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Abstract

In this study, I examine the ways in which writers of nineteenth- and twentieth-century
prison narratives reconfigure subjectivity and its relation to social power structures (epitornized
by the structure of the prison itself). Specifically, I read Henry David Thoreau’s “Civil
Disobedience,” Harriet Jacobs’ /ncidents in the Life of a Slave Girl, Oscar Wilde’s De
Profundis, Martin Luther King, Jr.’s “Letter from Birmingham City Jail,” Constance Lytton’s
Prisons and Prisoners: Some Personal Experiences, and Breyten Breytenbach’s The True
Confessions of an Albino Terrorist. The general ground for the study of the relationship
between prison and subjectivity has been mapped by Michel Foucault in Discipline and Punish,
in which he defines the carceral as “a strategic distribution of elements of different natures and
levels [. . .] which all tend, like the prison, to exercise a power of normalization™ (307-08).
Each of the texts studied here was written either while the author was imprisoned or subject to
a similar form of constraint, or shortly after the author’s release; they thus offer specific analyses
and responses to these elements of normalization. They also support to varying degrees
Foucault’s point that the overall aim of the prison project is a “transformation of individuals,”
that the prison served to reconstruct and reconstitute the identities of those under its control
(“Prison” 39). Each text, though, engages with different elements of this transformative project,
demonstrating how the generally uniform carceral practices can be used to attack a variety of
identifications, be they sexual, racial, economic, or any of a variety of social categories. The
authors’ own depictions of identity, the transformations in which their texts engage, counter
that attack by working in different ways against the reformative and subjugating premises of

carceral discipline.
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Opening Statements

A history of prisons is a history of prisoners. That may seem like a foolishly obvious
statement but, on many levels, a history of prisons is distinctly not a history of prisoners.
Prisoners have had largely no voice in the formation of pnsons, nor have they generally had a
role in actively forming policies concemning criminal justice. The history of prisons is not a
history written by prisoners; it is, however, a history written on and through prisoners. Prisons
--and the officials, politicians, and systems supporting them--only gain solidity through the
people living in them. Prison policy and practice are engaged in an extensive and constant
construction of the prisoner, the mythic body and identity of the generic person unfortunate
enough to be incarcerated. The aim of this study is to examine how those constructions are
challenged by the prisoners themselves. As I demonstrate, the reworkings of identity by the
authors studied here tend to work against notions of the Enlightenment individual, since that
construct is intimately related to the structure of prison itself. Nevertheless, this tendency also
has drawbacks in connection to the larger social functions of the prison, a fact that several of
these authors attempt to highlight and problematize. My analyses of specific texts are offered to
show how their authors textually negotiate the various definitions of identity forced upon them
by the dominant society that the prison represents and of which it is a vital component. I will
demonstrate that these negotiations of identity are, therefore, not simply offered as personal
reflections or attempts to gain a new sense of self, but are constructed in large part as social
critiques.

Before moving on to my readings of the ways in which specific prisoners have dealt with

this construction of identity, a brief history of Western penal practices is in order. The prison’s



history as an institution in the West has been variously defined and problematized not only by
historians, but also by philosophers, psychologists, politicians, reformers, sociologists, and
others too numerous to count. Their studies take various forms, ranging from those that
support incarceration as a proper method of either punishment or reform, to others that combat
the efficacy of incarceration in achieving either of those ends. Within the specific limitations of
an institutional history, however, some common points arise. First, while the practice in the
West of incarceration for criminal activity goes back to the Middle Ages and earlier, it is “the
period at the turn of the nineteenth century when imprisonment first became a general policy,”
as David Garland states (Punishment and Modern Society 160).! Christopher Harding and
Richard W. Ireland further write that the difference in the practice of incarceration before and
after this period can be seen as a difference between “method” and “institution” (18-19). The
criminal’s separation from society and the restriction of criminal’s movement may have been
one form of punishment in the pre- and early modern periods, but it was not yet the socially
sanctioned prime method. As John Bender writes in his study of the relations between
eighteenth-century fiction and the penitentiary, early prisons “were temporary lodgings for all
but a few,” whereas prisons of the late-eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries used long-term
incarceration as the central punishment (14). Even after the institutional transformation of
incarceration, other methods of punishment were still enforced; today, such punishments as
fines and community service are regularly doled out by the courts. As popular television and
film crime dramas indicate, though, such punishments are generally seen as altemnatives to
incarceration, which is perceived as the generally accepted mode of punishment. Thus, studies

of prison--and of prison literature—can help further larger projects concerned with the general



understanding of modemn society.”

Second, within the study of the modern institutionalization of incarceration there are
other generally accepted points. The modern prison and its practices are seen to arise from a
protestant rhetoric of the individual’s ability to reform. As I will discuss in the first two
chapters of this study, the model beginnings of the contemporary prison are usually posited in
the American prisons in Auburn, New York, and Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, both constructed in
the late-eighteenth century. These institutions were copied and enlarged upon throughout the
Western world, a dissemination indicated by, for example, Gustave de Beaumont’s and Alexis
de Tocqueville’s study of the American prison system and its potential application to France.
While the Auburn and Philadelphia penitentiaries differed from each other in some practices,
specifically in their approach to the use of collective or individual hard labour, both emphasized
the necessity of silence as a means of allowing prisoners to reflect on their crimes. As will be
explored further in Chapter 1, this reflection, according to the humanist philosophy undergirding
the practice, would then of necessity lead the prisoners to reform their behaviour, to move away
from crime and become properly constituted individuals and citizens. P. Q. Hirst details this
reconstruction, writing that ‘“Prison regimes were intended [. . .] to produce a self-governing
and industrious” subject who exhibited “orderly habits” (277). The reformatory theories of
silence and isolation are further tied, as many prison historians and theorists have shown, to the
rise in the West of democracy and the ideas of individual rights.’ Because each individual has
certain “inalienable rights™ within the democratic society, and s capable of understanding and
changing her or his actions, incarceration as punishment for crime is normalized and

institutionalized as a means of insuring that those rights not be violated, and of allowing the



cniminal a chance to change.

While this theory of penitence and reform continued throughout the nineteenth century,
and arguably still forms some of the basis for the continuation of imprisoning practices,* by the
late 1800s theories of the origins of crime and of human behaviour in general began to shift, and
the understanding of punitive practices altered with them. In this period, as Martin J. Weiner
discusses in his excellent study, the rise of sociological sciences and their concomitant emphasis
on the social origins of behaviour--rather than on individual choice or responsibility--radically
altered the perception of crime. Instead of choosing to commit a criminal act, and therefore
being solely responsible for it, the criminal was seen to be in some ways the product of larger
social forces which limited the options available, thus partially sublimating the criminal’s
personal responsibility. As I discuss in my third chapter, this change was figured in penal
policy through a move “away from deterrence and moralization” (Weiner 185) towards a more
pseudo-scientific view of criminal activities as generally falling into, as Marie-Christine Leps
argues, the categonies of statistical, empirical, and medical analyses (24). Within this scientific
understanding, criminals cannot simply alter their behaviour through personal reflection. This
change resulted in an intense period of prison and legal reform, in which psychologists, medical
doctors, and other “outside” professionals became more heavily involved in the treatment of
prisoners and the organization of prisons.

Despite the differences in perception and practice that these changes brought about, the
general effect of imprisonment on the prisoners themselves remained fairly constant. Prisoners’
own discussions of incarceration, and analyses of those discussions, can help to provide a

detailed picture of this split between carceral theory and practice. As I argue in Chapter 1,



prisons function in large part as alienating and brutalizing institutions which, despite emphases
on either reform or scientific cure, use demeaning and often violent forms of punishment to
enforce prison codes. Harding and Ireland discuss the treatment of the prisoner as, in one
sense, a transhistorical action of objectification, of transforming the prisoner into a series of
objects--largely defined--that can be acted upon. That is, certain objects which relate to the
prisoner in some intimate sense are removed, violated, or otherwise negatively impacted on in
order to punish the prisoner. Harding and Ireland detail several important objects in the history
of punishment, including the prisoners’ bodies, their freedom to move or act, and their ability to
engage in social interaction (186). Such an objectification of people is, in Michel Foucault’s
words, part of the “technologies of power,” for which the prison is arguably the major
metonym. For Foucault, these technologies are figured as attempts to “determine the conduct
of individuals and submit them to certain ends or domination, and objectivizing of the subject”
(“Technologies” 18). Humanity thus becomes “the true object of the police” (“Political” 156).
Within the period covered by my study, roughly the mid-nineteenth century to the present day,
the isolation of the prisoner from society at large and the restriction of that person’s movement
and ability to act remain consistent, and are variously joined with corporal punishment,
restrictions on communication, and isolation within the prison itself. As demonstrated in all of
the chapters, these forms of punishment alienate the prisoner from, among other things, family,
friends, and society in general. Further, they serve as attempts to reinforce what the prison
officials, and the authorities associated with them, see as the more proper social space for the
prisoner to inhabit, as well as to determine the subjectivity of the prisoner.

Related to this discussion of identity reformation, and perhaps arising from prison



historians’ and theorists’ existence within the sociological paradigm, the third general point of
agreement among critics of the prison is that incarceration, and the institutions involved with it,
function as part of the larger matrix of society, whether that society is seen as being controlled
by the active engagement of a variety of individuals, or as a conglomeration of various
institutions which, to a large degree, control the society’s members, or as somewhere between
these two models. The differences in opinion within this larger understanding result in a
significant portion of penological theory. While there are problems with any attempt to
summarize these differences, for the purposes of the present study they can be reduced to two
camps. On the one hand, Foucault, in his work Discipline and Punish, and those critics who
follow from his conclusions, generally argue that prison and incarceration, after the turn of the
nineteenth century, form one part of a larger disciplinary system of surveillance, subjugation,
and control.’ As D. A. Miller writes, discipline within such a system was supposedly “confined
to the carceral” only “in order that it might ultimately be extended [. . .] to the space outside it”
(60). In Discipline and Punish, Foucault uses Jeremy Bentham’s construction of the
panopticon as a figure that demonstrates the effectiveness and pervasiveness of the disciplinary
mechanisms of society. In general, Bentham’s architectural design of this institution allowed for
inmates to be constantly watched--or at least feel as if they were--while the inmates themselves
could never see the officials in charge of them. This structure, according to Bentham, permits
the exercise of complete and total discipline in that it makes those subject to its control feel as if
any infraction of the rules will be noticed and the perpetrator punished. Thus, in Bentham’s
plan, the inmates would be much less likely to commit any misdeeds, and would therefore begin

to modify their general behaviour for what he saw as the better. Bentham writes that “the more



constantly the persons to be inspected are under the eyes of those who inspect them, the more
perfectly will the purpose of the establishment have been attained” (34). In his writings on the
subject, Bentham argued that the panopticon could be effectively used not only for
penitentiaries, but also for “work-houses, or manufactories, or mad-houses, or hospitals, or
schools” (34).

Foucault interprets Bentham’s plan in terms of its intended effects on the inmates and
their relationship to the exercise of social power. He wnites that the “major effect” of the
panopticon was “to induce in the inmate a state of conscious and permanent visibility that
assures the automatic functioning of power” (Discipline 201). Foucault details the creation of
this automation in a list of the panopticon’s organizations and functions, writing that these need
to be arranged in such a way that

the surveillance is permanent in its effects, even if it is discontinuous in its action;
that the perfection of power should tend to render its actual exercise
unnecessary; that this architectural apparatus should be a machine for creating
and sustaining a power relation independent of the person who exercises it; in
short, that the inmates should be caught up in a power situation of which they
are themselves the bearers. (201)
In other words, Foucauit argues that the feeling of being constantly watched leads the inmates
of the panopticon to enforce discipline on themselves. Panoptic discipline is, for Foucault, an
ideological function that alters the inmates’ relation to and understanding of themselves. He
writes of the structure that “Thanks to its mechanisms of observation, it gains in efficiency and

in the ability to penetrate into men’s behaviour” (204).
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That Bentham saw the panopticon as a structure that could be used to modify behaviour
in a variety of institutional settings points out to Foucault that the form of discipline exercised in
the modern prison is in fact widely spread throughout society, forming the very heart of the
social system of power relations. Foucault refers to this disciplinary system as “the carceral
city,” in which the prison “is not alone, but linked to a whole series of ‘carceral’ mechanisms
which seem distinct enough--since they are intended to alleviate pain, to cure, to comfort-—-but
which all tend, like the prison, to exercise a power of normalization” (307-08). In this
paradigm, prisons, schools, churches, and other social institutions function to maintain the
status quo, to enforce values and codes of behaviour that serve to protect the status of the
people who occupy the higher realm of society, be it economic, religious, political, or any of a
variety of positions of authority. Activities such as prison reform, which would seem to work
against the methods and aims of the carceral matrix, are instead parts of the system itseif.

Against this overarching view of social discipline, on the other hand, critics of
Foucault’s theories argue that his positioning of the prison as part of a larger socio-institutional
matrix that serves to reproduce existing power relations (between members of different classes,
races, genders, regions, etc.) is overly deterministic and generalized, and depends on an
understanding of social relations that is too reliant on seeing those relations as completely
defined by power differentials. John S. Ransom summarizes these arguments, writing that
Foucault’s critics depict his account of Western society as “nothing more than an interlocking
system of disciplinary mechanisms” (40). This critique is occasionally taken further to say that
the constant reproduction of hegemonic power structures which Foucault describes is a form of

strategic conspiracy that would require far too much organization and intent to remain



consistent. David Garland, descnbing the arguments against Foucault’s penological history,
writes that, “In the absence of any hard evidence that a strategy with these objectives does really
exist, it would appear that Foucault is simply taking the (unintended) consequences of the
prison to be its (intended) raison d'étre” (Punishment and Modern Society 165). Despite the
excellence of Garland’s body of work on prison history and the social implications of
punishment, his summary of the cntique against Foucault can be complicated through an
analysis of the word “power.” For Garland, Foucault’s assertion that the prison functions
within a matrix of power relations which are geared towards maintaining the social status quo
necessarily implies that those in “positions of power” both fully understand and actively deploy
strategic uses of institutions in order to maintain their own authority. While Garland makes a
passing reference to Foucault’s rejection of the “idea that power is a thing ‘held’ by someone,”
he insists on treating it as such (Punishment and Modern Society 170). But Foucault, as he
writes after Discipline and Punish, instead uses “power” to refer to a series of relations among
groups, institutions, and people, “without being exactly localized in them” (History 96). This,
then, could be seen as the central point that the various functions of the prison highlight.
Garland is certainly correct in writing that Foucault’s work does not address how those people
in positions of authority came to be there, but his stress on Foucault’s lack of emphasis on the
intentions of such people can aobscure the argument that they, like everyone else, live and act
within a matrix of power relations (Garland, Punishment and Modern Society 170). Thus,
Gilles Deleuze can say of Foucault’s formulation of power that it “passes through the hands of
the mastered no less than through the hands of the masters™ and that “Seeing and Speaking are

always already completely caught up within power relations which they presuppose and
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actualize” (71, 82). Those in so-called positions of power do not simply wield force as a means
of controlling society, but are part of the larger mechanisms of power that enable both their
actions and the actions of those who resist them. The prison officials’ intentions, for example,
can be seen as less important than the ways in which their decisions and actions, made with
whatever motives, carry with them the authority invested in their place in society.

My aim is not to offer a fully cohesive theory of punishment and the social functions of
the prison. The debate described above is offered to delimit my area of concern--the
relationship of the prison to other social institutions, to the members of society, and to the
people directly affected by it.° [ also see Foucault’s theoretical construct as problematic,
especially in his lack of discussion of the impact of slavery on the formation of the early prison,
but the terms in which he outlines the functions of the prison prove useful in helping to describe
prison authors’ depictions of their incarceration. Foucault’s theoretical framework also
provides an entry into analysing how prison writers negotiate the streams of power that pass
through their hands--and the hands of those who imprison them--in order to critique oppressive
power differentials in their societies.” While I critiqued my opening sentence by stating that the
history of prisons is not written by prisoners, occasionally the history of a prisoner does
supercede the history of the prison, making a voice heard through the wilderness of
constructions and abuses perpetrated on the person who owns that voice. The authors studied
here in many ways reinforce the existence of a paradigm of discipline and punishment that echos
Foucault’s. Henry David Thoreau, Harriet Jacobs, Oscar Wilde, Martin Luther King, Jr.,
Constance Lytton, and Breyten Breytenbach all tend to demonstrate that prisons and related

disciplinary institutions work within a larger social, carceral framework, reproducing the
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oppressive hierarchies and assumptions of their particular societies. While these texts range
from the mid-nineteenth to the late-twentieth centuries, and were written in American, English,
and South African contexts, the general paradigm of institutionalized imprisonment remains
largely consistent due to the international dissemination of prison forms throughout the history
of the institution.*

Therefore, even though H. Bruce Franklin is correct in stating that prison writing
“cannot be lumped in some timeless category [. . .], as though prisoners of all times and places
constituted a society” (235)--an assertion that is supported by the immense range of genres,
styles, and other categories of prison writing—-the various works written from prison do
constitute a different type of unitary group. Rather than being based on formal similarities
among texts, the cohesion of this group lies in the situations in and against which the works
were composed. All prison writings comment to one degree or another on the oppressive
forces of the prison itself, and of the social structures of which the prison is a part. Because of
this, prison writings do indeed engage in debates that arise from their own particular settings
and origins, but similarities can also be found in the means through which they do so. All of the
authors discussed here use the prison both as the ground against which they write, and as a
metaphor within larger social discussions.

The point of comparison that I will explore, in order to develop a specifically nuanced
understanding of the social functions of power, is the manner in which the authors reconfigure
notions of identity as a means of combatting the oppressive forces arrayed against them. Before
continuing, a brief discussion of my terminology is necessary. Paul Smith’s distinction between

the terms “subject” and “individual” is useful in this context. The term “individual,” he writes,



12

describes the person as “undivided and whole,” as the source of “conscious action”; the subject,
however, “is not seif-contained™ and is always already in “conflict with forces that dominate it in
some way or another” (xxxiii-xxxiv). For Smith, “The human agens” should be seen as “the
place from which resistance to the ideological is produced or played out, and thus as not
equivalent to either the ‘subject’ or the ‘individual’” (xoxxv). In this study, “identity” will be
used to demarcate the conceptual space in which the subject, the individual, and the agent are all
“played out.””

All of the texts studied support, to varying degrees, Foucauit’s point that the overall aim
of the prison project is a “transformation of individuals,” that the prison serves to reconstruct
and reconstitute the identities of those under its control (“Prison” 39). Bender defines this
project succinctly, writing that “The penitentiary [. . .] uses the material instruments of
architecture and daily regime to recreate the convict, who has been sentenced for a crime that
signifies failure to extract moral order from experience” (50). Each text I examine engages with
a different element of this transformative project, demonstrating how the generally uniform
carceral practices can be used to attack a number of identifications, be they sexual, racial,
economic, or any of a variety of social categories that for disparate reasons fall outside the
dominant “moral order.” The authors’ own depictions of identity and the transformations in
which their texts engage generally work against the reformative and subjugating premises of
carceral discipline. 1 have chosen these texts not because they are representative of a larger
genre of “prison literature,” nor because, when studied together, they can tell us he overarching
meaning that larger category. Indeed, given the sheer volume of prison texts and the variety of

contexts from which they arise, such a “representative” choice is, as Franklin writes, an
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impossible project, both theoretically and practically. Instead, each text is presented here
because it offers a different entrance point into the larger subject of prison and its relation to
identity construction. I do not, therefore, offer a general theory of how prison authors
constitute a sense of personal agency through the act of writing, but instead examine the
specifics of each text in order to demonstrate, contextually, how prisoners’ texts can exploit
certain fissures in the imprisoning discourse surrounding them. My study, further, does not
posit any utopian notions of the ability to gain agency through writing, nor does it offer a
negative formation of the seeming impossibility of escaping the carceral structures of society.
Rather, | demonstrate how these specific authors, in responding to similar penal situations,
construct textual negotiations of identity issues in order to critique and problematize the
dominant functions of power in their societies.

The texts studied could be divided into those written in the nineteenth century and those
composed in the twentieth, where each group deals with the disciplining models of their own
time. Such a division could, however, ignore the larger similarity between the prisons of the
two periods, possibly creating a space for problematic value judgments about different
practices--practices which, in the end, lead to similar results. An explicitly chronological
organization could also result in the silencing of other equally important distinctions, such as the
author’s nationality and gender, and the differing relations those have to the carceral institutions
described. Partially in order to avoid these difficulties, while also attempting to structure the
larger argument about identity in such a way as to foreground the authors’ own comments, 1
have organized the dissertation along more thematic lines.

The study is split into three sections, each of which contains two chapters, each
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focussing on one author. In this, I am differing from the few major studies of prison writing,
including the works of Ioan Davies, H. Bruce Franklin, and Barbara Harlow: Davies’ analysis
takes a much broader scope than mine, reading literature that ranges in time from the Middle
Ages through to the present day; Franklin’s text takes an historical and national perspective,
looking at the evolution of American prison writing, widely defined, from slaves’ songs through
to Herman Melville’s maritime work and the contemporary prison narrative; and Harlow’s
studies look at a wide variety of prison writing within specifically imperial and Third World
contexts, as well as in terms of gender. Each of these excellent works analyzes vast numbers of
texts in an attempt to develop theoretical and socio- and literary-historical approaches that can
help readers of prison texts to see not only the political acts involved in the works’ creations,
but also the convergences among these texts. Such readings also help us to understand better
the role of the prison and of punishment in political and literary realms, and the present study is
largely indebted to them. By more closely examining a smaller number of texts, my analysis
may seem necessarily more limited in scope than these others, but it lends further detail to their
works. My study therefore deals with the more obscure and intricate ways in which prison
authors struggle with their creations and their situations, allowing me to detail their complex
analyses of the carceral matrix--analyses which forge critical spaces that can help to alter, or at
least point out, the specific oppressive uses of power in their various social surroundings. In
addition, my reading of a range of texts from the past two centuries within an intemnational
Western context helps to retain a more general framework with which to understand the prison
and related subjects.

The first section, “The Carceral Society,” analyzes the ways in which prison writers
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depict discipline and punishment as informing a variety of institutions and society as a whole.
Looking at Henry David Thoreau’s “Civil Disobedience,” the first chapter examines Thoreau’s
critiques of the market economy, of slavery, and of the American war with Mexico in terms of
his reworking of nineteenth-century reformative paradigms of incarceration. Specifically,
Thoreau rewrites his arrest for not paying his poll tax--a protest of the war--and the night he
spent in jail as acts that condemn the State that imprisoned him, rather than as acts that reform
him into a “proper” citizen. Thoreau’s text also demonstrates, however, the ways in which such
a rebellion can, in fact, reproduce some aspects of the carceral matnix itself. His assertion of his
identity as an individual who can transcend the oppression that the State attempts to force on
him, I argue, runs the risk of reproducing the philosophical and ontological foundations of the
modern prison system.

The second chapter demonstrates how another social institution that coexisted with, and
helped to create, the early prison engages in comparable forms of discipline which serve to
reinforce dominant social patterns and hierarchies. Analyzing Harriet Jacobs’ description in
Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl of late-nineteenth-century American slavery, and her
negotiations of the sentimental literary tradition, this chapter further complicates the
Foucauldian analysis of the carceral. My reading of Jacobs’ narrative is intended to explicitly
demonstrate how Foucault’s theoretical framework is not limited to discussions of actual
prisons, but can be expanded in order to further our understanding of wider issues, thus opening
up the scope of my project. Incidents helps to expose the similarities between prison and
slavery--a similarity that is combined in the text to a critique of contemporary gender biases.

My reading of this combination shows how different social norms are enacted by varying
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institutions and ideological frames, and how these frames intermingle to create a complex web
of oppression. Beyond this Foucauldian analysis, Jacobs’ textual reworking of this web allows
her to demonstrate not only its far-reaching implications, but also the ways in which the
oppressed author can strategically deploy one set of expectations against another as a means of
constructing at least a partial form of freedom within a social critique. The reading of this
strategy transiates well from Jacobs’ slave narrative to the prison texts I examine, and this
chapter should be seen as the beginning of my analyses of the various means used by the authors
subsequently studied to oppose disciplinary practices while at the same time avoiding the
difficulties of a Thoreauvian denial of and supposed transcendence beyond the effectiveness of
those practices.

“Writing Wrongs,” the second section of my study, analyzes two letters written while
their authors were imprisoned. Oscar Wilde’s De Profundis and Martin Luther King, Jr.’s
“Letter from Birmingham City Jail” were both written ostensibly as means of critiquing the acts
of specific individuals, but were also purposively constructed as larger social statements. Both
letters, as well, use the portrayal of the authors’ imprisonment to critique specific social
institutions as figured through previous texts that furthered the prison’s disciplinary project.
Wilde’s letter, addressed to his erstwhile friend, protégé, and lover, Lord Alfred Douglas,
combines the fact of Wilde’s own imprisonment, as well as more generalized constructions of
the prisoner, with a depiction of a conversion in order to oppose and deny the negative
valuations of Wilde’s sexuality as defined by the courts and the press. In De Profundis, Wilde
portrays an ideal identity that exists beyond the perception of others, and so beyond the reach of

the carceral regime. But, as I will show, this construction of identity, like Jacobs’,
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simultaneously denies Wilde the ability to actively assert himself as an individual.

In his “Letter,” King constructs a different notion of self, one that occupies a space of
tension between the dominant cuiture that supports the prison and the oppressed African
American culture that King is fighting to empower. Imprisoned because of his demonstrations
against illegal racial segregation in the American South, King wrote his letter as a direct
response to another letter by eight clergymen who condemned the demonstrations he was
leading. Like Wilde, King uses his letter not only to defend himself, but also to attack another
social institution that supports the prison’s social project—in this case the white Southem
Church. By constructing an identity for himself that exists in a space between the dominant and
oppressed groups, King attempts to open up the possibility of social, communal action, for an
ongoing process of social reconstruction.

With the exception of the section on Thoreau, the previous chapters examine how
authors who are subject to institutionalized oppression respond to the prison and the larger
carceral society. The two chapters of the final section, “Privilege, Prison, and Complicity,” deal
with texts by authors who are, in different ways, members of the ruling class that governs and
controls institutionalized imprisonment. Continuing the critique in which the other texts
participate of the individualism espoused by, for example, Thoreau, both of the authors studied
in this final section explore how constructions of a decentered, fragmented identity can help to
question and problematize the assumptions of the disciplinary project, assumptions which, the
writers contend, are tied to the dominant group’s oppression of various “others.” Chapter 5
reads Lady Constance Lytton’s attempt in her suffragette prison narrative to demonstrate how a

person can be conflictingly identified within different but contiguous ideological frameworks.
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Portraying her upper-class status as part of the same patriarchal matrix that results in gender
oppression, Lytton struggles in her text to remove herself from her class position, while at the
same time make her unprivileged position as 2 woman visible and active, in order to make a
larger political point about the relations between groups and between the various social
classifications of people.

Breyten Breytenbach’s The True Confessions of an Albino Terrorist explicitly engages
in a theoretical renegotiation of identity as a means of undermining the assumptions lying behind
the South African apartheid state. Breytenbach was convicted of terrorist activities against the
Nationalist government, the racist policies of which he strongly opposed. As an Afrikaner, a
member of the dominant racial and linguistic group, Breytenbach’s position as a terrorist and a
prisoner leads to an even more fragmented portrayal of identity than does Lytton’s dual position
as an upper-class woman. His consistently self-reflexive comments on this ungrounded and split
identity are, in many ways, the inverse of Thoreau’s transcendent individual. However,
Breytenbach’s text highlights the dangers of such an identity, which can lead, like Thoreau’s
rebellion, to a reproduction of the ontological basis of the alienating forces of the prison and the
carceral matrix.

There is a possible concern here relating to my choice of texts. All of the authors I have
chosen to study are well known either for reasons exceeding the specific texts analyzed, or
because the texts themselves have become canonical, or at least popular, in literary study.
Certainly a question can be raised as to what dynamic such a choice creates within the larger
context of the analysis of prison writing. Does my general failure to analyze works written by

so-called “common” prisoners in effect reproduce the silencing effects and policies of the
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prison? Am | engaging in a process of validation that allows only the voices of those whose
position within other social hierarchies allows them broader access to powerful discursive
spaces? Despite my own feelings about such a process, the short answer is “yes.” Davies
presents a defence of his similar choice of such seemingly “privileged” texts, stating that his
study explicitly deals with “intellectuals whose incarceration came about for political or
religious reasons,” since “the intellectual prisoner of conscience was the only figure who
presented a continuous narrative of incarceration” (3). Such a statement is problematic on two
levels. First, it ignores what is in fact a large body of texts composed by so-called common
prisoners. Second, Davies’ definition of the “prisoner of conscience” problematically equates all
such figures. While the second problem is likely a function of the statement’s appearance in the
introduction of Davies’ book (and certainly does not take away from the value of his study), it
points to the danger my work courts of reproducing the homogenizing forces of the prison
itself. A study that does carefully analyze the writings of more explicitly non-privileged
prisoners would provide an invaluable resource to further our understanding of the social
functions of the prison and how to critique them. Indeed, Franklin’s study in part answers this
need. The writings of prisoners who were “average citizens’ before their arrest, and who were
convicted of crimes that were not explicitly related to battles for social justice also participate in
the forms of social analyses that the present study details.

A reading of such texts could also engage more explicitly in an analysis of the definition
of cnminality than I do here. While all of the authors I study can be labelled “criminals™ simply
because of their status as prisoners, they tend to fall outside of the category of the “common

criminal.” Further, this term is not as easily defined as my use of it may imply. George Jackson,
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for example, was arrested in California in 1960 for a petty robbery, and was given an
indeterminate sentence of one year to life in prison. While incarcerated, Jackson became a
political activist whose anti-prison and revolutionary writings inspired countless people.
Jackson and two other men were framed for the murder of a guard ten years after his original
arrest, and Jackson was himself later murdered by another prison guard. Obviously, Jackson’s
life story complicates the divisions between the “common” and the “political” prisoner. Beyond
his case, many prison writings by “common criminals™ similarly make explicitly political
statements, as | have argued elsewhere.'

The importance of a study of writings by problematically termed “common™ criminals
does not, however, negate the value of analyzing the writings assembled here. All of these
works explicitly engage in the relationship between identity construction, the prison, and the
larger social frameworks in which those are enmeshed. Moreover, | chose texts that were
written by authors whase criminality is more obviously tied to political and social issues in order
to demonstrate the centrality and far-ranging influence of the penological system in Western
society, even into the ivory tower of canonical literary research. This was especially a
consideration for the reader unfamiliar with prison writing as a category. Beyond this, the
distinction between “common” and “uncommon” prisoner authors and their relationships to the
literary canon is as intensely problematic as the distinction detailed above between “common”
and “political” prisoners. Harriet Jacobs is a strong case in point: her condition as a slave, and
later as an author, was certainly not that of social privilege, and yet her authorship and narrative
have, in the past two decades, become intensely studied, written about, and taught at all levels

of the academy. Does the burgeoning canonicity of her text work against her historical
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oppression, or does the privileged space accorded her text within literary institutions threaten to
obscure other authors? While a study that can propose answers to these questions is necessary,
the choices of texts for the present analysis were made in order to demonstrate more fully some
of the ways in which the values of the dominant culture (be it figured through the prison or
through the academy) have encoded within them the space for the voice of resistance. This
space gives rise to, for example, Jacobs’ text’s canonical status and her use of sentimental
discourse, and to Breytenbach’s resistance from within his privileged identity.

