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ABSTRACT 

 

This project seeks to analyze the various consequences of the relationship between racial 

identity and spatialization in American cultural production. I assert that this relationship 

is uniquely dialogic, complexly impacting individuals as well as collective cultural 

groups, reciprocally affecting both social and physical spaces. Additionally, I address 

how and why this mutually constitutive connection impacts the processes which construct 

those spaces. Using foundational concepts of racial formation theory, spatial theory, and 

close-reading analytical techniques, I track some of the effects and consequences of this 

relationship as illuminated by each of this project’s main texts. Firstly, Nella Larsen’s 

Harlem Renaissance-era novel Passing exemplifies how overtly racist policies manifest 

spatially and, by blurring the line between racial categories, reveals the arbitrary nature of 

the constructed boundaries which delineate racialized spaces. This gives rise to the 

conclusion that, although race and space are undeniably significant, they are each, 

paradoxically, inventions. Secondly, my analysis of Toni Morrison’s Paradise focuses on 

the underlying narratives which are meant to create and sustain a space comprised of a 

unified national people. In doing so, the novel emphasizes the nature of existence for 

those marginalized, or forgotten in the name of the dominant narrative. Finally, this 

project’s final chapter offers observations of race and space from a popular culture 

perspective; namely, this chapter analyzes the visual imagery and lyrics in two music 

videos - “APES**T” by The Carters and “This is America” by Childish Gambino. This 

analysis provides a take on how racial and spatial issues have manifested in social and 

cultural spaces, and how contemporary, popular culture has, in turn, influenced these 

spaces. Overall, this project aims to survey the consequences of the dialogue between 

race and space and its impact on American society and culture.  
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INTRODUCTION 

It would be difficult to overstate the extent to which race - racial hegemony, 

racism, racialization, categorical and individual racial identity - has influenced the 

history, culture, and society of America from its inception as a nation. Because, for 

example, America owes much of its early success in accruing wealth and status to its 

participation in the transatlantic slave trade and, additionally, because the language of 

America’s establishing documents purposefully and exclusively privilege its white, elite 

founders, the American state is one that, at its foundation, is easily understood to be 

rooted in a system of hegemonic racial oppression. Although that system has undergone 

countless changes, it continues not only to exist, but to actively formulate how racial 

identity - both collectively and individually - is created, perceived, and deployed in 

contemporary America. To attempt to trace the evolution of prevailing ideas and 

discourse about racial significance through American history would, of course, be an 

impossibly momentous task; here, it is sufficient to establish that the questions of what 

race is, as well as how it manifests and why it holds significance have shifted greatly over 

time. 

 Until rather recently, racial identity was understood as categorical belonging to 

one of a series of defined groups. However, when Michael Omi’s and Howard Winant’s 

landmark text, Racial Formation in the United States, was first published in 1986, 

scholars began to move away from viewing a person’s race as an inherent, fixed quality, 

but instead as a production, something always shifting in meaning and ultimately 

characterized by its instability.  Further, it is this understanding of race as tenuous that 

allows us to recognize that the “‘content’ of racial identity,” the criteria that govern racial 
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categories, is similarly never stable or fixed, but is rather constantly in flux (Omi and 

Winant 303). It is therefore also true that as the composition of race changes, so too must 

the location and function of the boundaries that delineate racial groups. The variability 

that characterizes racial formation, then, may coalesce into something amounting to 

reasonable doubt regarding the “reality” of race; that is, if it is so fluid, so ephemeral, 

then perhaps it does not actually exist in any kind of significant manner at all. Yet 

regardless of whether race should hold real significance, the undeniable fact is that it 

does, and that significance continues to play a role in how we think about the boundaries 

between racial groups in American society, and, more importantly, in how individuals 

conceptualize their own identities as they navigate those boundaries.   

 Racial identity and racialized spaces are, it would seem, dialectic concepts. This is 

because, put simply, meaning has been assigned to racial difference, which has caused it 

to manifest as an important social construct with observable consequences, both on the 

level of the individual and the collective. These observable consequences then cyclically 

affect conceptualizations of what race is. More specifically, while it is true that one’s 

perception of racial identity may be influenced by various intangible, socially constructed 

conceptualizations of racial significance, it is also equally true that those abstract 

constructs have the capacity to manifest into actual spatiality, which has tangible effects 

on the real world, and so a feedback loop is created between the construct and its 

actualization. That is, while it is true that “race is discursive, constructed, and invented” it 

is also true that “race is material, enduring, and real,” and yet there is a way in which 

“those two truths cooperate;” together, “they manifest as a consequences of geography or 

space” (Franco 20).   
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So, this means that when we talk about the relationship between race and space, 

we must hold the discussion in two different arenas, both of which simultaneously 

influence and are influenced by perceptions of racial identity. Literally, there are 

physical, geographical locations which are imbued with race-based meaning (i.e., 

Harlem); figuratively, there are intangible spheres which are generally characterized by 

their exclusivity and/or their racial uniformity (i.e., Fortune 500 CEOs). Though different 

from one another, these two conceptualizations of spatiality both consider a space to be 

any physical or abstract location imbued with a commonly held cultural or ideological 

meaning, as defined by its separateness from other groups. While a space might be 

accepting or tolerant of other ideologies or cultures, it is still not defined by or based on 

them, therefore preserving the quality of separateness. 

 This, then, would indicate that, similar to how a space can exist concretely or 

conceptually, the boundaries that exist between spaces are nebulous, too. This allows us 

to think of a boundary as any constructed marker - literal or figurative - that signals a 

transition between or a clashing or overlapping of spaces. Additionally, as prevailing 

perceptions of race continue to shift in the public eye and in political and popular 

discourse, the real-world boundaries that surround racial spaces fluctuate alongside those 

changes. One consequence of this fluidity is that, as the locations of real or imagined 

racialized spaces change according to their boundaries, so too will notions of self-

identity, collective identity, and belonging. For example, boundaries may expand to 

include groups previously on the fringe of a racialized space (as evidenced by the 

eventual inclusion of the Irish into the category of “white” in the United States) or they 

may contract to reject the divergent or dissimilar members of a previously unified group 
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(as evidenced by increasingly specific identifiers born out of an overarching term like 

“Black British”).   

 However, racial boundaries do more than simply signal a space to which one may 

or may not belong. A racial boundary may also function as an obstacle with which one 

must contend before crossing into and occupying another space. Significantly, to return to 

America’s foundational racial hierarchy, members of some racial categories are 

consistently denied the opportunity to cross boundaries, while others inherently possess 

the privilege of mobility.  This suggests that social and physical mobility (that is, the 

freedom to, knowingly or unknowingly, move between, inhabit, benefit from, and/or 

access the privileges associated with spaces to which one does not belong) is linked to 

racial identity, and can thus be used as a way to explore the ramifications that the 

relationship between race and space may have for individual and collective identity 

formation.  

Pairing contemporary theories of racial formation and spatiality creates the 

interesting possibility of applying them retroactively, which allows for a more complete 

understanding of how and why race and identity functioned in American society and 

culture in the past, as well as how that relationship evolved over time, into present day. 

And, although these theories are heavily sociological in nature, their implications for the 

study of American cultural production are quite obvious: just like race, literature and 

music are dialectic products of society; that is, they continually shape - and are 

simultaneously shaped by - the culture to which they belong, making literature and music 

both reflective of and integral to sociological study, and vice versa.  
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This is the link which allows me to explore the concepts as they relate to the texts 

discussed in this project. For example, Nella Larsen’s 1929 novel Passing addresses the 

relationship between race and space by examining the nebulous nature of the boundary 

between black and white as it existed during the Harlem Renaissance. Because Passing 

provides a historical and a social perspective on American views of race and racialized 

space, a literary analysis of Larsen’s novel may prove to further validate and productively 

expand on our current understandings of the connections between race, spatiality, and 

identity by showing contemporary readers an iteration of what this connection looked like 

in the past, when it was more overtly displayed. A close examination of the novel’s 

characters, further, serves to elucidate the impact that racist hierarchies, manifested as 

racially exclusionary spaces, had on individuals in the beginning of the 20th century, as 

well as how individual perceptions of racial identity across spaces affected collective 

racial groups. 

For a more contemporary, more in-depth perspective on how spatiality manifests 

in ways which affect cultural identity and belonging, I turn to Toni Morrison’s 1997 

novel Paradise. Paradise explores what happens when minority discourse is forcibly 

repressed by the dominant narrative which constructs a space. The novel’s take on how 

and why unified spaces are designed and how they are held together illuminates that 

which must be left out in order to create the illusion of cohesion that allows that space to 

exist. Paradise foregrounds those who are marginalized in the name of that cohesion and 

explores how it is that those minorities relate to, disrupt, and exist within a space into 

whose foundational narrative they do not figure. A close reading of this novel shows us 

the ways in which the relationship between racial identity and space changes as social 
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shifts are made that necessitate the “erasure” of racist policies and practices from the 

surface of a society.1 As a result, Morrison provides a take on spatial belonging, race, and 

identity in a more literarily creative, more subtle manner than does Larsen, allowing for 

more interpretive freedom than Passing allocates. 

Finally, this project’s third chapter approaches issues of race and space from a 

very different perspective. By analyzing two recent hip hop music videos (“APESHIT” 

by The Carters [2018] and “This is America” by Childish Gambino [2018]), I end my 

project by observing the impact that the relatively recent shift in cultural production that 

is rap music has had on the relationship between conceptualizations of blackness and 

social space in America. By looking at a form other than literature, particularly one that is 

so contemporary, a fuller picture of the present connection between these concepts and 

how it affects society at large begins to emerge. The visual imagery and the lyrics that 

comprise both of these videos indicate the ongoing importance of spatiality to the 

continuation of racial hegemony in America. Because these productions come from the 

realm of (very) popular culture, an analysis of them allows us to think about how race 

and space work with one another in a different manner, in a way that foregrounds a 

broader social meaning than perhaps a literary analysis does. Given this, we may look 

back on Larsen’s and Morrison’s work with a wider field of vision, understanding that 

the complexly interwoven relationships between race, identity, space, and belonging are 

interminable, omnipresent, and widely significant.

                                                
1 What Omi and Winant refer to as “the great transformation,” which took place in the 50s and 60s. Created 

by new social movements which railed against overtly racist legislation, the great transformation caused 

more subtle measures to be taken by those who meant to propagate a society that subjugates racial 

minorities, while publicly endorsing equality. Strong examples include Nixon’s Southern Strategy and 

Reagan’s War on Drugs. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

“THE MENACE OF IMPERMANENCE”: 

RACE, SPACE, AND IDENTITY IN NELLA LARSEN’S PASSING 

 

During the early 20th century, major shifts in racial demography yielded strong 

responses, the variety of which led to new codifications of race. The United States was 

scrambling to determine how to contend with its shifting racial demographics. In the 

wake of Emancipation and Reconstruction, the country found itself in a period of 

confusion and ontological turmoil, as its newly expanded free citizenry wrestled with the 

shifting descriptions of what, exactly, it meant to be “American.” However, beyond 

determining which people were allowed to do which things or inhabit which spaces, the 

public and its lawmakers were struggling even to figure out - and then legally define - 

who was who to begin with. For example, in response to “white Americans’ growing 

racial consciousness” in the 1920s, many legislative “solutions” were offered with the 

hope of securing the lines between races. Yet, nearly all of these laws were contradicted 

either elsewhere in America or within their own state of origin (Smith-Pryor 45). For 

instance, while “most states relied on the popular notion that ‘blood’ or ‘fractions of 

blood,’ specifically Negro blood, could define race… the proportions of Negro blood that 

made one a Negro varied from jurisdiction to jurisdiction” (Smith-Pryor 95). This 

indicates that, depending on where in America one happened to be standing, one may or 

may not have been considered to belong to a particular race, at least legally speaking.  

In one example of an apparent attempt to eliminate such legislative ambiguities, 

the state of Virginia passed the Racial Integrity Act in 1924, which “defined a ‘white 

person’ (a category not previously defined) as someone without any ‘trace whatsoever of 

any blood other than Caucasian.’” This new law, it would seem, aimed to effectively 
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implement a one-drop rule, casting those with anything less than purely Caucasian 

ancestry as nonwhite. Notwithstanding the prohibitive difficulty that would have been 

associated with proving the absolute “purity” of white blood, a Virginia law on the books 

since 1910 “defined a ‘colored person’ as someone who possessed at least ‘one-sixteenth’ 

Negro blood,’” a rule which stood in direct contradiction to the 1924 law, as, according to 

this law, a person may have possessed some “Negro” blood and still have been 

considered white (Smith-Pryor 105). These are specific examples which are 

representational of the larger question of the formation of racial categories in America in 

the early 20th century. What is ultimately highlighted by the inability of these laws to 

cohesively define racial categories and separate them with firmly drawn boundaries is the 

intangibility of race. These failures also redirect us to the paradoxical fact that, as an 

arbitrary construct, race is not quantifiable or definable, but, because of the significance 

projected onto it, attempts to quantify and define race are persistent, common, and 

capable of holding real-world significance.  

The inability to legislate binding definitions of race along with the heightened 

consciousness of race and racial identity during the twenties led to increasing fears about 

the phenomenon of passing and the implications it may have had for what race meant in 

America. As Elizabeth Smith-Pryor notes, “Passing as white challenged the belief in the 

existence of race by pointing out both the permeability of the boundary between the black 

and white races, and the likelihood that there was no such thing as a black or white 

race,”2 a notion to which the majority of white Americans would have been vehemently 

opposed (90). Paradoxically, while the act of passing “cannot exist unless race is 

                                                
2 At least not in terms of neatly defined biological categories. 
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defined,” it simultaneously destabilizes the system that it requires to function, because, at 

its core, passing involves crossing boundaries and inhabiting spaces under the false 

pretense of an assumed identity (91). Therefore, while “passing renders identity 

unknowable, culturally or corporeally, [which] consequently makes the policing of space 

arbitrary,” it also “fixes identities” by leaving cultural and spatial boundaries intact, thus 

making the “practice of passing… politically ambiguous: both fixing and transgressive of 

identity and space” (Pile 26).  Therefore, we can conclude that the act of passing is 

undeniably and inextricably connected to spatiality and boundaries. 

Before long, “the connection between migration and passing” began to become 

clear, particularly as a result of the Great Migration, “when scores of southern blacks 

crossed the geographic boundary of the Mason-Dixon line,” a physical enactment of the 

“crossing of… a socially constructed line or boundary between the races” (Smith-Pryor 

98). As they moved away from communities who were aware of their racial genealogies, 

this geographical shift in demographics allowed some southern blacks to reinvent 

themselves as members of the white world. At the same time, this shift particularly 

alarmed those white Americans who were concerned that a “mongrelized” America 

would devalue the status and privilege associated with whiteness3, a feeling that was 

reflected in the growing “desire to segregate blacks in the North” (Smith-Pryor 45). The 

growing race consciousness among Northerners, consequently, meant that the boundary 

between black and white in places like New York became significantly more defined in 

the public eye, even as it was increasingly permeated by people with the capability to 

pass. 

                                                
3 The legal and cultural history of which Cheryl I. Harris traces in her 1993 publication “Whiteness as 

Property,” which will be discussed more later. 
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These concepts - passing, an increasingly-visible color line, whiteness as a 

commodity - continued to hold the American public’s fascination throughout the early 

20th century, and they began to be reflected in the country’s cultural production. 

Specifically, the trope of the “tragic mulatto,” that is, a character of mixed race, whose 

ethnicity is not immediately apparent and who is fated to meet a catastrophic end that is 

predicated upon these traits, rose in prevalence during this time (Pilgrim). Works by 

authors such as Langston Hughes, Charles Chesnutt, Nella Larsen, and others feature this 

trope. “Tragic mulatto” characters, who meet disastrous ends as a result of divisions 

between races as well as the dangers associated with possessing an identity so fluid that it 

may traverse these divisions, do much to contribute to understandings of the relationship 

between racial identity and spatialization as it was perceived in the public eye in the first 

part of the 20th century.  

