chris Rocks, and 
Dave Chappelle, season 42, episode 6, 12 Nov. 2016. NBC Universal, 2016. 

 
Ellison, Ralph. Invisible Man. 1992. Vintage, 1995. Print. 
 
---.“Ralph Ellison, The Art of Fiction No. 8.” Interviewed by Alfred Chester and Vilma 

Howard. The Paris Review. Issue 8, Spring 1955. Web. 
https://www.theparisreview.org/interviews/5053/ralph-ellison-the-art-of-fiction-
no-8-ralph-ellison 

 
Fanon, Frantz. Black Skin, White Masks. 1952. Grove Press, 2008. 
 
Forman, Tyrone A. “Colorblind Racism and Racial Indifference: The Role of Racial 

Apathy in Facilitating Enduring Inequalities” in The Changing Terrain of Race 
and Ethnicity, edited by Maria Krysan and Amanda E. Lewis, Russell Sage 
Foundation, 2004, pp. 43-66. Print. 

 
Forman, Tyrone A., and Amanda E. Lewis. “Racial Apathy and Hurricane Katrina: The 

Social Anatomy of Prejudice in the Post-Civil Rights Era.” Du Bois Review: 
Social Science Research on Race, 3.1 (2006),175–202. Web. 
doi:10.1017/S1742058X06060127. 



 169 

 
Gates, Henry Louis. The Signifying Monkey: A Theory of African American Literary 

Criticism. Oxford University Press, 1988. Print.  
 
Giroux, Henry A. "Violence, Katrina, and the Biopolitics of Disposability." Theory, 

Culture & Society 24.7-8 (2007): 305-309. Print. 
 
Green-Barteet, Miranda A. “‘The Loophole of Retreat’”: Interstitial Spaces in Harriet 

Jacobs’s Incidents in the Life of a Slave GirI,” South Central Review 30.2 (2013): 
53-72. Print. 

 
Hall, Edith. Greek Tragedy: Suffering Under the Sun. Oxford University Press, 2010. 

Print. 
 
Halliwell, Stephen. The Poetics of Aristotle: translation and commentary. UNC Press 

Books, 1987. Print. 
 
Hartman, Saidiya. Scenes of Subjection: Terror, Slavery, and Self-Making in Nineteenth 

Century America. Oxford University Press, 1997. Print. 
 
Hersch, Charles B. Subversive Sounds: Race and the Birth of Jazz in New Orleans. 

University of Chicago Press, 2008. Print. 
 
Hill, Marc Lamont. "Scared Straight: Hip-hop, Outing, and the Pedagogy of 

Queerness." The Review of Education, Pedagogy, and Cultural Studies 31.1 
(2009): 29-54. 

 
Ifill, Gwen. “Writer Jesmyn Ward Reflects on Survival since Katrina.” PBS NewsHour  

24 Aug 2014. Web. http://www.pbs.org/newshour/bb/writer-jesmyn-ward-
reflects-survival-since-katrina/ 

 
Jacobs, Harriet. Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl. 1861. Dover Publications, 2001. 

Print. 
 
Johnson, E. Patrick. Appropriating Blackness: Performance and the Politics of 

Authenticity. Duke University Press, 2003. Print. 
 
---. Sweet Tea: Black Gay Men of the South. Univ of North Carolina Press, 2011. Print. 
 
“Kanye West Hurricane Katrina” YouTube, uploaded by aquaSlime, 3 March 2006 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9pVTrnxCZaQ 
 



 170 

Laymon, Kiese. “A Conversation with Kiese Laymon.” By Roxanne Gay. The Nation, 12 
Sep. 2013. Web. www.thenation.com/article/conversation-kiese-laymon/ 

 
---. “All Things Considered: A Conversation with Kiese Laymon.” By Mensah Demary. 

21 Dec. 2013. Web. http://www.spectermagazine.com/interviews/laymon/ 
 
---.“Future Tense—An Interview with Kiese Laymon,” By Whitney Mallett. 3 Oct. 2013. 

Web. https://www.theparisreview.org/blog/2013/10/03/future-tense-an-interview-
with-kiese-laymon/ 

 
---. Long Division. Agate Publishing, 2013. Print.  
 
Lorde, Audre. Sister Outsider: Essays and Speeches. Crossing Press, 2012. 
 
Lu, Thoai. “Michelle Alexander: More Black Men in Prison Than Were Enslaved in 

1850” Colorlines 30 March 2011. Web. www.colorlines.com/articles/michelle-
alexander-more-black-men-prison-were-enslaved-1850 

 
“Mannie Fresh on New Orleans Bounce Music Sissy Bounce Gay Rappers.” YouTube, 

uploaded by UndaGroundSoundz225, 6 May 2013, 
https://youtu.be/d6Hhn75rEQw 

 
Marotte, Mary Ruth. “Pregnancies, Storms, and Legacies of Loss in Jesmyn Ward’s 

Salvage the Bones,” in Ten Years after Katrina: Critical Perspectives of the 
Storm’s Effect on American Culture and Identity, edited by Mary Ruth Marotte 
and Glenn Jellenik. Lexington Books, 2014, pp. 207-220. Print. 