My section divisions fall roughly into a generic categorization. This is especially true for
the final two sections, which deal with, respectively, letters and somewhat traditional
autobiographies. While the authors’ negotiations with the genres in question are discussed and
figured as part of the larger argument, this study is not intended as a means of exploring the
ways in which prison writing can alter our understandings of particular genres. Instead, each
text is situated in terms of its specific constructions of the relationships between identity and the
social dynamics of incarceration and discipline. This focus is motivated by a desire to avoid
positing an overly deterministic structure onto texts that, in large part, attempt to combat such
determination. I explore how the textual means that prison authors use to critique different
forms of oppression in their societies are in fact necessarily myriad, as they are intended to work
against the homogenizing, identity-stripping forces of the prison, and as such may actively work
against any form of structure used to contain them. Prison texts offer, to appropriate a phrase,
“a plurality of resistances, each of them a special case” (Foucault, History 96). These
resistances are analyzed here, centrally, in terms of how each author uses definitions of identity

as figures through which to critique the dominant and disciplinary society. I do not, therefore,
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construct a cohesive theory of the writing subject, or the way in which prison authors
reconstruct their identities. The study as a whole should be looked at as a series of “opening
statements.” I use that legal phrase purposively, for even though in a trial setting a lawyer’s
opening statements may seem at first to offer the unquestionable “facts” of a case, in fact they
offer only a theory of those “facts,” a construct that is always under attack by the opposing side.
The case, during the tnal, is always open-ended and multiple, and this is the way in which
“Fitting Sentences” should be read. 1 do not offer any final conclusions or set of deterministic
evaluations of prison writing as a genre, or even of these specific texts, but instead want to
engage a dialogue in order to help further understandings of the ways in which the history of
prison is a history of prisoners, a history given in their own voices, and one which is engaged in

a meaningful critique of society to which everyone should listen.
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Notes
1. Similarly, prison literature has forerunners in seventeenth- and eighteenth-century
criminal biographies, ballads, and novels, and its roots can be traced back further to such works
as Boethius’ Consolation of Philosophy, from the sixth century, and Frangois Villon’s fifteenth-
century poetry. See Haslam (“Criminal Autobiography™) for a description of the historical

connections between these genres and contemporary prison writing.

2. Even the terminology describing non-prison punishment is telling in terms of the
centrality of incarceration. John M. Sloop, in his in-depth analysis of prisons and American
society and popular culture, discusses the discourse of “alternative” punishments (172-79),
while Michael Tonry analyses the judicial system’s use of “intermediate” punishments. Tonry
explicitly points to the popular understanding of the prison as the central locus of punishment,
despite what he describes as the growing use of other punishments in cases that would not
require imprisonment, writing that, “new intermediate punishments are often conceived in large
part for use in lieu of incarceration” (136).

3. See, for example, Foucault (Discipline, esp. 221-24), Orlando F. Lewis (8), and
Sloop (21-22).

4. For a discusston of the contemporary debates over retributive and reformatory penal
practices, see Sloop (197-99). Sloop writes that “Today, while explicit arguments for
rehabilitation have fallen almost completely out of favor, a shade of the argument that prisoners

not only need but deserve rehabilitation appears to be reemerging” (199).

5. Richard Jenkins, for example, in a brief overview of contemporary approaches to

criminology, notes the interconnection of various social practices to the subjugating surveillance
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system of the prison. He writes that “Stanley Cohen, adopting an explicitly Foucauldian
perspective, makes a cognate point. The classificatory work of assessment done by licensed,
authoritative specialists such as psychologists and social workers is central to the modern social
control project and tends to lead, despite the stated objectives of the professionals and the
policies they pursue, to the raising and strengthening of boundaries of exclusion” (157).

6. Several critics fall into a middle space in this debate. Hirst, for example, discusses
the opposing views of, on the one hand, the prison as an intended space for rehabilitation and,
on the other, the disciplining nature of the rehabilitative techniques, and concludes that
“Painting a rosy future for supervision and ‘treatment’ and denouncing a new ‘gulag’ run by
psychiatrists, social workers, etc., are parallel fauits; both overestimate the effectiveness of the
methods praised or damned” (278). Garland himself calls for a melding of Foucauldian notions
of discipline and other, less power-oriented theories.

7. Foucault’s lack of discussion of the impact of slavery on the modern prison system
was recently addressed by panellists in a session entitled “The Imprisonment of American
Culture,” organized by the MLA’s Radical Caucus at the 116th ML A Convention in
Washington, DC.

8. See, for example, Foucauit, and Harding and Ireland.

9. For a longer discussion of Paul Smith’s terminology as it relates to prison writing,
see my “Discovering Identity in James Tyman’s Inside Out: An Autobiography of a Native
Canadian.”

10. See Haslam (*Discovering”) for a discussion of a political text by a “common”

criminal, and Haslam (“Criminal Autobiography™) for a discussion of the difficulties in offering
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general definitions of criminality and criminals’ writings. For discussions of George Jackson’s
life, see, for example, his own Soledad Brother: The Prison Letters of George Jackson, and

Angela Y. Davis (“Trials” 83-84).
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PART 1: The Carceral Society
Chapter 1

“They locked the door on my meditations™: Thoreau, Society, and the Prison House of Identity

Henry David Thoreau’s “Civil Disobedience” is an ideal starting point for an analysis of
prison literature, because it offers an explicit interplay between incarceration, politics, and
identity. The essay, in which Thoreau explains and justifies his refusal to pay his poll tax--which
led to his 1846 arrest--has become one of the most influential political statements of the past
one hundred and fifty years.' Indeed, it would not be an exaggeration to suggest that Thoreau’s
discussion of nonviolent resistance has helped to shape the current form of American and world
politics. Both Martin Luther King, Jr. and Constance Lytton use Thoreau’s ideas and words in
their prison texts, and such figures and organizations as Mahatma Gandhi, Leo Tolstoy, and the
African National Congress have cited Thoreau’s text as a foundation of their own social
philosophies.? Despite this range of influences, however, Thoreau’s essay and his political
thought in general are not without detractors. Discussing the vast amount of critical study on
Thoreau’s works, Bob Pepperman Taylor bemoans the fact that Thoreau’s political ideas have
been occasionally figured more as “a symptom of a problem in the American political tradition—
an extreme individualism, say, and moral subjectivism--than as a rich, powerful, and helpful
resource to inspire and guide us today” (4dmerica’s 2). Taylor’s recognition of the split
between the critical readings of Thoreau’s political works, on the one hand, and its
acknowledged influence, on the other, raises the possibility of a problematic contradiction

within the texts themselves. If, as Taylor asserts, the critical interpretations of Thoreau’s work
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are disjoined from the real-world effects it has had, then it may follow that the writings
themselves open up the spectre of opposed interpretations, that they exist as both symptoms of
problems and as inspirational resources. By examining *“Civil Disobedience” not only in terms
of his other work and its philosophical and literary contexts, but also in the context of
nineteenth-century penological and punitive discourses, the contradiction between Thoreau’s
transcendental individualism and his more communal political project becomes clear. By tying
together his political rebellion and his transcendental subjectivity, Thoreau’s essay reproduces
the ontological foundations of the carceral matrix (both the actual jail and the society that
surrounds it) that he is attempting to critique. Despite this reproduction, though, certain
constructions of identity in “Civil Disobedience” and other texts allow the reader access to a

more positive appropriation of Thoreau’s rebellious strategies.

[. Prisons, Reform, and Alienation

The overt connection between “Civil Disobedience” and American punitive practices
and penological history has been largely ignored by critics of the essay. Only eleven years prior
to Thoreau’s one-night confinement in a local jailhouse, de Beaumont and de Tocqueville
published in France and America their influential treatise, On the Penitentiary System in the
United States, and its Application in France, detailing the methods and practices of the
American prison systems, and cementing America’s reputation as the world leader in penology.
Orlando F. Lewis, in his foundational study of American penal history, notes that 1844 marked
the formation of the Prison Association of New York (327). Moreover, Lewis calls 1846, the

actual year of Thoreau’s arrest, “the formative era of American penology” (323). In that same
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year, “the first international gathering of those specializing in penology was held at Frankfort on
the Main. The world’s attention was being co-operatively directed to the problems of prisons”
(323).

As has been noted by contemporary critics, American penological practices were defined
during this period by the competing, but in many ways similar, Auburn and Philadelphia
systems, which were named respectively after prisons opened in the late-eighteenth century at
Auburn, New York, and Walnut Street in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. The practices of and
theories behind these systems, as Lewis writes, had become ingrained in American penology:
“principles had become fairly well established, methods were fairly well fixed; traditions had
already formed” (324). While one might expect the jail in the small town of Concord not to
resemble the larger state institutions much, Thoreau found himself in a fairly large building
which served not just Concord, but the surrounding county as well. Thoreau biographer Walter
Harding writes that the jail was “built of granite, three stories high, sixty-five feet long, thirty-
two feet wide, and surrounded with a brick wall about ten feet high, mounted with iron pickets.
It had eighteen cells, each twenty-six feet long and eight-and-a-half feet high. Each cell had two
grated windows” (202-03). The county jail may not be much more than a miniature and more
localized replica of the imposing institutions at Auburn and Philadelphia, or the notoriously
brutal environment of Sing Sing prison, but the cultural discourses informing the practice of
imprisonment were becoming entrenched in the American imagination. In other words, despite
the fact that “County and local prisons were almost without exception the centers of [. . .}
unsystematic [. . .] confinement of inmates” (Lewis 328), these local jails, like the larger prisons,

were seen as sites for the punishment of criminals through confinement. Such punishment,
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moreover, was understood as a means of deterring further criminal activity (by both the inmate
and the general population), and the prisons were, at least theoretically, supposed to be
institutions designed to reform the criminal into a civil, socially productive individual.®

This construction of reformation and productivity as mutually reinforcing categories
was, as Sloop writes, reflected practically in the prison system by the use of “silence and hard
labour: silence in order to allow reflection and redemption, labor in order to make the criminal
‘productive’ (22). Sloop goes on to note that,

In early debates about criminal justice, the argument was not over whether
prisoners should be silent or work at hard labor but instead, whether their hard
labor and silence should be practiced in isolation or in the company of other
inmates. Hence, in the Auburn system, the prisoners worked in silent groups,
while in the Philadelphia system [. . .], the prisoners worked in silence and
separate from each other. (22)
At the root of the use of silence is the assumption that personal reflection can lead to spiritual
redemption which would bring with it concomitant behavioural changes. De Beaumont and de
Tocqueville make this clear when they note that “communication between” prisoners “renders
their moral reformation impossible,” whereas when a prisoner is “Thrown into solitude he
reflects. Placed alone, in view of his crime, he learns to hate it” (55). Discussing similar
punitive paradigms and their legal counterparts in Victorian England, Martin J. Weiner argues
that they “were, in part, an expression of faith in individual will power, but also an instrument to
apply increasing pressure on the individual to develop and strengthen such powers of self-

regulation” (48). This emphasis on the individual’s innate ability to change is further discussed
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by Foucault as a shift in punitive practices which reflects a change in the conception of
subjectivity, away from the notion of a thoroughly embodied subject, which reacts mostly to
externally enforced punishments, to a subjectivity constituted by an internalized notion of social
hierarchies and authorities. Foucault writes of the Philadelphia system that “Itisnot [. . .] an
external respect for law or fear of punishment alone that will act upon the convict but the
workings of the conscience itself”” (Discipline 238). While Foucault sees a difference between
this and the Aubumn system, which, through communal labour, attempted to “rehabilitate the
criminal as a social individual” (238), the rule of silence enforced in both systems places the
overarching emphasis on the prisoners’ individual abilities to reconstitute themselves as socially
acceptable beings.

The actual practice of the prisons belies not only the effectiveness of this rule of silence,
but also the general notions of human subjectivity that enable it. While the spectacle and
practices of corporal punishment do indeed diminish in the nineteenth century, violent physical
punishment did not disappear, but was reorganized and shifted in emphasis. Rather than using
pain as a direct means of punishment for crime, the American prison system in Thoreau’s time
used it in part as a means of enforcing the new prison rules of silence and labour. Lewis
describes these problems in both the Auburn and Philadelphia systems:

the unbroken silence in Auburn-type prisons could, in most instances, be
maintained only by the inflicting of severe corporal punishments. Floggings
became so atrocious in Auburn, and especially in Sing Sing, as to stagger public
opinion when finally revealed. [. . .] Prisons on the Pennsylvania plan were not

without weaknesses [. . .] the Eastern Penitentiary was with increasing frequency



31

charged with a higher rate of deaths, disease, and insanity than was alleged to

occur in prisons of the Auburmn type. (326-27)
Peter Oliver supports this view, writing that, when officials from Upper Canada were reviewing
the Aubumn plan with American prison officials before setting up Kingston Penitentiary,
“nothing was said about how men could be forced to work together twelve to fourteen hours a
day, month after month, year after year, without ever speaking to each other, or about the
punishments that such a system would require” (112). Rather than following through with the
protestant rhetoric of the possibility of the individual’s reformation through meditation and
reliance on conscience, these prisons in fact brutalized and killed more often than they
rehabilitated.

The difference between the prisons’ theoretical models and their practices begs the
question of what the actual relationships were between prison, society, and the inmates whose
identities were being actively reformed. Rather than reconfiguring the inmates’ identities from
deviants and criminals to “productive citizens” who have authentic relationships with their
essential consciences, these prisons consistently brutalized and alienated prisoners, treating them
as objects and tools, pointing to the American prison’s reliance on slavery as a model of
discipline--a relationship which will be further developed in the next chapter. In the Aubum
system especially, prisoners’ welfare and moral reform were only important insofar as they were
valuable as marketable products. The Aubumn system’s primary goal was to be economically
self-sufficient through the exploitation of inmate labour. H. Bruce Franklin notes that such
prisons “rapidly shed much of their early pretense of being places of reformation and became

frankly acknowledged as places of cheap mass production” (134-35). Oliver elaborates this
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point, writing of the Canadian support of the Auburn system that “Because they believed
convict labour in a congregate institution would make the facility self-supporting, the
organization of such labour took priority over every other consideration. All other disciplinary
possibilities, such as the inculcation of religious values and the provision of educational training,
received lip service at most” (112). Indeed, the Aubumn prisons were so profitable that working
groups employed at making the same products as the prisoners held strikes and protests,
claiming that the prisons were threatening their livelihoods.*

The prisons run on the Philadelphia system were not nearly as profitable as the Aubum
prisons, simply because each prisoner was required to remain completely isolated, thus
rendering factory-like work impossible. Hard labour was, however, still one of the central
facets of prison life in the Philadelphia system. Even though the Aubum system was motivated
to a large degree by the desire for profit, hard labour was first and foremost perceived to be a
means of rehabilitation. In other words, while modemn-day, and even some nineteenth-century,
critics easily separated labour as market relation from labour as means for individual salvation,
they were not as easily disjoined within the prison context. Auburn proponents could discuss
the possibility (and reality) of prisons as profit-making ventures solely because hard labour as a
reformation tool was generally unquestioned, as was silence. In the burgeoning industrial
revolution, and in the established republic that was America, both labour and one’s innate ability
to “further” oneself went hand in hand.

The result of the emphasis on the people’s innate reformative ability and the use of
labour to aid that ability led to a uniformity of punishment that was embodied in the identical

rows upon rows of cells in the panoptic structures of the larger prisons. Prisons became man-
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factories, churning out supposedly rehabilitated citizens. The stress on the power of the
individual effectively removed any notions of individualized punishment. Wiener phrases this
contradiction succinctly:
The advancing individualism of the age had a dark, anarchic side that few failed
to sense. Many traditional limitations upon individual freedom of action were
being dismantled, while traditional structures of authority were being challenged.
[. . .] As the brutality of the law was lessened, its reach was extended to cover
more persons and more forms of behaviour. [. . .] In tandem with these changes,
punishment was reconstituted so that its discretionary, public, and violent
character yielded to forms more calculated to promote the development of inner
behavioural controls. In convicted criminals, this reorientation was
accomplished through the uniform and impersonal disciplinary regime of the new
prisons [. . .]. At all levels prosecution was made easier, punishment more
certain, and penalties more predictable, impersonal, and uniform. The guiding
vision of this reconstructed system of criminal justice was that of the responsible
individual. (11)
The power of the single person rapidly degenerates into the uniform treatment of “the people”
as a civic body, each member of which reacts to, and can thus be disciplined by, the universally
applicable rulings of the State. Weiner is here discussing Victorian England, but in nineteenth-
century America these issues were if anything more pronounced, thanks to the democratization
of the country and to the growing popularity of the figure of the rugged individual.®* Since the

individual, and not the State, is endowed with “certain inalienable rights,” uniform, predictable,
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and specifically de-individualized forms of punishment are seen as necessary in order to avoid
violating those rights.

Prisons and the legal system are thus situated within the socio-political spectrum
between the emphasis on the power and rights of each person, and the theoretically uniform
treatment of the entire populace. The difficulty here is that such uniform treatment, especially
when combined with industrial capitalism, leads to one’s alienation not only from the product of
one’s labour, but from the rest of society at large. The prisons’ treatment of inmates also
results in the effective removal of whatever rights those people could claim. In the prison
system, as in slavery, the alienation that Marx described as being forced onto the working class
becomes distilled into a brutalizing force that would deny the very humanity of its victims.
Sloop argues that *“The prisoner was constituted in some sense as one element of the communal
machine, to be taken, repaired, and made to work again, with no question of what the prisoner
himself thought was best, with no imagination that a criminal could have rights. [. . .] The old
penology shaped criminal justice and carried with it the assumption of the prisoner as malleable
object” (25). While Sloop sees this reification of prisoners as a hold-over from earlier forms of
punishment, it can also be read as an indirect result of the nineteenth-century emphasis on
individual rights and freedoms. Foucault gestures to this understanding when he writes that, in
the Philadelphia system, “life,” here meaning identity, was “annihilated and begun again”
(Discipline 239). Before prisoners can be rehabilitated, their identities (as the origin of their
improper behaviour) must be wiped clean, ideally by silence and hard labour and practically by
brutal and harsh treatment.

In order to retain personal rights within society, people had to act within (self)regulated
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bounds of propriety; if certain individuals did not do so, it became the State’s responsibility to
the individual to readjust him or her. And those bounds of propriety generally fall within the
social behaviour of the upper classes who, since they are enfranchised and control economic
power, can help form the law. Thus Weiner, summarizing arguments made by Michael Ignatieff
and David Garland, can write that “penal policy has always been determined by
unacknowledged deep structures of power. The point of criminal policy [. . .] has always been
to reproduce existing power relations” (7).° From an emphasis on democracy and people’s
power to reform their behaviour, then, we come to the position from which that propriety is
defined, and through which individual actions and rights are limited. Within this limitation, the
most brutal functioning of a hierarchical society is also apparent, where people who act outside
“proper” norms are treated as less than human, and those who are seen as less than human are

automatically subject to the prison system.

I1. Thoreau, Alienation, and Society

What I hope my passing reference to Marx and the coinciding language of economic
power lead to is the conclusion that the brutalizing effects of prison are part and parcel of the
alienating forces of nineteenth-century American society, and it is in this regard that Thoreau’s
texts become central. “Civil Disobedience” and the prison-related context of its writing offer an
opening for the voice of the prisoner to be incorporated into the histories of the prison and of
the larger social framework. Specifically, what “Civil Disobedience” does, in conjunction with
Walden and his other writings, is provide us with a connection between the policies of the

seminal nineteenth-century prison and the socializing forces of the time. Thoreau, occasionally
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in very proto-Marxist language, sees the prison’s alienating forces as part of the larger
structures of enculturation in his society.

“Civil Disobedience” was written as a means of protesting the American war against
Mexico, which began on May 11, 1846 as a direct resuit of Texas’ entrance into the Union.
The addition of Texas as a slaveholding state was felt, in Len Gougeon’s words, to “increase
substantiaily the influence of the South in national politics” (200). Because the addition of
Texas was seen as an expansion of slavery and because it inevitably resulted in the war with
Mexico, many abolitionists and peace advocates opposed it, both before and after Texas
achieved statehood in 1845.7 1848, the year Thoreau’s essay was written, was also a pivotal
year in the debate that would result in the passing of the Fugitive Slave Law in 1850, which
allowed for the forced return of slaves who had escaped from the South to the supposed
“freedom” of the North. In order to protest the war and the related issue of slavery, Thoreau
followed the example of his friend Bronson Alcott, who refused to pay his poll tax and was
arrested in 1843. Despite his arrest, Alcott was never jailed, because “Squire Hoar,
[Concord]’s leading citizen, paid Alcott’s taxes himself rather than permit such a blot on the
town escutcheon” (Harding 200). Hoar paid the same tax for Alcott’s friend Charles Lane, who
also refused to pay (200-01). Thoreau, though, perhaps due more to the fact that he was
arrested at the end of the day than to the seriousness of his crime, did spend the night in jail in
late July, 1846 and, when he was to be released the next day after someone else paid his tax, he
tried to refuse to leave (205).

Thoreau’s transformation of his economic protest into a verbal and written form did not

occur for a few years. He first delivered an address on the subject at the Concord Lyceum in
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1848, and published the essay in Elizabeth Peabody’s first and only issue of the journal
Aesthetic Papers in May, 1849.® Rather than focus on the explicit issues that resuited in his
refusal to pay the poll tax, Thoreau instead offers a complex denunciation of what he perceived
to be the alienating effects of the government and the economy of his time. He saw the State
and the market-driven economy as mutually reinforcing entities that separated people’s actions
from their consciences in order to exploit fully their labour, thus helping the market and the
State, as institutions, to reproduce and perpetuate themselves.

The second paragraph of the essay explains this institutional desire for perpetuation
explicitly: *“This American government,--what is it but a tradition, though a recent one,
endeavoring to transmit itself unimpaired to posterity” (63). The institution of the State itself,
rather than its officers or leaders, is portrayed as an active force that uses people to sustain
itself. This is most obvious for Thoreau in the use of soldiers:

A common and natural result of an undue respect for law is, that you may see a
file of soldiers, colonel, captain, corporal, privates, powder-monkeys and all,
marching in admirable order over hill and dale to the wars, against their wills,
aye, against their common sense and consciences, which makes it very steep
marching indeed, and produces a palpitation of the heart. They have no doubt
that it is a damnable business in which they are concerned; they are all peaceably
inclined. Now, what are they? Men at all? or small moveable forts and
magazines, at the service of some unscrupulous man in power? Visit the Navy
Yard, and behold a marine, such a man as an American government can make, or

such as it can make a man with its black arts, a mere shadow and reminiscence of
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humanity, a man laid out alive and standing, and already, as one may say, buried

under arms with funeral accompaniments [. . .]. (65-66)
Beginning by tying “law’” and the military together under the single force of “an American
government,” this early passage organizes Thoreau’s vision of the relationship between the
State and the individual: the State, in effect, erases the existence of individuals, repiacing them
with a homogenous assemblage of tools and parts. In the act of homogenizing them, it removes
their ability to act on their own, to match properly their movements with their wills, thus
transforming them from “men” to machines that further the State’s aim of retaining the slave
territories of Texas.

The gothic imagery at the end of the passage, recalling more of Frankenstein than of
American politics, culminates the description of the alienated, objectified, State-manufactured
person, transforming what Thoreau elsewhere calls “the noblest faculties of the mind” (“John
Brown,” 129) into corpse-like automation. This description of the objectification of people
looks forward to Thoreau’s description of slavery in “Slavery in Massachusetts,” his direct
response to the passing of the Fugitive Slave Law.’ Thoreau sees slavery as an issue simply
beyond debate; as the legally and socially sanctioned transformation of human beings into
objects, it is the ultimate evil. He writes that,

If I were seriously to propose to Congress to make mankind into sausages, |
have no doubt that most of the members would smile at my proposition, and if
any believed me to be in earnest, they would think that I proposed something
much worse than Congress had ever done. But if any of them will tell me that to

make a man into a sausage would be much worse,--would be any worse, than to
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make him into a slave,--than it was to enact the Fugitive Slave Law, I will accuse

him of foolishness, of intellectual incapacity, of making a distinction without a

difference. The one is just as sensible a proposition as the other. (96-97)
Exposing not only the evils of slavery, but also what he sees as the foolishness of debating the
issue, Thoreau’s “Swiftian modest proposal” (Kritzberg 545) further emphasizes his vision of
the State-control of the populace as a dehumanizing and even deadly force. Similar arguments
allow him to conclude that the citizens of Massachusetts, through passing the Fugitive Slave
Law, have turmed themselves into slaves of the State: “There is not one slave in Nebraska; there
are perhaps a million slaves in Massachusetts” (91). Further, if people who recognize these
forces still defend them, they are not only serving the State to their own detriment, but also
actively splitting their own vision of the world--they make distinctions where no difference
exists.

Military activity and slavery are only the most obvious of the State’s alienating powers
and, as such, Thoreau does not spend much time actively engaging them. Instead, most of the
rhetorical energy of “Civil Disobedience” is devoted to more insidious and pervasive
dehumanizing and alienating forces. Keeping with the essay’s general theme of explaining the
reasons of his arrest, certain taxes are portrayed as State impositions which, when obeyed,
result in a splitting of identity, a severance between thought and deed. This is a form of
alienation which for Thoreau is the equivalent of a living death. Addressing an audience which
he delineates as, in Henry Golemba’s words, ““well disposed’ to lead a just and moral life,” but
“who comply with the state even though they disapprove” of it (144), Thoreau reconstitutes the

act of paying the poll tax as instead an attack on the taxpayer himself:
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See what gross inconsistency is tolerated. 1 have heard some of my townsmen
say, “I should like to have them order me out to help put down an insurrection of
the slaves, or to march to Mexico,--see if | would go;” and yet these very men
have each, directly by their allegiance, and so indirectly, at least, by their money,
furnished a substitute. [. . .] Thus, under the name of order and civil government,
we are all made at last to pay homage to and support our own meanness. After
the first blush of sin, comes its indifference; and from immoral it becomes, as it
were, unmoral, and not quite unnecessary to that life which we have made. (71-
72)
The exchange of funds between the taxpayer and the State is grounded on an understanding that
those funds will help to perpetuate “order and civil government,” but that exchange comes at
the expense of the taxpayer’s ability to act in accordance with his own beliefs and values.
Because the equation of the civil government with social order is unquestioned, acts of
immorality are not only tolerated, but seem to become part of the foundation of civil society.
This unquestioning tolerance of the State’s action results, in Thoreau’s logic, in the splitting of
identity of the individual taxpayer into a passive figure who speaks against the State and the
more active subject who supports it by substituting himself with his tax.

Making a distinction between paying taxes which help to make him “a good neighbor,”
such as the highway tax, and those that are demanded of him as a “subject” of the State,
Thoreau writes that “I do not care to trace the course of my dollar, if I could, till it buys a man,
or a musket to shoot one with,--the dollar is innocent,--but I am concerned to trace the effects

of my allegiance” (84). By highlighting the action involved in the exchange of money, rather
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than the existence of money and taxes per se, Thoreau opens up a space for the possibility of
rebellion through a personal refusal of action, while still allowing for the potential of communal,
civic behaviour. Thoreau is less concerned about the act of exchange, as Richard Grusin
argues, than he is about the alienation which arises from the separation of the exchange from the
value of labour within the market economy.
Thoreau further constructs his critique of society by depicting the relationship between
owner and owned as one in which people are subordinated to the very objects they supposedly
possess. This is one of the central points behind his experiment at Walden Pond. By personally
constructing his home and growing his crops, which he can eat or trade directly for other items,
without paying rent or accumulating any other form of debt, Thoreau contends that he can live a
more “authentic” life. In Walden, he asks the rhetorical question,
Who knows but if men constructed their dwellings with their own hands, and
provided food for themselves and families simply and honestly enough, the
poetic faculty would be universally developed, as birds universally sing when
they are so engaged? But alas! we do like cowbirds and cuckoos, which lay
their eggs in nests which other birds have built, and cheer no traveller with their
chattering and unmusical notes. (46)

Thoreau’s purpose in Walden is in part to demonstrate how individuals can improve their

spiritual and physical lives by removing the distance between property and labour, and by

reducing both to the minimum needed for survival.

The general condition of society as Thoreau sees it, however, is in direct opposition to

his view of the more authentic and direct mode of living dictated by his experiment. He must,
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therefore, set up this society as the ground against which Walden takes shape, evoking, in
Jeffrey Steele’s words, “the psychological and spiritual consequences of alienation” (49).
Thoreau writes that
I see young men, my townsmen, whose misfortune it is to have inherited farms,
houses, barns, cattle, and farming tools; for these are more easily acquired than
got rid of. [. . .] How many a poor immortal soul have I met well nigh crushed
and smothered under its load, creeping down the road of life, pushing before it a
barn seventy-five feet by forty, its Augean stables never cleansed, and one
hundred acres of land, tillage, mowing, pasture, and wood-lot! (5)
Looking forward to Camus’ depiction of the Sisyphean nature of life, Thoreau uses the
Herculean task of the Augean stables to portray the seemingly endless and menial work of the
“mass of men” whose lives are full of “quiet desperation” (8). This desperation is the result of
the loss of the “integnity” of the individual, of a separation between thought and deed which is
brought about through a willful engagement in the market economy: “Actually, the laboring
man has not leisure for a true integrity day by day; he cannot afford to sustain the manliest
relations to men,; his labor would be depreciated in the market. He has no time to be any thing
but a machine” (6). This loss of integrity is an image of an alienation of individuals from
themselves that, as Michael T. Gilmore argues, leads people not only “to debase the self but to
extinguish it, to hurry into death” (39). Rather than engage in what Thoreau sees as humanity’s
more authentic marketplace which thrives on symbolic, “manly” exchange, as opposed to a
purely monetary one, the common person instead gives up access to “manliness,” becoming a

mere machine that functions to further the tradition of the State and its economic tools.°
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Thoreau makes this point again in “Civil Disobedience.” He writes that “the rich man
[. . .]is always sold to the institution which makes him rich. Absolutely speaking, the more
money, the less virtue; for money comes between a man and his objects, and obtains them for
him; and it was certainly no great virtue to obtain it” (77). While this and the Walden passages
seem to describe a Marxist form of alienation of worker from product which results in a
separation of the individual from his or her authentic self, Thoreau does not construct these
relations as part of a capitalist market which exists within a chain in a dialectic of history.
Rather, he sees this alienation as a singular fact that must be overcome on an individual level.

A better comparison than Marxism for Thoreau’s view of society, figured both in the
condition of the mass of men and through the image of the State, is the nineteenth-century
disciplinary, penological model. Thoreau argues that society, like the prison, attempts to force
those under its control to behave in a docile yet productive fashion, removing personal
motivations (be they “criminal™ or “poetic”) and restructuring those peoplie as socially
acceptable automata. Thoreau’s portrayal of the State’s current economic forces parallels
Weiner’s discussion of criminal policies, in that both are seen as being “determined by
unacknowledged deep structures of power,” while at the same time their point is “to reproduce
existing power relations” (7). Individuals in society, like prisoners, are constructed or reduced
to a uniform mob, which is then forced to function within dictated bounds of propriety as a
means of allowing the institution, or State, to continue to operate.

Thoreau writes that, given this disciplinary functioning of society, the rule of the
majority in a democracy is simply a means of forcing on the minority certain codes of behaviour

that, in and of themselves, are not tied to justice or right:
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the people must have some complicated machinery or other, and hear its din, to
satisfy that idea of government which they have. Governments show thus how
successfully men can be imposed on, even impose on themselves, for their own
advantage. [. . .] After all, the practical reason why, when the power is once in
the hands of the people, a majority are permitted, and for a long period continue,
to rule, is not because they are most likely to be in the right, nor because this
seems fairest to the minority, but because they are physically the strongest. But
a government in which the majority rule in all cases cannot be based on justice,
even as far as men understand it. (63-65)

The “men” referred to in this passage are not individuals of “integrity,” the unalienated few who
are not owned by their possessions. They are “the mass of men” and so their need to hear the
din of government is itself a result of their alienation by the social structures around them.
Grammatically, the pronoun in the clause “their own advantage” refers not to the men who are
the objects of the sentence, but to the “Governments,” which are the agential subjects. Taylor
discusses the agency of the State, picking up on a passage in Walden which refers obliquely to
the construction of the pyramids, noting that “Thoreau sees our economic life as a new
incarnation of an old attempt by nations to assure their place in history by building monuments
to themselves” (84). Or, as Thoreau puts it in “Civil Disobedience,” governments use complex
disciplinary powers in order to force men to impose on themselves, allowing governments to
gain even more advantage, helping the State “to transmit itself unimpaired to posterity” (63).
Because of the hierarchical structure of the disciplinary mechanisms of society,

Thoreau’s townsmen, like prison inmates, are subject not just to the amorphous structures of
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power, but to the people who are placed in the upper echelons of the social, or carceral, system.
Just as the warden has the ability to decide exactly how the discipline of the prison will be
enforced, those in positions of power in the government can control the means through which
the subjects of the State are controlled. Because the American government “has not the vitality
and force of a single living man [. . .] a singie man can bend it to his will” (63). Further, as
Donald E. Pease details, such seemingly powerful men were generally idealized in nineteenth-
century American popular culture as powerful orators: “The idealization of the characters of the
people’s representatives [. . .] assumed the early form of a denial of their representative function
and in effect reversed the relation between the leaders and the will they were to represent” (34).
These men thus reinforce the separation in the “mass of men” between thought and deed, or
between will and government.