This is the historical, social, and cultural backdrop against which we must read 

Nella Larsen’s 1929 novel Passing. By writing black characters who are capable of 

passing as white, characters who “[can] thus enter the white world, albeit on a false 

passport, not merely passing, but trespassing,” the novel reflects the prevalence of 

passing in the North in the twenties, the enhanced mobility which came with doing so, 

and, ultimately, how these things may have affected individuals and communities (Harris 

1711). Notably, Larsen characterizes passing as equal parts choice and imperative, an 

action which may prove beneficial, but only with marked risk to one’s well-being and 

sense of self. As W.E.B. Du Bois remarks in his 1929 review of Passing, “[Larsen] 

explains just what ‘passing’ is: the psychology of the thing; the reaction of it on friend 
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and enemy… The great problem is under what circumstances would a person take a step 

like this and how would they feel about it? And how would their fellows feel?” (98).  

There are elements of choice and of predetermination when it comes to the 

relationship between racial identity and passing; however, it is vital to remember that, 

without exception, “passing… is a feature of race subordination in all societies structured 

on white supremacy” (Harris 1712). More specifically, while the ability to pass is a 

privilege in the sense that it is not a possibility for all, or even many, people of color, we 

must also not lose sight of the fact that passing - both when it is utilized and because it is 

beneficial to do so - is an oppressive consequence of racism. For example, in recounting 

the experience of her grandmother, who spent part of her working life passing as white, 

legal scholar Cheryl Harris notes the pain that comes from internalizing “the fact that 

self-denial had been a logical choice” as well as the psychological harm that results from 

“transgressing boundaries, crossing borders… traveling between dualities of Manichean 

space, rigidly bifurcated into light/dark, good/bad, white/Black.” By traversing social and 

physical spatiality in such a way, Harris’s grandmother exemplifies the problematized 

privileges that result from passing as white (Harris 1711).  

In Passing, Nella Larsen’s characters similarly contend with the consequences of 

passing and the mobility it creates between physical and social spaces. In doing so, the 

novel illuminates how it is that spatiality - access and mobility, exclusion and restriction - 

affects perceptions of racial identity, and vice versa. Further, because Larsen’s characters 

approach the concepts of identity, passing, and mobility from a wide variety of angles - 

Irene Redfield, who only passes when it is to her advantage to do so; Clare Kendry, who 

lives her life as a white woman; Jack Bellew, Clare’s unwitting, bigoted white husband; 
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Brian Redfield, Irene’s husband who does not possess the ability to pass; and Hugh 

Wentworth, a white patron of black artists and society - a more holistic image of the 

relationship between race, space, and identity in the context of the Harlem Renaissance 

begins to emerge. 

As it is a relatively short novel, Passing is strongly thematically governed by its 

epigraph: Countee Cullen’s famous inquiry “What is Africa to me? This question directly 

relates to Achille Mbembe’s observation that the word “Africa,” and its counterpart, the 

term “Blackness” have come to stand in for things they may not actually represent. As 

Mbembe notes, “the sign that we call Blackness and, as if by ricochet… the seeming 

outer zone that we call Africa [are] both… fated to become not common nouns, or even 

proper nouns, but rather mere indicators of an absence of achievement” (12). Considering 

the inadequacy of these terms as a means of unstigmatized identification, then, Passing’s 

epigraph perpetually complicates the relationship between racialized space and 

perception of the self throughout the book. For its characters who are “[ ] three centuries 

removed / From the scenes his fathers loved,” the question becomes: what importance 

does (or should) Africa, and by proxy, notions of “Blackness” hold for one’s perception 

of the self? (qtd. in Larsen, unnumbered page). While the epigraph posits this question in 

a largely positive, empowering manner, Mbembe’s observation that terms like these will 

inevitably come to act as external signifiers which will negatively impact how a 

racialized subject is perceived. That is, while the symbol of “Africa” may figure 

positively into one’s self-perception, it can simultaneously function as a marker of an 

“absence of achievement” in the perspective of others. 
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So, there are two ways to think about the answer to the epigraph’s question. 

Firstly, if we read the question as “What significance do Africa and Blackness, as 

symbols that construe identity, have for my own personal sense of who I am?” then the 

answer is entirely dependent on the opinion of the individual who asks. And as such, 

answers, just like individual perceptions of self-identity, will vary widely. However, if we 

take the epigraph to be asking something like: “What importance do Africa and 

Blackness, as symbols that construe identity, continue to have on how other people 

perceive who I am?” then the agency of the response no longer lies with the individual in 

question; in this scenario, race has become an external identity marker, a schematic 

assigned from outside, which nevertheless also has bearing on self-perception. What we 

must accept as true is that while “not all Blacks are Africans, and not all Africans are 

Blacks,” Africa is understood to be the metaphorical source of Blackness as it exists in 

the Western world (Mbembe 12). Therefore, both interpretations of Passing’s epigraph 

appear to be two sides of the same coin, as they both seek to explore what bearing those 

metaphorical signs have on formations of racial identity, for the self and beyond. To this 

end, Passing works to inspect the recursive nature of self-perception and others’ 

perceptions of the self, particuarly in the experience of a racialized subject, by 

characterizing the boundary between black and white as permeable, vulnerable to 

unauthorized crossings. 

As such, Larsen characterizes the act of passing as implicitly dangerous, both 

physically and psychologically. Rarely do the novel’s black characters seem to envy 

those who permanently pass; instead, they discuss that lifestyle with a marked level of 

apprehension, or even trepidation. While these characters acknowledge that possessing 
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(or appearing to possess) whiteness allows for greater mobility across boundaries, they 

also know that for those who travel with “a false passport,” the possibility of harm - both 

internal and external - is omnipresent. This is what creates much of the novel’s tension, 

and Larsen notably exemplifies that tension by choosing to bookend Passing with scenes 

that take place on a building’s top floor, and are therefore very much characterized by the 

specific spatial quality of height. These settings seem to amplify the tension that 

accompanies passing in two ways: first, by functioning as a physical representation of the 

racial hierarchy that passing simultaneously relies on and undermines, and second, by 

suggestively implying what the consequences may be if an imposter were to be outed. 

For example, if we think about how a racist hierarchy might physically manifest, we 

would expect whiteness to be at the top, with blackness below. Additionally, beyond 

possessing the privilege to reside at the top, we would also expect whites to have the 

ability to move across boundaries fairly freely. More simply, in this hierarchy, whites 

may inhabit black space, but not vice versa. Therefore, when black characters in Passing 

do chance to travel to the top floor of a building, and, by conflation, the top of the 

hierarchy, the text implies the very real danger that comes along with doing so; in 

climbing so high, there is always the threat of a fall. 

It is fitting, then, that the first instance of passing in the novel - a chance 

encounter between Clare and Irene - takes place on a rooftop. Following an incident on 

the street in which a cab driver mistakes a heat-weary Irene for a white woman, Irene, far 

from correcting him, professes her need for “‘tea… on a roof somewhere’” where she 

may enjoy access to a cool breeze on such a hot day (175). As she exits the elevator onto 

the rooftop of the Drayton, Irene immediately registers the spatial change, thinking that it 
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was as if she had been “wafted upward on a magic carpet to another world, pleasant, 

quiet, and strangely remote from the sizzling one that she had left below” (176). Of 

course, the comparative comfort and the remoteness of this lofty space are exactly the 

intended results of its exclusivity; it is a privileged space to which Irene, were she to be 

open about her racial identity, would not be admitted. Regardless, Irene is initially quite 

confident in her ability to pass as white in this space, and she spends quite a while 

enjoying her tea and her solitude while she “gaz[es] down for some time at… people 

creeping about in the streets” while “thinking how silly they looked,” suggesting that she, 

at least temporarily, finds pleasure in experiencing the feelings of social elevation and 

privilege that have been made available to her based on the version of herself she is 

projecting (176). 

It isn’t until Clare Kendry, unrecognized by Irene, also chances to arrive on the 

roof that her confidence is shaken. As Clare, who is trying to place Irene, persistently 

gazes at her, Irene begins to “feel[ ] her color heighten,” and although she reassures 

herself that “never, when she was alone, had [whites] even remotely seemed to suspect 

that she was a Negro4,” she “nevertheless… [feels], in turn, anger, scorn, and fear slide 

over her” (178-179). Under what Irene is perceiving to be a white person’s gaze, her 

previous sense of confidence, privilege, and superiority fade and instead she experiences 

“a small inner disturbance, odious and hatefully familiar” as she considers the frightening 

and shameful consequences that would follow if this white woman has identified her as 

black, even though she is sure of the “polite and tactful way in which the Drayton would 

[eject her]” (178-179).  

                                                
4 Suggesting the power that context plays in determining another’s race 
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In this scenario, just before Irene and Clare share in mutual recognition, the 

rooftop of the Drayton functions as a physical location imbued with the meaning of a 

racially exclusive social sphere. At this moment, as a black woman inhabiting a lofty 

space of privilege from which she is meant to be excluded, Irene becomes acutely and 

uncomfortably aware of the race she is trying to disguise, as well as ashamed and 

resentful, not only of the fact that she must do so, but perhaps also of herself for choosing 

to inhabit this physical space and to partake in its associated social privileges in the first 

place5. Meanwhile, we as readers register the fluctuations in Irene’s emotions as dramatic 

tension: we feel that this character is on the verge of danger, poised to be deposed from 

her heightened position. Of course, at the same time, the fact that this danger turns out to 

be unfounded is precisely what contributes to the rather tongue-in-cheek quality of this 

scene: what, it seems to ask, might it say about the “reality” of racial boundaries - indeed, 

about race itself - if this racially restrictive space can be populated exclusively by black 

women, without anyone else being the wiser? 

Passing continues to explore this question by combining elements of tongue-in-

cheek humor and heightened tension in the scenes that follow Clare and Irene’s initial 

meeting. Encouraged and invigorated by her chance encounter with Irene, Clare invites 

her to tea at her Chicago hotel, along with another friend from Clare’s past, Gertrude. Yet 

again, Larsen gives us a space that is intended only for white people (“the rather difficult 

room”) populated solely by black characters; that is, until Clare’s husband shows up 

(194). Relying on the context of the space and his firm perception of his wife as a white 

woman, Jack Bellew has no problem accepting Irene and Gertrude as white without 

                                                
5 Indeed, on many occasions in Passing, Irene expresses feelings of pride at never deciding to permanently 

leave the black community, even though she possess the ability to pass as white. 
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suspicion. This exemplifies the way in which “spaces embedded in systems of meaning, 

value, and power… reflect themselves on the bodies of those inhabiting them” and 

“highlights how we are in large part defined as well as constructed by the spaces we 

inhabit” (Carter 238). This helps to explain how, “racially undecidable Clare, Irene and 

Gertrude are fixed as white by the space of the hotel room” (Pile 36).  

It is the spatially embedded racist schema in the room that causes this scene to 

become tense. Irene and Gertrude are abruptly exposed to Jack’s shocking bigotry, made 

immediately apparent by his greeting to Clare: “‘Hello, Nig’” (200). Good naturedly, 

Jack explains this “pet” name for his wife: “When we were first married, she was… as 

white as a lily. But I declare she’s gettin’ darker and darker. I tell her if she don’t look out 

she’ll wake up one of these days and find she’s turned into a nigger’” (200-201). Here, 

interestingly, Jack is focusing on the color of Clare’s skin, which, it seems, does not have 

any actual bearing on her race - to Jack, Clare is white, so it matters little what color her 

skin appears to be. Indeed, as far as Jack is concerned, Clare “can get as black as [she] 

please[s] since [he] know[s] [she’s] no nigger” (201). Clare’s choice to reside in the 

white world has so affected Jack’s perception of his wife’s race that it has, in effect, 

constructed Clare’s whiteness and caused it to actualize into reality for Jack to the point 

where skin color as an indicator of race has been completely thrown out the window. To 

this end, Steve Pile notices that Larsen’s descriptions of “Clare’s skin change[] through 

the book, depending on the social setting, depending on her emotional state, depending 

on what the author wishes to say about her character,” thus highlighting how it is that 

“the production of the racial phenotype, even in its guise as a thousand tiny races, is still 

a response to the unknowability of race” (34).  
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 This underlying subtext for the scene is thrown into sharp relief by the presence of 

Irene and Gertrude. Its absurdity is reflected in Irene’s excessive laughter at Jack’s 

greeting (“She laughed on and on and on, long after the others had subsided”); its 

inherent danger is acknowledged in her recognition of “the need for a more quiet 

enjoyment of this priceless joke” (201). These two elements combine to create the absurd 

reality of this secretly racialized space. And, although these two women, like Clare, have 

been granted access to this space based on the presumption of their whiteness, they 

inhabit it with much less permanence than she. This is to say that when Irene and 

Gertrude leave the hotel room, they enter the elevator and they “plung[e] downward,” 

back to the level of the street; Clare, on the other hand, remains high up, elevated 

physically and socially, but never completely securely. (204). Paralleling this distinction 

is a consideration of the effect that racialized spaces can have on identity - whereas 

perceptions of Irene and Gertrude’s identities (both by themselves and by others) undergo 

undeniable shifts as they enter and exit racialized spaces, Clare’s identity, by virtue of her 

residence, nearly always functions as a smokescreen, born out of the need for protection. 

Her near permanent occupation of this state calls into question the negative effects that 

passing may have for one’s perception of self-identity, and it also may help us to 

understand Clare’s seemingly irresistible desire to repeatedly return to Harlem, even in 

the face of considerable danger. 

 More than any other character in Passing, Clare’s identity over the course of the 

novel is heavily informed by her movement across spaces. Her somewhat convoluted 

backstory is never quite clearly explained; the details that are present tend to rely on the 

progression of her changing geographical location, and must be pieced together by the 
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reader in order to form a semblance of a cohesive account of Clare’s past. She spends her 

childhood on the South Side, and, although we never hear of Clare’s mother, we do learn 

that her father, Bob Kendry, had white aunts, which Irene interprets to mean that “he had 

been a son of their brother’s on the left hand. A wild oat” (187). Taking this to be true, 

we can reasonably assume that Clare is at least partially white, a fact which is never 

discussed with any significance, or even directly stated.  Additionally, following the 

death of her father, Clare moves to the West Side to live with these same aunts, 

“appear[ing] occasionally among her old friends and acquaintances on the South Side for 

short little visits,” until those visits eventually ceased as Clare increasingly gravitated 

towards (or was forced into) white spaces (181).  

By her own account, for instance, Clare initially spent her time on the West Side 

passing as white at the insistence of her aunts, who “‘didn’t want anyone to know that 

their darling brother had seduced - ruined, they called it - a Negro girl’” (189). Further, 

Clare states that  “they forbade me to mention Negroes to the neighbors, or even to 

mention the South Side… [an] omission [that] was of great value to me… when the 

chance to get away came” (189). This “omission” of racial and spatial descriptors meant 

that, when Jack Bellew came along, “there was no one to tell him that [Clare] was 

colored,” so she “stopped slipping off to the South Side and slipped off to meet him 

instead” (189). Highlighted here is Clare’s ability to “slip” across boundaries and 

successfully occupy a variety of racialized spaces. We also see that Clare’s outward 

projection of herself is nearly constantly in flux over time, and not always because of her 

own choices. As W.E.B. Du Bois notes in his review of the novel, “[Clare] has been 

rather brutally kicked into the white world, and has married a white man, almost in self-
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defense” (98). The implication here is that because of Clare’s lengthy history of either 

choosing to or being forced to embody a racial persona suited to the space in which she 

resides, her character recalls the harmful, real-world consequences of passing on one’s 

perception of the self because, “like all migrants, passing figures leave certain things 

behind… [they] abandon friends, family, home, past identities and past lives” (Carter 

232).  