 
Matson, Andrew. “Big Freedia Opens for The Postal Service, Bewilders the Crowd at 

Key Arena.” Seattle Times 19 July 2013. Web. http://blogs.seattletimes.com 
/soundposts/2013/  07/19/big-freedia-opens-for-the-postal-service-bewilders-the-
crowd-at-keyarena/ 

 
McKittrick, Katherine. Demonic Grounds: Black Women and the Cartographies of 

Struggle. U of Minnesota Press, 2006. Print. 
 
Miller, Matt. Bounce: Rap Music and Local Identity in New Orleans. Univ of 

Massachusetts Press, 2012. Print. 
 
Mitchell, Angelyn. The Freedom to Remember: Narrative, Slavery, and Gender in 

Contemporary Black Women’s Fiction. Rutgers University Press, 2002. Print. 
 
Moraga, Cherríe, and Gloria Anzaldúa, eds. This Bridge Called My Cack: Writings by 

Radical Women of Color. Suny Press, 2015. Print. 



 171 

 
Moynihan, Sinéad. “From Disposability to Recycling: William Faulkner and the New 

Politics of Rewriting in Jesmyn Ward’s Salvage the Bones.” Studies in the Novel 
47.4 (2015), 550-567. Print. 

 
Muñoz, Jose Esteban. Disidentifications: Queers of Color and the Performance of 

Politics. University of Minnesota Press, 1999. Print. 
 
Richardson, Matt. The Queer Limit of Black Memory: Black Lesbian Literature and 

Irresolution. Ohio State University Press, 2013. Print. 
 
Rose, Gillian. Feminism and Geography: The Limits of Geographical Knowledge. U of 

Minnesota Press, 1993. Print.  
 
Sale, Maggie.“Call and Response as Critical Method: African-American Oral Traditions 

and Beloved.” African American Review, Women Writers Issue 26.1 (Spring, 
1992), pp. 41-50. 

 
Shapiro, Isaac and Arloc Sherman. “Essential Facts about the Victims of Hurricane 

Katrina.” Center on Budget and Policy Priorities 19 Sept 2015. Web. 
www.cbpp.org/research /essential-facts-about-the-victims-of-hurricane-
katrina?fa=view&id=658 

 
Spillers, Hortense J., “Mama’s Baby, Papa’s Maybe: An American Grammar Book” in 

Black, White, and in Color: Essays on American Literature and Culture. U of 
Chicago Press, 2003. Print. 

 
Stewart, Dodai. “On Miley Cyrus, Ratchet Culture, and Accessorizing with Black 

People,” Jezebel 20 June 2013. Web. http://jezebel.com/on-miley-cyrus-ratchet-
culture-and-accessorizing-with-514381016 

 
Ward, Jesmyn, Interview by Elizabeth Hoover. Jesmyn Ward on Salvage the Bones. 30 

Aug 2011 Web. www.theparisreview.org/blog/2011/08/30/jesmyn-ward-on-
salvage-the-bones/.  

 
---. Interview by Kurt Andersen. “Jesmyn Ward Waiting for Katrina” from 360studio PRI 

and WNYC, 3 Jan 2014. Web. http://www.wnyc.org/story/jesmyn-ward-waiting-
katrina/ 

 
---. By Carolyn Kelogg. “An Interview with National Book Award Winner Jesmyn 

Ward.” 19 Apr 2012. Web. latimesblogs.latimes.com/jacketcopy/2012/04/jesmyn-
ward-interview-national-book-award.html 

 



 172 

---. “National Book Award Winner Tells Tale Of Katrina.” All Things Considered. 
NPR.org. 17 Nov 2011. Web. www.npr.org/2011/11/17/141285171/national-
book-award-winner-tells-tale-of-katrina 

 
---. Salvage the Bones. Bloomsbury, 2011. Print. 
 
Welch, Michael Patrick. “Big Freedia: Do Azz I Say.” OffBeat Magazine, 1 July 2011. 

Web. http://www.offbeat.com/articles/big-freedia-do-azz-i-say/ 
 
Werman, Marco. “Mapouka: Ivory Coast's Dance-Style Version of 'Twerking'” The 

World from PRI, 2 Sept. 2013. Web. https://www.pri.org/stories/2013-09-
02/mapouka-ivory-coasts-dance-style-version-twerking 

 
Wetmore Jr, Kevin J. Black Dionysus: Greek Tragedy and African American Theatre. 
McFarland, 2003. 
 
Widdowson, Peter. ‘Writing Back’: Contemporary Re-Visionary Fiction,” Textual 

Practice 20.3 (2006): 491-507. Print. 
 
Yuhas, Alan. “Philadelphia's Osage Avenue Police Bombing, 30 Years On: 'This Story is 

a Parable'” The Guardian, 13 May 2015. Web. 
//www.npr.org/sections/codeswitch/2015 /05/18/407665820/why-did-we-forget-
the-move-bombing 

 

 