But Thoreau does not allow the leaders of government to become simple scapegoats
without whom society would improve. The problem, as he sees it, is with the disciplinary
functions of the State itself. Those who are in positions of power, such as “legislators,
politicians, lawyers, ministers, and office-holders™ (66), turn their intellect to solving the
problems that impede the functioning of the State, thus helping the State to continue, and so,
Thoreau writes, “as they rarely make any moral distinctions, they are as likely to serve the devil,
without intending it, as God” (66). Thoreau’s use of the word “intending” (which is italicized in
the posthumous version of the essay [ Yankee 126]) reinforces a sense of separation between
thought and deed, an alienation which, he implies, affects those at the top of the social hierarchy

as much as those on the bottom.
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. Thoreau and the Transcending of Society
The seeming pervasiveness of society’s discipline is, however, superficial. For Thoreau,
unlike Marx, the means through which to escape the cycle of discipline, monetary exchange, and
alienation is not through a communal effort, but through a personal rejection of the power of
social forces. Relying on the American rhetoric of the power of the individual, and on the
philosophical basis provided by his transcendentalist circle, Thoreau constructs a strategic
economic and political philosophy that evades the discipline of the State and the alienating
forces of the market through a construction of an interior subjectivity which simply denies the
State access to the individual. Thoreau details this subjectivity by emphasizing the importance
of a simplified mode of living, which is tied to a heavily Romanticized relationship with Nature,
which in turn allows for a more direct relationship between thought and deed.
Walden is, of course, the prime example of Thoreau’s doctrine of simplification. The
infamous passage which contains the command, “Simplify, simplify,” continues,
Instead of three meals a day, if it be necessary eat but one; instead of a hundred
dishes, five; and reduce other things in proportion. {. . .] The nation itself, with
all its so called interal improvements, which, by the way, are all external and
superficial, is just such an unwieldy and overgrown establishment, cluttered with
furniture and tripped up by its own traps, ruined by luxury and heedless expense,
by want of calculation and a worthy aim, as the million households in the land;
and the only cure for it as for them is in a rigid economy, a stern and more than
Spartan simplicity of life and elevation of purpose. (91-92)

Like the “poor immortal soul [. . .] pushing before it a barn,” the entire nation is here depicted
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as having its integrity destroyed by the objects of material gain. Beyond this, Thoreau makes
the connection between the simplified life in which these objects are stripped away and an
“elevation of purpose.” This is the common perception of Thoreau’s experiment at Walden
Pond; not only by placing himself at a remove from society, but also by removing the trappings
that are valued in that society, Thoreau attempts to construct his life as a Romantic ideal, where
his connection to Nature and its “Higher Laws” is unimpeded by the alienation brought about by
those objects.
Thoreau explicates the personal nature of his transcendence of the everyday, and his
connection to a more Platonic notion of the universal right, in a passage in the “Conclusion” of
Walden:
I learned this, at least, by my experiment; that if one advances confidently in the
direction of his dreams, and endeavors to live the life which he has imagined, he
will meet with a success unexpected in common hours. He will put some things
behind, will pass an invisible boundary; new, universal, and more liberal laws will
begin to establish themselves around and within him; or the old laws will be
expanded, and interpreted in his favor in a more liberal sense, and he will live
with the license of a higher order of beings. In proportion as he simplifies his
life, the laws of the universe will appear less complex, and solitude will not be
solitude, nor poverty poverty, nor weakness weakness. (323-24)

The self-imposition of simplicity is tied to a more complete understanding of “universal” laws,

and both are the direct result of acting “confidently,” of not allowing anything to come between

one’s actions and one’s conscience or thought. Economic simplification leads to a removal of
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the danger of market- or State-enforced alienation, thus erasing the personal and ideological
boundaries that “unnaturally,” in Thoreau’s view, separate the individual from the “truly”
universal.

The erasure of these enforced boundaries, and the resulting direct relationship between
action and conscience, has an immediate and powerful political effect. Shortly following the
above passage, Thoreau writes that “It is a ridiculous demand which England and America
make, that you shall speak so that they can understand you. [. . .] I desire to speak somewhere
without bounds; like a man in a waking moment, to men in their waking moments” (324). The
State, for Thoreau, attempts to enforce not only its laws, but also the means and modes of
communication. The restrictions placed by the State on people’s actions may result in the
alienation of those people, but Thoreau argues that each person can leam to speak “without
bounds”; individuals can remove themselves from the effects of the market through a concerted
simplification of their relationships to market and social forces. This, in turn, allows the
individual to understand higher and more universal laws than those imposed by the State, and
thus allows that person to act, with conscience, against earthly laws.

For this reason, Thoreau writes in “Civil Disobedience” that “Action from principle,--the
perception and performance of right,--changes things and relations; it is essentially
revolutionary, and does not consist wholly with any thing which was. It not only divides states
and churches, it divides families; aye, it divides the individual, separating the diabolical in him
from the divine” (72). While Barry Wood notes that, for Thoreau, “Doing something means
[. . .] resolving the polarnties through action which carries dichotomies to a new level where

they can be synthesized in a higher unity” (109), Thoreau here seems to function less in the
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dialectical form Wood would impose than through a simple binary construction that opposes the
degraded society to the principled individual. The step from one to the other may involve a
synthesis of action and conscience, but this is perceived as a reinstantiation of a pre-existing
natural order, not as a progression to a completely new stage of development. Thus, the person
of integrity who has a simplified life and a transcendent connection to the right, cannot simply
be a subject of the State, or even an ideal synthesis of the contradictions of society which leads
to a new evolution of that society, but is instead a permanent ideal, the Platonic form of the
revolutionary figure that is always opposed to the impure social world.

Further describing the transcendental figure, Thoreau writes that, while alienated
subjects serve the State with their bodies and others serve with their heads, “A very few, as
heroes, patriots, martyrs, reformers in the great sense, and men, serve the State with their
consciences also, and so necessanily resist it for the most part; and they are commonly treated by
it as enemies” (66). Only through a denial of alienation and through a transcendent relationship
to the law can people truly be patriots, and such people are resisted by the government which
would impose “bounds” on the necessarily boundless, universal conscience. James Duban
argues a similar point in discussing Thoreau’s relationship to Unitarian thought, writing that
Thoreau subordinates “civil authority to the voice of God manifest in private conscience” (213).
This subordination allows Thoreau to write that John Brown, who attempted to steal weapons
to arm an antislavery revolt, was “a transcendentalist above all, a man of ideas and principles”
who was not afraid to act on them (“A Plea for John Brown,” 115; Duban 219).
Transcendentalism can therefore simultaneously involve the individual’s removal from and

replacement into the State. The removal from the State “divides™ the person from its alienating
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effects, and the replacement becomes the necessary rebellion of the transcendentalist against the
State. This is true for Thoreau even if that rebellion takes the form of a passive example of
living the “proper” life, because “It is not so important that many should be as good as you, as
that there be some absolute goodness somewhere; for that will leaven the whole lump” (“Civil”

69).

IV. “My Prisons”

“Civil Disobedience” dramatizes the process of the Romantic individual’s transcendence
beyond the State’s disciplinary functions in the section dealing with Thoreau’s imprisonment,
which he refers to as “My Prisons.” Offset in a different typeface in most editions, this section
explicates Thoreau’s disciplinary social model, and the means through which one can escape its
imposed alienation, by inverting contemporary penological thought on imprisonment,
meditation, and reform.

Thoreau introduces the offset section by describing his arrest, and by creating an explicit
metonymic relationship between the prison and the State as a whole. He writes that “T have
paid no poll-tax for six years. I was put into a jail once on this account,” which leads him to the
conclusion that “the State never intentionally confronts a man’s sense, intellectual or moral, but
only his body, his senses” (79-80). Thoreau identifies the causal relationship between the tax
and the jail, making them both parts of the physical imposition of the State. His continuing
references to the State as an alienating force which attempts to deal with people only as physical
objects are again stated here, directly reinforcing a previous description of the jail cell: “as I

stood considering the walls of solid stone, two or three feet thick, the door of wood and iron, a
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foot thick, and the iron grating which strained the light, I could not help being struck with the
foolishness of that institution which treated me as if I were mere flesh and blood and bones, to
be locked up” (80). Introducing the central prison section, this passage sets up the terms on
which Thoreau will critique his night in jail. Specificaily, the prison, as a figure of the State,
attempts to deal with Thoreau as an alienated, purely embodied tool which is in need of
correction. Thoreau, as the transcendent individual, sees himself as being beyond such
punishment.

Moving from the State’s ineffective attempts to punish him, the central description of
Thoreau’s night in jail details a specific moment of transcendence which ironically duplicates the
reformative rhetoric of the nineteenth-century prison system. This system, especially as
perceived in the Philadelphia-style prisons, relied on the assumption that personal reflection
could lead to a form of spiritual redemption, which would lead to changes in behaviour that
would make the prisoner more amenable to social life. Thoreau plays off of this notion by
constructing a moment of personal reflection that does lead to a spiritual redemption, but that
simultaneously places him at odds with the general social world. Thoreau states that, after his
cell mate blows out their light, he felt that “It was like travelling into a far country, such as I had
never expected to behold, to lie there for one night.” He continues,

It seemed to me that I never had heard the town-clock strike before, nor the
evening sounds of the village; for we slept with the windows open, which were
inside the grating. It was to see my native village in the light of the middle ages,
and our Concord was tumned into a Rhine stream, and visions of knights and

castles passed before me. They were the voices of old burghers that I heard in
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the streets. I was an involuntary spectator and auditor of whatever was done
and said in the kitchen of the adjacent village-inn,--a wholly new and rare
experience to me. It was a closer view of my native town. I was fairly inside of
it. I never had seen its institutions before. This is one of its peculiar institutions;
for it is a shire town. | began to comprehend what its inhabitants were about.
(82)
The prison cell does indeed become a place of reflection, but instead of a purely internal vision
of the impropriety of his past “criminal” actions, Thoreau’s perspective immediately widens,
giving him an intimate view of his town and his soctety. This view is also one in which the
society is primitivized, looking backward both temporally and geographically to pre-imperial
Europe, a past that America supposedly revolted against. in other words, while privately
reflecting in his prison cell, Thoreau has a condemnatory vision of the degraded character of the
outside society.

This vision is a dramatization of Thoreau’s transcendentalism, which permits him to
condemn the State based on his own Romantic connection to and understanding of higher laws.
His censure of society is clarified in the penultimate main paragraph of the prison section:

When I came out of prison,--for some one interfered, and paid the tax,--I did not
perceive that great changes had taken place on the common, such as he observed
who went in a youth, and emerged a tottering and gray-headed man; and yet a
change had to my eyes come over the scene,--the town, and State, and country,-—-
greater than any that mere time could effect. I saw yet more distinctly the State

in which I lived. I saw to what extent the people among whom I lived could be
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trusted as good neighbors and friends; that their friendship was for summer

weather only; that they did not purpose to do nght [. . .]. (83)
Thoreau employs the rhetoric of the reformatory practice of the prison to condemn the
brutalizing and alienating effects of the disciplinary institution, which he sees at work in the
whole of society. Thus, he uses the institution of the prison itself to reverse the judgmental
gaze. His reflective time in prison does change his outlook on his position in society but, rather
than reconstruct him as a productive citizen, it highlights for him the hypocrisy and
untrustworthiness of his neighbors, and his country as a whole. A. Robert Caponigri
summarizes the philosopher’s transcendent, judgmental position, writing that, “To the degree to
which” a person achieves this position “he becomes the lawgiver to himself, not subservient to
any law” (545). Thoreau’s prison vision defines the State and its law-abiding citizens as the
true criminals, while Thoreau becomes the transcendental patriot.

This reversal, indicative of Thoreau’s writing, is evident in his strategic use of the
“happy prison” motif, wherein the prison cell becomes an idealized space of freedom. He
writes, “1 saw that, if there was a wall of stone between me and my townsmen, there was a still
more difficult one to climb or break through, before they could get to be as free as I was” (80).
Discussing the late-eighteenth-century prison writing of British radical John Thelwall, Julia M.
Wright notes that, “While Victor Brombert suggests that the ‘happy prison’ in Romantic
literature arises from the identification of solitude with transcendence and creativity, the prison
[in Thelwall’s works] is a ‘happy’ one insofar as it functions as the site of defiance, and reveals
the limits of the state’s power” (2)."" While Thoreau’s essay constructs the prison as “happy”

for reasons similar to Thelwall’s, his reversal of the prison’s reformatory rhetoric implies that
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the State itself is precisely what enables this rebellion, by “stripping” the prisoner of all but his
necessities. The construction of the second wall between Thoreau and his neighbors--obviously
a moral or transcendental wall--is available to Thoreau precisely because the prison cell offers
the preconditions for a transcendental rediscovery of one’s own conscience. Like his life at
Walden, his prison life is stripped of all but its essentials, “Food and Shelter” (Walden 12). And
just as his shack is devoid of an excess of furniture, that would “trap” its owner, the prison cell
is “the whitest, most simply furnished, and probably the neatest apartment in the town” (Walden
66; 81). The cell offers a life free of the material objects and market relations, which Thoreau

sees as the precondition for his transcendent moments at Walden Pond.

V. Thoreau as State

Thoreau’s history of “My Prisons” therefore seems to dramatize both the State’s
methods of alienation and its impotence in the face of transcendent truths by ironically
deploying the rhetoric of reformation that lies behind the State’s prisons. Is his use of this
rhetoric actually ironic, however? The reformative foundations of the original Philadelphia
system and Thoreau’s notion of the individual’s ability to comprehend universal truths and act
on them are in many ways similar. Both grow out of a protestant notion of each person’s ability
to understand and receive divine guidance, and both the prisons and his writings are posited as
guides toward a better society. Given this, Thoreau’s use of the prison cell as a space of
conversion may be ironic in that he uses it to attack the very State that arrests him but, on a
philosophical level, Thoreau’s advice to “simplify, simplify” in order to reach a more authentic

relation to the self actually runs parallel to the prison project. The question that needs to be
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posed is whether Thoreau’s philosophical project, like the prison system, results in the
alienation and brutalization of its audience instead of their reformation.

Many so-called revisionist readings of Thoreau and of the American Romantics in
general support an affirmative answer to this question. Grusin discusses such interpretations of
Thoreau’s economic critique, noting that they “have suggested that the economy Thoreau
practiced at Walden was not independent of the ideology of American capitalism but made in its
image” (30)." Michael T. Gilmore’s conclusion about Walden provides perhaps the clearest
statement on the revisionist position. Gilmore argues that, in Thoreau’s critique,

market society engenders a conflation of history with nature. By presenting its
limited, time-bound conventions as eternal, the existing order in effect places
itself outside time and beyond the possibility of change. Although Thoreau
rigorously condemns his society’s “naturalization” of itself in this fashion, he can
be charged with performing a version of the same process on his own life by
erasing history from Walden and mythologizing his experiment at the pond. (44-
45)
Gilmore argues that Thoreau’s rhetorical and compositional methods in Walden duplicate the
alienating forces of society from which he is avowing to remove himself. By setting up his
experiment as an ideal example, Thoreau’s text, Gilmore writes, assumes the ideological
functions of the market. Even critics who set themselves against the revisionist readings
occasionally find themselves rehearsing the difficulties those other critics highlight. Despite
writing that those who “dislike Thoreau’s individualism™ are “radicals” (Bachelor 126), Taylor

states that, while Thoreau “parodies our political economy in the great first chapter of Walden,
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he is unable to escape the type of self-conscious and exploitative manipulation of the world that
he cniticizes capitalism for”; because of this, “Thoreau did not solve the problem of how to
discipline a free will, how to remain free and yet not fall prey to the vice of pride” (“Henry” 60,
61). This vice of pride, or individualism, one might say, is closely related to Gilmore’s
conclusions about Thoreau’s naturalization of his own life.

These conclusions need to be expanded. The problem of the reduplication of the
dominant culture in Thoreau’s writings, be it in terms of economics or politics, is embedded at
the very root of Thoreau’s world-view, in his construction of his own identity as the basis from
which his philosophy evolves. At the beginning of Walden, Thoreau defends his use of first-
person address, writing that “In most books, the /, or first person, is omitted; in this it will be
retained [. . .]. We commonly do not remember that it is, after all, always the first person that is
speaking” (3). While the wording of this defence may seem to suggest that Thoreau is setting
up a subjective narrative, where the viewpoints expressed are only defensible as one person’s
opinion, Thoreau quickly relates how his viewpoint is an universal one that allows him access to
all others. First, he tumns his first-person account into one that can speak for the reader,
offering, “I would fain say something, not so much concerning the Chinese and Sandwich
Islanders as you who read these pages, who are said to live in New England; something about
your condition” (4). Moving from a focus on his own voice, on his own opinion, Thoreau here
elaborates that voice to include the specific readers from his region--his “simple and sincere
account” (3) of his life, he implies, will have immediate and important consequences for others.

Thoreau’s expanding voice does not stop there. After he enumerates the cost of his

shack, he writes, “If | seem to boast more than is becoming, my excuse is that I brag for
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humanity rather than for myself, and my shortcomings and inconsistencies do not affect the truth
of my statement” (49). Despite problems with what he writes, his boasting is still universally
true. While this is certainly one of the passages that would cause Taylor’s radicals to cringe,
Thoreau’s unquestioning assumption of the universal applicability of his particular experiences is
not simply the braggadocio of an unabashed egotist. Rather, Thoreau is bringing to the surface
the ontological assumptions that are inherent in his transcendentalism. Caponigri details the
transcendent moment as one that “lends to the vision and utterance [. . .] of the individual a
range and authority far outreaching his personal capacity; indeed it makes these utterances
normative for all men” (544). For Thoreau, everyone has the ability to transcend the particular,
to understand the universal laws that are applicable to “all men.”"* As Sidonie Smith argues,
this neo-Platonic Romantic individual is the foundation of a democratic subject which “can
claim equal access to the universally human” (Subjectivity 9). Smith goes on to detail the
central difficulty with this identity:

Yet within this claim there is implicit a hierarchy wherein what is and is not

appropriate, at any given juncture, to the universal subject gets staked out.

Founded on exclusionary practices, this democratic self positions on its border

[. . .] that which becomes identified culturally as other, exotic, unruly, irrational,

uncivilized, regional, or paradoxically unnatural. (9-10)
What other critics have termed Thoreau’s radical individualism, or what George Hochfield calls
an “intense” egotism, the “maggot in Thoreau’s head™ (435), is instead his own take on the
naturalization of the liberal, humanist identity. The problem with such a naturalization, as Smith

points out, is that it is grounded on an exclusion of the “other,” which generally denotes, in this
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context, anyone who is not white, male, and of a certain class. As Thomas Augst writes, critics
who agree with conclusions like Smith’s also generally argue that “concepts of self-culture and
character were key terms in the formation of a middle-class hegemony, which lent moral
justification to patterns of class formation and acquisitive individualism” (89-90)."* The
“others” left out of such formations are then perceived as being lower on the hierarchical
valuation of humanity. Ignatieff places this structuring principle in the prison context, writing
that nineteenth-century American penal and cniminal policy arises from “an increasing
intolerance towards ‘deviant’ minorities” which was itself a characterization of “the advent of
democracy” (212). Thus the supposedly democratic, universally accessible, transcendent
subject that Thoreau constructs could be seen as a form of further privileging the white, rich,
and male subject.

The exclusion of the “other” is readily apparent in several passages in Walden, the most
well-known of which is the section describing Irish immigrant John Field. Thoreau describes
Field as “An honest, hard-working, but shiftless man” who lived with his family in a shack near
Thoreau’s (204). Field becomes, in Thoreau’s text, the degraded ground against which
Thoreau’s own transcendence and idealism is highlighted. This contrast is enabled by Thoreau’s
bigoted construction of the Irish in general: “A man will not need to study history to find out
what is best for his own culture. But alas! the culture of an Irishman is an enterprise to be
undertaken with a sort of moral bog hoe” (205-06). Belying his opening statements that his text
is to be perceived as an example through which his fellow New Englanders can perhaps improve
their lives, Thoreau’s depiction of Field is of a permanently alienated figure who is essentially

unredeemable due to his nationality (or race)'”: “With his horizon all his own, yet he a poor
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man, born to be poor, with his inherited Irish poverty or poor life, his Adam’s grandmother and
boggy ways, not to rise in this world, he nor his posterity, till their wading webbed bog-trotting
feet get talaria to their heels” (209). Field, his entire family, and their future, are always already
separated from Thoreau’s supposedly universally accessible transcendent truth. Thus, while
Henry Abelove may be right in concluding that the discourses of the “white bourgeois family”
are left behind “at least in the aspirations” of Walden, in its execution the distinctions inherent in
such discourse are all too visible (23). Field, as a figure of the lower class and of the Irish, is
described as nearly subhuman, with physical deformities that match his unending labour which,
notwithstanding Thoreau’s critique of the market, is tied not to social forces but to Field’s own
essential nature. The grounding of Thoreau’s transcendent identity and its relation to a practice
of racial othering is also explicit in “Civil Disobedience.” After he “came out of prison,” having
realized the degradation of his townspeople and that they “did not greatly purpose to do right,”
Thoreau claims “that they were a distinct race from me by their prejudices and superstitions, as
the Chinamen and Malays are” (83). Thoreau can only recognize his new and higher position
against the backdrop of a racist depiction of the “mass of men”; Thoreau is, indeed, made
distinct by “prejudices.”*

In addition to the construction of an “other” against whom he contrasts his own
idealized identity, Thoreau also occasionally describes the transcendental itself in hierarchical
terms. In the chapter of Walden cailed “Reading,” he describes the authors of “the oldest and
the best” books (which he, of course, reads in the original languages) as “a natural and
irresistible aristocracy in every society, and, more than kings and emperors, exert an influence

on mankind” (103). Classical texts and the truths they exhort are part of a natural hierarchical
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power structure to which Thoreau, and similarly educated men of his class, have special access:
“Those who have not learned to read the ancient classics in the language in which they were
written must have a very imperfect knowledge of the history of the human race” (103). The
“natural and irresistible aristocracy” is thus transmitted to the actual and problematic
“aristocracy” of the privileged classes of nineteenth-century America. Given Thoreau’s
conclusions here and his debasement of John Field, it should come as no surprise when he
writes a passage that states, “Sometimes, when I compare myself with other men, it seems as if I
were more favored by the gods than they . . .]. I do not flatter myself, but if it be possible they
flatter me” (131). Thoreau’s transcendentalism is itself based on these comparisons, which
exclude and vilify while simultaneously claiming universality.

In “Civil Disobedience,” the hierarchical implications of Thoreau’s transcendentalism are

figured in the heavily symbolic ending of the dramatized prison section:

I was put into jail as I was going to the shoemaker’s to get a shoe which was

mended. When I was let out the next morning, I proceeded to finish my errand,

and, having put on my mended shoe, joined a huckleberry party, who were

impatient to put themselves under my conduct; and in half an hour,--for the

horse was soon tackled,--was in the midst of a huckleberry field, on one of our

highest hills, two miles off, and then the State was nowhere to be seen. (83-84)
This passage, I argue, must be read as a symbolic pairing with the transcendent moment in the
jail cell, when Thoreau sees his town with a “closer view” than ever before, thus gaining a new
insight into its functioning and its institutions. That insight immediately places him in a position

from which to judge and condemn the State, and therefore remove himself from its power. That
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movement is figured spatially in this passage, with Thoreau climbing “one of our highest hills,” a
vantage point from which he escapes the panoptic gaze of the prison and the State. This
removal, however, is decidedly not constructed in purely individual terms. Thoreau’s exit from
prison, his escape from the alienating forces of society, is directly paired to his control over
others. This is not the “point of vantage” that lies ““at the redemptive margin,” the liminal space
between society and the wilderness which John Hildebidle argues that Walden lauds, but is
instead a removal from the State’s power, from the town’s institutions, and a replication of that
power in the figure of Thoreau (“Thoreau at the Edge” 349). People wait for him, “impatient to
put themselves under my conduct.” Given the energy Thoreau devotes to constructing his
audience at the beginning of the essay (as Golemba details), this image of people listening to and
following Thoreau’s lead should be read as an intradiegetic representation of the “proper”
behaviour of the audience. Like the townspeople, the audience should be impatient to follow
Thoreau, reject the State, and gain a more authentic connection to themselves through Nature
(symbolized by the huckleberries which, as Thoreau notes in Walden, lose their “ambrosial and
essential part” when taken to town [173])."”

The difficulty with this representation is an image of the problems with the exclusionary
nature of Thoreau’s “universal™ transcendentalism. Moving from the town to the hill,
Thoreau’s huckleberry party, and any converts in his audience, can be seen as merely
exchanging one dominating power for another. And, since Thoreau’s transcendentalist rhetoric
mirrors the prison’s alienating, reformatory rhetoric of “universal” codes of propriety, which in
turn support the reproduction of the means of production for the dominant culture, Thoreau’s

political statement replicates more than it rebels. D. A. Miller points to this problem when he
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writes that “the difference between liberal and carceral camps is not substantive” (220).
Foucault makes a similar point when he states that the “radical criticism” of the nineteenth
century may have, on the one hand, aimed to show “that the legal system itself was merely a
way of exerting violence [. . .], and of exploiting the dysemmetries and injustices of domination”
but, on the other hand, such criticism “still carried out on the assumption that, ideally and by
nature, power must be exercised in accordance with a fundamental lawfulness” (History 88).
Thoreau’s inability to see the State from the hill is a duplication of his critique of “Statesmen
and legislators, standing so completely within the institution” that they “never distinctly and
nakedly behold it” (86). This reading holds especially true since the essay ends with Thoreau
asserting that there is “a still more perfect and glorious State, which also I have imagined, but
not yet anywhere seen” (90). Thoreau cannot see the extant State, because he is capable of--
and wrapped up in--the creation of a State of his own, which his transcendent nature allows him
to encapsulate, and in a sense rule, in his imagination.

[ began this chapter with a brief enumeration of the positive political influence that
Thoreau’s essay has had. To conclude with the assertion that Thoreau’s rebellion is a stand-in
for State power would seem to ignore his actual historical impact. The disparity here arises
from the two distinct ways in which “Civil Disobedience” and Thoreau’s opus can be read--both
of which are enabled by Thoreau’s textual construction of his identity. On the one hand, he
becomes the ideal that dictates to people what they “should be,” thus reinforcing the dominant
values and forces of the State. Olaf Hansen defends Thoreau’s construction of himself as
authority, writing that “The voice of authority that assumes the burden of setting things right

cannot be a disembodied one; it needs an agent™ (128). Hansen’s assertion that this mantle of
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authority is a self-sacrifice in which “Thoreau adopted [. . .] the role of the victim” in a Christ-
like attempt to save others rings false given Thoreau’s more than occasionally derogatory
depiction of those others, and given the ontological baggage of his transcendentalism. On the
other hand, Thoreau can be seen as constructing a fictional persona toward which people can
aspire, and which can be used strategically as a means of instigating political action. This form
of reading allows Hildebidle, in Thoreau: A Naturalist's Liberty, to transmute Walden’s
contradictions into a self-reflexive criticism, and Thoreau’s “Transcendental egotism” into a
form of “inspiration and reassurance” that Thoreau’s audience “may draw from being shown
that the goal is attainable” (109). What the goal is, exactly, is left up to those who are
“inspired.” As a strategic textual example, “Thoreau” is not only separated from the rhetorically
persuasive, domineering, and socio-economically specific position of the historical Thoreau, but
also from the historically oppressive ontological ramifications of the transcendent identity.
Using “Thoreau” as an example, other authors can replace his “universal” laws with different
ones, and the danger of replicating the oppressive hierarchies implied thereby is emptied out.
These strategic uses of Thoreau’s essay need to remain aware of the possibility that the
ideals or laws they espouse may engage in the same problematic motion of reproduction as
Thoreau’s essay. While Hildebidle is right in noting that Thoreau does use some contradictory
statements intentionally as a means of critique (such as the reversal of criminals and law-abiding
citizens), less easy to solve is the overarching contradiction between Thoreau’s exclusionary and
hierarchical transcendentalism and his political critique of the exclusionary and hierarchical
disciplinary functions of the State. Both readings of “Thoreau,” one in which he is figured as

the domineering, State-like figure, and the other that uses “Thoreau” strategically as idealized



textual example, are viable and do not necessarily easily meld together.'"® As Richard F.
Teichgraeber 111 wnites about Thoreau’s conception of the market, one must recognize that “a
number of different paths iead into Thoreau’s thinking” (46). The contradictory axes of
interpretation arnising from these paths are what allow both the revisionist and non-revisionist
camps of opinion in Thoreau criticism to continue. Thus, Thoreau’s great American political
descendant Martin Luther King, Jr., as we will see in Chapter 4, can use Thoreau as a political
example and strategist, while ignoring the emphasis on individual power, constructing instead a
shifting notion of subjectivity which he hopes can settle into a more communal identity. Indeed,
all of the other prison authors examined in the present study deal with the difficulty of
constructing an account of a rebellion from within prison which functions as an example, but
which also seeks not to reproduce the rhetoric, hierarchical ontology, and alienating power of
prison. Because this difficulty is such a central one for these authors, recognizing the problem
in “Civil Disobedience” should not cause us to cast the essay aside; nor should we ignore the
probiem altogether. Rather, recognizing this problem allows readers to appreciate the political
and theoretical centrality of Thoreau’s attempt, while also highlighting the difficulty--for other

prison writers and for people at large--of escaping the carceral matrix.
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Notes

1. The debate concerning the title of Thoreau’s essay rages on. In the now standard
Princeton edition of Reform Papers, Wendell Glick reverts to “Resistance to Civil
Government,” the title used in the essay’s original 1849 publication, rather than the still more
commonly known title, “Civil Disobedience,” which was used in the posthumous publication 4
Yankee in Canada, with Anti-Slavery and Reform Papers (1866). Fritz Oehlschlaeger,
however, has recently made a convincing case not only for the adoption of the posthumous title,
but also for the reintroduction of certain material from the 1866 edition which Glick omits. For
the ease of referencing, my page citations will be to the standard Princeton edition; however, in

keeping with Oehlschlaeger’s conclusions, I will be using “Civil Disobedience” as the title.

2. On Thoreau’s political influence on these and other figures, see, for example,

Frances B. Dedmond, Stanley Edgar Hyman, Michael Meyer, and Brent Powell.

3. For discussions of contemporary perceptions of prisons and penitentiaries in North
America and Europe, see Orlando F. Lewis (esp. 323-45), Oliver (esp. 105-29), and Wiener (1-
45).

4. Like Franklin, Orlando F. Lewis states that, in the Auburn-style prisons such as Sing
Sing, “Efforts at reformation were sacrificed to the struggle of the State to make money out of
the prisons” (327). Lewis (130-46) and Foucault (Discipline 239-44) further detail the
nineteenth-century market relationships between prison labourers and outside workers.

S. The rugged individual was figured not only in the writings of Emerson and Thoreau,
but also through the popuiar image of the frontiersman. See Pease (3-48) on the constitution of

representative figures of the individual in the nineteenth-century US.
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6. Garland argues, for instance, that “penal institutions are functionally, historically and
ideologically conditioned by numerous other social relations and agencies, which are, in turn,
supported and conditioned by the operation of penal institutions” (Punishment and Welfare
viii).

7. Gougeon provides a more detailed summary of the issues surrounding the inclusion of

Texas, the war with Mexico, and their historical relationship to Thoreau (201-02).

8. On the reception of Aesthetic Papers, and specifically of Thoreau’s essay, see Steven
Fink (206-10).

9. For a description of the events and decisions leading up to the Fugitive Slave Law,
and Thoreau’s dealings with it, see Barry Kritzberg (540 ff.).

10. On Thoreau’s constructions of “manhood,” and nineteenth-century American
constructions of masculinity in general, see, for example, E. Anthony Rotundo and David
Leverenz. Paul Gilmore also offers a fascinating reading of the intermingling discourses of race
and masculinity in Thoreau’s writings.

11. Wright’s reference is to Brombert (68-69).

12. Grusin refers explicitly to the readings of Thoreau done by Michael T. Gilmore and
Sacvan Bercovitch. Thomas Augst refers to similar revisionist readings of Emerson’s work,
citing Bercovitch as well as Mary Cayton and Christopher Newfield. Their work, he writes,
“has tended to read Emerson’s use of metaphors drawn from business life as expressing his
ideological accommodation to liberal capitalism™ (93).

13. Caponign goes on to somewhat overstate, at least for Thoreau, the mediational

aspect of the transcendental philosopher: “This self-reliance is not a form of egotism. The
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transcendentalist is self-dependent precisely because he is not an egotist. He is self-reliant
because he humbly recognizes the universal truth which speaks in him and through him, of
which he is the bearer but not the source” (545).