Indeed, one gets the idea that Clare’s desire to repeatedly return to Harlem at the 

risk of considerable harm to herself is not rooted in some inexorable draw of inherent 

blackness, or as result of a purely unignorable need to be around other black people, but 

instead in a wish to reclaim some of that which she has lost, as well as to inhabit a space 

in which she is not required to project an inauthentic persona. This theory is apparent 

when contrasting Irene’s version of passing with Clare’s. For Irene, passing functions as 

a temporary ability to transverse boundaries, a tool to be used only when it is 

advantageous or necessary, while for Clare, it is a ticket to a new life, a way to achieve 

permanent residence in an otherwise restricted space, a permanence which seems to wear 

on Clare’s sense of herself throughout the novel.  

For both women, though, passing is a form of self-denial, born out of racist social 

structures. This paradox (that is, how passing can simultaneously be advantageous and 

harmful, desirable and disagreeable) is illustrated by Clare’s willingness to place herself 

in danger by moving back and forth across racial boundaries, risking detection. Speaking 

to Irene, Clare states that if it weren’t for their initial encounter at the Drayton in Chicago 

that she would “‘have gone on to the end, never seeing any of you. But that did 

something to me, and I’ve been so lonely since! You can’t know. Not close to a single 
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soul’” (227). It is, presumably, this feeling of alienation that leads an envious Clare to 

perceive Irene as the one who is “‘free… happy… and safe,’” an opinion that is at least 

somewhat contradictory, given Clare’s subversion of the racial structure of the time. 

However, her commentary serves to indicate the negative effects that this subversion has 

on her self-identity. It is the lose-lose nature of passing: on either side of the boundary, 

both Clare’s and Irene’s actions are informed by the fact that they are racialized subjects 

living in a racist system, and they know it. 

However while Clare and Irene do acknowledge and express frustration at the 

inequality that characterizes the society in which they live, their conduct at times suggests 

both at least a partial willingness to turn a blind eye to the reality of racism, given the 

level of choice in their day-to-day lives, which they are afforded because of their ability 

to pass as white, a trait that many characters, including Brian Redfield, do not share. As 

the character whose mobility is arguably the most limited in the novel, Brian generally 

approaches the question of racism in a more straightforward manner. Irene, for instance, 

strenuously objects to her husband’s wish to educate their children about racist words and 

actions that they may encounter, but in response to Irene’s protests, Brian states that “If… 

they’ve got to live in this damned country, they’d better find out what sort of thing 

they’re up against as soon as possible. The earlier they learn it, the better prepared they’ll 

be” (263). Brian’s opinion suggests that if their children are to continue to grow up in the 

confines of these spaces, demarcated by racist boundaries, they, like he, will be forced to 

deal with the restricted mobility that comes with being a black American - a reality that 

will come to shape their self-identities. And, in contrast to Irene, Brian experiences this 

reality constantly and without choice: as a dark-skinned black man, he does not possess 
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the option to pass; the ability to cross racial boundaries undetected is not possible for 

him, meaning that he cannot, even temporarily, hide from that racism.  

For Brian, then, the line between black and white is rigidly impermeable; as a 

result, he experiences racialized spatiality differently than his wife. For example, as a 

doctor, Brian expresses frustration and disgust at the woeful state of the Harlem 

tenements to which he makes house calls, suggesting one version of black space that 

Irene does not know or experience. This seems to be a major underlying cause of Brian’s 

frustration at American racism which contributes to his desire to leave the country, to live 

in a place where he may not find himself on the “wrong side” of the color line. 

Specifically, Brian mentions a wish to abandon America for Brazil, where “the man of 

mixed race can respect himself and be respected,” and where, according to an article in 

the October 1925 edition of The Chicago Defender, there purportedly existed “no stigma 

attached to Negro blood, such as obtains [in America]” (89, 107). Tellingly, Brian’s 

desire to leave America led one contemporary review of Passing to condemn his 

character as “too proud to be content in the polite Jim Crow atmosphere of Harlem,” thus 

displaying the lack of “acceptable” moves available to someone in Brian’s position (89). 

Standing in stark contrast to Brian is the character of Hugh Wentworth, a wealthy 

white man who patronizes Harlem-based artists and frequently includes himself in social 

events within the black community. Speaking both physically and socially, Hugh is able 

to travel across spaces as he pleases, and seems to be at the head of a growing group of 

white New Yorkers with a somewhat voyeuristic interest in black culture. According to 

Irene, “hundreds of white people of Hugh Wentworth’s type came to affairs in Harlem, 

more all the time.” Additionally, she recalls Brian’s comment on the matter: “‘Pretty 
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soon the colored people won’t be allowed in at all, or will have to sit in Jim Crowed 

sections’” at their own events (229). This wish “to see Negroes” seems to be rooted in a 

desire to seek the exotic, a freedom possessed by white people, as they may cross the 

boundary into characteristically black Harlem with ease (229). This is the most prominent 

quality that Hugh’s character displays: whether he is attending a formal Harlem event or 

as a guest at tea, when Hugh happens to inhabit black spaces, he does so confidently, 

without apprehension, and, most significantly, without full recognition of the privilege he 

holds. For instance, in a rather frank exchange with Irene about race and passing, Hugh 

unknowingly makes it apparent that, while he is involved with the black community, as a 

white man, he does not - cannot - fully understand the experience of navigating racial 

boundaries: 

 “Lots of people ‘pass’ all the time.” 

“Not on our side, Hugh. It’s easy for a Negro to ‘pass’ for white. But I 

don’t think it would be so simple for a white person to ‘pass’ for 

colored.” 

 “Never thought of that.” 

 “No, you wouldn't. Why should you?” (237). 

Here, Irene is exploring the concept of passing as, fundamentally, an action in which a 

person adopts a different racial persona, as something which, hypothetically, could 

operate as a two-way street between black and white. Hugh, on the other hand, seems to 

conceptualize passing solely as a path upward - an opportunity to advance from the black 

to the white social strata. That is, in Hugh’s mind, passing is a strategy; in Irene’s, it is 
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more than that: it is also a tool with the power to alter identity, which may have 

dangerous implications. 

 One clear example of this occurs soon after Irene’s conversation with Hugh. 

Walking along the street with a friend, Irene turns a corner and abruptly collides with 

Jack Bellew. Initially, Jack registers the chance meeting with pleasure: he smiles and 

offers his hand for Irene to take. Once he “become[s] conscious of Felise, golden, with 

curly black Negro hair, whose arm [is] still linked in [Irene’s],” however, Jack 

contextualizes Irene according to her company, and places her as a black woman. His 

face shows “understanding… as he looked at her again and then back at Felise. And 

displeasure” (259). In this sense, this second encounter between Jack and Irene mirrors 

the first: in the white space of his hotel, surrounded by other women he perceives as 

white, Jack has no problem projecting whiteness onto Irene and accepting it as her racial 

identity. However, in the more or less racially neutral space of the street and in the 

company of an unquestionably black woman, Irene, in Jack’s view, “becomes” black as 

well, indicating the influence that spatial placement can have on one’s perception of 

another’s racial identity. Additionally, the ramifications of this encounter are not self-

contained. By identifying his wife’s old friend as black, Jack is able to transitively extend 

the connection to Clare herself.  

 Paralleling Clare’s entrance into Passing, Larsen also sets her final scene on the 

very top floor of a building. As Clare arrives to a party in Harlem with the Redfields, 

Larsen emphasizes exactly how far above the ground she is and how she has come to be 

there:  
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“Ever go up to the sixth floor, Clare?” Brian asked as he stopped the car 

and got out to open the door for them.  

“Why, of course! We’re on the seventeenth.”  

“I mean, did you ever go up by nigger power?’  

“That’s good!” Clare laughed. “Ask ‘Rene. My father was a janitor, you 

know in the good old days before every ramshackle flat had its 

elevator. But you can’t mean we’ve got to walk up? Not here!” 

“Yes, here. And Felise lives at the very top,” Irene told her (269). 

Just like Clare and Irene’s initial meeting on the rooftop of the Drayton, this scene is 

characterized by verticality, elevation, and tension. In keeping with the “tragic mulatto” 

trope, it is inevitable that Clare’s dual lifestyle end in disaster. Her fatal fall out of the 

window to the white, snow-covered ground below - regardless of whether it was an 

accident, a suicide, or a homicide - is directly related to and contextualized by Clare’s 

ability to travel across racial boundaries, the advantages associated with doing so, as well 

as on the intrusion of Bellew’s whiteness into black space. Consequently, in this scene, 

race - blackness and whiteness - is suddenly hyper present.  

Firstly, the party guests call explicit attention to Bellew’s whiteness, an 

experience which, given his aversion to black people and black spaces, is most likely 

completely unfamiliar to him. As he pushes his way into the room, slinging racial slurs at 

his wife, Felise, the hostess of the party, warns him, “‘Careful. You’re the only white 

man here,’” highlighting, not only the racial significance of the space, but of Jack’s 

undeniably minority status in it, which, even though this is not the first time we have seen 

Jack in a room solely populated by black people, is a decidedly unique moment in 
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Passing (271). Secondly, Clare’s blackness is newly and clearly on full display to Bellew, 

who, up until this moment, has perceived her to be - and so to him she was - white. It is 

the power of contextualized space that created and, here, subsequently destroys Jack’s 

perception of his wife’s identity.  

These are only the circumstances surrounding Clare’s death. The metaphorical 

threat of a fall to which she has been subjected throughout the course of Passing becomes 

actualized, situated within the nuances of this racialized space, but the fall itself - as a 

fatally rapid decline, punctuated by the impact of Clare’s body on “the white ground 

below” -  holds its own significance (270). Much has been made of the ambiguity 

surrounding Clare’s death - did she jump? did she slip? was she pushed? - but, more 

important than the immediate impetus of her fall, are the circumstances which led up to 

this situation in the first place. That is, speaking from a big picture perspective, it is the 

existence of a racial structure meant to propagate white supremacy coupled with the 

slipperiness of the boundary between black and white in such a structure (simultaneously 

allowing and creating a need for Clare to pass) that causes her death. It is by 

understanding the concept of passing as a symptom of racial oppression that manifests in 

the form of racist strata, that we may understand her death as a result of a systemic, 

exclusionary hierarchy which subjugates blackness, a point which is emphasized by the 

actualization of a metaphorical fall; a very material consequence brought about by virtue 

of a very abrupt shift in spatiality and of the invented phenomena of racist stratification it 

symbolizes.  

In Passing, racial identity elides and eludes according to spatiality. The spaces 

Larsen describes - geographical or social - illuminate how it is that a constructed concept 
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such as race can manifest into a racialized and hierarchical reality. Further, the novel’s 

characters represent the very real bearing that negotiating with and navigating through 

these spaces can have on self-perception and on one’s perception of others, which may 

lead to a greater understanding of how the relationship between race and space has the 

power to affect, not just individuals, but also social structures on a macro scale. As its 

characters travel across and inhabit spaces imbued with racial meaning, Passing offers a 

characterization of race as a nebulous, intangible construct with nevertheless measurable 

impacts, including racial and spatial boundaries. However, the novel’s greatest 

achievement is its insight into how the dialogue between race and space constantly 

informs how identity - individual and collective - takes shape. By exploring this 

connection, Passing clarifies how the force of race can be formative without being 

inherent, significant without being prescriptive.  
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CHAPTER TWO 

 

THE NATION AND THE NARRATIVE: 

CONSTRUCTIONS OF HOME, BELONGING, AND IDENTITY IN  

TONI MORRISON’S PARADISE 

 

A space, composed of the relationships between “geographic form, built 

environment, symbolic meanings, and routines of life,” is primarily “produced in and 

through cultural practices” (Molotch 888). The repetition of these practices serves to 

“(re)inscribe[] meaning and (hidden) ideology,” which creates the sociological stability 

that allows a space to exist (Evans 382). As Shari Evans notes, however, always existing 

in opposition to this constant ideological reinforcement is the threat - real or imagined - 

of the upheaval that would accompany any potential disruption of the dominant narrative, 

which would destabilize the collectively perceived significance of the space. This 

omnipresent possibility, then, in turn garners consensual support for and contributes to 

the legitimacy of systemic institutions which exercise power and control over the space 

(Evans 382). As such, it becomes apparent how holding command of a space’s narrative - 

that is, the unified, foundational representation of a space’s past and present that 

engenders a similarly unifying ideological worldview - may pay dividends, in terms of 

power and status.  

Rather than conceiving of “narrative” as a formally authorized story with a linear 

plot, in this context, it would be more accurate to think of it as an amalgamation of 

recognizable signs which are meant to manufacture a sense of belonging within a given 

space. As their most basic function, these signs serve to draw a dividing line between 

those who belong and those who do not. National flags are an obvious example of this. 

Regardless of whatever else they may stand for, each flag signals a particular geographic 
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location, marked by borders, to which one ostensibly does or does not belong. Further, 

the only reason for this relationship between space and sign is a shared understanding of 

what the flag signifies. The flag is not the nation and the nation is not the flag, yet they 

are inextricable. Such an example supports the idea that a space - in this case, a nation - 

exists as a result of imagined collectivity; we agree that it exists, so it does. As a result of 

this, we also agree that these symbols have the power to signal one’s inclusion or 

exclusion from the represented space. As a native North Carolinian, for example, I 

understand that the state’s flag is meant to connote feelings of home and belonging for 

myself, ideas that the other 49 state flags are not meant to convey. This, on some level, 

suggests a unilateral buy-in to the concept of a kind of sameness among those of us who 

recognize the North Carolina flag as congruous with a geographically-located home and a 

difference from those who do not.   

Additionally, although the physical appearance of narrative signs is largely 

arbitrary, it is frequently the case that they exist in connection with events or figures who, 

for one reason or another, were deemed significant to the space’s narrative. These signs 

do not exist independently of stories; they are created by, imbued with, and thus, over 

time, come to symbolize the narratives from which they sprang - perhaps historical, 

perhaps cultural, perhaps religious, and so on6. In summarizing Benedict Anderson, Homi 

Bhabha notes that it is this very “separation of language and reality… the process of 

signification…” which enables us to “emphasize the imaginary or mythical nature of the 

society of the nation” (“Location” 158). For example, the design of the American flag has 

                                                
6 Alternatively put, I am referring to the mythologizing of historical events and figures. George 

Washington, for example, exists in the American collective consciousness as both a real person and storied 

American symbol. 
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ties to real-world affairs: fifty stars for fifty states, thirteen stripes for thirteen original 

colonies. So in this way, while the flag does represent the actuality of the country’s 

geography and history, it is also, and more significantly, a palimpsestic representation of 

one glorified version of the process by which America came to be (a valiant struggle for 

freedom from oppression), the values that contributed to its birth (independence, bravery, 

industriousness), and the manifestations of those values in present day (opportunity, 

freedom, equality).  

Further, even though one may determine that those things inaccurately describe 

this country, in order to voice a contradictory opinion regarding what the flag - and by 

proxy, America - stands for, one must first acknowledge, at least implicitly, that one is 

disagreeing with the status quo. That is, a member of a space may possess a perspective 

which runs counter to that space’s dominant narrative while still participating in that 

narrative by implicitly acknowledging its dominance; thus, dissension to a narrative is not 

necessarily equal to challenging its supremacy. This relates to the process Bhabha refers 

to as “double-writing,” which refers to the parallel role that “the discourses of minorities, 

the heterogeneous histories of contending peoples, antagonistic authorities, and tense 

locations of cultural difference” play in “articulating the heterogeneity” of a “nation split 

within itself” (“Location” 148). This allows for the existence of marginal or liminal 

cultures which are both and at once within and outside the nation. Yet those cultures’ 

corresponding alterior discourses do not figure into the master national discourse; they 

reside, according to Bhabha, in Derridean “supplementary space,” which is “an adjunct, a 

subaltern instance,” a heterogeneity which, though separate, disrupts “the terms of 
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reference of the dominant discourse… [and] antagonizes the implicit power to generalize, 

[in order to] to produce sociological solidity” (“Location” 154-155). 