14. Augst refutes these claims as they are applied to Emerson. He writes that
revisionist readings of Emerson that would situate his philosophy as part of the matrix of
oppression “are emblematic of the profound difficulty that modem scholars have in appreciating
the degree to which general knowledge about character, of the sort retailed by Emerson in his
later lectures, constituted a practical civic pedagogy concerned with the [. . .] challenges of
democracy under modern capitalism” (90). Augst’s conclusions about the “practical” nature of
this civic pedagogy are largely not applicable to Thoreau, as evidenced by the generally negative
contemporary reviews of Walden. For reprints of reviews of Walden and A Week on the
Concord and Merrimack Rivers, see Myerson (Emerson 341-415); also see Henry Abelove’s

excellent essay on Thoreau and queer politics for a summation of some of the reviews (17-19).

15. David R. Roediger writes that “In the mid nineteenth century, the racial status of
Catholic Irish incomers became the object of fierce, extended debate. The ‘simian’ and ‘savage’
Irish only gradually fought, worked and voted their ways into the white race in the US”
(Towards 184). On the racialized identification of the Irish in nineteenth-century America also
see, for example, Noel Ignatiev’s How the Irish Became White and Roediger’s Wages of
Whiteness (133-63).

16. Anita Goldman’s claim that Thoreau, in this passage, claims “a status within a race
which is distinct from the white people among whom he lives,” and that this status “allows him

to speak on behalf of the oppressed” (245) is belied by the grammatical structure of the passage.
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The “Chinamen and Malays” are equated to Thoreau’s neighbors, not to Thoreau.
17. For discussions of this passage of Walden, see Michael T. Gilmore and Grusin.

18. Indeed, Hildebidle recognizes these multiple interpretive possibilities opened up in
Thoreau’s text when he notes early in his work that Thoreau “can be labeled only partially and

tentatively” (5).
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Chapter 2
“Cast of Characters™: Problems of 1dentity and /ncidents in the Life of a Slave Girl

While not a prison text per se, Harriet Jacobs’ slave narrative, /ncidents in the Life of a
Slave Girl, contains several elements that are consistent with prison texts as they are
traditionally conceived. Like Thoreau, Jacobs deals with the subjugation of a significant portion
of the nineteenth-century American populace by the dominant culture. Those who are
subjugated are denied the right and even ability to act in a self-determining manner or to exert
their personal desires within the larger social world. Unlike Thoreau, however, Jacobs, as a
fugitive slave author, explicitly deals with this subjugation as it is epitomized within the chattel
slavery system of antebellum America. Born a slave in 1813 in North Carolina, Jacobs was later
sexually abused by her owner, a practice that, as Jacobs and other women slave narrators and
abolitionists have detailed, was rampant in antebellum America and other slaveholding nations in
the West.! Unable to find a means of escaping, she hid in a constrictive garret in the eaves of
her grandmother’s house for approximately seven years, until a way was found for her to escape
to Philadelphia, and later to Boston and New York.

Jacobs’ depiction of slavery demonstrates how it functioned along a track of
surveillance, isolation, and punishment that ran parallel to the practices of the panoptic
penitentiary, which had already arisen in the US by the time of Incidents ' publication. Beyond
this historical convergence of practice, a reading of Jacobs’ narrative also reveals the ideological
similarities of identity construction and subjugation in both slavery and imprisonment. Building
on the relationship discussed in the last chapter between the supposedly humanist intentions of

the prison project and its actual brutalizing effects, this chapter demonstrates how such a
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relationship is visible within the larger society, and how the supposedly democratic social
processes of the West in fact produce a variety of oppressive hierarchies and power
differentials. Specifically, Jacobs’ narrative not only exposes the obvious oppressions of
slavery, but also provides the reader with a depiction of how racial and gender biases meet
within the “enlightened” practices of the antebellum Northern states. Like slavery and the
prison, the larger social structure posits a series of identifications upon its subjects through an
oppressive gaze that serves to isolate and discipline certain members of the populace.

By textually constructing a sense of community and enacting an ironic mimicry of
slavery designed to expose the system’s internal contradictions, however, Jacobs fights the
forces that would define African Americans and women as non-human. Because such forces are
so powerfully embedded in the social framework, Jacobs must also deal with the ways in which
they are both reproduced in her very acts of resistance, and reflected in the so-called “freedom”
of the North and in the textual practices of such abolitionists as her editor, Lydia Maria Child.
In the end, Jacobs’ negotiations of the sexist and racist identificatory regimes of slavery and of
“freedom” show the impossibility of reaching a Thoreauvian transcendence beyond the enforced
oppression of the disciplining discourse. As Carolyn Sorisio argues, Jacobs’ life “as a slave
woman taught her to question Emerson’s and Thoreau’s transcendental individualism” (5). My
reading of /ncidents in the context of the panoptic discipline that slavery and the larger society
perpetuate enables me to show how Jacobs opts for an in-depth social critique articulated
through an analysis of her society and through her own complex negotiation of subjectivity.
Jacobs’ repositioning of her identity within the determinative discourses of race and gender--as

opposed to Thoreau’s transcendental removal from other such discourses—provides an excellent
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framework for perceiving similar movements within the diverse range of repositionings offered

by the prison texts examined later in this study.

1. Slavery and Prison

The history of the abolition of slavery and the simultaneous rise of the prison as an
institution allow us to see how Jacobs’ text, and slave narratives in general, are precedents to
contemporary prison writings. While the relationship between slavery and prison is a directly
historical one in America--and internationally as well, due to the dissemination of American
penal practices--there is also a more general correspondence between the two, especially in
terms of how they each conceive of subjectivity. Both systems function in part through
physically and mentally oppressing their victims in attempts to create servile subjects. To a
large degree, both also serve to create a cheap source of labour. Apologists for each system
frame their arguments within a paternalistic discourse of moral education and social harmony,
even while denying the possibility of a future where criminals / slaves can be educated or
“reformed” so as to disallow the necessity of the paternalistic institution. Maggie Sale writes
that one school of slavery apologists “represented Africans and their descendants as naturally
savage and unpredictable but capable of becoming docile, contented, and childlike under the
influence of the ‘civilized” Anglo-Saxon race” (699). Comparing this statement to the doctrine
of the Philadelphia penitentiary system, where the final goal was to “break the convict’s unruly
spirit and allow the discipline to work on ‘a contrite heart,”” highlights the similarities in
purpose (Oliver 108). That the Auburn prison system emphasized constant and unpaid convict

labour, which could be used as a means of building “revenue” (110), makes the similarity
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between the nascent prison system and slavery complete.’
The relationship between slavery and imprisonment is also a more detailed and
specifically historical one. H. Bruce Franklin draws the connection between the enslavement of
African Americans and their imprisonment, writing that “The most intense collective experience
in Afro-American history was that of slavery. This experience did not stop with Emancipation,
however [. . .]. Certainly the prisoners throughout the South who were literally chained
together while they worked and while they ate and while they slept had an experience no less
oppressive and no less collective than their ancestors in chattel slavery” (99-100). The relation
between enslavement and imprisonment is, as Franklin and others point out, explicitly made in
the 13® Amendment to the US Constitution, which abolishes slavery while simuitaneously
reinstantiating it within the purview of the penal system: “Neither slavery nor involuntary
servitude, except as a punishment for crime whereof the party shall have been duly convicted,
shall exist within the United States” (qtd. in Franklin 102). Commenting on this rejustification
of slavery even at the moment of its banishment, Angela Y. Dawvis argues that
The abolition of slavery thus corresponded to the authorization of slavery as
punishment. In actual practice, both Emancipation and the authorization of
penal servitude combined to create an immense black presence within southern
pnisons and to transform the character of punishment into a means of managing
former slaves as opposed to addressing problems of serious crime. (“Racialized”
99)°

Prison becomes a centralized locus to which the heretofore “naturally savage and unpredictable”

black populace can be banished. In addition, starting “Even before the end of the Civil War, a
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new system had been emerging to take the place of the older form of siavery: the convict lease
system” (Franklin 102), whereby prisoners could be leased out or used by the incarcerating
institution for the purpose of “forced labor” (Davis, “From the Prison” 76). Hirsch explains
that, even though prison labourers “never became the private property of an individual master,”
as slaves were, “In several states, authorities [. . .] leased entire penitentiaries to a single
entrepreneur who thereby came close to becoming the lord of a private plantation™ (74). The
coding of a range of “black crime,” and the subsequent ideological criminalization of blackness,
especially in the South, recreates slavery within the auspices of the Amenican penal system
(Davis, “From the Prison” 76). The modern prison’s appropriation of slavery’s methods is
enabled by the fact that both arose in the same paternalistic paradigm of punishment and labour,
which were used in order to cultivate and maintain the “proper” social order, while in the
process brutalizing and alienating those who fell on the wrong end of the social hierarchies.
When one institution passes away, then, its functions and place in society can be replaced by the
other.*

An understanding of the racialized practices of the American justice system can also lead
to the conclusion that African American prison narratives are renegotiations of the genre of the
slave narrative. Reinforcing this relationship, William L. Andrews points out that early slave
narratives, specifically those from the eighteenth century, were often constructed as criminal
confessions (7o Tell 39-44). Franklin’s text engages in an extended and well-documented
exploration of the generic connection between later slave narratives and prison writings,
focussing as well on the transmission of the African American oral culture and traditions

through the forced transportation from Africa, through slavery, and eventually to contemporary
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society, including the prison. The connection between slavery, prison, and the narratives arising
from both is, moreover, noted by several African American prison authors themselves,
especially those tied to the political and civil rights movements of the 1960s.° As these authors
point out, prison continues the system of subjugation and oppression originating in slavery. In
writing about their imprisonment, these authors and others continue the resistance to the
dominant culture that was formed through slave narratives.

This resistance takes many forms, and one cannot homogenize through generic or other
generalizations the several acts of resistance represented and embodied in slave and prison
narratives--such a project would be, as I wrote in my “opening statements,” both theoretically
and practically impossible. In her text, Jacobs specifically argues against such homogenization
which, even at the time of her writing, threatened to silence black voices, and black women’s
voices in particular, through the enforced repetition of certain generic and “white” forms such
as the sentimental novel. Similarly, the slave narrative genre was generally connected to the
male voice, further marginalizing the stories of slave women.” Jacobs’ text, therefore, permits
us to see how the rebellions and social critiques of slave narratives can be joined with and
problematized by those of women’s narratives, and vice versa. In the process, her text does not
become representative of a specific genre or a specific group, but instead demonstrates how
sustained critiques of the carceral matrix are entered into from a variety of particular points.
And yet, this particularity--incarnated in /ncidents ' variances from the slave narrative and from
the sentimental novel--does not negate a reading of the text that demonstrates the general
connections between prison, slavery, and gender oppression.

Published in 1861, the year the Civil War began, Jacobs’ text takes the form of a
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sentimental slave narrative, told through the perspective of the pseudonymous narrator, Linda
Brent. Incidents is, therefore, one of the last antebellum slave narratives. Like the prison texts
which they give rise to, these slave narratives were engaged in a battle against not only the
brutalizations of slavery, but also the expectations of white audiences, both apologist and
abolitionist. Interesting to note in this context is the fact that, as Hirsch writes, “many of the
persons who lobbied for the construction of penitentiaries [. . .] also stood at the forefront of
the antislavery movement. The impulses to break down plantations, it seems, was often
accompanied by a longing to build up prison walls™ (76). Women’s slave narratives, moreover,
tend to explicitly demonstrate the further relationships between slavery, gender oppression, and
“freedom.” By negotiating her way through the discourses which would define her subjectivity
without her consent, Jacobs offers a thoroughgoing critique of various forms of racial and
gender bigotry in America immediately before the Civil War. This critique, like Thoreau’s,
highlights the disciplinary function of social institutions and mechanisms, including generic,
familial, and gendered structures, demonstrating that a disciplinary model of identity formation
is socially ubiquitous.® An exploration of Jacobs’ negotiation provides further means through
which to understand the techniques used and represented by prison authors in their texts to
critique a range of disciplinary identifications. In what follows, I will detail the connection
between prison and slavery, and then add to the discussion by examining their relationship to

gender.

[I. Defining Slavery

In addition to the historical connections between slavery and institutionalized
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imprisonment, there is also a significant similarity in the ways in which the two systems
construct the subjectivities of their victims. Both slaves and prisoners are treated as silent
objects, devoid of individuality and agency, existing solely for the perpetuation of the systems
themselves and the power of the controlling authorities. “Although it is true that prison
punishes delinquency,” writes Foucault, “delinquency is for the most part produced in and by an
incarceration which, ultimately, prison perpetuates in its tum” (Discipline 301). Paul Gilroy
similarly argues that “slavery depends” for its existence on the slave’s “continuing condition of
inhumanity,” a condition which slavery itself creates (63). Prison and the Atlantic slave trade as
institutions both exist within the Enlightenment ontology which, as shown in the previous
chapter, claims a universal human nature while denying that nature to certain groups, including
slaves and prisoners. In order to engage in this cycle of seif-reproductive oppression, both
prison and slavery see their victims as “mere flesh and blood and bones,” to use Thoreau’s
words (“Civil” 650). The laws and practices of slavery, as Martha J. Cutter argues, “deny
slaves’ humanity” (214). Once ideologically dispersed, this relegation of slaves to the status of
mere bodies becomes its own justification; in such a formulation, blacks are not legally human
as are white people, and are therefore slaves, but because blacks are enslaved, they cannot be
treated as legally human. The end result of this circular reasoning is the denial of the humanity
of slaves, and the justification of a system of abuse designed to brutalize and oppress them.
This brutalization could lead to the slaves’ unwilling internalization of the ideology of
slavery because it functions, like the contemporary penitentiary, as a panoptic force of constant
surveillance. In his original writings on the panopticon, Jeremy Bentham argues that, whatever

the purpose behind the prison (be it education, punishment, simple confinement, etc), “the more
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constantly the persons to be inspected are under the eyes of the persons who should inspect
them, the more perfectly will the purpose of the establishment be attained™ (34). In order to
achieve this constant surveillance, it is only necessary that the observed person “should conceive
himself to be” perpetually watched (34). Describing in his slave narrative the process of being
‘“broken” by Edward Covey, Frederick Douglass notes that Covey created this feeling of
constant surveillance, resulting in the slaves’ conclusion that “it was never safe to stop a single
minute” (36). Covey’s panoptic power leads to Douglass’ internalization of slavery’s oppressive
definitions of him: “My natural elasticity was crushed, my intellect languished, the disposition to
read departed, the cheerful spark that lingered about my eye died; the dark night of slavery
closed in upon me; and behold a man transformed into a brute!” (38). In Douglass’ case this
internalization is temporary, and it is of course not a universal transformation on behalf of all
slaves, but it does signal the oppressive physical and ideological power of the panoptic gaze of
the slaveholders.” loan Davies, in a discussion of the “major internments” of history (including
the African slave trade and the Holocaust), describes some of the actions involved in the
process of subjugation. These actions include: “the stripping from all individuals of their unique
possessions, including hair, herding them like cattle and forcing conformity, the reduction of the
self to ‘pure’ natural man, the attempt to deny all history, all culture, the imposition of a
universalism of impotent nakedness” (195). Slave authors such as Jacobs fight against this
definition of their identities as “impotent nakedness™ and as brutalized “cattle,” while at the
same time combatting the “universal” codes imposed on them by the white dominant cuiture,
attempting instead to reconstruct identities that are personally and culturally their own.

Like Douglass, Jacobs’ narrator, Linda Brent, describes both the system and the
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constructions of identity against which she writes. At the end of the first chapter of the text,
Brent depicts the sale of many members of her family, an event that took place when she was
quite young: “Notwithstanding my grandmother’s long and faithful service to her owners, not
one of her children escaped the auction block. These God-breathing machines are no more, in
the sight of their masters, than the cotton they plant, or the horses they tend” (8). Brent uses
the economic and resource-oriented language of the southern plantation to show how slaves are
treated not only as property, but as machines which function to tend other property. The
juxtaposition of the legal equation of “slave” and “animal” with the assertion of the slave’s
actual inherent humanity is commonly used in slave narratives. Franklin traces its use in
Douglass’ narrative as not only a means of asserting Douglass’ own humanity, but also as an
attempt to reverse the roles of slave and master, by depicting the slaveowner as the animal (15-
18). Jacobs also uses this technique, with Brent referring throughout the text to the
slaveholding and slavecatching “bloodhounds,” both North and South.

At this early point, however, Brent only describes the systemic equation of slave and
inhumanity--even the “God-breathing” is done by machines. Despite the implied textual
recognition of her own humanity, Brent does not represent herself here as asserting this sense of
self within the larger structure of slavery. Thus, even though the well-liked and avowedly
“kind” (7) mistress of Brent’s childhood had promised to set her slaves free in her will, when the
will is read the slaves are bequeathed with the other property. Brent describes how the slaves’
hopes “vanished,” and notes that her mistress “had taught me the precepts of God’s Word:
‘Thou shait love thy neighbor as thyself.” ‘Whatsoever ye would that men should do unto you,

do ye even so unto them.” But I was her slave, and I suppose she did not recognize me as her
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neighbor” (8). Deborah M. Garfield writes that this passage “frustrates the affinity between
slave and ‘neighbor’ (“Vexed” 277), while Karen Sanchez-Eppler argues that “The asymmetry
of social place that allows the mistress to appear almost as a mother while the slave is not
recognizable as a neighbor instantly disentangles familial and plantation relations” (90). Indeed,
this passage points to the impossibility of a position that is at once “siave” and “neighbor.” The
inability of the mistress to view her slaves as human beings, not property, her inevitable
misrecognition of slaves as non-neighbors, is not only a result of the ideological system of
slavery, but also the means through which that system is reproduced and disseminated: after her
death, her slaves “were all distributed among her relatives™ (8).

Brent describes the violence that can result from such definitions. If the label “slave”
can only and always signify a piece of property, just as “prisoner” is equated to a lack of
citizenship and rights, then nothing can shield the slave from whatever form of abuse in which
the master decides to engage. The most violent of these resultant actions are collected into the
chapter “Sketches of Neighboring Slaveholders.” After detailing the torture and murder of one
man, who was “placed between the screws of the cotton gin” (48), Brent describes him as
exhibiting a certain “manliness and intelligence” which were what “made it so hard for him to be
a plantation slave” (49). Such qualities work against the proprietorial nature of the siave as
defined by the slaveholding society. To such an “object,” masters could have “less feeling than
would have been manifested for an old house dog” (49). Because the man placed in the cotton
gin was a slave, “the feeling was that the master had a right to do what he pleased” (49).
Beyond the violent subjugation of the slaves, Brent argues that slavery also redefines those who

are in control of it: “slavery is a curse to the whites as well as to the blacks. It makes white
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fathers cruel and sensual; the sons violent and licentious; it contaminates the daughters, and
makes the wives wretched” (52).'° Slavery is thus constructed as an oppressive matrix in which
the humanity of the slave is brutally erased, while at the same time the slaveholders are
corrupted and removed beyond the pale of “human beings with immortal souls” (52). But
because of the slaveholders’ position in the power structure, their corruption can remain largely
invisible and unspoken; hence they can still be described as neighbors in the chapter’s title, while
slaves are denied that status.

Brent’s main focus in the early part of her narrative is the disciplinary subjugation of the
slave population. The opening chapter enforces the understanding that slaves were legally,
socially, and individually denied the status of being human, and were relegated to an existence
as mere property. Brent also demonstrates how this understanding was forced onto the slaves
themselves through a form of panoptic gaze. Later in the text, Brent compares her owner’s
gaze to that of a “jealous lover” who never “watched a rival more closely than he watched me,”
(81). For her mistress, the slaves “were the objects of her constant suspicion and malevolence”
(31). This perpetual gaze of ownership can result in an internalization of the label “slave.”
Garfield summarizes this process as it occurs in the early sections of /ncidents, writing that,
“though the slave child naively imagined the ‘name’ of slave and one’s essential ‘nature’ as
mutually exclusive, the experienced narrative voice recognizes that the white world forces the
slave name to imply slave nature” (“Vexed” 277). This implication is explicitly discussed in
“The Slave Who Dared to Feel Like a Man.” In this chapter, Brent’s brother, Benjamin,
escapes to the North and away from a brutal master, after an earlier, unsuccessful attempt.

Both of the escape attempts and the desire for freedom lying behind them are placed in
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opposition to Brent’s master’s view of slavery. This master, Dr. Flint, who rapidly becomes the
central villain of the narrative and a metonym for slaveholders in general, tells Brent that she
“was made for his use, made to obey his command in every thing; that I was nothing but a
slave” (18). According to Flint, Brent’s being, the “purpose” for which she was made, is to be
his tool, an extension of his desires and nothing else.

This singular and all-encompassing equation of slave and object has further implications
in terms of gender. The main facet of Brent’s life in slavery, as she describes it, is her sexual
abuse by Flint. Because the two oppressed categories of “slave” and “woman” meet in the
patriarchal matnx of slavery, Flint’s sexual abuse also falls into the slaveholder’s justification of
violence, that “the master had a right to do what he pleased” (49). Christina Accomando cites
antebellum case law to describe the general understanding of the position of the female slave in
terms of sexual abuse. She notes that, in the 1859 George v. State case in Mississippi, a lawyer
successfully argued that “the rape of a black female was not rape”; the lawyer further noted that
the sexual relations of slaves are “to be regulated by their owners” (236). Accomando writes,
moreover, that in general the law “failed to protect slave women from rape” (236). Slave
women, because they “had no subjectivity to speak of’ (233), are constructed merely as bodies

that can be acted on in any way without fear of reprisal.

[11. Disruptions of Community
The denial of agency and the brutalization through which it was enacted were not
completely unassailable. As Accomando deftly demonstrates, slaveholding discourse is full of

contradictions that are exploited by slave authors and abolitionists alike: “The official line on
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slavery declared that slaves had no subjectivity to speak of, yet there was a tremendous anxiety
that there be no public arena where such a subjectivity might somehow speak” (233). Indeed,
Flint’s very abuse of Brent is what spurs her to act against him. The passage cited from the
chapter “The Slave Who Dared to Feel like a Man,” when quoted in its entirety, demonstrates
this relationship: “When he told me that I was made for his use, made to obey his command in
every thing; that I was nothing but a slave, whose will must and should surrender to his, never
before had my puny arm felt half so strong” (18). Sorisio, contrasting this passage to dominant
depictions of women, suggests that Brent’s feeling of strength could indicate that “it is Linda
who dares to feel like a man, by exhibiting a fierce need for liberty” (12); Sorisio’s gendered
figuring of this desire points to the various legal means through which Brent is denied legal
freedom. But, because Brent rebels against Flint’s sexual overtures, he is forced to voice the
generally unspoken proprietorial relationship between himself and his female slave, thereby
allowing Brent a possible space for a feeling of rebellion, for a rebuttal of his statements.

This liberating potentiality within slavery is exploited by Brent and others through their
attempts to build a community that functions both within and against the dominant slaveholding
culture. Opposed to Thoreau’s individualist rebeilion, community and relationships in /ncidents
can, in Winifred Morgan’s words, “support and nourish the individual and contrast with the
contrived and unreasonable bonds of slavery” (84)."" As we will see in later prison texts,
especially in King’s and Lytton’s works, community can serve a similar function for prison
authors, working against the isolation forced on them by penal structures and policies. Indeed,
in Jacobs’ work, the contrast between the isolating effects of slavery and those of community

often binds the black community more strongly together, just as Flint’s verbal definition of
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Brent as his property allows her to feel a modicum of strength. Discussing her grandmother, a
freed black woman who is known in the town as Aunt Marthy, Brent writes that,
My grandmother had, as much as possible, been a mother to her orphan
grandchildren. By perseverance and unwearied industry, she was now mistress
of a snug little home, surrounded with the necessaries of life. She would have
been happy could her children have shared them with her. [. . .] Most eamnestly
did she strive to make us feel that it was the will of God: that He had seen fit to
place us under such circumstances; and though it seemed hard, we ought to pray
for contentment. [. . .] She always met us with a smile, and listened with patience
to all our sorrows. She spoke so hopefully, that unconsciously the clouds gave
place to sunshine. There was a grand big oven there, too, that baked bread and
nice things for the town, and we knew that there was always a choice bit in there
forus. (17)
Brent’s grandmother’s faith in God’s plan, as well as her love for her grandchildren, allows her
to construct a seemingly ideal domestic space in which the clouds of slavery can be transformed
into the sunshine of community. In addition, the seemingly ideal familial community pictured in
the grandmother’s house is placed at the heart of the larger community, as the “grand big oven”
sends its domestic product throughout the town, while also nurturing the slave children.
“Despite the legal erasure of slave families,” notes Accomando, “family survives, though often
in a redefined form” (229). Jane Tompkins describes this use of domestic space as a common
political motif in women’s sentimental fiction, writing that the “image of the home [. . .] is

conceived as a dynamic center of activity [. . .] whose influence spreads out in ever widening
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circles” (145). The redefined space of black community in Jacobs’ text, then, not only supports
Brent’s family against the oppressive force of slavery, but also creates a sense of civic
community that functions as an aiternate space of black-white relations.

Brent does not, though, posit the redefinition of black-white interaction within the
grandmother’s house as an image of a universalizing and harmonizing force of community.
Rather than bring about a harmony between slaveowner and slave, such depictions are generally
placed in opposition to the white power structure, echoing Thoreau’s use of the “happy prison”
motif. During her first escape attempt, Brent gains strength through a symbolic construction of
a black community of resistance:

The graveyard was in the woods, and twilight was coming on. Nothing broke
the death-like stillness except the occasional twitter of a bird. [. . .] A black
stump, at the head of my mother’s grave, was all that remained of a tree my
father had planted. His grave was marked by a small wooden board, bearing his
name, the letters of which were nearly obliterated. I knelt down and kissed
them, and poured forth a prayer to God for guidance and support in the perilous
step | was about to take. As I passed the wreck of the old meeting house,
where, before Nat Turmer’s time, the slaves had been allowed to meet for
worship, I seemed to hear my father’s voice come from it, bidding me not to
tarry till I reached freedom or the grave. I rushed on with renovated hopes. My
trust in God had been strengthened by that prayer among the graves. (90-91)
Brent here combines memories of her parents, of Nat Turner’s 1831 rebellion, and of the black

community in general (through the meeting house) in order to support her own decision to rebel



85

and escape.'? Brent’s voice is added, writes Hazel V. Carby, “to a history of slave rebels” (60).
Sidonie Smith states that Brent thus “places herself in a noble family lineage [. . .] characterized
by spiritual, moral, and social heroism despite the degrading circumstances of slavery”
(“Resisting” 97). In spite of the deaths of her parents and of Nat Tumner, and the destruction of
the meeting hall by whites (described earlier in her text), the community they signify continues
in Brent and her living family, and still voices a desire for freedom and rebellion. As Beth
Maclay Doriani writes, freedom for Brent “involves a relationship to others, interdependence”
(211). By situating her own identity within the continuing community of her black ancestors
and their acts of resistance, Brent is strengthened against the destructive force of slavery that
results in a “death-like” state.

Aunt Marthy’s house, another image of black community, is more often a temporary
refuge from and space of rebellion against Flint’s violence than it is a space of ideal domestic
and racial peace. While staying with her grandmother after the birth of her second child, Brent
describes a meeting between Flint and Rose, an ex-slave who had been purchased and given her
freedom by friends after “She had been torn from all her family™

Dr. Flint always had an aversion to meeting slaves after he had sold them. He
ordered Rose out of the house, but he was no longer her master, and she took no
notice of him. For once the crushed Rose was the conqueror. His gray eyes
flashed angrily upon her; but that was the extent of his power. “How came this
girl here?” he exclaimed. “What right had you to allow it, when you knew I had
sold her?” I answered “This is my grandmother’s house, and Rose came to see

her. I have no right to turn any body out of doors, that comes here for honest
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Not only does an act of community legally gain Rose’s freedom from slavery, but similar acts
allow her to assert that freedom against Flint’s attempt to reinforce his authority. Brent asserts
that the space of Aunt Marthy’s house and Rose’s act of visiting are not just beyond Flint’s
power, but actually remove that power. His panoptic, oppressive gaze is reduced to an
impotent flash of anger, while Rose rises to the status of “conqueror.” This potential for a
reversal of power is duplicated by Brent’s use of dialogue itself, a linguistic and literary form
which, as Andrews argues, “often became a liminal phase in the master-slave relationship, when
neither master nor slave was in full control, when they implicitly agreed to an ‘indeterminacy’ of
outcome to their verbal combat” (“Dialogue” 93). Within this indeterminacy “lies a margin of
freedom, even for slaves that would seem to be the most powerless™ (93). Brent’s use of the
pseudo-legal language of rights and purposes also serves to divest Flint of the authority of the
slave system. Beyond Flint’s inability to remove Rose, she has the legal right to be there; Aunt
Marthy’s domestic space performs the function of a sanctuary from slavery.

Like the ways in which the redemptive rhetoric of the modern penitentiary is undermined
by the violence used to enforce prison regulations, the power of community and of dialogue is
mitigated by the fact that slavery as a system functions in part through the disruption and denial
of black community, often through violent practices. Flint’s and Brent’s conversation about
Rose, for example, ends with Flint hitting Brent. Although Aunt Marthy arrives and forces Flint
to leave, his violence and his references to Brent’s illegitimate children work against the “peace
and contentment in that humble home”--peace and contentment which are destroyed by “the

demon Slavery” (83). The possibility of a self-empowering and perpetuating black community
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itself enrages Flint. When Brent’s romantic relationship with a free black man is discovered and
ended by Flint, she takes comfort in her filial relationship with her brother, but even this
relationship is subject to Flint’s will: “If he had known how we love each other, I think he
would have exulted in separating us” (42). Just as community inside the prison is viewed as a
disruptive and corruptive force, leading prisoners even more deeply into their criminal identities,
all black community in the slaveholding society is potentially dangerous to the white power
structure, and the disruption of any form of that community is therefore pleasurable to Flint.

Empowering Flint’s individual violence towards the black community, the slave system
as a whole denies slaves their families and community, thus creating a form of isolation. Brent
explicates the systematic separation of parents and children, and the breaking of the slaves’
spirits as a result, in a description of the slave auctions held each New Year’s day. One slave
woman has seven children sold and taken away from her. Brent describes talking with her
afterwards, stating that the woman “wrung her hands in anguish and exclaimed, ‘Gone! All
gone! Why don 't God kill me?’ I had no words wherewith to comfort her. Instances of this
kind are of daily, yea, hourly occurrence” (16). The sale of children, and the destruction of
family it brings, results in anguish for that family and leads to a further disruption of the entire
community. Brent recognizes this disruption when she cannot find any words with which to
reassure the woman. The denial of communication duplicates the near erasure of the words on
Brent’s father’s headstone; here, however, there is no communal voice to be heard over the
destruction. Stating that this type of occurrence happens hourly reinforces the sense of despair
and the difficuity involved in overcoming the oppressive forces of slavery."

There is a more direct way in which disruptions of slave communities and the resulting
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isolation serve to reinforce the structures of slavery. Since children of slave mothers were by
law property of the woman’s owner, the widespread rape of slave women led to many
slaveowners being the legal owners of slaves who were their own children. Caroline Levander
writes that slave mothers in Jacobs’ text “attempt to counteract this dehumanizing maternity in
order to nurture their children, but [. . .] are constantly frustrated by owners who demand that
slave women produce ‘stock™ (32). As Jacobs descnibes it, this situation leads to a
simultaneous denial and affirmation of the familial relationship between master and slave,
resulting in a violently enforced silence. When a slave mother is overheard arguing with her
husband about the paternity of one of her children, Flint savagely whips the man and then sells
both of them: “When the mother was delivered into the trader’s hands she said, ‘You promised
to treat me well.” To which he [Flint] replied, ‘You have let your tongue run too far; damn
you!’ She had forgotten that it was a crime for a slave to tell who was the father of her child”
(13). The existence of a familial relationship between slave and master is dangerous to the latter
because it brings with it the possibility of a familial bond, signified by the reference to Flint’s
“promise” to the slave woman. In order for the master to retain power, such a promise must be
violently and immediately denied.