Thus, the “sociological solidity” desired by a master national narrative is not 

unshakeable or interminable, but may be disrupted by minority discourse. Indeed, as 

Bhabha seems to suggest, such resistance is inevitable, even required, and that “hybridity 

is the permanent subversion… because there will always be… an excess of the actual 

over the programmed” within any given space (Rajan). Because of this fact, it becomes 

true that “the dominating is… reciprocally dependent on (in ‘dialogue’ with) the 

dominated and [its] particularized resistances” (Sahay). This means that when attempts 

are made to shift the commonly-held perspective of a space’s status quo and the narrative 

which upholds it, the dominant narrative gets a chance to reinscribe its totality and to re-

legitimize the need for its structure of control by responding to the threatening 

subversion. For instance, without attributing intentionality to its major actors, the ongoing 

uproar caused by NFL players who protest systemic racism and police brutality by 

kneeling during the national anthem is representative of this. The players’ actions 

effectively construe two of the most major symbols of the dominant American narrative - 

the flag and the anthem - as oppositional to their inscribed functions, symbolic not of 

freedom and opportunity, but of oppression and prejudice. By ascribing to them 

sentiments antithetical to their traditional narrative function, the protests destabilize the 

signs and their significance, as well as the narrative which they are meant to perpetuate. 

So, the dominant narrative must act: either it can repress the contradictory perspective of 

the subversive narrative, or, it can redefine the elements of itself which led to the 

ideological disagreement in the first place, which, as it would be akin to replacing the 
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master narrative with an irrevocably altered version of itself, makes this an unlikely 

option. Therefore, the subversive discourse continues to exist on the repressive periphery, 

parallel to, but not included in, the dominant narrative. This example of narrative double-

writing makes visible the contradictions of the tension between dominant and dominating 

discourses: the very hegemony and allegiance that the flag and the anthem represent 

means that, paradoxically, the only way to protest is to work within the symbolic. 

By virtue of its existence, the process of double-writing alludes to the fragmentary 

quality that characterizes a dominant narrative, what Ernest Gellner refers to as a 

collection of “cultural shreds and patches… [which] are often arbitrary historical 

inventions” (“Location” 142). In the construction of a totalizing discourse which aims to 

produce solidity, there are elements of the story that must be left out. To this end, Ernest 

Renan argues that “the modern nation is represented in the will to nationhood,” a force 

which requires “a strange forgetting of the history of the nation’s past: the violence 

involved in establishing the nation’s writ” (“Location” 160). This suggests that a national 

narrative is comprised of what people forget just as much as what they choose to 

remember, and as Bhabha notes, it is this act of “forgetting - or being obliged to forget - 

that the problematic identification of a national people becomes visible” (“Location” 

160). This is because the fragments of remembered past which patch together a national 

narrative do not, cannot, encompass the histories of every member of the “national 

people,” thus giving rise to alterior narratives authored by the minority. When these 

minority discourses struggle against the dominant, the result will be the “emergence of a 

hybrid national narrative that turns the nostalgic past into the disruptive ‘anterior’ and 

displaces the historical present - opens it up to other histories and incommensurable 
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narrative subjects” (“Location” 167). In this way, minority discourses pervade and bubble 

up through cracks in the dominant narrative; by doing so, they create “the distracting 

presence of another temporality that disturbs the contemporaneity of the national present” 

(“Location” 143).  

This disruptive, alternate temporality can frequently be located in minority-

produced literature, which often does not fit “into the traditions of Anglo-American 

liberal novel criticism… [because it] is unable to contain the anguish of cultural 

displacement and diasporic movement” (“World” 142). The result becomes a narrative 

that Bhabha describes as “unhomely,” a story that “captures something of the estranging 

sense of the relocation of the home and the world in an unhallowed place… [which] has 

less to do with forcible eviction and more to do with the uncanny literary and social 

effects of enforced social accommodation, or historical migrations and cultural 

relocations” (“World” 141). In other words, in the unhomely, “the border between home 

and world becomes confused;” the unhomely space is simultaneously public and private, 

owned and unowned by its residents. It is characteristic of “the shock of recognition of 

the world-in-the-home, the home-in-the world,” that results from the forgotten alterior 

histories and temporalities which comprise the minority narrative experience (“World” 

141). Working within this tradition, Toni Morrison’s fiction does much to revive, 

repurpose, and re-place these experiences. Her 1997 novel Paradise microcosmically 

explores the origins and perplexities of unhomely space, the nuanced tensions between 

dominating and dominated discourses, and how displaced or repressed histories and 

traumas continue to haunt not only those relegated to marginalized or liminal space, but 

also the totalizing narratives that oppress them. 
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Notably, Paradise is characterized by spaces: the people who inhabit them, the 

histories that produced them, and the narratives that perpetuate them. The temporal and 

spatial scope of the novel spans over a century and across many states: from slave times 

in the Deep South to the book’s present day - America’s bicentennial, 19767 - in the all-

black town of Ruby, Oklahoma. Chiefly, the book centers on the past and present of the 

group of families that comprise Ruby’s residents, detailing, in a way that is nearly 

Biblical, how and why the town to came to be. Most prominent among these families is 

the Morgans, who, headed by twin brothers Deacon and Steward, lead Ruby’s “New 

Fathers,” those who, in 1976, continue to fulfill the leadership roles previously held by 

the town’s founding generation.  

The New Fathers represent and uphold the storied version of their history that has 

become the master narrative of Ruby that serves to define the town’s function, its 

citizenry, and its relationship to the world. It is a space, according to the dominant 

discourse, predicated on the pride, honesty, diligence, uniqueness, and self-sufficiency of 

their predecessors, who, at the time of Emancipation, were located in Louisiana. During 

Reconstruction, several of them held public office or other respected positions of power 

in the community; however, the rise of the Jim Crow era saw them forced from office, 

and downgraded to second-class citizens, unable to obtain any form of white-collar work. 

Rather than remain in that oppressive environment, the nine primary founding families of 

Ruby, led by Zechariah Morgan, abandon Louisiana and head west. They aim to gain 

admission into the already-established all-black town of Fairly, Oklahoma, with the hope 

of leaving the prejudice of the white world behind completely. When they arrive, 

                                                
7 Implying, perhaps, that a date meant to elicit thoughts of independence and freedom may be perceived 

differently by Americans whose ancestors were forced into slavery. 



29 

 

however, they are denied entry in an event that will become infamously known to Ruby 

residents as “the Disallowing.” Although the townspeople explain otherwise, Zechariah 

Morgan and his followers, all of whom possess dark black skin, are convinced that they 

are the victims of “a new separation: light-skinned against black. … they knew there was 

a difference in the minds of whites, but it had not struck them before that it was of 

consequence, serious consequence, to Negroes themselves” (Morrison 194). The nine 

core families who possess the so-called “8-rock blood” and its accompanying dark skin 

perceive this feature as proof that they descend from an ancestry free of nonconsensual 

racial mixing, which, for them, serves as a source of pride. The wounds created by the 

Disallowing cause the founders to move farther into Oklahoma territory, interested now 

only in preserving and protecting their “pure” bloodlines from those who would reject 

them. 

Before Ruby, however, the Old Fathers first founded Haven, Oklahoma. This first 

town housed the Old Fathers and their families from the late 19th century until just after 

World War Two, when the town leaders judged that their unified citizenry had become 

scattered, contaminated by the world’s problems and prejudices, and so, “just as the 

original wayfarers never sought another colored townsite after being cold-shouldered at 

the first, this generation joined no organization, fought no civil battle. They consolidated 

the 8-rock blood and, haughty as ever, moved farther west” (194). Following this display 

of unwillingness to fight for fair placement in the larger world, the New Fathers 

established a second township, initially dubbed “New Haven,” a moniker that would 

eventually be replaced by “Ruby.” Explicitly set apart from “what lay Out There,” (a 

“space, once beckoning and free [that had become] unmonitored and seething… a void 
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where random and organized evil erupted when and where it chose… where your 

children were sport, your women quarry, and where your very person could be 

annulled,”) the New Fathers, headed by Deacon and Steward Morgan, firmly construct 

Ruby, Oklahoma on the foundation of the defensive, proud, and isolationary values of 

their grandfathers (16). 

These are the common values that Ruby’s dominant narrative demands from its 

people, that stand for the very function of the town itself. And, although Ruby doesn’t 

have a flag to signify these values, it does have an Oven. Originally built by the Old 

Fathers upon their founding of Haven, the Oven was dismantled and relocated to Ruby, 

along with the New Fathers and their families. In the days of Haven, the Oven functioned 

as a kind of communal space, a shared kitchen for cooking game, and a centralized 

meeting place for the townspeople to convene. However, practically speaking, “what was 

needed back in Haven’s early days had never been needed in Ruby” (103). The advent of 

modernity - electricity, household appliances - negated the need for the actual function of 

the Oven; consequently, in Ruby, “a utility became a shrine” to the weighty charge the 

Old Fathers laid on the New, which they proudly carried with them all the way to Ruby 

where they re-established it with care and where they protect with ferocity (103). In this 

way, similar to how a space’s dominant narrative relies on mythologized forms of 

historical events and figures, the Oven becomes a symbol of itself, representative of a 

storied version of the history which led to Ruby’s founding. 

Additionally, the Oven is home to a plaque which displays the words, placed there 

by Zechariah Morgan, “the Furrow of His Brow.” These words become an ideological 

battleground in Ruby’s present day, with the New Fathers insisting on an originalist’s 
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interpretation of the phrase (“Beware the Furrow of His Brow”), and the town’s younger 

generation claiming that the inscription, instead, is meant to be read “Be the Furrow of 

His Brow” (87). By virtue of their divergent interpretation of how best to view God’s 

divine and wrathful power, Ruby’s youth is challenging the traditions upheld by the 

town’s master narrative. Instead of relying on a version of the past that preaches 

seclusion, sanctimoniousness, and moral superiority, they suggest a more progressive 

explanation of the Oven’s inscription: one that engenders sentiments of civil action, a 

more productive embodiment of the legitimate anger produced by past traumas, and a 

wish to take on the harder work of connecting with the world, as opposed to ignoring it8. 

By aiming to reconfigure the inscribed narrative function of the Oven, the youth of Ruby 

destabilize the totalizing nature of the dominant discourse it represents, and thus 

challenge the New Fathers for control over the space. 

This is the fight for the soul of Ruby; a debate over the very character of the 

town’s narrative. Deacon Morgan, central in the conversation, characterizes the Oven and 

its inscription as representative of the sacrifice, independence, and pride of those who 

came before, untouchable and unchanging: “‘They dug the clay - not you… They mixed 

the mortar - not a one of you… And we respected what they had gone through to do it… 

Nobody,’” Deacon continues, “‘I mean nobody, is going to change the Oven or call it 

something strange. Nobody is going to mess with a thing our grandfathers built… [the 

young people] want to kill it, change it into something they made up’” (85-86). In 

response, Ruby’s youth make a push for some narrative autonomy by observing that 

                                                
8 Though it should be noted that many of Ruby’s male residents willingly left the town to fight in WWI, II, 

and Vietnam; it can hardly be said, however, that serving in the US military is equivalent to civilly creating 

connections to society at large. Indeed, more than once, a character opines that enlisting for active duty 

overseas is safer for these young men than traveling to any major American city.  
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“‘It’s our history too, sir. Not just yours’” (86). Significantly, their contradictory 

interpretation of Ruby’s founding narrative, as illustrated by the willingness to 

acknowledge the legacy of slavery, gives considerably more purchase to the harsher 

realities of their past: Ruby exists, not just because of the diligence, independence, and 

personal accomplishments of its founders, but also because of the rejection, prejudice, 

denigration, and trauma they suffered for generations, something that does not square 

well with the unwavering pride the New Fathers associate with their lineage and seek to 

instill in their children.  

Ruby’s master narrative, then, is reflective of Renan’s “will to nationhood,” as 

well as the “strange forgetting of the history of the nation’s past: the violence involved in 

establishing the nation’s writ” (“Location” 160).  By reviving that which has been 

forgotten Ruby’s youth have conjured a version of the present that is temporally out of 

step with the one created by the New Fathers’ master discourse; therefore, the town’s 

youth represents a direct and dangerous challenge to the nature of Ruby’s function. 

Ultimately, however, their objection to Ruby’s dominant narrative is forcibly repressed 

(“‘If you, any one of you, ignore, change, take away, or add to the words in the mouth of 

that Oven, I will blow your head off just like you was a hood-eye snake’”) and the youth 

are cast as blasphemers (87). However, this minority discourse continues to unsettle the 

dominant narrative, to cause problems in the day-to-day operations of the town. That is, 

although it is repressed, it has not vanished; it continues to exist, double-writ, 

marginalized, and disruptive. 

Just as that which cannot be contained in the conversation between a nation and 

its narrative resides in Derridean supplementary space, Ruby’s uncontainable remainder 
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symbolically coalesces on the outskirts of the town, in a partially-decrepit mansion, 

known as the Convent. Never really a Convent at all, the mansion on Ruby’s outskirts 

provides shelter to a variety of people over the course of its history. Initially built, with 

embezzled funds, as a lavishly ornate space, the Convent transformed in the early 20th 

century, into “Christ the King School for Native Girls” (224). After a time, the school lost 

its funding and, eventually, its sole residents dwindled to two women: Connie, a native of 

Brazil who, when she was nine years old, was  taken9 from her homeland by the 

Convent’s other occupant, a nun known as Mary Magna, who Connie refers to as “the 

Mother.” After Mary Magna dies, Connie is, for a time, left alone in the Convent. 

Gradually, though, throughout the chronology of Paradise four other women (Mavis, 

Seneca, Grace, and Pallas) become the residents who, although they all arrive by chance 

or accident, will inhabit the Convent along with Connie in a (mostly) permanent manner.  

Although these women are not Ruby residents, throughout Paradise, it becomes 

more and more apparent that the way in which the women in the Convent perceive 

themselves and the outside world, as well as how they repurpose history, pain, and 

trauma is completely oppositional to the discourse the New Fathers use to maintain 

control of the town. And, because it houses a concentration of unmitigated matriarchal 

and/or feminine power, and because of the overlap between the Convent’s perspective on 

the role of the past and that of Ruby’s youth, it is unsurprising that this marginalized 

space eventually draws the murderous ire of the New Fathers. The Convent, to them, 

comes to represent a threat to the very foundation of their way of life, which, if allowed 

to go unchecked, would dissolve Ruby and their sense of it as home. Therefore, these 

                                                
9 Rescued? 
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women menace the New Fathers’ orthodoxy in a number of unintentional ways, which 

will eventually lead them to view the Convent women as evil and perhaps supernaturally 

so: “‘Bitches? More like witches,’” one Ruby man remarks (276). To this point, it is 

worth noting that “Convent” is just two letters off from “Coven.” This perception that the 

Convent women are in possession of some nefarious, witchlike evil seems to particuarly 

manifest in worries about the inherent female agency associated with pregnancy and 

childbirth, as well as in the repercussions that could result from exploring - as opposed to 

repressing - traumas. 

At various points, the women in the Convent seem to have a hand (real or 

imagined) in perpetuating or terminating pregnancies, which would give them some 

power over the (dis)continuity of familial lineages. It is this point in particular that 

underscores the significance of the masculine-versus-feminine gendered quality that the 

Convent and Ruby possess. Whereas Ruby’s continuity relies on the production of 

progeny who will uphold the town’s dominant narrative, the ability to create (or not) this 

amenable generation ultimately rests, not with men but with women, which, to the New 

Fathers, is the distinguishing schematic of the Convent: an unnatural concentration of 

femininity. And, although the men of Ruby do frequently and unfairly fault the female 

party in matters of sex and reproduction, it is important to remember that there is a very 

real, exclusively feminine power in such matters which poses a threat to the New Fathers: 

women are the ones who are able to create life, to produce heirs. 