The constant negotiations and fluctuations of community between blacks, whites, and
each other, and the concurrent disruptions of these groupings, are detailed through the depiction
of Brent’s grandmother. Aunt Marthy and her family come to represent, in part, not only the
difficulties of forming a black fellowship that resists the oppression of the slaveholders, but also
the strains piaced on both white and black communities by slavery. Brent describes the “tangled

skeins [of] the genealogies of slavery” (78), informing the reader that “My mother’s mistress
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was the daughter of my grandmother’s mistress. She was the foster sister of my mother; they
were both nourished at my grandmother’s breast. In fact, my mother had been weaned at three
months old, that the babe of the mistress might obtain sufficient food” (6-7). Just as Aunt
Marthy’s house provides sustenance for the whole town, white and black, free and enslaved, her
genealogical history acts as a nexus for familial connections that cross racial lines. But, as
Harryette Mullen writes, the “reciprocal relationship” figured through the children’s feedings “is
betrayed by the white child’s entry into the patriarchal symbolic of law, property, and
inheritance” (261)." The familial connections, like the space of the house, are not completely
free from the oppression of slavery, because Aunt Marthy must wean her own child in order to
provide for the master’s daughter.

Aunt Marthy’s position in society does, however, allow her occasionally to disrupt the
forces that would confine her and her family. While she was a slave, she was allowed to sell
some of her baking, the money from which “was saved for a fund to purchase her children” (6).
This money was “borrowed” by her mistress and never repaid. Despite this betrayal, Aunt
Marthy believes her mistress’ promise to set Aunt Marthy free in her will--a promise that is not
fulfilled, and Aunt Marthy is put up for sale:

Dr. Flint called to tell my grandmother that he was unwilling to wound her
feelings by putting her up at auction, and that he would prefer to dispose of her
at a private sale. My grandmother saw through his hypocrisy; she understood
very well that he was ashamed of the job. She was a very spirited woman, and if
he was base enough to sell her, when her mistress intended she should be free,

she was determined the public should know it. She had for a long time supplied
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many families with crackers and preserves; consequently, “Aunt Marthy,” as she

was called, was generally known, and every body who knew her respected her

intelligence and good character. (11)
The position of respect in the town which Aunt Marthy creates for herself ultimately leads to
her freedom. When she defies Flint and mounts the auction steps, the crowd shouts “Shame!”
and allows only one bid to be made: “It came from a maiden lady, seventy years old, the sister
of my grandmother’s deceased mistress™ (11-12). The woman then sets Brent’s grandmother
free. Aunt Marthy’s connection to the larger community of the town, as well as her pseudo-
matrilineal and familial connections to her owner, allow her to assume her definition as property
in order to escape the actual reinstantiation of that definition.

Aunt Marthy’s powerful place within the community thus serves occasionally to
frustrate the supposedly socially sanctioned power of the slaveholder. Andrews describes her
position as one that “lay on the margins of the power wielded by the white patriarchy of the
South” (7o Tell 240). Because of the respect that Aunt Marthy gains through her creation of a
domestic and economic space connected to both white and black communities, she develops a
position for social interaction that is somewhat separate from the types of interaction dictated
by siavery. This separation allows her to inhabit a discursive space that helps construct an
identity that is not delimited by the practices of slavery, thereby giving her the power to act
directly against Flint’s slaveholding authority. Brent tells the reader of Aunt Marthy that
“Though she had been a slave, Dr. Flint was afraid of her. He dreaded her scorching rebukes.
Moreover, she was known and patronized by many people; and he did not wish to have his

villainy made public” (29). The grandmother’s discursive access to the white community allows
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her to reverse Flint’s verbal power. The fact that she can make his villainy public allows her to
deliver scorching rebukes.

Aunt Marthy’s agency is limited to its specific position within domestic spaces and
relationships. Krista Walter notes that this position is also directly associated with Aunt
Marthy’s replication of the “values of true womanhood and its rigid morality” (202). Aunt
Marthy’s power is based to a degree on the emphasis she places on family and on “proper”
domesticity, as that was defined by the strict moral code of the cult of true womanhood. "
According to Walter, Aunt Marthy’s power to combat Flint derives “solely from the status she
has achieved among the whites in the community as ‘good’ slave as well as surrogate mother,
caretaker, and baker. To retain this power, she clings to the ideals associated with respectable
Christian womanhood” (202). Aunt Marthy can gain her freedom because of her “long and
faithful service in the family” of her owner (11), and she retains Brent’s respect in part because
she was “very strict” on sexual and other domestic and familial issues (29).

This emphasis on family and domestic propriety can also inadvertently reproduce the
conditions of slavery. When Brent first decides to escape, her grandmother convinces her
instead to remain a slave:

“Nobody respects a mother who forsakes her children; and if you leave them,
you will never have a happy moment. If you go, you will make me miserable the
short time I have to live. You would be taken and brought back, and your
sufferings would be dreadful. Remember poor Benjamin. Do give it up, Linda.
Try to bear a littie longer. Things may turn out better than we expect.”

My courage failed me, in view of the sorrow I should bring on that
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faithful, loving old heart. I promised that I would try longer, and that I would

take nothing out of her house without her knowledge. (91)
The grandmother’s domestic power allows her to convince Brent not to escape and gain her
freedom. Brent’s connection to family, emphasized by Aunt Marthy, may be “a source of
strength,” writes Sorisio, but “it also stands as a substantial roadblock on her journey to
freedom” (6). Relying on discourse that arises “straight out of the sentimental tradition”
(Walter 202), Aunt Marthy uses Brent’s position as a mother, as well as the social
responsibilities attached to that position, in such a way as to inadvertently reinforce Brent’s
status as a slave.

Rather than Aunt Marthy’s reliance on domestic culture and social positions, however, it
is Flint’s awareness of these traditions that allows him to attempt to cement fully Brent’s
existence as a slave. After Brent’s “escape” into the hiding place in her grandmother’s house,
Flint preys on Aunt Marthy’s belief in the values of domesticity and the family. When Brent
writes a letter to Flint, falsely addressed in order to confuse him as to her whereabouts, Flint
replaces it with a letter of his own. Using this false letter from ‘“Linda,” Flint tries to convince
Aunt Marthy that Brent has “repented of her rashness™ and that if she came back from the
North, he would allow her to be “sold to her friends,” so Aunt Marthy could have “a happy
family” (129-30). Flint attempts to regain control of Brent by mimicking Aunt Marthy’s wish
for family, just as Aunt Marthy gains control of him earlier by strategically mimicking her own
status as slave. In addition, earlier in the text Flint and his son attempt to make Brent fully
submit to her status of siave by moving her children to the plantation on which she was

working. Imitating Aunt Marthy’s emphasis on the importance of remaining with one’s
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children, the Flints try, in Brent’s words, “to fetter me to the spot” by bringing her children to
her (93). In another section of the work, Flint attempts to use his knowledge of the importance
that Aunt Marthy and her relatives place on family bonds by, significantly, placing Brent’s
brother, aunt, and two children in jail in order to force Brent’s “relatives to give some
information about” her (101). While this is just a small-town jailhouse, the fact that Flint is able
to use it to exploit feelings of community, in order to bolster his own power, reinforces not only
the historical connection between slavery and prison, but also the ideological connections
between the two institutions. This scene also demonstrates how both institutions can use other
ideological social structures, such as domesticity and the family, to further their disciplinary
ends. Therefore, while community and domesticity can function as means of resistance against
the slaveholding hegemony, they can also be used by the slaveholders as further means of
subjugating the black population within a disciplinary social matrix that continues through the
convict lease system and the modern prison.

Brent’s questions concerning the oppressive and disciplinary functions of the social
institutions of family, domesticity, and slavery, and of the person’s place within them, closely
duplicate the concerns raised by prison authors, including Thoreau. On the one hand, like
Thoreau’s conclusions about the relationship between slavery, capitalism, and the prison in
terms of the similarities of their alienating effects, Jacobs’ text demonstrates how the ideological
apparatus of the family can work to alienate people and frustrate their desires for freedom.
Unlike Thoreau, on the other hand, but looking forward to later prison writers, Brent denies
both the paternalistic and oppressive discourse of slavery, and the Romantic notion of an ideal,

uncomplicated communal resistance which always functions in opposition to the oppressive
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hegemony.

IV. Disruptions of Concealment

Because of her hiding place in her grandmother’s house, Brent is aware of Flint’s
falsification of her letter. She is also aware of his perverse use of the construction of a black
community to further disempower that very group. In order to evade this use of her family and
friends, Brent must ironically duplicate the isolating forces of slavery in order to provide a space
for her final escape. Just as community can function as both an empowering and a
disempowering force, isolation and concealment can perform a similar dual function.

Brent’s use of isolation is most obvious in her seven-year concealment in a crawispace in
the eaves of her grandmother’s house. She describes the garret as “only nine feet long and
seven wide. The highest part was three feet high, and sloped down abruptly to the loose board
floor. There was no admission for either light or air” (114). While the garret was intended as a
temporary refuge from Flint while Brent’s friends searched for a means for her escape, it
became in itself a source of freedom. Even though, as Walter suggests, the depiction of this
garret “more closely resembles a description of the middle passage” (193) than it does a space
of freedom, Brent notes that, no matter how horrible her hiding space is, it is still better than her
“lot as a slave” (114). The garret provides her a means of avoiding Flint’s verbal and sexual
abuse by removing her from his gaze. The way in which she is removed from the slaveowner’s
sight is by hiding within his supposed domain:

The opinion was often expressed that I was in the Free States. Very rarely did

any one suggest that I might be in the vicinity. Had the least suspicion rested on
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my grandmother’s house, it would have been burned to the ground. But it was
the last place they thought of. Yet there was no place, where slavery existed,
that could have afforded me so good a place of concealment. (117)
While it is tempting to see here a further empowerment of the black community, as figured
through the grandmother’s house, Brent’s assurances that it would be “burned to the ground” if
her presence was even suspected belies this. The garret protects her not because of its
proximity to her grandmother or to the larger black community, but because of its connection to
the system of slavery. Since Flint assumes that the grandmother’s house is within his complete
panoptic power due to its placement in an area “where slavery existed,” he and others cannot
conceive of it as a tenable hiding place.'®
Brent’s ability to hide in plain sight is made more explicit when she describes her first
Chnistmas spent in the garret:
On this occasion, I was wamed to keep extremely quiet, because two guests had
been invited. One was the town constable, and the other was a free colored man,
who tried to pass himself off for white, and who was always ready to do any
mean work for the sake of currying favor with white people. My grandmother
had a motive for inviting them. She managed to take them all over the house.
All the rooms on the lower floor were thrown open for them to pass in and out;
and after dinner, they were invited up stairs to look at a fine mocking bird my
uncle had just brought home. There, too, the rooms were all thrown open, that
they might look in. (119)

Both the white carceral and punishment system, as seen in the Constable, and the internalizing
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effects of this system’s panoptic force, figured through the black man trying to pass as white,
are blind to the possibility that Brent is hiding within their range of vision. Slavery’s system of
supposedly constant surveillance and the brutalization it effects are mocked by Brent’s
“loophole of retreat” just as assuredly as these two individuals are mocked by Brent’s uncle’s
pet bird.

The effectiveness of Brent’s garret arises not only from its denial of the strength of
slavery’s surveillance, but also from Brent’s reversal of that surveillance. As Thoreau
transforms his cell from a site of isolation to a means of seeing his town anew and of reversing
judgement, Brent uses her garret to allow her to become the gazing subject, rather than the
object controlled by the gaze; both spaces offer, as Walter points out, a “special vantage” on
their communities (200). After a short time in what she sometimes calls her den, Brent carves a
small hole into the wall through which she can see the street. This view, combined with the fact
that she can hear people’s conversations, allows her to survey the town in a way somewhat
similar to that whereby the slaves’ actions are surveyed by their owners, giving her a form--
albeit very limited--of panoptic vision. She states that “Southerners have the habit of stopping
and talking in the streets, and I heard many conversations not intended to meet my ears. I heard
slave-hunters planning how to catch some poor fugitive” (117).

Her constricted existence in the garret, an extension of the physical, mental, and social
constrictions placed on her as a slave, gives her less restricted access to the functionings of the
power structures of slavery. The potential power of Brent’s use of this panoramic sight exists
in conjunction with a similar use of linguistic tools.'” Flint and Brent engage in a letter writing

duel in which Brent has the upper hand because she can observe his various actions while also
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controlling all of the information he receives. She knows, therefore, when he attempts to take
advantage of her grandmother’s belief in family by replacing one of her letters with his own
fabrication. Writing a letter to him which was addressed from New York but states that she
lives in Boston, she not only further convinces Flint that she is in the Free States, but also
manipulates him into stating his convictions, as well as proving that he “had not given me up”
(128). Knowing Flint’s mind in this way, Brent concludes, heightens the possibility of her
physical escape from slavery, so she resolves “to continue to write letters from the north from
time to time” (132).

The garret is obviously not a space from which Brent can gain absolute freedom from
slavery. Just as faith in the strength of the black community can function to support its
destruction by the slaveholders, and just as Aunt Marthy’s domestic space can help to replicate
the unequal relations of slavery, so too can the garret replicate the isolating and physically
abusive problems to which slaves were subject. Michelle Burnham argues that Jacobs escapes
Flint’s surveillance “only by going into a captivity that in many ways enacts the condition of
slavery on a hyperbolic scale” (58). Brent’s hiding space can indeed be seen as a replica of the
space in the cotton gin used to punish and ultimately kill the slave as described in the chapter
“Sketches of Neighboring Slaveholders” (48-49). At one point, Brent does come near death,
and as a result her “tongue stiffened, and I lost the power of speech™ (122), an echo of Flint’s
enforced silencing of the slave whose tongue had “run to far” (13).

The hiding space also forces an isolation onto Brent that closely resembies the
separation of family members by slavery. When she becomes ill because of her living

conditions, her grandmother also falls ill “under the weight of anxiety and toil” (123). Brent
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tells the reader that the thought of “losing her, who had always been my best friend and a
mother to my children, was the sorest trial I had yet had” (123). Immediately following this
passage, she describes seeing her son through her peephole after he was attacked by a dog, a
situation to which she responds, “O, what torture to a mother’s heart, to listen to this and be
unable to go to him” (123). The juxtaposition of her grandmother’s illness, caused by Brent’s
isolation, and Brent’s inability to help her children for the same reason, recalls earlier
descriptions of the ways in which slaveholders violently separate children from parents, and
abandon elderly slaves (16). Brent of course understands the failings of her garret and
recognizes that it is not a space to be lauded for the potential resistance it allows. Such
readings, writes Carla Kaplan, miss the fact of “Brent’s inability to ‘reverse’ the power
structures which bind her,” an inability which “is the lived meaning of slavery for Linda Brent”
(56). As Brent notes, the seven years that she spent in such a cramped space “is a fact; and to
me a sad one, even now” (148). Despite the fact that her seven-year retreat does eventually
lead to her freedom, she does not see it as a freeing experience in itself, “for my body still
suffers from the effects of that long imprisonment, to say nothing of my soul” (148). Refusing
to set up a transcendent, Thoreauvian imprisonment, where her body’s constraint is figured as
unimportant, Brent ties her physical suffering to a more profound spiritual one, thus highlighting
the connection between the social oppression visited upon her and her ontological status as an

embodied black and female subject.

V. The Slave Mother

To see Brent’s time in the garret as overarchingly negative, however, is to ignore the
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perpetrates on her. Brent’s life in the garret and her descriptions of the power of community
must be recognized as negotiations between the gaining of agency and its removal by
surrounding subjugating forces. Samira Kawash states that Brent’s “condition of [. . .] security
is simultaneously the absolute deprivation of freedom” (77). The assertion of a self-determining
identity can, at the same time, be a denial of that identity. These negotiations are further
entrenched into her narrative through her textual construction of her identity as a “slave
mother.” If community both empowers slaves and replicates slavery, and if isolation both
replicates slavery and provides a refuge and means of escape, then Brent’s sentimental
construction of herself as a “slave mother” both gives her an identity and erases it. Brent’s
negotiations of “isolation” and “community,” and of “slavery” and “freedom,” take place
through her construction of “slave woman” or “slave mother” as an ineffable identity that allows
her to complicate the expectations of her readership.

As several critics have noted, Jacobs’ text generally follows the generic conventions of
sentimental fiction.'* In The Theory of Moral Sentiments (1759), Adam Smith concludes that
sympathy is a universal human response through which all individuals are to a degree interested
“in the fortune of others” (9). Smith looks forward to Bentham’s models of the penitentiary, in
that both base their thoughts on ideas of the universal nature of human conscience, and people’s
ability to reform themselves through reflection.” Smith argues that, when viewing another
person’s suffering, especially if it is caused by actions resulting from “improper”” motives, “we
then heartily and entirely sympathize with the resentment of the sufferer,” which seems to call

for “a proportional punishment” to the person who caused the suffering (74). Relying on this
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relationship between sympathy and action, sentimental fiction can be read as an attempt to spur
action against certain injustices including, for example, slavery and the oppression of women.
Detailing the relationships in Britain between theories of sensibility and sentiment and the
literature arising from them, Janet Todd writes that “Sentimentalism entered all literary genres--
the novel, essay, poetry and drama. But the cult of sensibility was largely defined by fiction
from the 1740s to the 1770s” (4), the form of the sentimental novel remained “firmly
entrenched,” however, “throughout the nineteenth century” (148). Reading these later
sentimental novels, Tompkins argues that they should be seen in terms of “a political enterprise,
halfway between sermon and social theory, that both codifies and attempts to mold the values of
its time” (126).%°
The relation between sentimental fiction and slavery is formed at the nexus of sympathy
and action. Nudelman details the relation between sentimental writing and the abolition
movement, writing that
Abolitionist texts rely on the techniques, images, and assumptions of sentimental
narration to figure the possibility that social unity can be discovered and
expressed through the communication of slave suffering, that “victims” and
“fortunates” can be unified by the narration of marginal experience. Employing a
sentimental investment in the perfect communicability of intense feeling,
abolitionists can imagine the slave’s excessive pain as representative and her
victimization as a form of political agency. Sentimentality allows abolitionists to
refashion the slave’s exceptionality as the basis for shared political endeavor.

(944-45)
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The form of the sentimental novel, already common to such abolitionist authors as Harriet
Beecher Stowe and Jacobs’ editor, Lydia Maria Child, allows Jacobs to spur her readership to
engage directly in anti-slavery action. Depicting her own suffering at the hands of Flint and in
her garret, Jacobs engages a response designed not only to connect her to her readership--a
community of free women--but also to involve that community in her own political enterprise.
Sentimental fiction was closely related to the expectations of the cult of true
womanhood and to the constructs of domesticity.” Doriani writes that “As Godey s Lady 's
Book and other women’s magazines described her, the ‘true’ American woman was pious, pure,
submissive, and domestic. These were the standards by which American women apparently
judged themselves, and were judged by, forming the core of womanhood valued by the
prosperous and growing middle class” (203-04). As Donani goes on to note, and as /ncidents
makes clear, these standards, with the notable exception of submissiveness, are precisely what
are denied to slave women. Contrary to the lives of middle-class white women, “there was no
such thing as the ‘private sphere’ in the life of an enslaved woman,” as Robyn R. Warhol
argues, and ““femininity’ was understood in racist terms that excluded non-white women” (61).
Slaves are not allowed families, and their domestic spaces are subject to abuse; slave piety,
figured through their relations with the Church, is to be used solely as a means of furthering
their subjection to slavery, or else it is destroyed (as the black meeting hall is in Brent’s town);
and purity, expressly constructed as sexual purity, is violated by sexually abusive slaveowners
like Flint, who rape slave women with legal impunity in order to increase their slave holdings.
As the relation that Bender draws between prison and theory of sensibility details, both prison

and the sentimental novel function as disciplinary institutions. But, just as the isolation and
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labour used by the nineteenth-century penitentiary alienates and brutalizes prisoners rather than
reforming them, sentimental fiction, because it is based on similar ontological hierarchies, can
replicate the sexist and racist discourse it attempts to undo.

The sentimental novel’s emphasis on purity in particular creates a tension in Jacobs’
narrative. She uses sentimental discourse in order to bind her white, middle-class readership to
her and to spur them to political action, but if she is to adhere to her promise to make her
narrative “strictly true” (1), she must confess her consensual sexual relationship with a white
man, Mr. Sands, the father of her children. This confession risks alienating her readership--the
self-confessed “true women” of the North whose sexual purity, if not an actuality in the
particular, was at least an unquestioned assertion in the general. Jacobs’ editor, Lydia Maria
Child, voices the recognition of this danger in her introduction to the text, writing that “the
experiences of this intelligent and much-injured woman belong to a class which some call
delicate subjects, and others cali indelicate” (3-4). Childs’ statement belies the uneasy marriage
of the slave narrative’s generic emphasis on suffering and domestic fiction’s “true woman.”
While Brent is a “much-injured woman,” a description which should elicit her audience’s
sympathy, such sympathy may be curtailed by the (in)delicacy of those injuries. In other words,
the sexual abuse of Brent, when reconfigured as her sexual identity, negates the sympathy it
elicits, resulting in a silence surrounding that abuse--in Childs’ introduction, the “delicate
subject” is never named. This delicacy to a degree also silences discussion of non-sexual abuse.
In her introduction to the text, Yellin quotes Child’s discussion of one of her few major editorial
changes to /ncidents, which was, in Child’s words, to “put the savage cruelties into one chapter

[. . .]in order that those who shrink from ‘supping on horrors’ might omit them” (xxii). Such
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silences duplicate the enforced silence surrounding abuse, and specifically sexual abuse, that
slavery itself perpetuates. Garfield writes that “The cautious reader finds a shocking alter-ego
in Flint. She would tie Jacobs’ tongue as surely as he bullies his slaves into muteness”
(“Speech” 33). Like the slave woman Flint sells, Garfield is arguing, Brent is in danger of
letting her tongue “run too far.”

Recognizing this problem, Brent exploits the silence surrounding the sexual abuse of
slave women created by the combination of the discourses of true womanhood and sentimental
politics in order to create an inviolable space for herself. She navigates, in Carby’s words, “the
tension between satisfying moral expectations and challenging the ideology that would condemn
her as immoral” (58). Brent’s construction of the subject positions of “slave woman” and
“slave mother” simultaneously elicits sympathy and evades the moral judgments of her readers.
Describing the aftermath of the birth of her second child, she states that Flint made her stand
and listen to him “heap[] upon me and my little one every vile epithet he could think of” (77);
this diatribe goes on for so long that Brent faints. She then states that,

I suffered in consequence of this treatment; but I begged my friends to let me
die, rather than send for the doctor. There was nothing I dreaded so much as his
presence. My life was spared; and I was glad for the sake of my little ones. Had
it not been for these ties to life, I should have been glad to be released by death,
though I had lived only nineteen years. (78)
The abuse that Flint hurls at her is, according to him, the direct result of her sexual
“impropriety,” an action which, according to the values of true womanhood, would also be

disdained by her reader. Brent thus makes Flint’s abuse the moral equivalent of the readers’
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potentiat disdain. However, she leaves open another possible response for her readers through
the figures of her friends, who are forced to watch her suffering and do nothing. Rather than
dismiss the text due to its author’s sexual history, readers are invited to recognize the suffering
forced on her because of her condition as a slave mother. Further, they are asked not to engage
in a duplication of Flint’s violence, metaphorically reproducing the act of sending for the doctor.
Instead, the reader is told to focus on the suffering while Brent heals on her own terms.

To ask the readers merely to recognize Brent’s suffering is not enough to remove her
from their judgmental gaze, since this audience was inundated with images of suffering which
coexisted with images of purity; as Doriani argues, these two images coalesced for black
women as the figure of the “tragic mulatta” (205)--a figure which found its demonic equivalent
in the equally racist construct of the “black woman as an innately sexual Jezebel” (Sorisio 8). In
order to escape the image of the “tragic mulatta,” Brent refuses her audience a full grasp of her
suffering. At points throughout the text, she refers to the impossibility of readers reaching a full
understanding of her sufferings. When Brent’s daughter leaves to be a servant to her own
father’s family, Brent writes that “I heard the gate close after her, with such feelings as only a
slave mother can experience” (141). When discussing Flint’s verbal abuse of her, she informs
the reader that “T would not describe them if / could” (77, my emphasis). These ineffable
sufferings even result in her audience’s inability to participate in her happy moments. When her
son meets her in New York after her escape, she asks “O reader, can you imagine my joy? No,
you cannot, unless you have been a slave mother” (173). The most extended of her
deliberations on the impossibility of fully communicating her suffering occurs immediately after

she informs the reader of her affair with Sands:
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Pity me and pardon me, O virtuous reader! You never knew what it is to be a
slave; to be entirely unprotected by law or custom; to have the laws reduce you
to the condition of a chattel, entirely subject to the will of another. You never
exhausted your ingenuity in avoiding the snares, and eluding the power of a
hated tyrant; you never shuddered at the sound of his footsteps, and trembled
within hearing of his voice. I know I did wrong. No one can feel it more
sensibly than I do. The painful and humiliating memory will haunt me to my
dying day. Still, in looking back, calmly, on the events of my life, I feel that the
slave woman ought not to be judged by the same standards as others. (55-56)
Rather than use sentimentality to “figure the possibility [of] social unity” through “the perfect
communicability of intense feeling,” as Nudelman describes abolitionist textual practice (944),
Brent highlights the permanent and unnavigable gap between herself and her readers,
emphasizing, in Warhol’s words, that which the reader “has not experienced” (65). Nudeiman
argues that Brent “places a barrier between her experience and the reader’s own” that denies
“any empathic response from her readers” (958). I would argue, however, that Brent constructs
her suffering as being of an unimaginable magnitude, thus opening up a space of ultimate
sympathy that can never be fully expended. The use of second-person address in this passage
highlights this dual action: Brent places the reader in the narrator’s place with the use of “you,”
thus encouraging a sympathetic bond between narrator and reader, but she also denies the
experience to this person with the use of the negative, “You have never [. . .].” The reader is
forced to sympathize as per the generic conventions of sentimental novels, but is told that such

sympathy is inexhaustible. The ineffability of Brent’s suffering disallows her readers’ judgments
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of her actions, permitting Brent to occupy the only authoritative space from which to critique
her actions. This leads to her creation of a system of sympathetic ethics beyond those tied to
“true womanhood,” permitting slave women to be judged on their own terms.

Brent’s construction of her own system of sympathy allows her to speak about her
sexual history. Directly addressing her reader, Brent states that she entered into the sexual
relationship with Sands “with deliberate calculation,” desiring to “enrage Dr. Flint” (54; 55).
Beyond this form of revenge, however, Brent also tells the reader that “It seems less degrading
to give one’s self, than to submit to compulsion. There is something akin to freedom in having
a lover who has no control over you, except that which he gains by kindness and attachment™
(55). Brent rejects portraying herself as a merely passive victim, refusing, in Walter’s words,
the “stereotypically feminine position with regard to her own fate” (205). She may not be able
to claim the social power associated with chastity, but she does claim “something akin to
freedom” through her action.

Her ability to lay hold of this freedom and her position beyond the judgment of white
women also reverse her relationship with her readers, allowing her to judge their failings.
Because she describes her abuse as being far beyond their knowledge and experience, Brent not
only becomes an authority on the suffering of slave women and slaves in general, but also
creates a powerful space of continuous suffering, and therefore of permanent sympathy, which
gives her a potentially unending hold on her audience. She translates her authority and her
control of the audience’s sympathies into a judgment of the suffering visited on blacks in the so-
called “freedom” of the North. Brent notes the racism of the North when condemning the Jim

Crow laws on the railways, in hotels, and at her son’s workplace (162-3; 175-7; 186). Her
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most vehement remarks are reserved for the Fugitive Slave Law, passed in 1850, which
permitted slaveowners to remove their runaway slaves from the Free States. In the penultimate
chapter of the narrative, entitled “The Fugitive Slave Law,” Brent notes how the passing of the
law not only changes her legal status back into one of being a slave, but also alters the character
of the northern states. She describes meeting a slave she had known in the South, writing that
“I was peculiarly glad to see him on Northern soil, though I no longer call it free soil” (193).
Brent also describes, as does Thoreau in “Slavery in Massachusetts,” the northern states as
being “owned” by the South:
But even in that dark region, where knowledge is so carefully excluded from the
slave, I had heard enough about Massachusetts to come to the conclusion that
slaveholders did not consider it a comfortable place to go to in search of a
runaway. That was before the Fugitive Slave Law was passed; before
Massachusetts had consented to become a “nigger hunter” for the south. (131)
Noting that this reiationship was formed by “consent,” Jacobs echoes Thoreau’s distaste both
for such a support of slavery and for the individuals of the populace who do not actively remove
such consent.

Brent discusses how the African American community in the North reacted against the
Fugitive Slave Law in terms strongly reminiscent of her escape to the garret. Just as Brent’s
peephole allows her to evade and gain some control over the panoptic gaze of slavery, so too
does the black community use their collective gaze to fight the slavecatchers who are
empowered by the new law. After discussing how the law affected the black people in New

York, forcing them to live in “incessant fear,” Brent informs the reader that
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This state of things, of course, gave rise to many impromptu vigilance
committees. Every colored person, and every friend of their persecuted race,
kept their eyes wide open. Every evening I examined the newspapers carefully,
to see what Southemners had put up at the hotels. [ did this for my own sake,
thinking my young mistress and her husband might be among the list; I wished
also to give information to others, if necessary; for if many were “running to and
fro,” I resolved that “knowledge should be increased.” (191-92)
While the North is no longer a space free from slavery, the black community, recreated in the
North despite slavery’s attempt to decimate it in the South, uses its own form of policing to
frustrate the execution of the Fugitive Slave Law. Brent’s quotation from the biblical book of
Daniel enforces this use of the power of knowledge against the behaviour of the slaveowners.
The biblical source refers to the Christian end times, when the “wise shall shine as the brightness
of the firmament” while the wicked will receive “shame and everlasting contempt.” Further, in
the section from which Brent’s quotation is taken, Daniel is told that the names of the wicked
and the wise can all “be found written in the book™ (Daniel 12.1-4). As the biblical book of
judgment simultaneously condemns some and saves others, the newspaper allows Brent to both
recognize slaveowners and help ex-slaves to continue to evade their grasp.?

Outrage over the passing of the Fugitive Slave Law was common in abolitionist and
other reactionary discourse, of which Thoreau’s essay “Slavery in Massachusetts” is one
example. What makes Brent’s critique stand out is not her attack on the law and the North, but
her parallel attack on her readership--people who would supposedly agree with her arguments--

as a group whose sexual politics duplicate the ostracism and duplicity of the Fugitive Slave
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Law. “To be bound to the conventions of true womanhood,” writes Carby, “was to be bound
to a racist, ideological system” (50). Brent makes this connection explicit in a conversation she
has with a biack minister upon arriving in the North. After explaining her past to him, including
telling him “frankly [. . .] some of the most important events of my life,” specifically concerning
her children and their father, the minister replies, “I did not question you from idle curiosity. 1
wanted to understand your situation, in order to know whether I could be of any service to you,
or your little girl. Your straight-forward answers do you credit; but don’t answer every body so
openly. It might give some heartless people a pretext for treating you with contempt” (160).
Just as the Fugitive Slave Law provides the basis for black people’s resubjection to the panoptic
power of slavery (as enacted by slavecatchers), so can the discourse of sexual purity atlow for
the condemning and rejection of Brent’s life and narrative. Walter describes the seemingly
inescapable trap this creates, writing that “whether she shields herself in the dominant values of
white womanhood, or openly exposes her predicament as a female slave, as the author-figure of
the narrative, Brent knows she is subject to contempt or dismissal from all sides” (204). While
Brent’s quotation from Daniel allows her to imply that slaveowners and their lackeys in the
post-1850 North are wicked people who will receive “everlasting contempt,” the minister tells
her that her honesty about her sexual history could result in the same treatment for her.

Brent responds to the minister’s statement, and therefore indirectly replies to those who
would treat her with contempt, by again describing an identity of ineffable suffering, a space
which should, according to her own construction of sentimental politics, create a feeling of
sympathy that transcends such judgment:

That word contempt burned me like coals of fire. I replied, “God alone knows
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how I have suffered; and He, I trust, will forgive me. If I am permitted to have

my children, I intend to be a good mother, and to live in such a manner that

people cannot treat me with contempt.”

“I respect your sentiments,” said he. “Place trust in God, and be

governed by good principles, and you will not fail to find friends. (161)
The scene from which this passage is taken, in which Brent details the events of her life, can be
read as a depiction of the act of reading the /ncidents of her life. When Brent refuses to be the
object of judgment for those who exclude her from their construct of womanhood, she is
denying her readers the right to judge her on terms to which she does not consent. Rather than
ask for forgiveness or accept the role of the “tragic mulatta,” Brent removes her identity from
the matrix of subjugating and judgmental definitions. Walter describes a similar dynamic,
specifically in the context of Brent’s refigurations of domestic constructs, writing that “Brent’s
use of womanhood and motherhood is not so much a strategy of locating herself within the
existing discourses of selfhood as it is a strategy of dislocation” (207). By relying on the
politics of sympathy which undergird the sentimental tradition she is exploiting, Brent
constructs an identity for herself that at once depicts the suffering necessary to gain sympathy
and removes her identity from the gaze of others. “God alone” is permitted a vision of her and
his view is seen as forgiving. Brent attempts to construct a relationship based on respect, where
she is in control of the moment of judgment, through denying the reader a depiction of her
suffering, as it is indescribable, and by thus bringing the sentimental reader into a continual bond
of sympathy.

This textual space of ethical control does not allow Brent to escape completely the
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unequal power relations that exist between her and the white women of the North. While she
creates a nearly transcendent sympathy for herself on behalf of the reader, such a sympathy does
not remove the economic, social, and physical obstacles that are placed in front of her because
of her race--she cannot transform her garrett into Thoreau’s Walden Pond shack. Like the
garret, Brent’s construction of a sympathetic identity may allow her respite from judgment and
the ability to visit judgment on others, but it does not allow her to escape her subjugation. This
lack of complete freedom is signalled by the means through which she gains her legal freedom
from slavery. The final chapter, “Free at Last,” is not, as one might expect, a reversal of the
power relationships Brent describes in the previous chapter, “The Fugitive Slave Law.” Rather
than fully celebrating her final escape from the clutches of slavery and the fugitive law, Brent
instead shows how even her legal freedom is tainted by unequal social distinctions. In order to
save Brent from her owners and to remove her from the legal purview of the 1850 law, her
employer, Mrs. Bruce, buys the slave and then frees her. Brent details her reactions upon
hearing of this transaction in the following oft-cited passage:
So I was soid at last! A human being sold in the free city of New York! The bill
of sale is on record, and future generations will learn from it that women were
articles of traffic in New York, late in the nineteenth century of the Christian
religion. [. . .] I well know the value of that bit of paper; but as much as I love
freedom, I do not like to look upon it. (200)
Despite Brent’s attempts to remove herself from the panoptic surveillance of slavery, and
despite her similar attempts to escape the judgmental gaze of the North, her freedom ultimately

reinscribes the unequal power relations that result from and support both systems. In her
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discussion of Thoreau’s and Jacobs’ uses of the language of liberalism, Anita Goldman writes
that “Whereas Thoreau finds freedom in jail, arguing that the Massachusetts prison is ‘the only
house in a slave-state in which a free man can abide with honor,” Jacobs finally insists upon the
limits of freedom afforded her by existing social conditions” (239). Indeed, Brent’s freedom
only comes when money is used to replace her as a slave, and Mrs. Bruce, while fully
sympathetic, is constructed as falling outside of the respect which Brent earlier hopes to gain
from people. Rather than mutual friendship and respect, Brent is bound to Mrs. Bruce with
“Love, duty, and gratitude™ (201), and Brent’s employment, looking after the Bruce children,
closely mimics her duties while a slave.” In addition, Brent does not have her own home, a
symbol of the motherhood she says she desires when talking to the minister.

While Brent does point to these problems, she still recognizes the benefits of her
position. These benefits can only be recognized as a critique: “I and my children are now free!
We are as free from the power of the slaveholders as are the white people of the north; and
though that, according to my ideas, is not saying a great deal, it is a vast improvement in my
condition” (201). Just as her life in the garret, while not ideal, is better than her life as a slave,
Brent’s legal freedom, while still subject to class and racial divisions, can be used as a means of
critiquing the northern society in which she s still a member of an “oppressed people” (201).%
Her ultimately indescribable suffering and the sympathy she generates through it invests her with
an authority which allows her to critique the northern white populace, but, though this power to

critique may be “akin to freedom,” it is not equal to it.
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V1. Linda Brent’s Writing

There is one other means through which “Linda Brent” attempts to gain a freedom from
the constraining discourses and situations around her, be they those of slavery or of the cult of
true womanhood. She does this by denying access to the historical identity of the “slave girl” of
the narrative’s title. By being Linda Brent, Harriet Jacobs attempts to remove her life’s story
from the gaze of others. Like Douglass’ refusal in his Narrative to give details of his escape
from slavery, Jacobs’ fictionalization of herself and the other figures in her life protects those
who helped her who still live in the slave territories. As she writes in the preface to Incidents,
“I have concealed the names of places, and given persons fictitious names. I have no motive of
secrecy on my own account, but I deemed it kind and considerate towards others to pursue this
course” (1). Belying her denial of personal motives for this secrecy, though, is her statement at
the close of the text that, while the memories of her grandmother give her solace, in general it is
“painful [. . .] to recall the dreary years I passed in bondage. I would gladly forget them if I
could” (201). While she is not able to forget, Jacobs’ creation of Linda Brent can be seen as a
means of, in Walter’s words, creating a “dislocation” of identity, a form of separation between
Jacobs and her narrator. The fictionalized identity of “Linda Brent” provides her readers with
the sentimental abolitionist narrative that attempts to spur them to action, while at the same time
allows Jacobs to retain a form of privacy from her “true-women” readers of the North by
protecting her “real” identity. As Carby writes, “Jacobs’s need for secrecy in the act of writing
and her fear of scom if discovered meant that her pseudonym, Linda Brent, functioned as a
mechanism of self-protection” (50). Jacobs’ narrative negotiations of author, narrator, and

sentimental figure reenact her escape from slavery. While that escape is in part brought about
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through her mimicry of slavery’s isolation in her garret, her escape from the potentially hostile
gaze of her audience is enacted through her self-concealment, in Linda Brent, as a slave narrator
and sentimental figure.”® “Like her grandmother’s attic,” writes Sanchez-Eppler, “the figure of
Linda Brent places Jacobs in close proximity to those who are seeking her and yet leaves her
carefully concealed” (87).

However, just as her years in the garret are not an unproblematic removal of herself
from the abuses of slavery, her textual identity as “Linda Brent” does not provide her with an
unproblematic identity that is at once fully public and fully private. At the time of the
publication of /ncidents, Jacobs was often referred to by abolitionists “as Linda Brent, or, at
best, Linda Jacobs” (Foreman 316). Foreman argues that, beyond disturbing “the parameters of
fiction and slave narrative,” the fictionalization of names and places in /ncidents becomes “as
significant in Jacobs’s life as it is in her text” (316). Jacobs’ renaming moves from an attempt to
gain privacy and secrecy to being another indicator of her problematic position within the
generic, legal, and other identificatory practices of her time, a position which at once allows her
a form of social power and removes that power.

Even contemporary critical studies of Jacobs’ text fall into the problem of identification.
Jean Fagan Yellin’s extensive research into /ncidents’ publication history and Jacobs’ letters
proved that /ncidents was not the fictional piece some had assumed it to be, an assumption
stated in John W. Blassingame’s well known critique of the text.* Before Yellin’s studies,
Jacobs’ authorship and text were often dismissed and ignored in an unwitting echo of the ways
in which slaves were forcibly silenced. Yellin identifies the historical figures behind Jacobs’

fictional constructs, and thus both inaugurated and enabled contemporary studies of Jacobs and
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her work. Despite the value of these studies, however, the “Cast of Characters” which Yellin
provides at the beginning of her edition has been used in problematic ways. While some critics
refer to the protagonist of the text as “Linda Brent,” and separate this figure from the author,
many simply identify the two figures, referring to Jacobs as both author and protagonist.
Although, as Foreman notes, Jacobs herself perpetuated this slippage, many critics combine this
identification of Jacobs and Brent with a silence surrounding the other historical figures
fictionalized in the text. People write about Jacobs’ battles with “Dr. Flint,” for example, rather
than her battles with “Dr. Norcom,” the historical figure on whom Flint is based. Studies that
engage her text on these terms provide the slaveowner with anonymity and the security it
provides, while subjecting Jacobs to the full, scrutinizing gaze of historical criticism. Carla
Kaplan discusses this problem, writing that the shift
from Brent’s narrated acts to Jacobs’s act of narration, may be a troubling one.
Not only because it seems to require us to talk about the author as well as her
narrator, but because it reminds us that we, as readers, are implicated in the
problem we are analyzing. [. . .] This raises an important methodological
question for recuperative work: what will it mean for us to recuperate Jacobs’s
agency when we, as readers, are problematically and unavoidably implicated in
the process of its construction? (57)
Kaplan goes on to note that this problem becomes “particularly troubling” since the place of
Jacobs’ reader is parallel to that of Dr. Flint in many of the scenes of Brent’s narrative (57).
In addition to this textual parallel, referring to Brent as Jacobs, combined with the

silence surrounding “Flint’s” or other characters’ historical bases, results in a duplication of a
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panoptic gaze which renders Jacobs visible while leaving her oppressors and readers hidden.
This is the precise form of gaze that Brent and Jacobs was attempting to escape through her
existence in the garret and flight to the North. Just as those actions are shown to be inadequate,
Incidents--with the troubles of fiction and fact, silence and speech--raises the fact that analysing
slave (and prison) texts is equally problematic. /ncidents thus critiques the panoptic gaze that
exists in several forms within the carceral society, be it in terms of gender or racial oppression,
or in terms of the positioning of texts within the academy. What Jacobs and Brent offer us is
the understanding that, while a complete Thoreauvian individual transcendence above the
oppressive identificatory practices of society is impossible for everyone, no matter what social
space they occupy, people can still engage in critiques of those practices. Sorisio notes that
Jacobs’ narrative may extend “the privilege of a Romantic self to African American women,”
but it also “checks its optimistic transcendence through embodied experience” (16). Taking
care to analyze the transformations of identity in which Jacobs engages on her own terms, while
noting that there can never be a full vision of her negotiations of identity, allows us to recognize
that, while it may be impossible to achieve complete freedom, we can create “a vast
improvement” (201) in specific conditions.

While Jacobs’ narrative deals with some issues that do not specifically apply to prison
texts, her overall project resonates with them. Prison authors also struggle with walking the line
between freedom and oppression, between resisting the carceral society and furthering its aims.
The resulting constructions of identity take many different forms, though, so while my reading
of Jacobs’ project is intended as an introductory example of the rewriting of identity from within

a disciplinary and carceral environment, it should not be seen as wholly representative of all



117

such rewritings, be they slave narratives or prison texts. As the next chapter demonstrates,
prison authors’ methods of writing their freedom can also take the form of, among other
possibilities, a partial negation or erasure of identity. Whereas the texts examined in this section
of the study were written in order to offer somewhat general critiques of the disciplinary
institutional functions of society, Oscar Wilde’s and Martin Luther King, Jr.’s prison letters, to
be studied in the next section, were composed in direct response to specific occurrences and
pre-existing texts, in attempts to right the wrongs that the authors saw within the larger social
world. However, both letters respond to the ways in which these situations or other documents
help to reproduce the disciplinary functions of the prison, and how this reproduction is also
evident on the “outside,” thus continuing Thoreau’s and Jacobs’ definitions and critiques of the
carceral society. Furthering my analysis of the particularities of this complex process as part of
a larger attempt to understand the necessary multiplicity of possible responses, I examine the

letters alongside the occurrences and materials against which they were written.
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Notes

1. While Incidents stands out as the first woman’s slave narrative authored by the slave
herself, several dictated accounts were published during the antebellum period, including The
History of Mary Prince, A West Indian Slave Related by Herself (1831) and Louisa Picquet,
the Octoroon (1861). In addition to these dictated accounts, there were some postbellum slave
narratives that were penned by women, the most notable among them being Elizabeth Keckley’s
Behind the Scenes or, Thirty Years a Slave and Four Years in the White House (1868).
William L. Andrews has collected some examples of all of these forms of women’s slave
narratives in Six Women's Slave Narratives. These narratives, furthermore, were not the only
form of black women’s autobiography in the nineteenth century, but coexisted with and were
informed by the genre of spiritual autobiography, as exemplified by the texts of Jarena Lee, Mrs.
Ziipha Elaw, and Julia A. J. Foote (which are collected together by Andrews in Sisters of the
Spirit). Beth Maclay Doriani writes that Harriet Wilson’s novel Our Nig: or, Skeiches from the
Life of a Free Black (1859) should also be read as autobiography. For discussions of women’s
slave narratives and other black women’s autobiographies, see, for example, Joanne Braxton’s
Black Women Writing Autobiography and Frances Smith Foster’s Written by Herself. On
abolitionists’ and slave narrators’ discussions of the sexual abuse of slave women, see, for
example, Andrews (7o Tell 241 ff), Braxton (20), and Ruth Bogin’s and Jean Fagan Yellin’s
introduction to The Abolitionist Sisterhood, edited by Yellin and John C. Van Home (5, 9).
Mary Prince’s narrative, transcribed by Susanna Strickland (who would later, as Susanna
Moodie, write the foundational Canadian woman’s autobiography, Roughing It in the Bush

[1852]), offers an account of the sexual abuse of women slaves that resonates strongly with
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Jacobs’ text.

2. For a detailed analysis of the relations between slavery and the growth of the
penitentiary, see Hirsch (71-111).

3. See also Davis (“From the Prison” 75-76).

4. In a recent essay, Karen Ho and Wende Elizabeth Marshall provide an in-depth
analysis of how blackness continues to be implicitly criminalized through contemporary
legislation that “sustain[s] and reinscrib[es] limits to citizenship and status in the United States,”
arguing that the “foundational logic” of such legislation is “a thinly veiled, hydra-headed, and
well-organized resurgence of white nationalism™ (209). Recent statistics more than support the
conclusion that prisons are in part an attempt to reinscribe the controlling culture’s racist
practices. A recent anthology of prison writing notes that “In the general population, African
Americans constitute less than 13 percent, yet 51 percent of all prisoners nationwide are black.
Thirty-two percent of black men in their twenties are under some form of criminal justice
supervision” (Chevigny 175). Davis similarly traces the historical trend of black imprisonment:
“In 1926, the first year in which there was a national recording, 21 percent of prison admissions
were black. By 1970, black people constituted 39 percent of admissions and in 1992, 54
percent” (“Racialized” 105). Davis points out that race is a factor in prisons outside of the US,
as well, particularly in Europe. She writes, “as postcolonial immigration has radically
transformed the racial composition of European populations in general, the prison population in
the Netherlands approaches the US in its disproportionate numbers of people of color”
(“Racialized” 102).

5. In a letter written shortly before he was murdered by a prison guard in 1970 in San
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Quentin, George Jackson equates slavery and prison, stating that

Blackmen bom in the U.S. and fortunate enough to live past the age of eighteen

are conditioned to accept the inevitability of prison. For most of us, it simply

looms as the next phase in a sequence of humiliations. Being born a slave in a

captive society and never experiencing any objective basis for expectation had

the effect of preparing me for the progressively traumatic misfortunes that lead

so many blackmen to the prison gate. I was prepared for prison. It required

only minor psychic adjustments. (4)
Eldridge Cleaver also makes the connection between slavery and imprisonment explicit: “In
Soledad state prison,” he writes, “1 fell in with a group of young blacks who, like myself, were
in vociferous rebellion against what we perceived as a continuation of slavery on a higher plane”
(17-18). And, in one of her own early prison writings, Angela Y. Davis draws a similar
conclusion when she states that slavery was transformed into the prison, “a more subtle yet
equally pernicious apparatus to dominate Black people” (“Political” 29). Such comparisons
were not limited to writings by 20®-century prisoners, though;, Hirsch cites a passage from the
Memoirs of the Notorious Stephen Burroughs of New Hampshire, published in 1798, which
states that being a penitentiary inmate was like being subjected to “abject slavery” (qtd. in
Hirsch 74).

6. Furthermore, due to the expansion throughout the West of the panoptic structure of

the prison, African American prison writers form a chain with others who combat the chains
placed on them. In addition to the connections between Thoreau, Lytton, and King, for

example, as discussed in the fourth and fifth chapters of the current study, and Breytenbach’s
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reference in his 7rue Confessions to George Jackson’s assassination (238), Jackson’s own
collection of letters was introduced by the French prison writer Jean Genet, who in turn refers

to the writings from prison by the Marquis de Sade and Antonin Artaud (333).

7. For discussions of the generic connections and dissonances between men’s and
women’s slave narratives (as connected to Jacobs’ text), see Braxton (esp. 18-22) and Winifred
Morgan.

8. Richard H. Broadhead similarly notes the social ubiquity of discipline when he writes
that, in antebellum, middle-class America, even the representation of love can be read as a
disciplinary tool in the Foucauldian sense, what he calls “disciplinary intimacy™: “the cultural
assertion embodied in disciplinary intimacy generates on one front an animus against corporal
punishment; on another front 2 normative model of character formation; on another, a particular
configuration of training institutions designed to support that character-building plan; and on yet
another, a new place for literary reading in cultural life” (18). Broadhead’s drawing of a
connection between love, literature, and disciplinary institutions (as the figure for which I would
place the prison) lends further support to my argument concerning Jacobs’ highlighting of the
centrality of disciplinary practices in American society.

9. Hirsch points out a startling similarity between Bentham’s justification of the
penitentiary and apologist justifications of slavery:

Though he opposed coercive labor, Bentham recommended a prison system that
was coercive in other respects. His simple solution was to link such coercion
with other forms of punishment: “All punishment is an infringement on liberty:

no one submits to it but from compulsion.” Whether knowingly or not,
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Bentham’s line of reasoning ran parallel to one used by slaveholders to justify
slave dependancy: “All government is restraint; and this is but one form of
restraint.” (91)

For discussions of Douglass’ depiction of his fight with Covey, see, for example, Gilroy (61-

64), Kibbey and Stepto (183-87), and Ziolkowski (158-60).

10. Hirsch discusses the recognition of slavery’s effects on the siaveowner, and the
similarities to the effects of prison: “Thomas Jefferson believed that the master-siave
relationship corrupted owners by turning them into tyrants. A French visitor to the Walnut
Street Prison made the same observation: ‘In putting a man in prison, you subject him to the
power of the gaoler . . . . This state of humiliation . . . renders his masters imperious, unjust,

vexatious, and wicked’” (73).

11. Morgan reads Jacobs’ emphasis on community in a gendered context, comparing it
to Douglass’ emphasis on “the acquisition and development of written language™ (84). Braxton
similarly reads the woman slave narrator’s celebration of the “collective effort” involved in the
attainment of freedom against the male narrator’s representation of his “individual” effort (20).
Despite this difference in the manner of their struggles for freedom, both male and female
narrators construct community as a positive force. Additionally, as Andrews notes, even
Douglass constructs his freedom in terms of community: “In the ‘heaven’ of freedom, according
to the Narrative, the black isolato was restored to community” (7o Tell 218). Andrews argues
that for Douglass, as for Jacobs’, the “deprivation epitomized by the absence of mother, father,

family, and {. . .] community with others” is the direct result of slavery (218).

12. Nat Turner, a slave in Virginia, led an insurrection in August 1831 during which
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fifty-five white people were killed; Turner was subsequently caught and executed . In her notes
to Jacobs’ text, Yellin writes that “In the aftermath of the insurrection, a wave of white terror
swept across the entire South. No one knows how many blacks were murdered; historians’

estimates range in the hundreds” (269, n. 1).

13. In his own narrative, “A True Tale of Slavery,” Jacobs’ brother, John S. Jacobs,
discusses similar forms of community destruction by his sister’s owner. He writes that the
doctor did not allow one of the Jacobs’ aunts to see her husband, “although they had lived
together for twenty years, and had never been known to quarrel” (170). For discussions of “A
True Tale,” see Jennifer Fleischner (61-92), Jacqueline Goldsby, and Yellin (“Through™).

14. Carby reads this passage as one of several scenes of the strained relationships of
white and black women in the text (51).

15. The phrase “cult of true womanhood™ was coined by Barbara Welter, who first used
it in her essay “The Cuit of True Womanhood: 1820-1860,” although Welter notes that mid-
nineteenth century writers who dealt with “the subject of women™ used the term “True
Womanhood” “as frequently as writers on religion mentioned God” (151 n.1). For other
discussions of the cult of true womanhood and related literary depictions of domesticity see, for
example, Mauri Skinfill (63-67) and Jane Tompkins (esp. 147-85).

16. John S. Jacobs enacts a mimicry of the “good slave” which metaphorically parallels
Brent’s physical hiding within the gaze of slavery. He writes, “My mind was fully made up, that
I must, in order to effect my escape, hide as much as possible my hatred to slavery, and affect a
respect to my master, whoever he might be” (170). Each mimicry has as its goal the freedom of

the slave, but each also risks the permanent denial of that freedom.
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17. Burnham reads the “loophole” through which Brent looks as a metaphor for
linguistic and literary “loopholes,” and further notes that the term was used by anti-slavery poet
William Cowper, and by Lydia Maria Child (Jacobs’ editor) in her own novel, Hobomok (56-
57).

18. For analyses of Jacobs’ use of sentimental discourse, see, for example, Bruce

Burgett (137-54), Franny Nudelman, and Skinfill.

19. For a detailed discussion of the correlations between the works of Bentham and
Adam Smith, see Bender (201-28). He argues that the idea of the self-reflexive, reformable
prisoner is directly related to notions of sympathy: “The intertor personification of juridical
presence as character--perhaps the element most central to the penitentiary idea—-is best
understood historically with reference to Adam Smith’s explanation of the reciprocal nature of

conscience” (218).

20. Both Russ Castronovo and Henry Louis Gates, Jr. (Figures 82) note how the
sentimental form was also used in proslavery plantation novels; Castronovo writes that “While
Jacobs, [William Wells] Brown, and others racialized adventure and sentimental novels, popular
Southern writing responded to black cultural critique by sentimentalizing and deracializing the

slave narrative as the plantation romance of the white woman” (241).

21. In the introduction to their edited volume, Sentimental Men, Mary Chapman and
Glenn Hendler detail how the theory of sensibility--and the fiction related to it--was transformed
from a specifically masculine enterprise (albeit one centred around a form of “affective
androgyny” [3]) into a feminine one. They write that “In its early years as a literary and

philosophical movement, the cult of sentiment was propeiled by male writers,” but “By the
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middle of the nineteenth century [. . .], American sentimentality seemed to have become
ensconced solely in a feminine” sphere (3).

22. Brent, like many ex-slave authors, continually quotes biblical sources. This action
can be seen in part as a further means of textually reversing the master / slave power structure,
by revealing that the ex-slave authors have a more “authentic” religious faith than the
slaveholders. /ncidents deals explicitly and at length with this in the chapter “The Church and
Slavery” (68-75), which also shows how some religious institutions were used to further
subjugate slaves. For other discussions of religion and slavery, see the essays collected in
Religion and the Antebellum Debate over Slavery, edited by John R. McKivigan and Mitchell
Snay.

23. On Brent’s relationship to Mrs. Bruce as one of servitude, see Carby (48) and
Kawash (73). Hirsch notes that apologists of slavery also make the connection between paid
servitude in the North and slavery, writing that “Slave, inmate, wage earner. For defenders of
slavery, they differed only in name”; he goes on to note, though, that “convicts and wage
earners themselves” engaged in a similar equation of their status to slavery, as a rhetorical
means of highlighting their oppression (102).

24. Hirsch points out another way in which Northern freedom was not ideal, writing
that nineteenth-century “northern penitentiaries contained a disproportionate number of blacks,
many of them manumitted slaves. These persons must have found northern freedom, at best, a
mixed blessing” (73-74).

25. Other critics point to similar forms of concealment in the text. Carla Kaplan

discusses the silence surrounding the identity of Brent’s grandfather, who may have been a
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white slaveowner, writing “This use of silence suggests that thinking about freedom ‘not in the
usual way’ may entail imagining what it would be like not to give an account of yourself” (66).
Joycelyn K. Moody suggests that the chapters of /ncidents which “are not an integral part of the
author’s life story” constitute another technique of concealment (53). Garfield, citing Foreman,
sees a camouflage of Jacobs’ historical identity in the “Representativeness” of Brent’s self-
construction, which “not only discloses the lot of the slave community through Brent’s example;
it also acts as a guise concealing the details of the individual life” (“Speech” 28; Foreman 317).
Sorisio even reads the title of Jacobs’ text as a function of concealment, writing that the
emphasis on the “incidents of” the protagonist’s life, instead of the more common “narrative of”
the life of the ex-slave, “implies not a complete linear story, but rather a series of episodes, with

spaces and silences between the various events” (11).

26. See Yellin, “Written,” and Blassingame (373).
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PART 2: Writing Wrongs
Chapter 3

Wilde’s Kingdom: The Art of the Individual in De Profundis

Ah! Happy they whose hearts can break
And peace of pardon win!
How else may man make straight his plan
And cleanse his soul from Sin?
How else but through a broken heart
May Lord Christ enter in?
(The Ballad of Reading Gaol 5.79-84)

In a letter to Robert Ross, Oscar Wilde writes that The Ballad of Reading Gaol “suffers
under the difficulty of a divided aim in style. Some is realistic, some is romantic: some poetry,
some propaganda” (311). Upon reading the above stanza, one could transform Wilde’s
description by saying that the poem is also divided by the difficulty felt under suffering—-a
difficulty that is summed up by the statement that a broken heart leads to happiness. While this
phrase may at first seem melodramatic, if not clichéd, it takes on a much larger and more
complex meaning in the letter to Lord Alfred Douglas commonly known as De Profundis.
Written while Wilde was in prison, this long letter complicates notions of suffering and
happiness, of sin and redemption, and of a person’s place within each of these dichotomies. De
Profundis is, as Jay Losey writes, an account “of an artist’s struggle to preserve his identity”

presented “in terms of a conversion” (440). This preservation, like Jacobs’, takes the form of a
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complex negotiation between concepts of identity as individuality and concepts of identity as
entirely subjugated to external social forces. Wilde’s problematization of identity does not end
there; De Profundis makes the seemingly impossible argument that only through a complete loss
or rejection of both agency and of the constructions placed on one by others can one reach a
truly personal perspective. Thus, Bruce Bashford writes that “For Wilde to fill in the theory he
outlines in De Profundis, he must provide some insight into how the soul, once freed from
encumbrances, expresses itself through transmuting experience. But of the soul as he conceives
it, nothing illuminating can be said” (402). Unlike the universal access to transcendence which
Thoreau describes, Wilde depicts an identity in De Profundis that only he can interpret, and this
interpretation may not be apprehended by others. In a manner resembling Jacobs’ use of an
ineffable position of suffering, Wilde attempts to create an identity that is wholly separate from
the determining forces around him. Within my larger project of analyzing how each text of a
range of prison writings engages in a unique cntique of identificatory practices within a
generally uniform carceral system, this chapter demonstrates how Wilde reworks the
disciplinary, identificatory practices of the legal system and the related ideological institution of
the press. Wilde also rewrites the protestant conversion rhetoric that accompanied the
construction of the modern prison--as detailed in the first chapter of my study--and as
transmitted throughout the West with the proliferation of prison theory in the nineteenth
century. Enhancing our understanding of how these general negotiations of identity in which
prison authors engage can be used as social critiques, Wilde specifically uses his prison text to
reassert or defend the sexual identity for which the carceral society punished him, just as Jacobs

critiques racial and gender oppression in her narrative. In order to explicate Wilde’s definition
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of self, this chapter will first discuss the context of his imprisonment and trials as they were
depicted through newspaper reports, which therefore, in and of themselves, form part of the
disciplinary mechanisms of the carceral matrix. Second, I will examine the way in which Wilde
constructs his identity in De Profundis against its portrayal in the media. Lastly, Wilde’s

construction of the ideal individual will be explicated through the letter’s discussions of Christ.

. Prison, the Press, and the Pose
As Regenia Gagnier argues in /dylls of the Marketplace, De Profundis must be
contextualized in terms of Wilde’s imprisonment--and the Victorian prison system in general--
before it can be interpreted. Gagnier writes:
in prison Wilde lived under the contemporary regulations of solitary cellular
confinement for two years; his daily routine was determined by a rigorously
enforced timetable, and he was not permitted to talk. The self in his letter is a
self constructed in a particular imaginative act of resistance against insanity and
against the material matrix of prison space and time--that is, confined, segmented
space and timelessness. (179)
Defining the “material matrix” and philosophical underpinnings of the Victorian prison, Wiener
argues that the penal system in England, as in America, underwent a transformation that was
conjoined with a new emphasis on the power of the individual. He writes that the “reformed
criminal policy” that began in the early Victorian period
was to be carmed out by overhauling the institutions of police, trial, and

punishment, creating a visible force for social surveillance, a more predictable
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and systematic hearing process, and a prison system subjecting its inmates to a
discipline that would without violence both deter and build character. It was to
serve not only the immediate practical aim of crime control, but even more
importantly the ultimate goal of public character development by reinforcing new
structure of values. Given prevailing views of human nature and of the role of
law, the aims of deterrence and moralization seemed by no means incompatible.
(49)
These “prevailing views of human nature” were at this time, in both America and Europe,
concerned in large part with the ability of each person to recognize and act according to certain
“natural” behavioural codes. Relying on Bentham’s model of the panopticon and its partial
enactment in the American penal system as seen in Philadelphia, early Victorian prisons began
to rely increasingly on the silent and isolated system of confinement as a means of awakening
people to these “inherent” codes.’

During the late-nineteenth century, when Wilde’s imprisonment occurred, Wiener sees a
further transformation in penological methods, in this instance reflecting a move away from the
emphasis on the individual that we see in the early Victorian and early nineteenth-century
American systems. This shift occurs due more to the temporal difference than to the national
one, since, as noted in the first chapter of this study, the institutionalization of the prison was an
international phenomenon. Arising from new scientific and philosophical theories, such as
Marxism, psychology, and Darwinism and its sociological descendants, the new methods
reflected a growing skepticism about personal integrity and agency. As Weiner writes, “The sea

change in constructions of human nature and social agency encouraged both a relaxation of



131

moralizing pressures on the individual and a new anxiety about individual ineffectuality” (174).
Within criminal and social policies, this change was figured through a move “away from
deterrence and moralization” (185) towards a medicalization of criminal behaviour--a view of
criminal activities as a sign of an illness (be it biological or social) that the criminal cannot
simply alter through a force of will. Wilde himself engages in this reformulation of criminal
activity, writing in “The Soul of Man Under Socialism” that “When there is no punishment at
all, crime will either cease to exist, or, if it occurs, will be treated by physicians as a very
distressing form of dementia, to be cured by care and kindness” (1182). Moving away from
early nineteenth-century depictions of individual responsibility, Wilde sees all crimes as effects
of “the misery and rage and depression produced by our wrong system of property-holding,”
rather than as direct and conscious acts of individuals (1182). This change in the notion of the
origin of criminal behaviour, however, does not alter the prison’s role as a disciplinary
mechanism. No matter the cause of criminals’ behaviour, the prison is seen as the solution, as a
means of altering people’s identity in order to “normalize™ their behaviour.

This “sea change,” like all those before and after it, did not happen overnight and was
not all-encompassing. Despite their occurrence near the end of Victoria’s reign, Wilde’s trials
and conviction have much more to do with the moralizing, surveilling, and disciplining
apparatuses of earlier penal forms than they do with analyses of social, medical, or otherwise
impersonal forces. Wilde’s homosexuality and his relationship with Alfred Douglas, which form
the legal justification of his imprisonment, were treated in explicitly moral terms even while his
own writings exist within the new paradigm. Weiner points towards this anachronistic aspect of

Wilde’s trials, noting that Wilde’s writings, which touch on the new sense of a loss of “personal
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mastery” over oneself, “provided a key subtext for the seemingly irrational anti-Wildean ‘moral
panic’ at the time of his trial” (162; 163, n. 15). Wilde addresses the events surrounding his
trials and arrest in the second paragraph of De Profundis, stating to Douglas that “Our ill-fated
and most lamentable friendship has ended in ruin and public infamy for me” (153). Wilde not
only uses the letter as “an act of resistance against [. . .] prison space and time” as Gagnier
argues (/dylls 179), but also as a defense against the “public infamy” instigated by the
moralizing discourse surrounding his sexual identity.

As elucidated in Ed Cohen’s studies of Wilde, this infamy was promulgated mostly
through the newspaper reports of Wilde’s three trials. The newspapers, indeed, functioned as
part of the surveillance of the carceral system, providing the public, and possibly the jury itseif,
with partisan reports on the trials. Wilde earlier notes this disciplinary aspect of the press in
“The Soul of Man,” writing that “In the old days men had the rack. Now they have the Press.
That is an improvement certainly. But still it is very bad, and wrong, and demoralising. [. . .]
The tyranny that it proposes to exercise over people’s private lives seems to me to be quite
extraordinary” (1188-89). Part of what Wilde is writing against is the public image that was
created around him, in part by this tyrannical power.