For example, the Morgan line itself is in danger of losing its viability, as Steward 

and his wife, Dovey, are unable to have children and Deacon and his wife, Soane, lost 

both of their sons in the Vietnam War. The Morgan’s last best chance is their nephew, 
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KD, who, as his general unruliness proves, is not the ideal inheritor of the “legitimate line 

of Morgans” (113)10. Nevertheless, KD impregnates a young Arnette Fleetwood, but, for 

several reasons, the brothers Morgan express dissatisfaction at this possible heir to their 

bloodline, and so discourage the pregnancy. Significantly, rather than fault KD or 

attribute the agency of the choice to Arnette, the Morgans look to the Convent as the 

executor of the outcome: “after a short stay at that Convent, if she had it, she sure didn’t 

have it” (113). Further, as Deacon notes, even afterwards, “KD was still messing around 

with one of the strays living out there where the entrance to hell is wide,” suggesting a 

perception that it is the Convent women who present an obstacle to the continuation of 

the Morgan line, as Deacon and Steward would have it; that is, “[themselves] reformed in 

a third- or fourth-generation grandchild” (114, 192). This displacement of blame and 

frustration which stems from the recent disruptions in Ruby’s dominant narrative is a 

warning sign; rather than choosing to find fault within themselves, the New Fathers seek 

to inculpate the Convent.  

Additionally, although all five of the Convent women have extremely varied 

personalities and backstories, they are each indelibly marked by some form of past 

trauma, ranging from rape to abandonment to the deaths of children, which continues to 

haunt their respective presents. The effects of these past traumas stand in notable contrast 

to those of the Ruby residents; whereas the New Fathers deliberately arrived at and 

constructed a space with the intention of turning a blind eye to the past, repressing the 

trauma that predicated their migration, the Convent women have been waywardly cast 

                                                
10 Of which “[Deacon] and Steward [are] the truer heirs, proof of which [is] Ruby itself” (113). 
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out, haphazardly arriving at this point in space completely by chance, and thus the door to 

exploring their own traumatic experiences is left open.  

Because of this possibility, throughout Paradise, the Convent frequently presents 

an allure for the damaged, by providing a space that allows for admission of injury, guilt, 

deep pain, and other things which are allowed no room in Ruby. Additionally, the 

Convent represents an opportunity to resolve that ugliness without the threat of 

ostracization or damnation. And, as Lone DuPres notes, it was  

women [who] dragged their sorrow up and down the road between Ruby 

and the Convent… Sweetie Fleetwood had walked it, Billie Delia too. And 

the girl called Seneca. Another called Mavis. Arnette, too, and more than 

once. And not just these days. They had walked this road from the very 

first. Soane Morgan, for instance, and once, when she was young, Connie 

as well… But the men never walked the road; they drove it, although 

sometimes their destination was the same as the women’s: Sargeant, KD, 

Roger, Menus. And the good Deacon himself a couple of decades back 

(270). 

This frequent utilization of the Convent’s alternative space is reflective of Homi 

Bhabha’s previously noted suggestion that “hybridity is the permanent subversion… 

because there will always be… an excess of the actual over the programmed” in a space’s 

dominant narrative, including in the authors of that narrative (Sahay). In the case of 

Ruby’s totalizing narrative, that which is obligated to be forgotten, that which is ill-fitted 

to the dominant discourse continues to resurface on the margins of narrative space, in the 

supplemental interval of the Convent. Further, the gendered difference in how the road 
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between the primary and the supplemental is traveled suggests that, in this space, men 

have greater agency in choosing to exploit or otherwise engage with marginalized 

discourse and those who represent it; a fact which is to be expected, given that Ruby’s 

master narrative, and thus the town itself, is controlled by males. This is to say that, 

although the Convent is inhabited by female residents who create a space where feminine 

griefs are, contrary to Ruby, actually allowed significant space, the women who seek help 

there are placed at a comparative disadvantage by virtue of their subordinated gender.  

Thus, although the Convent’s function is tractable and undergoes many changes 

throughout the novel, it is always a space that is characterized by its inclusion of the 

othered, the cast-off, the disenfranchised, the traumatized, and the oppressed. 

Interestingly, these descriptors also apply to all the people of Ruby, but the New Fathers’ 

manipulation of their historical narrative has so repressed these former identifiers that it 

has become taboo to embody them. This is simultaneously the convergence and 

divergence of the Convent and Ruby: they both exist in Out There space by virtue of the 

prejudicial actions of a discriminatory hegemony. Yet, whereas the Convent women 

acknowledge and eventually come to accept this, this is the fact that Ruby’s dominant 

discourse has so successfully occluded; instead, in their narrative, their residence in their 

own space is resultant of their proud and righteously intrepid forefathers.   

In other words, in reality, every resident of Ruby and of the Convent finds him- or 

herself in that space because of an ascribed identity that is less than fully human, which 

he or she has been assigned by others who intend to degrade and insult by the imposition 

of that identity. And so, in the name of protection, Ruby’s leaders require those whom 

they seek to protect to adopt another identity: they are the proud descendants of proud 
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forefathers - haughty, worthy, and pure - and they aim to remain so.  Yet, in order to 

widely and successfully disseminate this identity to Ruby’s residents, the New Fathers 

must first require them to reject, forget about, their first one: the one given to them by 

their oppressors, that reminds them of the trauma, the shame, the dehumanization 

associated with the reality of a shared history that includes slavery, rejection, segregation, 

and racial prejudice. And, necessarily, in the construction of this totalizing narrative, 

alternative versions of the past are repressed, truer ones that will do harm, will erupt in 

violence, if they are not productively addressed. 

This is precisely the work that the women in the Convent eventually learn to take 

on under the direction of Connie, who, having emerged from the cellar that played host to 

a bout of aimlessness and depression, re-adopts her de-Anglicized name: Consolata. She 

directs Mavis, Grace, Seneca, and Pallas down to the cellar with the intention of 

repurposing the trauma that had been stored there. Instead of a space meant to store 

things away, in the dark and out of sight, the cellar transforms into a sub-foundational 

space, a place to foster stability and strength by working through deeply rooted traumas 

in a process referred to as “loud dreaming.” Lying on the cellar floor, encircled by their 

own traced silhouettes, the women’s “stories rose in that place… [where] monologue is 

no different from a shriek; accusations directed to the dead and long gone are undone by 

murmurs of love,” and where each woman steps inside the experiences of the others 

(264).  

Gradually, over the months, the women change into observably different versions 

of themselves: “...if a friend came by, her initial alarm [at the change]... might be muted 

by… how calmly themselves they seemed. ...it would annoy her at first being unable to 
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say exactly what was absent… Then she might realize what was missing: unlike some 

people in Ruby, the Convent women were no longer haunted” (266). The process of the 

loud dreaming represents that which cannot be put into cogent words. It is an 

acknowledgement of the irreparably transformative power of traumatic events, a 

willingness to accept that the shape of the present is directly connected to that of the past, 

an admission that events out of one’s control can and do create significant pieces of one’s 

self-identity. Over time, the embodiment of these things leads the Convent women to a 

present time and space that is in step with the temporal narratives of their pasts: each is 

fully realized and aligned with the other.   

During the time when the Convent women are exploring and exercising their 

power of healing under the direction of Consolata, the atmosphere in Ruby is becoming 

increasingly tense and unstable. One night, Lone DuPres overhears a group of the New 

Fathers, gathered around the Oven in secret, “[speaking] of the ruination that was upon 

them - how Ruby was changing in intolerable ways” (275). However, Lone observes, the 

men do “not think to fix it by extending a hand in fellowship or love. They map[] defense 

instead and hone[] evidence for its need” (275). In order to do this, the men cast 

themselves as victims under siege, citing various events and talking themselves into 

connecting their occurrence to the evil influence of the Convent women: “everybody who 

goes near them is maimed somehow and the mess is seeping back into our homes, our 

families” (276).  Again, Lone keenly infers the subtext: “So… the fangs and tails are 

somewhere else. Out yonder all slithery in a house full of women” (276). The spatial 

nature of these observations -  that is, how Ruby’s problems come from Out There space, 
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and never from within - suggests the potential of a disruption in Ruby’s totalizing 

discourse that the Convent represents. 

Lone also understands that it is a refusal to accept the harder truth of the 

uncontrollable nature of interminable historical trauma which also contributes to 

“Steward’s and Deacon’s motive [in targeting the Convent]: neither one put up with what 

he couldn’t control” (278-279). And although Lone knows about Deacon’s “long ago 

relationship with Consolata,” she does not know that he continues to assign the blame of 

his ongoing shame to Connie, that he privately casts her as “an uncontrollable, gnawing 

woman,” who “tried to trap a man, close him up in a cellar room… so they could do 

carnal things, unnatural things in the dark,” that, even still, he pictures her as a “ravenous, 

ground-fucking woman who had not left his life but had weaseled her way into Soane’s 

affections… had plied her with evil potions to make her less loving… [a] woman whose 

very name she herself had made into a joke and a travesty of what a woman should be” 

(280). That is, Consolata is not in the business of consoling, mollifying, or soothing a 

man’s worries but of reopening old and painful wounds so that they may heal correctly. 

The most relevant piece of the revelation of Deacon and Consolata’s affair is his staunch 

condemnation - even his fear - of Connie’s cellar as a place, he seems to intuit, where one 

is encouraged to explore that which must be repressed elsewhere, a significant danger for 

someone in Deacon’s leadership position. And so, he terminates his relationship with 

Connie and returns to the world which is governed by the narrative he controls. 

 Thus, it is an amalgamation of misplaced fear, shame, anger, and frustration on 

the part of Ruby’s men that causes them to make the Convent women into their 

scapegoats, to implicate them as the impetus behind problems of their own creation, to 
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unfairly characterize them as the dirty, unworthy Others who threaten to foul up their 

otherwise pure existence, free from contamination from the larger world: that is, the New 

Fathers are acting on prejudice. To Reverend Misner, this attitude clearly indicates that 

...they had ended up betraying it all. They think they have outfoxed the 

whiteman when in fact they imitate him. They think they are protecting 

their wives and children, when in fact they are maiming them. And when 

the maimed children ask for help, they look elsewhere for the cause… 

their selfishness had trashed two hundred years of suffering and triumph in 

a moment of such pomposity and error and callousness it froze the mind. 

Unbridled by Scripture, deafened by the roar of its own history, Ruby, it 

seemed to him, was an unnecessary failure. How exquisitely human was 

the wish for permanent happiness, and how thin human imagination 

became trying to achieve it. (306) 

Reverend Misner’s firm condemnation of Ruby as a “failure” is a result of the explosive, 

violent apex of the New Fathers’ vilification of the Convent, the scene which bookends 

Paradise. Before dawn on a summer morning, nine Ruby men, including the Morgan 

brothers, stealthily prowl their way to the Convent. Armed with “rope, a palm leaf cross, 

handcuffs, Mace and sunglasses, [and] clean, handsome guns,” they approach with the 

intent to eradicate whatever nature of evil they find inhabiting the Convent that is 

poisoning their town. And although the women put up quite a fight,11 the invasion 

ultimately concludes in the shooting of all five.  

                                                
11 During the attack, the men come to understand that “the women are not hiding. They are loose,” a clever 

double-entendre which highlights the New Fathers’ fear of “loose women” (287). 
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Significantly, other than Consolata, who is shot in the forehead by Steward 

Morgan, the individual identities of the women are obscured in this scene; none of them 

are explicitly named, which causes them to take on a communal quality. For example, as 

the novel’s famous opening line tells us, “They shoot the white girl first” (3). However, at 

no point in Paradise does Morrison provide a positive identification regarding which 

Convent woman is white; in fact, we are never conclusively told the races of any of the 

women. The effect of this elision of identity during the invasion can be interpreted two 

ways: on one hand, it can be construed as the New Fathers’ devaluing opinion of each 

woman - they are all parts of a collective, unworthy “Them” - or, on the other hand, it can 

be perceived as solidarity among the women - a unified force that they share in equal 

parts. We do know, however, that the Ruby men perceive the first woman they encounter 

as white and the final three as black; the New Fathers see “bodacious black Eves 

unredeemed by Mary,” running for their lives before being gunned down in the field, the 

moment which concludes the novel’s opening section (18).  

More details present themselves during this scene’s reentry into the narrative, near 

the end of the novel. We learn that a second group of Ruby residents, most of whom are 

women, including Lone DuPres and Soane and Dovey Morgan mobilize to try to put a 

stop to the New Fathers’ actions. We learn that the first woman to be shot does not 

immediately die; she is briefly tended to by Lone and others upon their arrival. Most 

significantly, though, we also learn that, in the aftermath of the shootings, the bodies of 

the women simply seem to vanish. Not only are none discovered in the field through 

which the three final women fled, the body of the “white girl,” too, disappears, and 

Consolata, laid to rest on the kitchen table, is nowhere to be found. It is as if, without 
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explanation, these women and their countermanding supplementary space dissolve and 

proceed to invisibly and irrevocably pervade Ruby - as a space and as a narrative.  

Indeed, the town and its master narrative become increasingly unstable as the 

novel approaches its conclusion: the night of the men’s murderous rampage, a hard rain 

falls on Ruby, causing “the Oven [to] shift[], just slightly, on one side. The impacted 

ground on which it rests is undermined” (287). This leads Reverend Misner to note that 

the New Fathers “had better hurry up and fix its slide before it was too late - which it 

might already be, for the young people had changed its words again… The graffiti on the 

hood of the Oven now was ‘We Are the Furrow of His Brow’” (298). This actualized 

rephrasing of their previously championed motto, “Be the Furrow of His Brow,” suggests 

that “although the evidence of the assault was invisible, the consequences were not” 

(299). The young people of Ruby, it seems, have succeeded in staking a claim on the 

agency of not only the town’s past, but also its present and future.  

In addition, Deacon, the most remorseful of the offending New Fathers, finally 

admits his own repressed sorrow. In his most authentically intimate moment in the novel, 

he crosses the town, “for the first time in at least a decade,” not just on foot, but barefoot, 

to tell Reverend Misner of “his long remorse [] at having become what the Old Fathers 

cursed: the kind of man who set himself up to judge, rout and even destroy the needy, the 

defenseless, the different” (300, 302). This allows us to conclude that, even before the 

attack on the Convent, Deacon possessed an awareness that the discourse he perpetuated 

in the name of protecting Ruby and its residents from pain was at least partially 

fraudulent, dishonest, and harmful. Additionally, Deacon’s “barefoot walk that took place 

in public” reflects the women who, for years, “dragged their sorrow up and down the 



44 

 

road between Ruby and the Convent,” implying that Deacon is becoming willing to 

acknowledge the place that past traumas have in shaping the narrative of the present, 

marking a dramatic shift in the town’s previously totalizing discourse (300, 270). 

Paradise leaves the final judgement of Ruby in the hands of not only one of its 

young women, but one who does not possess the dark black skin of those with pure 8-

rock blood: Billie Delia Cato. She is not merciful. Reflecting on the kindness she was 

shown by the Convent women, Billie Delia wonders 

When will they return? When will they reappear with blazing eyes, war 

paint and huge hands to rip up and stomp down this prison calling itself a 

town?... A backward noplace ruled by men whose power to control was 

out of control and who had the nerve to say who could live and who not 

and where; who had seen in lively, free, unarmed females the mutiny of 

the mares and so got rid of them. She hoped with all her heart that the 

women were out there… brass-metaling their nails, filing their incisors - 

but out there (308, my emphasis). 

Significantly, the viciousness of Billie Delia’s denouncement of Ruby rests on spatial 

language. Specifically, her description of Ruby as “noplace” contrasts with her hope that 

the Convent women continue to exist in Out There space, beyond the nullifying - and 

now perhaps nullified - master narrative of the town. By destroying the Convent women, 

the New Fathers terminally contradicted the history they claimed to represent, and so 

eliminated their own narrative’s viability. This means that, without a supplemental space 

to house these contradictions and discrepancies, Ruby can no longer exist as the place it 

was, yet, by virtue of its decades of isolation, neither does it belong to the larger world. 
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Thus, given Billie Delia’s evaluation, the future of Ruby is relegated to the liminal: 

neither guaranteed nor erased. 