In Talk on the Wilde Side, Cohen argues that the constructions of Wilde’s character in
the newspaper reports of the trials help, as Foucault writes, to allow for “an incorporation of
perversions and a new specification of individuals” (“Repressive” 322). Cohen demonstrates
that “in the course of representing the libel proceedings in Wilde v. Queensberry, the
newspapers effectively (re)produced the possibility for designating Wilde as a kind of sexual

actor without explicitly referring to the specificity of his sexual acts, and thereby crystallized a
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new constellation of sexual meanings predicated upon ‘personality’ and not practices” (131). In
Jane Wood’s words, Cohen’s text shows that the newspaper reports of the Wilde trials helped
to create “a sophistical leap which permitted a Victorian middle-class judiciary to formulate a
category of deviance” (101). Cohen argues specifically that, because the newspapers do not
name the act of sodomy in their reports on the trial (in order to avoid offending public mores),
Wilde’s transgression of normative sexual codes gets transferred from the acts he allegedly
commits to his “pose” or identity. In the first trial, in which Wilde charged the Marquess of
Queensberry with libel, what had to be proven against Wilde was not that he committed acts of
sodomy, but that he “posed” as someone who would commit those acts. Cohen writes,
By mediating between the defense [i.e. Queensberry’s] interpretation and the
popular limits for (sexual) representation, the newspapers reiterated the
defense’s attempts to construct a new category of sexual transgression that could
be signified not by reference to specific “unnameable” sexual acts but by the
depiction of a certain type of sexual actor. (145)
The newspapers, and the anti-Wilde side in all of the trials, take the proof of aberrant acts out of
the act itself, and place it on a “type” of person, thus furthering the normalizing, disciplinary
project of the courts themselves. This typing, however, inadvertently helps to construct an
identity (which then becomes a stereotype) for people engaging in specific, but unnamed, sexual
acts.
Cohen goes to great length to show how Wilde is constructed through various
newspaper reports as “‘extra-ordinary,” “extravagant,” “indecent,” “immoral,” and various other

counternormative terms. A few examples here will show how Wilde’s character was
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constructed by the press as part of the disciplinary social processes, and why, at the beginning
of De Profundis, he makes a point of positioning the letter as a defense against his “public
infamy.” These examples will also help to show why Wilde would be adamant about not
wanting to see his identity as something that is socially over-determined and subjugated; while
the newspaper reports may be the beginning of a new discourse of sexuality, they are anything
but positive about the identity they construct for Wilde. Regressing to an early Victorian
moralizing discourse, the newspapers attempt to portray Wilde as an active and willful deviant
who must be disciplined. While Cohen discusses an identity that arises unintentionally from the
newspapers, Wilde responds to the intentions behind the articles.

Defending the witnesses who were accused of being involved with Wilde, the Times
states, “But let those who were inclined to condemn these men for allowing themselves to be
dominated, misled, and corrupted by Mr. Oscar Wilde remember the relative position of the
parties, and remember that they were men who had been more sinned against than sinning”
(“Central Criminal Court, April 5). Later in the same column, the witnesses were further
described:

There were general observations applicable to all the cases; there was, in point of
fact, a startling similarity between each of them on his own admission which
must lead the jury to draw most painful conclusions. There was the fact that in
no one of these cases were the parties on an equality in any way with Mr. Wilde,
they were none of them educated parties with whom he would naturally
associate, and they were not his equal in years. The jury would have observed a

curious similarity in the ages of each of them. Mr. Wilde had said that there was
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something beautiful, something charming about youth which led him to adopt the

course he did. It was absurd; his excuse in the witness box was only a travesty

of the facts.
The construction of Wilde arising from these descriptions indicates that he is domineering and
active in his approach to “sin” (which is used possibly to rejoin notions of “gross indecency”
with the religious creed against sodomy, as discussed by Cohen), that his reasons for associating
with young men cannot be defended by his “excuses,” and that the “unnatural” “course” he
“adopted™ was one which would be “painful” to the moral sense of the jury which, like both the
Times and its readers, is capable of discerning the “facts” behind Wilde’s defence. Thus, as
Cohen discusses, Wilde is constructed as the antithesis to the sexual identity of the so-called
normal male--a construction portrayed in explicitly moral terms. This countemormative
construction of Wilde is made even more explicit in a later 7imes article, in which the reader is
told that “the jury must deal with the evidence on the one hand and their duty to the public on
the other” (“Central Criminal Court, May 17), placing Wilde in opposition to the public at large
--the site of the normative value system.?

This opposition is one of the immediate contexts of De Profundis. Obviously, Wilde
saw the negative manner in which his identity was constructed by the media. He writes that he
gave his name “to brutes that they might make it brutal” (186). His name, when placed into a
public forum, takes on what he sees as the negative connotations of the public itself. This is
accentuated in the use in the public court of his private letters to Douglas, which were portrayed
as proof of their “improper” relationship. Oliver S. Buckton, quoting Jonathan Dollimore,

delineates Wilde’s recognition of the effects of public attention, writing that “Wilde was able to
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perceive the ideological effects and limits of his society, and {. . .] his work as a whole
‘recognizes the priority of the social and the cultural in determining not only public meaning but

2

“private” or subjective desire”” (171).> Because of this recognition, Wilde realizes that he must
somehow construct an identity for himself in opposition to the negative one that has been
defined for him by the ideological functioning of the press and the penological system.' Indeed,
Julia Prewitt Brown goes so far as to write that “Wilde’s abhorrence at being labeled, at having
the wealth of his language and his temperament reduced to such paltry material, is no doubt one
reason he became involved in the libel suit in the first place” (93).°
This “abhorrence at being labeled” is not, however, a denial of his sexual identity. He
writes in De Profundis that
A great friend of mine--a friend of ten years’ standing--came to see me some
time ago and told me that he did not believe a single word of what was said
against me, and wished me to know that he considered me quite innocent, and
the victim of a hideous plot concocted by your father. I burst into tears at what
he said, and told him that while there was much amongst your father’s definite
charges that was quite untrue and transferred to me by revolting malice, still that
my life had been full of perverse pleasures and strange passions, and that unless
he accepted that fact as a fact about me and realised it to the full, I could not
possibly be friends with him any more, or ever be in his company. (230)
Working against what David Foster sees as Wilde’s attempt in De Profundis to “disguise the

erotic implications of his relationship with Douglas” (88), Wilde here does not deny his sexual

identity. Rather, he denies the negative constructions that Queensberry, the newspapers, and
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trials associate with him. Describing what he refers to as Wilde’s “fatal effeminacy,” Joseph
Bristow situates Wilde’s response against such determinizing in terms of the larger normative
discourses of the time, of which prison was a part, writing that “To fix, to name, to classify
‘homosexuality,’ as the sexologists were attempting to do in the 1890s, was for Wilde to sign its
death warrant” (45). As Wilde says near the end of the letter, “What lies before me is my past.

I have got to make myself look on that with different eyes, to make the world look on it with
different eyes, to make God look on it with different eyes” (239). Wilde transforms the type of
strategic identity construction Jacobs creates--an identity defined by the ineffability of suffering
experienced under oppressive determination--into a definition of identity that attempts to avoid
external determination altogether. He wants to change actively the definition and perception of

the past, and therefore of himself.

I1. Puppets with Passions, or, The Paradox of Identity

Wilde starts to create the “different eyes” by reversing the roles of definer and defined,
and of corruptor and corrupted, as the newspapers, the Marquess of Queensberry, and the trials
and prison constructed them. He does this specifically through the construction of his
relationship to Alfred Douglas. Reversing the use of his letters at trial, Wilde writes De
Profundis as a means of potentially reclaiming his name, or at least of denying others’ use of it.

Discussing the mediational aspect of epistolary discourse, Janet Gurkin Altman writes
that, “As an instrument of communication between sender and receiver, the letter straddles the
gulf between presence and absence [. . .]. The letter lies halfway between the possibility of total

communication and the risk of no communication at all” (45). In De Profundis, Wilde plays
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with the ways in which this aspect of the letter can alter notions not only of presence and
absence, but also of the very different notions of authority and agency. It could be argued, in
fact, that Wilde’s epistle functions as an anti-love letter. If, as Linda S. Kauffman defines them,
love letters “have been instrumental in disguising relationships of power” (xviii), Wilde’s text
makes those relations its primary topic. Through De Profundis, as Buckton writes, Wilde
“projected onto the figure of his erstwhile lover [. . .] those characteristics that he believed were
responsible for the tragedy that had befallen him” (172). One of the recurring means Wilde uses
to do this is to construct his relationship with Douglas as one in which Wilde had no effective
agency. Indeed, he begins the letter by excusing the fact that he has taken on the action of
writing: “Dear Bosie, After long and fruitless waiting I have determined to write to you myself,
as much for your sake as for mine, as I would not like to think that I had passed through two
long years of imprisonment without ever having received a single line from you, or any news or
message even, except such as give me pain” (152-53). Wilde has taken an active role in his
relationship with Douglas in writing De Profundis, but only because Douglas’ treatment of
Wilde during his imprisonment has had negative effects on both of them. Buckton stresses this,
writing that “Wilde invokes the conventional ‘mea culpa’ of confessional remorse [. . .] to
displace the cause of his ‘ethical degradation’ on to Bosie himself” (178). According to Wilde,
if he had not written this letter, his relationship with Douglas would have continued with the
younger man actively defining a passive Wilde: “and you yourseif will, I think, feel in your heart
that to write to me as I lie in the loneliness of prison-life is better than to publish my letters
without my permission or to dedicate poems to me unasked, though the world will know

nothing of whatever words of grief or passion, of remorse or indifference you may choose to
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send as your answer or your appeal” (153). From the beginning, the wniting of De Profundis is
an act of regaining a sense of agency from what Wilde depicts as a passive relationship on his
part.

Wilde goes on to describe this relationship as one in which he was forced to act against
his will. This description, however, takes the paradoxical form of Wilde’s statement that all of
the blame rests squarely on himself:

I will begin by telling you that I blame myself terribly. As I sit here in this dark
cell in convict clothes, a disgraced and ruined man, I blame myself. In the
perturbed and fitful nights of anguish, in the long monotonous days of pain, it is
myself [ blame. [ blame myself for allowing an unintellectual friendship, a
friendship whose primary aim was not the creation and contemplation of
beautiful things, to entirely dominate my life. From the very first there was too
wide a gap between us. (154)
At this early point in the letter, Wilde blames himself for not acting against the friendship, and
instead passively allowing an unproductive relationship to dominate him. Wilde adds that this
power dynamic lying behind the relationship no longer exists. He does this by blaming himself
for the abuse of power: while Wilde describes Douglas as having the semblance of control in
their earlier lives, in the letter Douglas is not even allowed the action of taking the blame. This
reversal of the nature of the relationship becomes more obvious when Wilde writes, “I blame
myself without reserve for my weakness” (156). The act of writing the letter is such an
effective tool of gaining a sense of agency that Wilde even asserts that he was never really

powerless to begin with--all of the blame must lie with him. Dawvid Foster similarly notes that
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even Wilde’s “most abject yieldings are represented as acts of commission” (98). Wilde seems
to accept the “blame” which the newspapers lay on him, including the statements about the gaps
between Wilde and the witnesses used against him, who were not “on an equality in any way
with Mr. Wilde” (“Central Criminal Court” 6 April 1895). By situating this blame within a
passive nature, however, Wilde gains a level of agency denied to him by Douglas and by the
legal and penological systems. This use of passivity is mirrored in the second half of the letter,
where Wilde asserts that the only way to gain a sense of self-identity is through complete
humility.

Despite this paradox, his construction of his relationship with Douglas is effective in
placing Wilde in the role of the passive victim of Douglas’ character “degradation” (157). The
young lord is depicted in De Profundis as having controlled and altered Wilde’s personality.
“The basis of character,” Wilde writes, “is will-power, and my will-power became absolutely
subject to yours” (157). Wilde expands on this statement, saying,

I had always thought that my giving up to you in small things meant nothing: that
when a great moment arrived I could reassert my will-power in its natural
superiority. It was not so. At the great moment my will-power completely
failed me. In life there is really no small or great thing. All things are of equal
value and of equal size. My habit—-due to indifference chiefly at first--of giving
up to you in everything had become insensibly a real part of my nature. Without
my knowing it, it had stereotyped my temperament to one permanent and fatal
mood. That is why, in the subtle epilogue to the first edition of his essays, Pater

says that “Failure is to form habits.” [. . .] I had allowed you sap my strength of
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character, and to me the formation of a habit had proved to be not Failure merely

but Ruin. (159)
Wilde’s failure to assert his will is the ruin of his character, leading him to conclude that his
character can be formed by all of the “small” things in his life. Like Thoreau’s damning of the
desperate lives of the mass of men, Wilde states that all objects or events of a person’s
surroundings and life have equal effects on forming that person’s character or “mood.” Unlike
Thoreau’s statements about identity in his essay, however, Wilde’s assertion of his individual
will-power is not enough to overcome the determination of character forced on him. Wilde’s
will becomes, he says here, merely an imitation of Douglas’ “supreme vice” of “shallowness™
(154).

If Wilde’s pre-prison, but post-Douglas character is only an imitation of the younger
man’s own personality, then Wilde’s portrayal of his lover takes on major importance. Beyond
the overt accusations and subtle implications that Douglas was simply presumptuous in his
association with Wilde, being “by [Wilde’s] side always” (154), the lordling is portrayed as
being profoundly shallow, where shallowness is defined as a lack of self-reflectiveness and,
interestingly, a lack of personal strength and will. Wilde reminds his addressee of where the
letter is written from:

Even the spectacle of me behind the bars of a wooden cage could not quicken
that dead unimaginative nature. You had the sympathy and the sentimentality of
the spectator of a rather pathetic play. That you were the true author of the
hideous tragedy did not occur to you. I saw that you realised nothing of what

you had done. I did not desire to be the one to tell you what your own heart
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should have told you, what it indeed would have told you if you had not let Hate

harden it and make it insensate. Everything must come to one out of one’s own

nature. (177)
Douglas is here described as a spectator; he is placed in the passive role that Wilde assumes
throughout most of the narrative. Even though Douglas is “the true author,” he still “realised
nothing.” Wilde reiterates the message that a person’s will-power or, as described here, “heart”
or “nature” should be the defining principle of that person’s character but, for both Douglas and
Wilde, it never seems to be. Douglas does not recognize even the ideality of the control of
“heart” or “nature,” and instead blindly watches life through an “insensate” and “dead” nature.

Wilde is again playing with an apparent contradiction surrounding agency. Douglas may

have completely usurped Wilde’s own identity, but Douglas never had an individual position
from which to act in the first place. The younger man’s personality is not only insensate and
dead but, because of this, his identity, like Wilde’s, is constantly being subjugated by others,
especially his father. Wilde quotes Douglas’ mother as saying that Lord Alfred was ““the one of
my children who has inherited the fatal Douglas temperament,”™ and Wilde adds to this by
writing to Lord Alfred that the Marquess’ “hatred of you was just as persistent as your hatred of
him, and I was the stalking-horse for both of you, and a mode of attack as well as a mode of
shelter. His passion for notoniety was not merely individual but racial” (162; 175-76). Wilde
also describes Douglas’ specific traits as being mere copies of his father’s, when he mentions
“that dreadful mania you inherit from your father, the mania for writing revolting and loathsome
letters” (158). Picking up on the deterministic sciences of the late-nineteenth century, Wilde

removes Douglas’ agency. Just as the criminal justice system was beginning to see criminal acts
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as determined by social or biological realities, Wilde portrays Douglas’ actions as not
originating with himself. Lord Alfred becomes in De Profundis a non-individual; he is simply a
vessel that gets filled with his father’s “racial” heredity.

Wilde recognizes and explains the difficulty of having his will subsumed by Douglas’
non-will, thereby complicating notions of subjectivity that would posit an easy determining /
determined dichotomy. First, he writes about various of Douglas’ “incessant scenes,” which
“were the onigin and causes of my fatal yielding to you in your daily increasing demands. You
wore one out. It was the triumph of the smaller over the bigger nature. It was the case of that
tyranny of the weak over the strong which somewhere in one of my plays I describe as ‘the only
tyranny that lasts’” (158). Here Wilde is again reasserting, through De Profundis, his own
strength of will and personality over Douglas, while still maintaining that Douglas’ weaker
nature overpowered his own. Wilde defines this problematic relationship of wills as a
“mystery”:

It makes me feel sometimes as if you yourself had been merely a puppet worked
by some secret and unseen hand to bring terrible events to a terrible issue. But
puppets themselves have passions. They will bring a new plot into what they are
presenting, and twist the ordered issue of vicissitude to suit some whim or
appetite of their own. To be entirely free, and at the same time entirely
dominated by law, is the eternal paradox of human life that we realise at every
moment; and this, I often think, is the only explanation possible of your nature, if
indeed for the profound and terrible mysteries of a human soul there is any

explanation at all, except one that makes the mystery more marvellous still. (172)
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Wilde’s dual construction of identity as both entirely free and entirely subjugated can be read as
an indication of the transformation from early Victorian to late-Victorian notions of identity,
which are also played out in criminal policies. Weiner writes that “As the effective reach and
force of the individual’s actions grew, so too did the reach and force of others’ actions grow to
impinge upon the individual” (160). For Wilde, this dual motion means that identity can both be
constructed from the outside, and arise from inside the self. Unlike Thoreau’s assertion that the
individual can transcend what Wilde calls being “dominated by law,” Wilde argues that this type
of transcendent freedom does not negate, but instead coexists with subjugation. Jane Wood
writes that Wilde “develops, extends, explores, and manipulates™ this and other paradoxes “in
an attempt to defer the moment of realization” which characterizes the classic tragedy, a generic
classification of his life that Wilde is attempting to avoid, despite its applicability (107).° Wilde
goes beyond “deferral,” however, showing that “the paradox of human life” is eternal--it is
“profound and terrible” since it has no possible resolution. Like Jacobs, who critiques Northern
society at the end of her narrative by asserting that there is an improvement in her specific
conditions even though she does not feel a complete freedom, Wilde sets up the unattainable
“entirely free” existence as a positive force, whereas the “entirely dominated™ personality is cast
negatively. Wilde’s character was, with respect to Douglas, the public, and the criminal justice
system, of the latter kind.

This dual theory of identity formation is parallelled in a statement by Lord Henry in The
Picture of Dorian Gray:

to influence a person is to give him one’s own soul. He does not think his

natural thoughts, or burn with his natural passions. His virtues are not real to
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him. His sins, if there are such things as sins, are borrowed. He becomes an
echo of someone else’s music, an actor of a part that has not been written for
him. The aim of life is self-development. To realize one’s nature perfectly-—-that
is what each of us is here for. [. . .] I believe that if one man were to live out his
life fully and completely, were to give form to every feeling, expression to every
thought, reality to every dream--I believe that the world would gain such a fresh
impulse of joy that we would forget all the maladies of medizvalism, and would
return to the Hellenic ideal--to something finer, richer, than the Hellenic ideal, it
may be. (17)
This passage illuminates the natural / constructed dichotomy of identity that Wilde raises in De
Profundis. The influenced person, according to Lord Henry, is someone whose identity is
forced upon him by outside sources, removing any semblance of agency that that person may
have had. Indeed, the notion of self is all but removed. A person under the influence of another
does not even have a soul. This is the tyranny of the press that Wilde describes in “The Soul of
Man Under Socialism”: the newspapers, as part of the surveilling carceral matrix which also
includes the trials and the prison, take over “people’s private lives” in an endless reproduction
of “insatiable curiosity” (1189). The influencing agent (be it a person or an institution)
becomes the onginal, which is then copied by those it influences. Moreover, people so
influenced cannot realize their “own” natures; they do not even have natures, and so cannot
fulfill the aim of life—self-development.
What is important about this passage for a reading of De Profundis is Lord Henry’s

belief that if only “one man” lived as an individual beyond influence then the world would be
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transformed into an ideal: this is an echo of Thoreau’s desire for “some absolute goodness
somewhere; for that will leaven the whole lump” (“Civil” 69). But, for Lord Henry, no one, at
least since Hellenic times, has achieved this ideal.” Everyone is constructed, according to Lord
Henry, in the manner he describes, and no one has yet lived only for and by “himself.” No one
has a fully realised personality, one that has not been formed or influenced by outside forces.

Therefore, no one even has a nature to assert.

III. And the Oscar goes to Jesus (or vice versa)

Wilde attempts to construct the fully realised identity as an ideal goal for himself during
his incarceration, a goal which he wishes to take with him into the world outside of prison once
he is released. In order to do so, he tries in De Profundis to construct an identity that can exist
completely without society while still living in it. In discussing Wilde’s definition of just such an
identity for the critic in “The Critic as Artist,” Lawrence Danson writes that

Wilde draws on (and acknowledges) a recently published translation of the
ancient Chinese philosopher Chuang-tzu, who preached “the great creed of
Inaction, and . . . the uselessness of all useful things.” With the help of this
otherwise-improbable source, Wilde transforms the dandy’s insolent languor

[. . .] into a sublime detachment. [. . .] [T]he non-productive dandy becomes the
critic who is dedicated to self-cuiture and loves truth for its own sake. The
transformation helps the dandy--that is, Wilde himself--move from the raffish
edge of society towards a new centre which Wilde’s criticism is in the process of

defining. (89)
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For Danson, this new identity is completely passive. A distinction must be drawn, however,
between the passivity that Wilde berates himself for having shown to Douglas and the passivity
that leads to the creation of the self-realized identity. The passivity that Wilde allowed himself
in front of Douglas was a social passivity; that is, it was a passivity that Wilde enacted in a
social, power-structured setting. The passivity to which Danson refers and, I argue, that Wilde
defines in De Profundis, is an asocial passivity that exists outside of the possibilities of being
subjugated to another’s will (as Wilde says was the case with his relationship to Douglas) or of
having oneself defined against one’s own objections (as with Wilde’s portrayal in the
newspapers and as demonstrated in his imprisonment). It is the state of being passive and
inactive which leads to the individual’s removal from the power structures of society as a whole.
The example Wilde uses to construct this passive identity is that of Christ:
And, above all, Christ is the most supreme of Individualists. Humility, like the
artistic acceptance of all experiences, is merely a mode of manifestation. It is
man’s soul that Christ is always looking for. He calls it “God’s Kingdom” [. . .}
and finds it in everyone. He compares it to little things, to a tiny seed, to a
handful of leaven, to a pearl. That is because one only realises one’s soul by
getting rid of all alien passions, all acquired culture, and all external possessions
be they good or evil. (207)
Wilde’s choice of the traditional and socio-politically acceptable image of Christ as his model
can be read as an attempt to regain some of the cultural capital that was taken from him during
the trials, during which, as Dennis Denisoff writes, Wilde’s use of aesthetic discourse “as the

source of his identity lacked the frame of any conventional depth model” (95). Dollimore sees
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Wilde’s use of Christ as precisely such a depth model, but I would disagree with his assertion
that this use necessarily “involves a conscious renunciation of his transgressive aesthetic” (95),
since Wilde interprets the image of Christ not to remove himself from, but rather to explicate his
artistic and sexual identity. Unlike his passive non-resistance to Douglas’ attacks, Wilde depicts
Christ as an individual who rejects all outside influences (““possessions” in this passage referring
to both property and spiritual domination by an outside source). Wilde’s Christ, unlike
Thoreau’s construction of the undominated person who necessarily influences others, exists
outside of all power structures, be they economic, social, or personal. Christ’s passivity,
understood through this isolation, is rather a non-activity--Christ does not act in the world
because he exists completely outside of it. Thus, Buckton’s assertion that Wilde “can only
recognize ‘himself’ [. . .] in the mirror ‘image’ Bosie” (180) is complicated by what he
recognizes as Wilde’s “self-dissolution” (181), what I am calling his construction of an asocial
passivity. The dichotomous relationship of “interdependence” that Buckton sees in the
depiction of Douglas and Wilde is exploded by the non-social being of Wilde’s construction of
himself through the ideal passivity of Christ. Interdependence cannot exist in the isolated and
non-discursive space Wilde attempts to create. For Wilde, because Christ managed to exorcise
his various possessions, he also managed to escape what we would today call the discourses
surrounding him--Christ stepped outside his episteme.

To posit as an ideal an existence in which one can leave one’s episteme is somewhat
problematic. Such an existence would involve rising out of all of the discourses surrounding
one, thus rendering oneself incapable of communicating in any language, be it scientific, legal,

bodily, or any of a variety of institutional or social forms. Wilde realises the difficuity of this
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movement, but it does not deter him from setting up Christ as the ideal or, to use his own word,
a “type” (210):

To the artist, expression is the only mode under which he can conceive life at all.
To him what is dumb is dead. But to Christ it was not so. With a width and
wonder of imagination, that fills one almost with awe, he took the entire world
of the inarticulate, the voiceless world of pain, as his kingdom, and made of
himself its eternal mouthpiece. Those of whom I have spoken, who are dumb
under oppression and “whose silence is heard only of God,” he chose as his
brothers. [. . .] And feeling, with the artistic nature of one to whom Sorrow and
Suffering were modes through which he could realise his conceptior. of the
Beautiful, that an idea is of no value till it becomes incarnate and is made an
image, he makes of himself the image of the Man of Sorrows, and as such has
fascinated and dominated Art as no Greek god ever succeeded in doing. (209)
Wilde does construct Christ as voiceless, but with a difference. For Christ, to be silent, or not
understood, is not to be without meaning, and is not quite an indication of what Jane Wood sees
as “an almost masochistic desire for self-destruction and for the epic finality which that would
accord” (107). Rather, to fully realise himself--that is, to exist outside of the social system of
influence and possession--Christ had to turn voicelessness and suffering into art. Leon Chai
sees this dynamic at play in De Profundis, writing that “within it, all past moments are finally
collected and shaped into an artistic composition” (110). Art, for the Wilde of De Profundis, is
that which is completely useless. But in the letter, the aesthetic concept of “art for art’s sake”

takes on a political edge. As Brown writes, “Art is ‘useless’ because, in a pervasively utilitarian
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society, it must be so in order to endure [. . .]. Ifit is to do its work, it must be in some
measure out of reach” (110-11). Conceptualizing art as existing only for its own sake does not
simply create a privatized discourse for knowledgeable artists and critics. Rather it removes art
from the possibility of completely existing in or for any discourse of its time, unlike Thoreau’s
presently alienated but always universally accessible transcendent individual. For Wilde, art is
the non-possessed, non-possessing ideal entity. This definition is explicated elsewhere in his
corpus. In “The Decay of Lying,” Vivian states that “Art finds her own perfection within, and
not outside of; herself. She is not to be judged by any external standard of resemblance”
(1082). Vivian here uses a stereotypical construction of a passive femininity in order to make
his point about this form of artistic autonomy, seemingly supporting Rhonda K. Garelick’s
statement that, within decadent portrayals of art, “Femaleness allies itself primarily with a mute,
hieratic power, which exists {. . .] only to be read and deciphered by a male interpreter” (6). In
Vivian’s view, though, the mute perfection of art exists only for itself, and cannot be interpreted
by anything or anybody (of any gender) external to it. Wilde expands this definition of artistic
isolation in “The Critic as Artist,” in which Gilbert argues about the aesthetic critic, the ultimate
artist, that “From the high tower of Thought we can look out at the world. Calm, and self-
centered, and complete, the aesthetic critic contemplates life, and no arrow drawn at a venture
can pierce between the joints of his harness. [. . .] Thought is degraded by its constant
association with practice” (1139). The relationship that is implied in these two passages
between art and social isolation as a means of escaping determinism is made explicit at the
beginning of “The Soul of Man Under Socialism,” where Wilde writes that “Now and then” a

great artist is “able to isolate himself, to keep himself out of reach of the clamorous claims of
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others, [. . .] and so to realise the perfection of what was in him” (1174). In De Profundis,
Christ, as an incarnated image of the voiceless and completely asocial, becomes the perfect
image for Wilde’s ideal individualist. Citing Norbert Kohl, Jane Wood argues that, in his
“aestheticising of Christ,” Wilde envisages the supreme individualist, the anti-traditionalist, who
reached out beyond the rule of law (of secular law at least)” (109)." Wilde’s Christ may exist
outside of discourse, but that does not mean he exists outside of meaning, for meaning can be
constructed in terms of the “conception of the Beautiful,” a finally ineffable, yet always extant
concept.

Wilde also makes his point about needing to reach a state of absolute individuation by
constructing an image that lies in contrast to that of Christ. This image is the prisoner, or
rather, those who are imprisoned, for the prisoners of the various institutions in which he was
been incarcerated are never individualized or singular. Prisoners, unlike Christ, can never
escape time, just as Wilde cannot escape Douglas, nor the definitions imposed on him by the
newspapers and the courts. Directly opposing Gagnier’s assertion of the “timelessness” of
prisoners’ existence, Wilde writes:

Three years ago is a long time for you to go back. But we who live in prison,
and in whose lives there is no event but sorrow, have to measure time by throbs
of pain, and the record of bitter moments. We have nothing else to think of.
Suffering--curious as it may sound to you--is the means by which we exist,
because it is the only means by which we become conscious of existing; and the
remembrance of suffering in the past is necessary to us as the warrant, the

evidence, of our continued identity. (164)
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Prisoners exist not outside of time, nor outside of the episteme, as Christ does; instead they
embody the passage of time due to what Gagnier describes as prison’s “rigorously enforced
timetable” (Jdylls 179). Wilde’s use of legal and courtroom metaphors--“evidence” and
“warrant™--serves to show how the prisoner is only identified by that which defines him from
the outside. Later he makes this clear, stating that he “had no name at all. In the great prison
where I was then incarcerated I was merely the figure and letter of a little cell in a long gallery,
one of a thousand lifeless numbers, as of a thousand lifeless lives” (182-83). Joseph Butwin
explicates this description, writing that in the prison detailed in De Profundis, ‘“Variety is
deliberately removed from life, details dissolve, and the particular prisoner becomes the
representative prisoner” (1). Christ is the supreme individual; the prisoner is the repeated
number and, for Wilde, “all repetition is anti-spiritual” (211). Against those definitions forced
on him by Douglas, Queensberry, the courts, and the press--all functioning within and as the
carceral city--Wilde uses the type that he discovers in Christ as the supreme individual and
applies it to himself.

For Wilde to reach this ideal, however, he must make a Dantean journey through the
non-individualized prisoner. Beyond his direct allusions to Dante’s work, Wilde imitates the
overall structure of the Divine Comedy to show how the supreme individual always has the
possibility of rising, even out of the depths of subjugation.” This becomes most obvious when
he writes about the legal loss of his son:

I bore up against everything with some stubbornness of will and much rebellion
of nature till I had absolutely nothing left in the world but Cyril. I had lost my

name, my position, my happiness, my freedom, my wealth. I was a prisoner and
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a pauper. But I still had one beautiful thing left, my own eldest son. Suddenly
he was taken away from me by the law. It was a blow so appalling that I did not
know what to do, so I flung myself on my knees, and bowed my head, and wept
and said “The body of a child is as the body of the Lord: [ am not worthy of
either.” That moment seemed to save me. I saw then that the only thing for me
was to accept everything. Since then--curious as it will no doubt sound to you-—-
I have been happier. It was of course my soul in its ultimate essence that I had
reached. [. . .] It is tragic how few people ever “possess their souls” before they
die. “Nothing is more rare in any man,” says Emerson, “than an act of his own.”
It is quite true. Most people are other people. Their thoughts are someone
else’s opinions, their life a mimicry, their passions a quotation. (207-08)
Becoming a prisoner, becoming a non-self, is for Wilde both a general condition of members of
the larger society, and a step in a journey that leads to the possibility of becoming a complete
individual. The isolation and silence that the prison forces on him may be an attempt to
transform his identity according to social and prison codes, but this is also the necessary step
towards Wilde’s means of escaping external determination and domination. Further, this escape
is an attempt to avoid the dangers of exercising and reproducing authoritative structures--as
Thoreau’s essay occasionally does--since it also comes at a moment when he completely rejects
action and agency--he falls down, vulnerable before the Lord, so to speak. Like the prisoners in
The Ballad of Reading Gaol, through Wilde’s “broken heart / May Lord Christ enter in.”
Wilde reproduces the discourse of prison reform, but, as Brown writes, he does so in order to

show that “Reformations that are based on obedience to some external precept [as, for example,
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prison codes or court sentences] are meaningless because the transformation must come from
within” (99). And this transformation must take place not within traditional institutional frames
of discourse (such as the Church, the prison, or even the press), but through Wilde’s
“isolationist” interpretation of Christ.