As for the ambiguous ending of Paradise, one thing that is made apparent is the 

staying power of repressed histories and marginalized discourse. The novel concludes 

with five short sections, untitled, that each take place after the shooting, each detailing an 

interaction between one of the Convent women and either her parent or her child. Even 

though it is not clear whether these women are alive or dead, how they continue to exist, 

if they are humans or some supernatural versions of themselves, one implication of this 

commonality is that histories exist - must exist - across generations, which influence one 

another. Intergenerational histories, particularly those which have been repressed and 

marginalized, are not so easy to eradicate, then. They will continue to resurface, 

unexplained and disruptive, out of step with the dominant temporality created by the 

narrative that represses them. This is one way to make sense of the seemingly illogical 

presence of the Convent women following their apparent deaths; no longer haunted 

themselves, they return to haunt others in a way that is both frightening and hopeful, to 

charge them with resolving their pasts with their presents, and to emphasize the 

persistence of narratives which fly in the face of the dominant, subjugated but not 

extinguished. 

The novel’s final scene finds Consolata lying on a beach back in her native Brazil 

with the singing woman she calls Piedade.12 Connie lies with her head in Piedade’s lap 

and gazes up at her Virgin Mary-like “black face framed in cerulean blue,” listening to 

her song. For these women, here in roles which recall mother and child, separated as they 

                                                
12  The Portuguese word for “pity.” 
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have been for most of their lives because of the actions of a different Mother, the lyrics 

“evoke memories neither one has ever had,” including “the unambivalent bliss of going 

home to be at home”13 (318). This never-realized version of the past figures as an 

alternative temporal space in this already ambiguous, mirage-like scene, at once real and 

unreal. In a similar way, the arrivant ship that Piedade senses, but does not yet see, on the 

horizon manifests simultaneously as a symbol of past pain and trauma - the “crew and 

passengers, lost and saved, atremble... disconsolate for some time” are reminiscent of the 

Middle Passage - and as a symbol of a sense of hard-won hope for the future - it is 

“another ship… but different,” carrying those who will “shoulder[] the endless work they 

were created to do down here in Paradise” (318). The connotation of the arrival of a ship 

containing humans who were created to do endless work competes with the implication 

that, perhaps, in the time and space allowed for by this alternative narrative, the nature of 

that work will be to create connection in the name of equity, to abolish prejudice and 

oppression. But, Paradise leaves us in the liminal: there is no way to know how it will 

play out this time; we, like Piedade and Consolata, are faced only with possibilities. By 

figuring the marginalized piece of the doubly-writ narrative as central, the final image of 

Paradise shines light on the versions of histories written out of time and highlights the 

potential those histories have to frighten or inspire, to forewarn or celebrate. 

Narratives that create and control spaces in Paradise reveal the incommensurable 

nature of occluded history and its effect on the residents of those spaces. Alterior 

narratives and their temporalities can never be fully resolved, nor can they be fully 

erased; they persistently exist in the space between the possible and the unobtainable. 

                                                
13 A straightforward, pleasant depiction of homecoming, which Bhabha’s description of “unhomely” spaces 

precludes for Paradise’s characters throughout much of the novel. 
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Morrison’s exploration of where and how subjugated discourse emerges in a space as 

highly constructed as Ruby reveals both the limits and the effectiveness of narrative 

control. In this way, Paradise serves as a warning against those who uphold totalizing 

narratives and as a call to awareness for those who participate in them, regardless of the 

nature or intentions of those narratives. The microcosmic nation of Ruby, constructed 

around a willingness to forget the violence, prejudice, and hatred exacted upon their 

ancestors inversely represents America’s own forgotten memories from the opposing 

perspective - the authors of America’s national narrative were (are) the ones exacting 

those harms. Therefore, what Paradise so brilliantly highlights is the damage that is 

always done by imposing an obligation to forget; by constructing narratives with the 

intention of repressing truer histories, however unpleasant. Paradise suggests that such a 

narrative model is ultimately unsustainable, both for the totalizing discourse as well as for 

those it marginalizes. Thus, in America as in Ruby, a fight for agency in the discourse 

between nation and narrative is a fight for a more sustainable space. Battling to amend, to 

expand who is allowed voice in characterizing a space’s past and present is to extend the 

right to create a legitimate home and sense of belonging in the future, and, ultimately, the 

right to autonomously create self-identity and to control its purpose in the larger 

narrative.   
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CHAPTER THREE 

 

“THE AUDIENCE APPLAUDS BUT WE CAN’T HEAR THEM14”: 

CRITIQUES OF THE AMERICAN ARTISTIC NARRATIVE  

IN CONTEMPORARY HIP HOP 

 

 The emergence of hip hop as a form of popular culture in the mid-1970s has had a 

significant and lasting impact on the relationship between racial identity and physical and 

social spatialization in contemporary American society. Indeed, just as “there is very little 

about today's society that is not, at some point, imbued with a spatial character… this is 

no less true for the emergence and production of spatial categories and identities in rap 

music and the hip hop cultures of which it is a central component” (Forman 66). Further, 

as Murray Forman notes, “the particularities of urban spaces themselves are subjected to 

the deconstructive and reconstructive practices of rap artists,” a process which 

emphasizes the dialectic nature of the connections between spaces, their associated social 

realities, and the constructed identities of a space’s residents (65). That is, the 

incorporation of a sense of place into rap music influences the space itself and, in turn, 

the manner in which its inhabitants perceive themselves and their relationship to the 

larger world. Reciprocally, in many cases, places commonly associated with rap and hip 

hop music are then perceived differently by others. Thus, a continuous, mutually 

impactful relationship is established between the cultural production of rap music, the 

artists who create it, the spaces they inhabit, and society at large.   

 Utilizing a novel form of cultural expression, early rap artists highlighted the 

importance of place as a contributing factor to a sense of self, community, and collective 

                                                
14 Taken from the spoken-word introduction to Beyoncé’s song “All Night,” from her 2016 album 

Lemonade 
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belonging by observing the social realities that are tied to certain spaces. These 

observations allowed both for a critique of the structures that perpetuate the inequality 

and oppression that characterize these spaces as well as for the development of a sense of 

pride of place. For instance, the numerous examples of recordings which “celebrate[] and 

glorif[y]” the street culture of Compton (most famously, N.W.A’s 1988 “Straight Outta 

Compton”) display the way in which, from an outsider’s perspective, a city can “rapidly 

gain[] a notoriety informed by the image of tough and well-armed homeboys” by virtue 

of hip hop (Forman 79).  Further, the anthology of Compton-based rap can also serve as 

an exemplar for how the “depictions of spaces and places are absolutely essential to an 

understanding of the ways that a great number of urban black youths imagine their 

environments and the ways that they relate those images to their own individual sense of 

self,” a perspective which credits hip hop with the power to shape identity by its 

characterization of a space.  It is through the medium of hip hop, then, that these 

“imagined environments” are, at least partially, constructed. Thus, “the spaces of 

Compton and other similar black communities... are simultaneously real, imaginary, 

symbolic and mythical” in a manner which recalls the concurrently concrete and 

ephemeral qualities of the dialectic relationship between racial identity and space 

(Forman 83).  

 As a result, it should perhaps come as no surprise that those rap artists who begin 

to enjoy commercial success “are expected to maintain connections” to their hometowns 

and neighborhoods, and may also be expected to “continue rapping about situations, 

scenes, and sites that comprise the lived experience” of their inhabitants, or else risk the 

appearance of having become an artist who has sold out, who has forfeited artistic 
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integrity for the chance to make more money (Forman 180). Therefore, the increased 

financial status that accompanies successful artists often creates something of a paradox 

for rappers. As Charisse Jones notes in a New York Times publication, “Stardom may 

mean a mansion far from the humble surroundings where many of their lives began… 

Some rappers, like Snoop Doggy Dogg, have been criticized for rapping about poverty 

and urban violence, yet living like millionaires in suburbs miles away” (“Hanging”). 

Additionally, even beyond the overt consequences of the choice to physically relocate 

that results from the greater mobility granted to rap artists by virtue of commercial 

success, a widened chasm also exists between the intangible social spaces of the poor and 

the newly wealthy. “Remaining in the old neighborhood,” Jones observes, “can bring a 

new set of problems: the jealousy of former friends and the feeling of not quite belonging 

anymore” (“Hanging”). Such feelings of unbelonging result from and highlight the 

paradoxical position foisted upon those wealthy, black rap artists whose success is 

preceded by and related to a background of cultural and social oppression. By occupying 

the social space of the wealthy, the famous, and the culturally significant (a space 

overwhelmingly and historically populated by whites), these rap artists represent a 

spatially and culturally disruptive presence, which may cause a crisis of identity. 

Individually, rappers must consider decisions regarding one’s personal responsibility to 

other, less advantaged members of marginalized communities. Additionally, this shift in 

the demographic makeup of those who possess power, status, and artistic clout also raises 

questions concerning the fabric of commonly-held, acceptable notions of American 

culture. 
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 As hip hop worked its way from the musical margins to a mainstream audience, 

the characteristics of the genre underwent many shifts. Alongside artistic projects 

concerned with exploring social inequality and oppression are rappers who have 

legitimated the desire for the lifestyle of the rich and famous, decidedly outside of the 

world of traditionally poor, black neighborhoods. Occupation of this exclusive social 

space is cast as something to which to aspire; consequently, hip hip, in this scenario, 

functions as a tool one may utilize to secure the social mobility necessary to achieve this 

lifestyle. Though it may not seem immediately apparent, this too is a facet of the 

paradoxical nature of possessing both blackness and fame in America: in seeking to 

advance social position by accruing status and wealth, successful black artists occupy a 

space which, historically, has purposefully excluded racial others; in achieving access to 

that space, a black artist’s racial identity contradicts that which has traditionally 

undergirded the characteristic exclusivity of that space. This clashing of identifiers that 

determines one’s level of belonging necessitates either a change in the nature of the space 

or a change in those who are allowed (or not allowed) to inhabit it. Ultimately, it becomes 

a question of enfranchisement: what is considered “normal” for those who possess wealth 

and status versus what is considered an outlying exception to the rule and would thus be 

able to be dismissed as having little consequence for the overall character of the space. 

 This topic of enfranchisement seems to be of great concern in the 2018 music 

video “APESHIT” by the Carters - better known as the duo of Beyoncé and Jay-Z, 

married couple and, individually, hip hop megastars. Filmed at the Louvre in Paris in 

May of 2018, the six-minute video features many of the museum’s most famous works, 

including the Mona Lisa and Venus de Milo. The dominant visual imagery which defines 
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the entirety of the video is often highly suggestive of Renaissance-era notions of royalty, 

wealth, and power, and seems to imply a progression of these values from their historical 

context to a contemporaneity in which these characteristics are embodied by the Carters. 

Indeed, the authoritative presence of black artistry - music, fashion, dance, beauty - 

inserted into a space like the Louvre which has served for so long as a bastion of the 

traditional conceptualizations of Western art (that is to say, a tradition which has 

historically heralded whiteness as the apex of cultural production) immediately functions 

to deconstruct and reconfigure that tradition. Moreover, the partnership of Beyoncé and 

Jay-Z as a married couple serves to remind the audience of the possibility of progeny. 

That is, given the reproductive nature associated with heterosexual marriage, the 

implication is that this reconfiguration of tradition will continue into the future as ensured 

by the couple’s capacity to produce children (of which, quite famously, the Carters have 

three).  

 This altering force is similarly observable in the song’s refrain, which repeats the 

lyrics “I can’t believe we made it (this is what we made)... / I can’t believe we made it 

(this a different angle)” (The Carters). Given the video’s setting, a space which is “rich 

with accumulated cultural power and wealth and colonialism,” these lyrics seem to reflect 

the vast amount of hard-won social progress that has led the Carters to this particular 

place (Grady). Moreover, the parenthetical lyrics “this is what we made” and “this a 

different angle,” imply not only the newness and originality of the song and the video the 

Carters have created, but also serves to suggest that, even though (or perhaps because) it 

is disruptive of the classic traditions which surround it, this piece of cultural production 

has just as much artistic merit as the works of classical art present in the Louvre, and as 
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such is just as deserving of a right to inhabit that space. In addition, “this is what we 

made,” may also suggest an alternate perspective on the source of the wealth of the 

nations most frequently represented in the Louvre. That is, by acknowledging the history 

of slavery and colonialism as foundational to Western modernity, the Carters claim a kind 

of ownership of the cultural treasures that surround them. This is the “different angle:” a 

recognition of the historical reliance on black labor which gave rise to the cultural icons 

the Louvre houses, as well as the societies that produced them. 

Throughout the video, these valuable works of art are portrayed in various ways. 

At times, they take on a haunting appearance: solemn, shadowy, ghostlike figures peering 

out of their frames; other times, they seem to take on the role of silent participants in the 

video, quietly challenging or being challenged by the Carters and their backup dancers. 

Additionally, there are moments in which these famous pieces just fade into the 

background, completely static, upstaged by the dynamism of the current moment. Indeed, 

the near-constant contrast between the predominantly white art in the museum and the 

black dancers featured in the video is how the video derives much of its significance. 

Perhaps the most prominent example of this is Beyoncé, accompanied by eight other 

black women, dancing in a synchronized line in front of Jacques-Louis David’s massive 

painting, The Coronation of Napoleon (Louvre). The drama and beauty of the movement 

of these women’s bodies forces the viewer to almost completely disregard the painting, 

rendering its impressive size, weighty subject matter, and status as artistic masterpiece 

largely inconsequential when compared to the vitality of the dancers in the foreground. 

This single example carries import throughout video as a whole: “The Louvre’s stature,” 

writes Elias Leight for Rolling Stone, “depends on people believing that [a painting like 
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this] is the art, but the eye tells a different story – hanging behind Beyoncé and her 

dancers, the painting is reduced to wallpaper.” This aesthetic dynamic also applies to the 

museum’s three-dimensional art, which, it might be reasonably inferred, holds more 

spatial agency than its two-dimensional counterparts. The two most famous statues 

included in the video are that “timeless icon of Western art,” the armless and headless 

Winged Victory of Samothrace, and the similarly armless Venus de Milo (Louvre). The 

stark contrast between the whiteness of the marble and plaster and the blackness of the 

dancers’ skin registers with the eye as intentionally conspicuous, as does the 

choreography in these two moments. The appearance of each statue is accompanied by 

fluid, dynamic dancing which serves as an emphatic, almost violent reminder that this 

artistry is present, current, and, unlike the statues, intact: whole and powerfully viable.  

Where the subjects of the classical works are less relegated to a background role 

are the instances during which they seem to be under siege, seeking to protect themselves 

from this intrusion into the sacred space which houses them. In particular, three quick 

shots from Jacques-Louis David’s The Intervention of the Sabine Women appear in 

tandem with Beyoncé’s forceful dancing in a manner which suggests that the painting’s 

subjects (a woman guarding her face with her hands, men holding shields, and a woman 

kneeling on the ground, head protectively lowered) are fearful of or intimidated by the 

authoritative control created by Beyoncé’s movements, demeanor, and appearance. This 

sequence is followed by a shot in which Beyoncé and Jay-Z are side-by-side, seated and 

static, their poise and clothing suggesting a feeling of regality that implies a triumph in 

the battle over what constitutes the traditions of Western art and who is allowed, not 

merely to be included in, but to dominate that space. 
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Visually speaking, most of the work to reconfigure the artistic traditions housed 

by the Louvre is done through sustained focus on Beyoncé and her dancers; for nearly the 

entire duration of the video, Jay-Z is present but only in a supporting role; he adds to his 

wife’s performance, but does not occupy the spotlight. However, the single verse he does 

individually perform contains the song’s most pointed lyrics, overtly addressing issues 

associated with the incorporation of black art and artists into what have been, historically, 

spaces controlled by white people. “I said no to the Superbowl,” he raps, over an image 

of a statue on one knee, followed by several kneeling black men wearing defiant 

expressions15, “you need me, I don’t need you.” Referencing his refusal to perform at the 

Superbowl halftime show because of the NFL’s lack of support for players who use their 

platform to protest racial inequality, Jay-Z implicitly calls attention to the size and weight 

of the stage he is currently choosing to occupy, on his own terms, as well as his ability to 

recharacterize that space as accommodating for himself, his wife, and their project. The 

unstated yet unavoidably obvious wealth and power that is required to gain such 

exclusive access to the space of the Louvre contributes to the performative weight of Jay-

Z’s verse: a viewer cannot mistake the significance of the choice. In the same vein, he 

continues, “tell the Grammys fuck that 0 for 8 shit,” in an acknowledgement of the recent 

failures of the organization to award Album of the Year to a black artist’s work, including 

his own album, 4:44 (2018), as well as Beyoncé’s lauded solo album Lemonade (2017), 

both of which were nominated, but not selected. Using the conventionally white space of 

the Louvre as platform from which to “throw[] darts at traditional bastions of white-ness 

                                                
15 A clear homage to Colin Kaepernick and other NFL players who chose to kneel in protest during the 

national anthem before the start of games 
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outside the museum world,” Jay-Z’s verse more explicitly excoriates that which the 

video’s spatiality and visual imagery addresses more subtly (Leight).   

Decidedly conspicuous, however, is the presence of Marie-Guillemine Benoist’s 

painting Portrait d'une négresse. Variously referred to in English as Portrait of a 

Negress, Portrait of a Black Woman, and Portrait of Madeleine16, the painting is unique 

to the video in that it is the only work of art that features a black person as the primary 

subject. It appears only once, almost at the very end of the video, in a straight-on shot, so 

that the subject, her head wrapped, shoulders bare, and exposed breast out of frame, gazes 

directly at the viewer, creating a moment of so-called eye contact. In this moment, the 

audience is made to understand that here - and only in this limited presentation - is where 

blackness is traditionally allowed to reside in this space, which, similar to many of the 

“systemic power structures, like entertainment and art itself” that the couple seeks to 

critique is “often muddled with instances of misrepresentation of black people or the lack 

of representation completely” (Byrd).  

The video’s ending - immediately following the shot of Portrait d'une négresse - 

features Beyoncé, Jay-Z, and the symbol of the pinnacle of Western art, da Vinci’s Mona 

Lisa. As the music fades, Beyoncé and Jay-Z, standing side-by-side in front of the 

painting, face the camera, turn to face one another, and finally turn around to face the 

Mona Lisa. Their shifting gaze - from their audience, to fellow artist, to the most famous 

example of classical art in the world - suggests an awareness of the cultural, artistic, and 

social disruption they have just caused. They transition from black performers and 

creators to viewers of white art, and they do so with a defiant air: they stand in front of 

                                                
16  Though it is listed on the Louvre’s website as Portrait of a Black Woman 
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the Mona Lisa not to be judged or to ask for approval; instead, the scenario feels as if it is 

the other way around. In this way, “APESHIT” stands to exemplify the dialogic 

relationship between racial identity and physical and cultural spaces. 

In a similar, though more overt manner, Childish Gambino’s (Donald Glover) 

2018 song and corresponding music video “This is America” also addresses such topics, 

more specifically, the exclusiveness of social space and the complexities of possessing 

both blackness and artistic clout in America. Concurrently released as a single on the 

same day Gambino hosted Saturday Night Live, the lyrics and the video’s imagery work 

together to reflect on these issues, additionally critiquing racial violence and the media’s 

growing tendency to distract us from the consequences of it. Where the Carters’ video 

involves a reconfiguration of a historically and predominantly white physical location in 

order to critique the exclusionary nature of artistic and culture spaces, “This is America” 

explores the inherent American inequalities that underlie the systemic structures the 

Carters’ video seeks to disrupt. 

In stark contrast to the embedded cultural significance of the Louvre, the setting 

of “This is America,” is a vast warehouse of sorts that is seemingly abandoned. 

Underlying this setting, which is populated by a huge number of abandoned cars in 

various states of disrepair, are hints of the decline of the manufacturing industry in urban 

centers since the 1980s. Indeed, “between 1980 and 2009 the United States lost 7.1 

million manufacturing jobs, about 38 percent of its manufacturing base,” with a majority 

of the cities affected located in the Midwest and Northeast (Friedhoff, et al). And while 

many possible causes for this decline have been identified through the years, it is a fact 

that this decline disproportionately affected “black workers, families, and communities 
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[who] have had to bear an unduly large share of the burden imposed by 

deindustrialization.”17 Coupled with “unjust housing and lending practices like redlining” 

in these communities, the racial disparity present in the decline of American 

manufacturing “effectively ensured that deindustrialized communities not only became 

poorer as time progressed, but also that they became increasingly segregated” (Taylor). 

Limited access to opportunity for financial stability and discriminatory regulations meant 

that, for many black communities, urban decay became an inevitable reality: “mounting 

economic distress made health crises and domestic tension more the norm than the 

exception…  [and] crime inevitably increased in response to [] these challenges” 

(Taylor). By raising the specter of that which has been a widespread reality for many 

black communities, the setting of “This is America” implicitly recalls how foundational 

racial inequality continues to be, the inadequacy of social and political responses to these 

issues, and visually reflects how some of the consequences of those inequalities manifest. 

In addition, all of the video’s action - its chaos, joyful music, rioting, extreme 

violence and fear - is contained within this space, perhaps suggesting a microcosmic 

version of America itself (“This is America,” taken literally) in which all of these things - 

irreconcilable as they are - simultaneously coexist, overlapping and occluding one 

another, and forcing the viewer to sacrifice attention to one thing for want of another. So, 

whereas the Carters rely on the implied, yet abundantly apparent cultural significance of 

the Louvre in order to advance their critique of a racially discriminatory society, the 

                                                
17 Reasons for this include that “...black workers have for decades been disproportionately represented 

among the unemployed workforce, are more likely to become unemployed, and are typically unemployed 

for longer on average than their white counterparts. This fact, coupled with the longstanding wealth gap 

between black and white Americans, means that workers of color are not only more likely to be laid off, but 

are also more likely to be plunged into poverty when they are, to stay in that state of distress for longer, and 

to find it more difficult to recover in its aftermath” (Taylor). 
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contained setting of Gambino’s video functions in a more complex way. The contained 

space of the seemingly abandoned warehouse serves to compress evidence of the many 

issues “This is America” addresses together until they are shoulder-to-shoulder, creating 

a disorienting feeling of juxtaposition. In larger society, these issues of racial violence, 

production and consumption of black media, and civil unrest inform one another; they 

persistently exist simultaneously and side-by-side: Gambino’s video forces us to 

acknowledge this fact. In doing so, the confined nature of the setting contributes to the 

faint aura of guilt created in the video’s viewers: if this is America, then we are the 

Americans who are responsible for creating this atmosphere, in which the relationship 

between violence and cultural production perpetuates black stereotypes and a racially 

hegemonic state. “This is America” seems not only to comment on the harmful nature of 

this relationship, but also to prove to its audience that a more responsible method of 

approaching and consuming media relating to and/or produced by black Americans is a 

necessity in light of its relationship with racial discrimination and violence.  

This is the backdrop against which we must listen to and view all “This is 

America” presents us with. In line with its setting, the content of Gambino’s four-minute 

video is often disorienting, combining, as it does, happily lighthearted lyrics and pleasing 

choreography with images of extreme violence and chaos. The video begins with 

Gambino dancing to a tinkling acoustic guitar, singing “We just wanna party.” 

Reminding his audience of various the historical functions of black entertainers, as he 

moves across the space to the easy music, it becomes increasingly apparent that 

Gambino’s motions, accompanied by exaggerated facial expressions, are meant to 

“induce[] memories of the grotesque theatre of jigging and cake-walking” (St. Félix). As 
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he approaches the guitar player - a hooded black man, seated in a chair - Gambino pulls 

out a handgun and shoots the man in the back of the head, execution-style. The beat drops 

as Gambino looks directly into the camera and states “This is America,” before handing 

the gun to a child who appears, holding a red cloth, to receive it before quickly exiting 

the frame. Two others appear to quickly drag the guitar player’s body away as Gambino 

continues to dance across the warehouse floor, periodically flashing wide smiles, and 

accompanied by a group of schoolchildren, also smiling, dancing happily. Meanwhile, 

the video’s background begins to include more and more chaotic action: people running, 

carrying various objects, dodging or climbing on abandoned cars. At this point in the 

video, it is unclear whether the people are partying or rioting, joyful or terrified, and we 

begin to become aware of the complexity of the message and tone of this piece.  

The video cuts to a shot of an all-black church choir consisting of ten members18, 

energetically and happily singing and dancing. Gambino enters the frame and, in a move 

that can only recall 2015’s Charleston church shooting, mows down the choir members 

with an automatic rifle. Again the beat drops, abandoning the sunny, upbeat melody for 

Gambino’s blunt refrain: “This is America.” Again, a child appears in frame to take the 

rifle from Gambino, wrapping it carefully in a red cloth. The repetition of this trope 

perhaps suggests that, as Tre Johnson for Rolling Stone writes, “our normalization of 

racist violence has come at the cost of not only black lives, but black innocence,” as 

Gambino twice passes the means for violence into young, presumably as-yet innocent 

hands. Meanwhile, the video’s background has devolved into total chaos, now clearly 

depicting fearful people rioting, carrying makeshift weapons, running in different 

                                                
18 Significantly, the same as the number of casualties in the Charleston shooting - nine fatalities and one 

non-life threatening injury. 
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directions among cop cars with flashing lights. At the same time, Gambino and his group 

of schoolchildren maintain possession of the foreground and the audience’s attention; 

they continue to sing, dance, and smile, working their way across the warehouse floor, 

seemingly oblivious to (or perhaps intentionally ignoring) the conditions around them: 

“Watch me move,” Gambino sings.  

This action comprises roughly the first half of the video. During these two 

minutes, it is difficult to know where to look or what to give attention to; it is impossible 

to notice and process all that is happening in a single viewing, or indeed, in ten viewings. 

The tiny intervals between Gambino’s disturbingly violent acts and the return to a 

carefree musical performance registers not only as upsetting, but as critical to the video’s 

purpose. This seems to suggest the rapidity with which many Americans - inundated with 

media production and consumption - tend to dismiss (if not outright forget about) acts of 

racial violence, even in light of their grave and far-reaching consequences. Such a 

dynamic affects white and black Americans alike, albeit differently. As Tre Johnson 

notes, “[Gambino] keeps dancing as he talks about the relationship between materialism, 

blackness, consumption and exploitation… he acts out a familiar tightrope walk for many 

hip-hop artists who have found success through revisiting painful experiences… while 

the rest of [white] America gets to sit back and be entertained by [him].” This implication 

is partly what creates the project’s rather difficult tone: throughout the video, “there is an 

inescapable disdain sewn into the fabric” of the action and the lyrics which suggests a 

complex, not-altogether-knowable array of emotions regarding how “This is America” 

approaches its subject matter. This disorienting mixture of emotions, as it translates to the 
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viewer, seems to be at least part of the video’s aim: Gambino “forces us to relive public 

traumas and barely gives us a second to breathe before he forces us to dance” (St. Félix). 

This tonal complexity is further reflected in how the video regards the relationship 

between a black performer and society writ large. Undergirded by perspectives on 

blackness in general, this relationship can be both a paradox and an injustice, and 

Gambino ironicizes this fact with a third instance of “gun violence” in his video. Shortly 

after the slaying of the choir members, there is a pause in the music and action, as 

Gambino forms a finger gun with his right hand which he supports with his left, giving 

him the appearance of aiming a handgun. Suggestively, the finger which forms the 

“barrel” of the gun is limp, highlighting the actual impotence of the weapon. And yet, in 

an apparent ode to a nation’s fear of violence perpetrated by black men19, as soon as 

Gambino assumes this position, the music stops and every person in the frame frantically 

runs away from him, as if it is in this moment, when they have nothing to fear, that they 

are concerned for their safety. Gambino remains still for several seconds, before he drops 

his hands, and, obviously unarmed, lights a joint. 

Further illuminating this messy relationship between blackness, artistry, and fame, 

the music resumes, accompanied by a quick voiceover that states “America, I just 

checked my following list and… ya’ll motherfuckers owe me.” This comes just before 

Gambino climbs atop car and resumes dancing - this time in a style which recalls storied 

black performers Michael Jackson and James Brown - and the lyrics “Get your money, 

black man” are repeated. The implication here seems to be rooted in the notion that black 

                                                
19 Evidenced by the multitude of killings of unarmed black men by police (Freddie Gray [2015], Walter 

Scott [2015], Philando Castile [2016], to name but a few), which contributed to the rise of the Black Lives 

Matter movement. 
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artists, even the most popular and influential, are not valued in the same way as their 

white counterparts, nor in a manner which is free from the racially discriminatory 

practices which continue to pervade American society. That is, although these artists - 

Jackson20, Brown, perhaps Gambino himself - are adored as great American icons, their 

blackness nevertheless remains inescapably integral to how they are perceived, a fact 

which “This is America” seems to regard with frustration.  

Interestingly, this is a perspective which seemingly contradicts how the Carters 

approach the relationship between black artistry and fame. Jay-Z and Beyoncé present 

themselves as righteous conquerors of the traditionally white space of cultural 

importance, a right which is inherent because of blackness’s foundational relationship to 

Western society. And, perhaps because of the uniquely famous status the Carters enjoy 

(perceived by much of American society to be almost like royalty), this is actually the 

reality for them. Gambino, on the other hand, seems more interested in exploring the rule 

rather than its exceptions: regardless of how one approaches the fact, it remains true that, 

although blackness may change in meaning when it resides in lofty cultural spheres, it 

does not ever vanish. This observation holds true throughout the duration of the video; 

viewers are reminded of the staying power that blackness carries by the polarization of 

Gambino’s brutal portrayal of racialized violence on the one hand and his embodiment of 

a black artist, cheerfully singing and dancing, on the other: “This is what it’s like, 

[Gambino’s] video seems to say, to be black in America—at any given time, vulnerable 

to joy or to destruction” (St. Félix).  

                                                
20 Given that accounting for the seriousness of the most recent allegations against the singer would be 

anachronistic to the timing of this video’s release 
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In the context of that polarized spectrum, “This is America” ends on a decidedly 

pessimistic note. The video’s final image is of Gambino frantically and fearfully running 

through a now-darkened warehouse, pursued by shadowy, out-of-focus figures who 

appear to be gaining on him, a perspective which is supported by the tunnel-like camera 

angle which suggests a kind of closing-in of the space on Gambino as he runs. 

Meanwhile, the video’s closing lyrics, delivered by Young Thug in an almost-singing 

voice, accompany the chase: 

You just a black man in this world, 

You just a barcode. 

You just a black man in this world, 

Drivin’ expensive foreigns. 

You just a big dog, yeah, 

I kennelled him in the backyard. 

No, that probably ain’t life to a dog 

For a big dog. 

The expressions of identity reduction and entrapment that persist even in the company of 

commercial success, coupled with the extreme terror on Gambino’s face seem to reflect 

the inescapable nature of racial stigma in America, even for successful artists, as well as 

the omnipresent danger associated with that stigma. The fear and the apparent impotence 

of Gambino’s effort at the video’s end suggests that no matter how hard or fast he runs, 

escaping the confines of the warehouse will not be possible. Perhaps it is the case that his 

would-be “captors plan to return [him] to his scripted role in a culture where the black 

entertainer isn’t a mirror, but a toy,” indicating the wish to preclude any potential 
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disruption that may come with societal critique in order to preserve the status quo 

(Johnson). In this way, “This is America” highlights the paradox by which black artistry 

can be celebrated and still be denied a nondiscriminatory place in the sphere of American 

cultural production. 

 The strength of the connection between hip hop shares and spatiality grants the 

genre a sense of importance in understanding the relationship between racial identity and 

space, particularly in America. As evidence of how the makeup of cultural production 

shifts in a way that is parallel to the society which creates it, hip hop illuminates both the 

changing nature of physical and social spaces as well as the enduring boundaries that 

continue to delineate them.  By examining the ways in which black artists choose to 

employ the conventions of hip hop in order to disrupt and critique the social and physical 

spaces which led to the rise of the genre and yet also oppressed and discriminated against 

those who created it, we may perhaps more fully understand the complex consequences 

of the various manifestations of racism in American society and culture.  
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CONCLUSION 

Initially, this project began because of a long-held interest in exploring the 

mutability of race, as well as how race functions as a social construct capable of being 

manipulated in service of various ends. The biggest, most intriguing question to me was 

involved exploring how is it that identity - on an individual as well as a socially collective 

level - can be reliant on something so elastic. Further, I wished to explore the co-

constitutive relationship between the invention and the evolution of racial categorization 

and its tangible consequences, which are observable and quantifiable in the real world. 

With the intention of exploring this very large topic, spatiality became the more specific 

through line for discussing racial mutability as it is present in the wide variety of texts I 

chose to work with. More specifically, the ways that these seemingly disparate texts 

approach notions of spatiality reveal many common threads which connect them across 

time and genre. These texts explore formations of racial identity through questions of 

how physical and social spaces are constructed with racially-charged ideologies in mind 

and the effects that might have on one’s perception of an individual as a racial other. In 

addition, the fundamental role played by the co-constitutive nature of racial identity 

formation and constructed spaces apparent in this project’s texts illuminate the racist, 

hierarchical spaces which created, perpetuated, and continue to play a role in American 

society at large.  

The continuation of the systems which seek to propagate these constructed racist 

spaces is one of several specific threads which connects each of the three chapters. For 

example, in Passing, we see the world through the eyes of Irene Redfield, a woman who 

is capable of permeating boundaries by manipulating her own identity and others’ 
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perceptions of herself in order to gain access to spaces meant to exclude her. Larsen’s 

novel, then, highlights how it is that the spaces through which Irene moves are, in 

actuality, just as ephemeral and thus manipulable as Irene’s racial identity, and just as 

each space she inhabits is influenced (knowingly or unknowingly) by her presence in it, 

so too does the socially constructed, often restrictive nature of those spaces affect her 

own self-identity. This dialectic linkage between perception of the self and the nature of 

inhabited space is further explored in Paradise, in which Morrison complexly weaves 

parallel stories to reveal how powerful repressive narratives can be for the construction of 

identity and place. That is, the nation-building work that Paradise does serves to show us 

that the intentional construction that goes into the narrative is reciprocally contingent 

upon the racist hierarchies it produces. Further, whereas Larsen’s novel shows us the very 

real implications that these constructs which underlie perceptions of identity have for 

individual lives, Paradise teases out, on a broader scale, the inevitable consequences of 

the need of an entire nation to forget pieces of its past in order to appear unified in the 

present. It is this need to forget which creates what amounts to a racist hierarchy of the 

same nature as that which Larsen details in Passing; the re-manifestation of this structure 

of bigotry in Paradise allows us to think more about how racist structures are firmly 

embedded in society, how they shift and adapt to new conditions, and why they are 

allowed to do so. For example, Passing’s characters are given a world in which to exist; 

they have very little say in the construction of their space or its narrative. The characters 

in Paradise, however, are in possession of all the tools with which to build their own 

nation, in which they, presumably, may hope to operate out from under the thumb of such 

racist systems, and yet they continue, unintentionally, to react to that system in a way 
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which ensures that not only will never be freed from it, they actually perpetuate it, albeit 

in a different form. In the case of Paradise, the racial exclusion exacted by the New 

Fathers is borne from fear of the same kind of damage done to their forefathers. They 

isolate themselves in the name of protection, and they shore up their pride in their 

inviolable racial identities and family histories by constructing a hierarchy in which dark 

black skin is at the top. The novel, then, does not suggest that racial exclusion is 

necessarily fundamental to nation building, but emphasizes that people’s individual 

identities – and fears, histories, memories that create them – will always contribute to the 

construction of spaces and their narratives. 

The connecting thread of the continuation of racially discriminatory systems 

between Larsen’s and Morrison’s texts is also present in the texts in this project’s final 

chapter. The two music videos approach the survival of an impactful racial hegemony in 

different ways; however, it is intriguing that concepts of a co-constitutive relationship 

between racial identity and the construction of racially restrictive spaces – concepts that 

generally live in academic writing and are explored in college classrooms – have 

manifested so clearly in the (very) popular cultural work of artists as well known as The 

Carters and Childish Gambino. Gambino’s video artfully explores the often occluded 

consequences of the perpetuation of systemic racism through his portrayal of space in 

“This is America” – the video’s setting simultaneously creates and reflects fear, violence, 

and entrapment, all the while tempered with the illusory effects that pop culture and 

entertainment can engender in the public’s perception of their shared social space. This 

contrasts with the stage that The Carters set for themselves in “APESHIT,” which allows 

them to reconfigure the weighty cultural and artistic space of the Louvre in such a way as 
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to reflect their considerable power and status as it exists today. That is, while Jay-Z and 

Beyoncé actively rework the significance of the space they choose to inhabit as they seek 

to address the history of racial discrimination from the advent of Western modernity to 

today, and Childish Gambino works to portray the consequences of that same history as 

they currently manifest, both videos are fundamentally similar: they both make use of 

representations of space in order to address the ongoing need to acknowledge and 

understand the continuation of racist structures, as well as the avenues through which 

they continue to use to function. To this end, it is significant that each artist’s approach to 

their respective spaces is linked to a history of labor: the warehouse in “This is America” 

asks the audience to observe and consider the devastating impacts that 

deindustrialization, fueled in part by conservative economic and social policies, have had 

on predominantly black Midwestern communities, while The Carters use the Louvre to 

remind us of the colonized labor which contributed to the creation of the crown jewels of 

Western art which constitute the background of “APESHIT.” By foregrounding the 

history, the prominence, and the various roles of black labor in the past and present of the 

Western world, these two videos imply the unfair connection between the demonization 

of black people and deindustrialization of inner cities and the foundational nature of that 

labor to the societies which continue to marginalize them. 

This inclusion of such significantly weighty topics in these two videos allows us 

to take the literary and sociological work done by this project and expand it into the realm 

of pop culture. The significance of this, I think, is to illustrate not only the continuation of 

the ideas and issues addressed or expressed in Larsen’s and Morrison’s writing in other 

genres, but to also emphasize the growing social awareness of a connection between 
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duplicitous racist practices and policies, such as those highlighted by Gambino, and racial 

identity’s dialogic relationship with constructed spaces, which The Carters depict in their 

takeover of the Louvre. While The Carters’ take on these issues is undeniably more 

optimistic than that of Gambino, who presents an unquestionably bleak outlook on the 

state of American racism, it is perhaps worth being hopeful that the relationship between 

racial formation, cultural production, and spatial construction has found a home in the 

popular American cultural imagination, a platform with an impressively large audience, 

which may work in tandem with those in the academic fields of literature, sociology, and 

critical race studies in order to progress social justice. 

The ongoing cycle of repression and the resurfacing of that which has been 

repressed in the name of a perpetual racist state meant to privilege a precious few is 

another commonality that runs throughout these texts. Most clearly seen in Paradise, 

Morrison highlights the disruptive power of what cannot be contained in the discourse 

between a nation and a national people by presenting parallel spaces that approach 

repressed historical traumas very differently. Morrison depicts the alteration of a 

totalizing narrative as perhaps inevitable; it is unrealistic, Paradise suggests, to expect 

purposefully forgotten or repressed instances of violence, abuse, and trauma to ever 

completely vanish. This reads as equal parts frightening and hopeful: the return of 

subaltern narratives of the past offers, on one hand, an opportunity to productively 

repurpose what has been repressed; on the other hand, however, its reappearance offers a 

chance for a national narrative to reassert its dominance over the space it governs by 

again subjugating what has resurfaced, re-inscribing the continued need for the space to 

be policed against that which would seek to disrupt it. Paradise offers no satisfying 
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answers to this dichotomy; it only reminds us that the staying power of repressed trauma 

is generational, that it exists outside chronological time, and that it will not fade. 

This project’s other texts serve to remind us, similarly, of the manner in which 

repression, resurfacing trauma, and minority discourse which acknowledges the existence 

of such may alter a space and how its inhabitants perceive themselves as residents of it. 

Irene Redfield, for example, as Passing’s third-person limited narrator, presents the racial 

realities of the world of the Harlem Renaissance through a lens heavily influenced by her 

own repressed perception of the state of things. That is to say that, for example, although 

Irene mentions at various points that she feels a strong sense of community and solidarity 

with Harlem’s black population as well as a sense of pride in her decision to forgo a life 

in the white world, Irene’s narration strongly hints at evidence to the contrary. We 

become aware that she, at times, purposefully turns a blind eye to the consequences of the 

racism her community endures by focusing on her comparatively privileged status as a 

wealthy, light-skinned black woman; by doing so, Irene represses the psychological harm 

which racism exacts on her family and friends, as well as herself. We see the effects of 

this repressed pain in the complexities of the relationship between Irene and Clare, a 

relationship which, of course, ends in Irene’s apparent murder of her friend – though her 

account of this event is itself repressed to the point that it is essentially redacted. So, in 

this way, Passing foregrounds that which Paradise deals in more heavily: when a racial 

hierarchy dictates belonging to various spaces, repression of identity, history, and trauma 

will follow. What we learn from reading across these narratives is that repression cannot 

be permanent – its effects will continue to reappear as an uncontainable remainder, to 

alter, disrupt, destroy, or some combination of the three. 
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The Carters approach the issue of recurring repressed trauma with a great amount 

of agency; they use that agency along with the cultural significance they project as vital 

to their identities in order to reconfigure the setting of “APESHIT.” As their video 

includes many nods to the historical appropriation, subjugation, and exploitation of black 

peoples which contributed to the rise of Western modernity, The Carters weave their 

acknowledgement of this history into the stage on which they stand and deliver their art; 

they force their viewers to do likewise. By merging these past traumas with their version 

of the cultural present, The Carters make productive use of their privileged status and 

artistic clout in order to, similar to the Convent women in Paradise, re-place and realign 

repressed versions of the past, alternate temporalities and their associated traumas with 

the presents to which they have led.  

One final intriguing common thread that extends through the texts in these three 

chapters is the presence of a completely outer space; that is, a space which exists so far 

removed even from that which houses a space’s uncontainable remainder, that it figures 

as something like a wish or a dream, unencumbered by the racial restrictions that 

characterize the nation and its supplement. Interestingly, in Passing and in Paradise, that 

place is Brazil. In Passing, it is Irene’s husband, Brian, who continually expresses a 

desire to escape the racist strictures of America by moving to Brazil, a country which, 

entangled as its history is with the transatlantic slave trade, offered more diversity in skin 

color and so a less restrictive color line, as well as access to more opportunity than a man 

such as Brian would have been afforded in 1920s America. Whereas Irene, whose ability 

to pass as white offers her glimpses of a non-prejudicial American life, dark-skinned 

Brian is never granted such an experience, and this, along with his more intimate 
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knowledge of the reality of American racism, fuels his desire to evacuate to a space so 

Out There that it is, in his mind, unrelated to the racial hierarchy he knows so well. Yet, 

the plot of Passing occludes even a slight chance that this dream might actualize into 

reality for Brian; himself a victim of his wife’s stubbornly repressive perspective of the 

consequences of racism, Brian remains trapped by the clever composition of America’s 

racist hierarchy, his chances of leaving America negated by Irene’s illusions of 

acceptability.  

It is difficult to read the identification of Brazil in particular in both of these 

novels as a longed-for space of home and belonging as purely coincidental; similarly, in 

both works, it is an unachievable wish. In a bit of a reversal of Brian’s wishful scenario, 

in Paradise, the character of Connie is taken from her native Brazil as a child and is 

relocated to Oklahoma to live with the good-hearted nun who removed young Connie 

from her impoverished existence. And, although race is integral to Paradise, it is never 

explicit in any depictions of the Convent women, making Connie’s Brazilian history 

spatially as well as racially significant; indeed, we only know that Connie hails from 

Brazil; we do not know her racial makeup. This reminds us that the memory of a forced 

movement from Out There to peripheral space, where Connie resides on the outskirts of 

Ruby, not only complicates the formulation of a space’s dominant narrative by creating 

an instance in which the “will to forget” is invoked, but also persists by influencing the 

interactions between individual and space and vice versa. For example, it is the songs of 

Piedade, the singing woman Connie remembers from her childhood of whom she speaks 

to the other Convent women, which initiate their transformation into women who are no 

longer haunted, suggesting the transformative nature the Outer may have on the Inner. In 
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this vein, it is also significant that Paradise’s final scene involves a ghostly, dreamlike 

setting on a Brazilian beach with Connie and Piedade – a return home to Out There, of 

which the consequences are both frightening and hopeful, both possible and impossible, 

rendered simultaneously inevitable and unachievable by the cyclical nature of repression 

and resurfaced traumas. The presence of a space – still fraught with a problematic racial 

history – in both these novels that manages to house a wish for (or a possible path to) 

acceptance of one’s identity and the traumas that have led to its formation, outside the 

abusive restrictions offered by America, speaks both to the cautious desire for the 

existence of such a place, as well as the realization that, as of now, a space completely 

removed from the strictures of racialized, hierarchical spaces does not exist.  

The Carters and Childish Gambino approach this notion of a totally separate, 

outside space in contrasting ways. It is towards such a space, it is plausible to assume, 

that Gambino is frantically sprinting at the close of “This is America” – without, it would 

seem, a prayer of success; no matter the effort behind the attempt, the suggestion seems 

to be that he is destined to remain trapped in the warehouse which provides the stage for 

every bit of the action in his video. One possible interpretation of this rather pessimistic 

extrapolation is to dismiss the possibility of an altogether different space characterized by 

equality as a fantasy: our best option, then, would be to fix the space we’ve got, because 

the space itself isn’t going anywhere – this is perhaps the most optimistic reading of 

Gambino’s terror-stricken flight into fade-out darkness, which seems doomed to failure.  

Alternatively, The Carters rely on the strong symbolism that the space of the 

Louvre holds for Paris, for France, and for Western Europe in general as the apex of 

civilization and cultural production. Associated with Western civilization, but not 
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specifically with America, this choice of a space completely removed from the society 

with which they are associated suggests a more deeply rooted issue: rather than solely 

critiquing America’s relationship with a racial hierarchy, The Carters’ choice of space 

seems to take aim at the process by which hegemonic powers come to be and how they 

remain in power. This interpretation, then, allows us to view the Louvre as more than a 

bastion of white art; it is also representative of the massive amounts of influence which 

resides at the top of a cultural hierarchy, another reason why the authority that The 

Carters project into the space is so destabilizing – it leaves us with the very real sense that 

such hierarchies could be upended, regardless of their national locale.  

Although these texts are disparate in genre and time period, the threads that 

connect them are both prevalent and telling. Most significantly, we can see the 

persistence of the systems which underlie and uphold racially discriminatory practices by 

considering the dialogic relationship between race and space in these texts. Although this 

relationship manifests in different ways and with different implications, its continued 

existence across time alerts us to the perpetuation of a racist state and the impact that 

continues to have on for individual and collective identity formation. Additionally, 

unpacking the connections between these texts reveals the relationship between the study 

of cultural production and sociological significance. That is, by recognizing the continued 

presence of the historical issues that Nella Larsen wrote of during the Harlem 

Renaissance in the contemporary work of Toni Morrison, and by identifying the 

importance of racial identity formation and spatiality in the even more contemporary 

cultural work of The Carters and Childish Gambino, we may better understand the 

impacts of the continuity of America racial hegemony. Explorations of the link between 
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sociological study and cultural production illuminates the ways in which race is created, 

perceived, and deployed in America and allows us to perhaps identify how, why, and 

when race is deployed in the name of nefarious or democratic ends.  
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