Wilde therefore reproduces the moral discourse of early Victorian prison reformation in
order to avoid the definitions imposed on him by the carceral society. Like Thoreau, and
relying on their common Emersonian sources,'® Wilde depicts his imprisonment as leading to his
escape (if only momentary) from the definitions placed on him by Douglas, the courts, the
newspapers, and society as a whole, allowing him to “possess [his] soul.” While this statement
may also seem to fall into the same trap as Thoreau’s essay does of replicating the problems of
the transcendent identity and of prison rhetoric, there is a subtle difference. Wilde’s individual,
his Christ, is not universally accessible, and does not attempt to enforce specific codes of
conduct. This is not the self-regulation envisioned by early Victorian prison reformers, nor the
deterministic “fixing” of the social subject of later Victorian science and penology. Neither is it
the “affirmation of nonexistence™ that Foucault sees as a function of Victorian repression
(History 4). An identity that always and only exists in relation to itself cannot therefore be
defined in the ultimate or finalizing matter to which prison discourse usually regresses; for
Christ, “there were no laws: there were exceptions merely” (213). Wilde’s statements about his
soul and individuality, as Jane Wood writes, are not “so much soundings of the depths of
subjectivity as the voiding of remnants of the matenial realities which shackle him to the
particular and the predictable” (104). Wilde’s individual cannot be defined by anyone or in any

words, for it becomes art.
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Despite Wilde’s assertions of his own perceptions of his “soul in its ultimate essence,”

we do not see, therefore, Wilde’s essential nature in his “confessions”; such a nature cannot be
communicated, as all discourse leads to the imposition of determination. Miss Prism, in 7he
Importance of Being Earnest, notes the ease with which such essentialist confessions can be
labelled, defined, and dismissed, saying that “These sudden conversions do not please me. They
belong to Dissent. They savour of the laxity of the Nonconformist™ (383; Act 2). De
Profundis, then, is not “a celebration of the protagonist’s spintual salvation,” as William E.
Buckler writes (“Cscar” 112), as much as it is a critique of externally imposed definitions of
one’s identity. “Far from reflecting or prescribing for the true nature or essence of man,”
Dollimore argues that, for Wilde, individualism “will generate the cultural difference and
diversity which conventional morality, orthodox opinion and essentialist ideology disavow™, it is
therefore “the public voice [. . .] which seeks to police culture” that Wilde writes against (8).
Wilde’s individualism constructs a space beyond discourse that is rooted in the traditional figure
of Christ in order, in part, to ground both his refusal to deny his sexuality and his denial of the
imposed and bigoted definitions of that sexuality. I generally agree with Buckton’s conclusion
that “far from being a work in which Wilde repents of his crimes and confesses his guilty secret,
the letter is a celebration of the power of secrecy to free desire from the banal or violent
invasions of public scrutiny” (185); however, I would argue that what Buckton sees as secrecy’s
freedom from scrutiny is instead a denial of the very ability to scrutinize, as all such perceptions
exist in the realm of public discourse and are therefore at a remove from Wilde’s individual.
The narrator of Dorian Gray makes a point that is easily applied to Wilde’s self-construction in

De Profundis, noting that “There is a luxury in self-reproach. When we blame ourselves we feel
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that no one else has a right to blame us” (95-96). While confidential letters were used in the
trial to publicly humiliate him, he now uses a letter with a potentially public audience (as Wilde
did plan to publish it) in order to assert an inviolable privacy.

Nevertheless, the fact that Wilde did write about this non-discursive subject, and did
plan to have the letter read by others, points to a slippage that echoes Thoreau’s reproduction
of the prison’s alienating force. Unlike Thoreau’s essay, however, De Profundis does not
suggest either that it or its author can help to create “a still more perfect and glorious State”
(“Civil” 90), or that its author has moved completely above the realm of his neighbours’
existence: Wilde’s individual does not become a constrictive code of conduct dictated from “on
high.” Rather, Wilde’s essay notes its own inconsistencies and the dangers of its paradoxes, its
“aspirations and its failure to realise those aspirations” (239), an acknowledgment which, as
Andersen writes, creates “the impression that equilibrium has been only partly restored” (5), just
as Jacobs’ freedom is only partially realized in the North. As Wilde himself wrote earlier,
“paradoxes are always dangerous things” (“Decay” 1082). Given this recognition and the
potential theoretical difficulties involved in the very act of writing De Profundis, Robbie Ross’
decision to seal the letter away in the British Museum until all of the primary figures involved
would be dead takes on a particularly appropriate resonance. De Profundis becomes a defence
from within the silence of the prison, and from beyond death, at once asserting its own authority
and denying its applicability.!! In the end, what Wilde says of the courtroom “denunciation” of
him could be applied to any of the discourses surrounding the trial, and Wilde’s response to
them with De Profundis: “Suddenly it occurred to me, ‘How splendid it would be, if I was

saying all this about myself"’” (230). Reworking the ineffability Jacobs attempts to create,
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Wilde asserts the power of privacy, and the degradation of the discursive, carceral matrix of the
public. Through its reworking of the newspaper accounts and of the penological discourse of
religious conversion, De Profundis constructs an understanding of the omnipresence of the
disciplinary mechanisms of society. This construction not only explicates other prison authors’
critiques of free society, but also still permits an understanding of how a prison author’s
construction of identity can be used to critique such discipline. Continuing with my larger
argument that prison texts engage in a myriad of diverse yet related attacks on the carceral city,
the next chapter shows that resisting such a powerful, oppressive system can also be done in a

more active and social manner.
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Notes

1. J. J. Tobias has collected, along with other items, an interesting series of descriptions
by Rev. John Clay of the English version of the separate system in the nineteenth century. The
excerpts from Clay’s writing that Tobias presents range in time from 1838 to 1850. Tobias also
offers a report by Rev. John Field, who was Reading Gaol’s chaplain from 1840-1858; Field
describes the use of masks, which the inmates were forced to wear as a means of preventing
“recognition by other prisoners” and to prevent “an acquaintance being formed™” (159). In this
way, the prisoners were kept separate without incurring the full expense of a more stringent
panoptic system.

2. The moralizing and anti-Wilde discourse of the English papers was more or less
repeated abroad, as well. In the New York Times of Apnil 8, 1895, a four-part headline reads
“Oscar Wilde’s Disgrace,” “A Mother, Wife, and Two Children Must Share his Shame,”
“Poverty at Cadogan House,” and “A Mother’s Desperate Struggle to Keep up Appearances
and Educate her Sons.” The first paragraph of the article following reads, “Aside from the
depravity that it has been necessary to make public in the downfall of Oscar Wilde, people who
met him here, and accepted his letters of introduction as an accredited English gentleman, are
curious to know something of his family, his mother, his wife, his children, and almost
everybody else upon whom he has brought absolute ruin.” That Wilde’s character is to blame
for everything that has occurred is unquestioned--even the newspaper’s publishing of “the
depravity” and the American public’s prurient interest in “everybody” associated with Wilde are
the result of his active bringing about of “absolute ruin.” Some papers, unfortunately, have not

changed much over time: in a recent review of a volume of Wilde’s previously unpublished



159

letters, the Sunday Time’s media editor Nicholas Hellen writes that the letters “give an intimate
portrait of the happy family life led by Wilde before he embarked on a destructive series of
homosexual adventures.” The blaming of Wilde’s “adventures” instead of, say, the destructive

nature of the Victorian court’s homophobia seems a misplaced emphasis, at best.
3. Buckton’s quotation is from Dollimore (11).

4. Sos Eltis notes that Wilde’s active reconstruction of identity can also be read in terms
of his use of his Irishness as a critique of English society and imperial rule: “Wilde retained a
certain pride in his native roots, often portraying himself as an Irish rebel against English
authority. [. . .] Wilde followed Matthew Amold in using the word “Celtic’ to describe the
imaginative opposite to narrow-minded English puritanism; supporters of the Prison Reform Bill
were ‘Celtic to 2 man™ (13). David Alderson explicitly ties Wilde’s dandiacal and national
identities together, writing that “Wilde consciously exploited an ensemble of identifications
which, in the context of English culture, were conspicuously anti-bourgeois and amoral--
Catholic, dandy and Celt; criminal, sinner and idle artist--and his theorisation of them as related
enabled him to make explicit [. . .] his dissident relations to dominant culture” (56). On Wilde’s
Irishness, also see Richard Pine.

5. Wilde was concerned with labelling before the trials, as well. His most famous play,
The Imporiance of Being Earnest, is, on one level, about the dangers of being labelled, even if
one does it to oneself. Discussing Jack’s naming of himself as Emest, Algernon says, “Tt is
perfectly absurd your saying that your name isn’t Emnest. It’s on your cards. Here is one of
them. [. . .] I’ll keep this as proof that your name is Ernest if ever you attempt to deny it” (361,

Act 1).
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6. See M. C. Andersen for a discussion of Wilde’s figuration in De Profundis of his life
as tragedy. Andersen misplaces the emphasis of the letter, claiming that Wilde not only sees
“himself as tragic victim,” but also portrays Christ as “the victim” (7, my emphasis). In fact,
Wilde’s Christ escapes the social dynamics inherent in victimization.

7. Sarah Kofman has noted that Dorian himself “is precisely not this ‘complete’ man,
the new hedonistic ideal. Though his mother was able to be a bacchante, following in the train
of Dionysus, he himself is not really beautiful or strong enough to truly affirm life, to dare to
reveal himself and look at himself naked. His fragility forces him to become an imposter and to
hide behind the protecting mask of youth and beauty” (47-48).

8. Jane Wood’s quotation is from Kohl (284). David Foster reaches a similar
conclusion, arguing that “Wilde reconstructs Christ as the supreme aesthete, the quintessence of
the artistic consummation Wilde has already claimed for himself” (103).

9. Losey’s article traces the various references to Dante’s Divine Comedy in De
Profundis, stating that “Reading Dante enabled Wilde to observe how a fellow exile
transformed the daily bread of life into art” (447). Also see “The Critic as Artist” for a lengthy
examination of the Divine Comedy as life transformed into art (1132-36).

10. For a discussion of Wilde’s indebtedness to Emerson, especially in “The Soul of
Man Under Socialism™ and De Profundis, see Isobel Murray (esp. 203-07).

11. Buckler remarks on a similar denial of authority through the use of dialogue in “The
Decay of Lying”: for Wilde, “The most disheartening course vulgarity takes in aesthetic matters
is the literalizing of the artist’s observations in a way that almost makes him despair of saying

anything at all. Wilde hoped through fantasy to avoid such a result by making his point
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incomprehensible to the reader without imagination or, by signalling thai he meant more than he
was actually saying, to encourage qualified readers to play the spirited imaginative game along
with him” (“Wilde’s” 314). Kofman notes that Wilde’s method of leaving “the readers in doubt
as to the genre he adopted” in Dorian Gray creates a similar denial of authorial (and

authoritative) determination (31).
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Chapter 4

Positioning Discourse: Martin Luther King, Jr.’s “Letter from Birmingham City Jail”

Over half a century after Wilde’s letter was written, another, very different letter was
written from prison--Martin Luther King, Jr.’s “Letter from Birmingham City Jail.” Like
Wilde’s letter, King'’s is addressed specifically but is intended for a larger public audience. King
was arrested on Good Friday, 1963 during nonviolent protests against Birmingham’s--and
Alabama’s--refusal to obey the 1954 US Supreme Court decision outlawing racial segregation.
While in solitary confinement, he wrote “Letter from Birmingham City Jail,” which was
subsequently published in national forums, including 7ime magazine. This letter became a
central text in the American Civil Rights Movement, continuing the tradition of the use of prison
texts to further calls for social and political change. Specifically, King’s work engages in the
ongoing critique, originating in slave narratives and continuing in African American prison
writings, of the racism of American society--a textual practice which I discuss in Chapter 2, and
which Franklin expertly details in his book. King’s arrest occurred within a racialized socio-
judicial matrix in which African Americans were not only denied legal access to certain jobs, to
private and public organizations, to meeting places, etc., but were thereby effectively refused
entrance into dominant constructions of identity, namely the self-governing individuality which
Thoreau, among others, espoused. Arising from the racism of antebellum America--in which, as
Jacobs shows, African Americans were explicitly relegated to non-human status in legal and
constitutional forums--the racist subjugation of African Americans in the middle decades of the

twentieth century was similarly based on legal, social, and ontological exclusion. Indeed, as
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Michael Bennett argues, legalized racial segregation and other social policies have led to what
he calls, in one essay’s title, a “spatialization of race,” because black people have, throughout
the twentieth century, become increasingly identified with ghettos and inner cities that, in turn,
have become increasingly vilified and identified with crime (170ff). It was in part this locational
practice which King and other civil rights activist aimed to stop through their protests
concerning segregation.'

Within this racialized social matrix, the prison and legal systems were not in practice
means of reconstituting the identity of the condemned person into a “proper” or even
productive subject, but were instead used as means of enforcing racist hierarchies and social
order--a split between theory and practice that I have detailed in the previous chapters. The
twentieth-century Western prison continues the oppressive identificatory practices of its
nineteenth-century precursors while, in the US, it simultaneously takes over the racist social role
previously filled by the institution of slavery, an institutional shift which I mapped at the
beginning of my second chapter. Sloop writes that, in the 1950s, as before, “the pervasiveness
of the cultural belief in the nature of human subjects as redeemable requires the omission of
non-Caucasians in discourse about the prisoner because people of color are apparently viewed
culturally as morally different from Caucasians” (60). Sloop further argues that, in this period
and moving through the 1960s and beyond, “African-American and other ‘minority’ male
prisoners increasingly become constituted as violent, and irrationally so” (77). Whereas
Thoreau can reinterpret his imprisonment as a reaffirmation of his inviolable, transcendental
freedom, black people after the abolition of slavery are imprisoned, according to Davis, “not so

much to affirm the rights and liberties of the freedmen and women [. . .], nor to discipline a
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potential labor force; rather it symbolicaily emphasized that black people’s social status
continued to be that of slaves” (100).

King’s letter responds to the criminalization of blackness, claiming full and unfettered
citizenship for black people while resisting the racism of the dominant society’s identity
constructions. Like the other texts discussed thus far, King’s text portrays the oppression
resulting from these constructions as arising not only from the judicial and penological systems,
but also from other social institutions. The “Letter” responds specifically to another open letter,
published by eight Birmingham clergymen, in which they called for an end to the
demonstrations. The clergymen’s letter can be read as an attempt to retain and reproduce the
status quo of local race relations by, in part, recreating racist social positions for blacks, and by
reinforcing the authoritative positions of the police force and the courts as the keepers of “law

12

and order.” Just as sentimental fiction was used by abolitionists in Jacobs’ and Thoreau’s time
with the intent of improving the conditions of African Americans while in fact engaging in other
forms of discrimination, the clergymen’s letter calls for peace but in effect supports the officials
who deny the legitimacy of the Supreme Court decision. As such, this open letter is framed
within the prejudiced racial discourse of certain segments of white America, or what Karen Ho
and Wende Elizabeth Marshall call the “White Nation,” referring to “policy makers and
legislators™--and their supporters--who engage in “thinly veiled attempts [. . .] to maintain white
power” (212). Like the newspapers that condemn Wilde, and falling more generally within the
functions of the carceral society as discussed in the earlier chapters, such discourse constructs

and reproduces a series of differently valued hierarchized positions within the power structures

of society. The structure thus created is enforced and reproduced by the disciplinary and



165

surveillance functions of a variety of social institutions, including the prison and the Church.
King’s “Letter” is an attempt to disrupt the subject positions and the racist ideology that lie
behind the language of the clergymen’s letter and that inform the motivation behind King’s
arrest and imprisonment. Moreover, King uses the “Letter” to open up the possibility of a
discourse of racial harmony and to construct subject positions that exist beyond racism, in the
hope of helping to instigate a world of “Peace and Brotherhood” (King 302). Like Jacobs and
Wilde, King denies the authoritative, disciplinary identity that Thoreau creates, although he does
situate himself within the dominant structures of American society. Unlike the critiques that
Jacobs and Wilde offer, however, King does not situate his critique within a silent or
unknowable identity, opting instead to rely on a forward-looking, dynamic agency that
negotiates both dominant and dominated positions, which [ will demonstrate by analysing
King’s textual construction of his own position. Within the context of my larger study, King’s
letter offers another entrance point into a sustained attack of the practices of the prison, as well
as of the disciplinary and oppressive structures of society as a whole. Unlike the texts studied
so far, however, King’s letter generates a vision that exists beyond the carceral matrix, while

still avoiding the danger of constructing an individual, transcendental rebellion.

I. The Clergymen’s Letter’

King’s “Letter” works against the racist implications of the dominant ideology lying
behind the clergymen’s letter. As Althusser says, state institutions like the Church “teach(]
‘know-how,’ but in forms that ensure subjection to the ruling ideology or the mastery of its

‘practice’ (128). Norman Fairclough refigures this theoretical structure in more active terms,
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writing that ““Occupying a subject position is essentially a matter of doing (or not doing) certain
things, in line with the discoursal rights and obligations™ of that position (38).* In order to
understand King's “Letter” and its attempted construction of new subject positions, it is
necessary to define the specific instantiation of racist discourse to which King is responding.
The clergymen’s letter constructs subject positions that exist within two large
categories: those who have the authority to deal with “racial matters” and those who do not.
People falling within the grouping of “authority” are generally white and those without are
black, thus discursively mimicking the actual power structure of Birmingham at the time.*
Within the actions available to people occupying these subject positions, certain venues are
foregrounded as the best settings in which to deal with “racial matters”:
We the undersigned clergymen are among those who, in January, issued “An
Appeal for Law and Order and Common Sense,” in dealing with racial problems
in Alabama. We expressed understanding that honest convictions in racial
matters could properly be pursued in the courts, but urged that decisions of
those courts should in the meantime be peacefully obeyed. (1)
In this opening paragraph, the clergymen set themselves up in a position of authority, not only
as religious leaders, but also as men who have had previous experiences dealing with civil
unrest, as cued by the reference to their previous text. This authority is doubly enforced since
that previous letter “took exception to George Wallace’s [Alabama’s governor] ringing
declaration for ‘segregation now, segregation tomorrow, and segregation forever’” (Clark 40).
Relying on their past authority as anti-segregationists, they now emphasize the need to obey the

dictates of the existing social power structure. The ambiguity of the reference to court
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decisions (does it refer to the desegregation decision, or to the decision that the demonstrations
were illegal and to King’s subsequent arrest?) creates a contradiction in the clergymen’s letter:
on the one hand, they urge that the desegregation decision be obeyed, while on the other they
state that people should obey the police and government who flagrantly disobey that decision.
Even though, as King points out in his “Letter,” the power structure in Alabama and
Birmingham is skewed against blacks, the clergymen restate the authority of that structure,
thereby reproducing it and cementing their position within the disciplinary structures of society.
Mimicking sentimental abolitionist discourse about the “obedient slave,” the clergymen imply
that blacks could gain “true” freedom only by bowing to the very social structures that oppress
them, just as “Uncle Tom’s martyrdom” in Harriet Beecher Stowe’s novel served to signal not a
secular, social equality, but “the passing of his spiritual test, his achievement of full moral
maturity,” as William L. Andrews writes (7o Tell 180). Andrews argues further that this
“myth” of spiritual advancement helped to reconcile “black progress with black alienation
without threatening the white status quo” (180). Using their letter for similar ends, the
clergymen “urge” that legal and social authorities, which are tied to their own, be obeyed, thus
allowing the status quo to remain unchallenged, even if only “in the meantime.”

The clergymen’s letter is rife with euphemisms that sublimate the “undesirable”
associations attached to events that are directed against the status quo. Obvious examples of
this are the phrases “racial problems” and “racial matters” in the opening paragraph. These
“matters” include not only segregation, demonstrations, and church bombings (including one
where several children were killed), but also riots in which several people were injured and two

young black men were shot and killed, at least one by a policeman as the youth was running
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away.® The Commissioner of Police, Eugene “Bull” Connor, had “bragged that all he needed to

solve the racial problem was ‘two policeman and a dog’” (Clark 39). To rephrase these acts of
extreme violence and prejudice as “matters” and “problems” is to deny the deadly nature of the
city’s and state’s race relations at the time. The effect of this denial within the letter is to
remove the justification for the demonstrations in which King and his associates were engaged,
thereby removing the right to self-determination and action from the African American
community. Conversely, the actions and attitudes of the police are referred to in the
penultimate paragraph as “the calm manner in which these demonstrations have been handled.”
The phrase “calm manner” is apparently a description of not only the police shootings, but also
the fact that the police turned guard dogs loose on unarmed demonstrators. The ideologically
informed implication of all of these euphemisms is the justification of any actions that take place
through the “proper channels,” and further that any action which takes place outside of the
power structure’s authonty, such as the demonstrations, can in no way be justified.

The reproduction of the racism of the dominant culture, and the subject positions
available therein, is apparent in the clergymen’s use of pronouns, as well. As we saw in Jacobs’
narrative, pronouns can be used both to create a bond between author and audience and to
emphasize the distance between them.” Within epistolary discourse, this structure creates what
Altman refers to as the letter’s existence “halfay between the possibility of total
communication and the risk of no communication at all” (45). In the clergymen’s letter, the
racism of the power structure that the authors are enacting is readily apparent in the dynamic
existing between first- and third-person pronouns:

However, we are now confronted by a series of demonstrations by some of our
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Negro citizens, directed and led in part by outsiders. We recognize the natural

impatience of people who feel that their hopes are slow in being realized. But

we are convinced that these demonstrations are unwise and untimely. (3)
The “we” in the first sentence functions both inclusively and exclusively. Recalling Jacobs’ use
of second-person address within a sentimental construction of sympathy, the first-person plural
here contains not only the eight clergymen, but also the larger society of Birmingham, since the
entire population is being confronted by demonstrations. With the use of “our” in that same
sentence, however, the clergymen exclude the black population of Birmingham from inclusion in
the plurality of their society. In other words, the clergymen represent the white population,
while African Americans are constructed as being the property of that population: they are our
Negro citizens. The clergymen thus manage to effectively reproduce the paternalist discourse
of some nineteenth-century abolitionists, many of whom, as Carolyn Williams writes, “regarded
blacks not as equals, but as wards” (166). Williams statement about these reformers--that
among them “paternalism was the prevailing attitude” (166)--could equally apply to the
clergymen as they portray themselves in their letter.

Some uses of plural pronouns in the letter are inclusive in the larger sense. These
instances occur only at points where the authors invoke the necessity of obeying the power
structure, especially as incarnated in the police and legal systems: “we believe this kind of facing
of issues can best be accomplished by citizens of our own metropolitan area, white and Negro,
meeting with their knowledge and experience of the local situation. All of us need to face that
responsibility and find proper channels for its accomplishment” (4). The clergymen use

pronouns similarly a few paragraphs later: “When rights are consistently denied, a cause should
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be pressed in the courts and in negotiations among local leaders, and not in the streets. We
appeal to both our white and Negro citizenry to observe the principles of law and order and
common sense” (7). In both of these passages the white and black populations are joined
together, but only under the auspices of the “proper channels” of “law and order” as perpetrated
by the police and courts which, as demonstrated in the earlier chapters, generally function as
alienating and oppressive forces rather than as creators of any communal feeling. As I will
argue below, King rejects the possibility of this form of commonality in his letter, pointing out
that the legal system and the power structure it represents are infested with racism and
prejudice.

Homer Hawkins and Richard Thomas trace this institutionalized racism to the inflation
of what they refer to as “the policing systems™ set up during slavery. They write that “After
slavery, white southerners felt a greater need for policing the emancipated blacks, since to their
minds slavery itself had been the most effective means of controlling and civilizing a ‘barbarous
people’™ (66). As detailed in Chapter 2, slavery’s abolition, the rise of the penitentiary, and
concurrent changes in legal practice converged in a paradigm of punishment in which the
cultivation and maintenance of the “proper” social order was in part enacted through the
brutalization and alienation of those who fell on the wrong end of the social hierarchies, who did
not have access to Thoreau’s implicitly racist “universal” subject. Davis analyses this reality:
“In actual practice, both Emancipation and the authorization of penal servitude combined to
create an immense black presence within southem prisons and to transform the character of
punishment into a means of managing former slaves as opposed to addressing problems of

serious crime” (99). Within the racialized construction of criminality and the practices of
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punishment, the clergymen’s letter becomes another cog in the process of maintaining and
hiding the racist status quo. William D. Watley also notes that the legal process that the
clergymen urged worked “against rather than for the civil rights movement™ and that this
particular function of the law was “consistent historically with the way it has functioned in the
life of protest movements” (72). The clergymen deny the racialized nature of the carceral
system by simply omitting any mention of racism or corruption. This supposed “race blindness”
is also transferred to their own authority: in the last sentence of the letter, quoted above, the
clergymen assert their own paternalistic authority over the entire population of Birmingham.
The pronoun “We” possesses “both our white and Negro citizenry.” Thus, the letter is framed
by the authors’ construction of positions of authority for themselves.

The clergymen’s open letter is formed by and emphasizes the authority of the State and
the racist ideology lying behind the government’s policies. Acting within the socially governed
subject positions available to them as members of accepted religions, and as leaders of society,
these white clergymen support the authority of the white church which, as King writes in his
letter and stated many times throughout his career, functions in part as a means of retaining the
status quo of race relations in the South. All positions of authority within the power structure
necessarily function to retain the cohesion of that structure, so as “to transmit [themselves]

unimpaired to posterity” (Thoreau, “Civil” 63).

I1. The Status Quo in “Letter from Birmingham City Jail”
In his response to the clergymen, King highlights the racist ideology lying behind the

previous epistle by redefining the limiting subject positions that the clergymen reproduce. In



172

that letter, black people are subjugated to a passive role where their “problems™ can only be
solved within the courts. “Racial friction and unrest” are not the fault of the power structure or
“Responsible citizens,” but instead only arise when the black populace refuses to stay in its
passive position. According to the clergymen, returning to the status quo is the only way to
“reach honest convictions in racial matters.” In his “Letter,” King rejects this concept. As
Keith D. Miller suggests, the arrest of King and his colleagues highlighted the racism of the
existing situation--as clearly seen in Alabama’s continued and illegal racial segregation--and its
reflection in the history of American penology: “As they presented themselves for jail, African
Americans in effect argued that jail symbolized racism” (Voice 160). To foreground this
relationship, King redefines the subject positions delineated by the clergymen’s letter and opens
up the possibility of new subject positions available in a new era of racial harmony.

Richard P. Fulkerson notes in his influential article that King’s “Letter” addresses two
audiences--the “ostensible audience” of the eight clergymen and a larger audience of white
liberals: “Little, if anything, was to be gained in addressing white segregationists, black
revolutionists, or people indifferent to civil rights. The situation called for an address to as wide
a range of moderate-to-liberal, involved readers as possible; so much the better if a substantial
number of them were also leaders of public opinion” (123). Like the ostensible audience, the
broader audience is white, as implied by Fulkerson’s comment on the “leaders of public
opinion.” Miller defines this audience, explaining that, “Given that King wrote ‘Letter’ for
Christian Century and other left-of-center outlets, one can say that its original and primary
audience was not the [. . .] eight moderate clergy,” but was instead “liberal Protestants™ (Voice

163). Thus, while King is writing for two distinct audiences, both are still firmly within the
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ruling class.

Within the dominant discourse of race relations, specific subject positions are available.
For the clergymen, the “proper” subject positions are delineated for whites as positions of
action and power, and for blacks as positions of passivity and subjugation to the white power
structure (courts, police etc.). King recognizes and describes the same state of affairs, but goes
into much more detail than the clergy. His construction of the subject positions available within
the controlling discourse can be mapped out as follows:

White Black

clergymen / Church middle class / “force of complacency”

State / police

KKK Nation of Islam

general and silent liberal populace general and oppressed populace
The general scheme found in King’s “Letter” can also be read as a description of the more
general conditions of America, especially as indicated by the blank space opposite the “State /
police,” as these forums were largely limited to whites. According to one source, “members of
the Ku Klux Klan” were employed by the southern police forces (Hoover 55), fully cementing
the relationship between the disciplinary social function served by the legal system, and the
violent, oppressive functions of extreme racism. To fully represent this construction, the black
grouping should be placed under erasure, or at least in a hierarchically subordinate position to
the other category, to represent the ontological and social construction of blackness in its
relation to that of whiteness--a construction that is played out in the forced passivity or general

social censure placed upon blacks. This censure is especially true in the case of the largely
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vilified Nation of Islam.®

King textually transforms this structure into the new subject positions available to both
whites and blacks within a discourse of peace, focussing especially on those for whites at the
top and bottom of the column--the “clergymen / Church” and the “general (silent) liberal
populace,” or the ostensible and broader audiences, respectively, of the “Letter.” The subject
position of the clergymen is to a large extent aiready defined by their own text, and is ultimately
delineated by the fact that they have placed themselves in opposition to the beliefs and actions
of King and his followers. As King writes, they have ensconced themselves in the role of
“criticism” (289), which the clergymen construct as a positive force designed to help foster
peace by exhorting people to obey the power structure that they represent. King restructures
the role of this criticism at the outset of his “Letter.” He states that if he “sought to answer all
of the criticisms that cross my desk [. . .] I would have no time for constructive work” (289).
Writing that the clergymen’s criticisms of the demonstrations--and therefore their implicit
critique of King’s attempt to force Birmingham to accept desegregation--interfere with
“constructive work,” King depicts the clergymen’s position in the race struggle as
unconstructive and negative. Thus, King has at the very beginning of the “Letter” redefined the
clergymen’s subject position. For King, their appeal is not for peace or “Common Sense,” but
rather for unjust racist social structures. Taking advantage of the epistolary form’s ability to
disguise “relationships of power” (Kauffman xviii), King, like Wilde, foregrounds these
relationships in order to critique them.

King finds the same hidden racism configured as tradition or common sense within the

institution of the white Church from which the clergymen derive their authority. He shows how
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the status quo that the clergymen seem to laud is a masquerade for racism. To expose this
racism, as a figure of the larger institutionalized racism of the carceral state, King contrasts his
ideal Church with the actual white southem Church:

I came to Birmingham with the hope that the white religious leadership of this
community would see the justice of our cause, and with deep moral concern,
serve as the channel through which our just grievances would get to the power
structure. [ had hoped each of you would understand. But again I have been
disappointed. I have heard numerous religious leaders of the South call upon
their worshippers to comply with a desegregation decision because it is the law,
but I have longed to hear the white ministers say, “Follow this decree because
integration is morally right and the Negro is your brother.” (299)
King'’s definition of the white Church is a negation of its claimed position and of the
clergymen’s foundation of authority. The Church supposedly has this authority due to a certain
moral rectitude and its accordance to God’s will, but King denies this connection, arguing
instead that the Church is acting in opposition to its own religious and social traditions. An
ideal Church would lead the populace towards a moral high ground, while the contemporary
white Church in the South stands “as a taillight behind other community agencies rather than a
headlight leading men to higher levels of justice” (299). King redefines the clergymen’s own
construction of their subject position not only by showing the racism hidden behind their
“common sense,” but also by showing this racism at the core of the foundation of their
authority.

Further evidence that King restructures the clergymen’s definition of the white power
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structure into a negative force can be seen in his responses to their specific criticisms:
You deplore the demonstrations that are presently taking place in Birmingham.
But I am sorry that your statement did not express a similar concern for the
conditions that brought the demonstrations into being. I am sure that each of
you would want to go beyond the superficial social analyst who looks merely at
effects, and does not grapple with underlying causes. (290)
There are three separate but related movements in this passage. First, King highlights the racist
silence of the clergymen’s statement which, under the guise of concern for “our” Negro
population, attempts to erase the physical violence being perpetrated on the black population.
Second, King subtly answers the charge that the demonstrations are being instigated by
“outsiders” by placing the blame on the “conditions” of society. King transposes the blame for
the demonstrations from himself onto the state of race relations in Birmingham, thereby
implicitly condemning the clergymen.

In the third movement of this passage, however, King works against the negative
limitations of the clergymen’s subject position. By writing, “I’m sure each of you would want
to go beyond [. . .],” King opens a space for the clergymen to change their position in relation
to the race problem. He writes, “You may well ask, ‘Why direct action? Why sit-ins, marches,
etc.? Isn’t negotiation a better path?” You are exactly right in your call for negotiation.
Indeed, this is the purpose of direct action” (291). King not only constructs the clergymen’s
position by placing words in their mouths, but also reformulates these questions into a call for
“negotiation,” thereby constructing a common ground between himself and his opposition. This

leaves the clergymen with the possibility of agreeing with King in his call for direct action, while
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at the same time keeping a semblance of their original position. This move towards
constructing a common ground is not simply a gesture on King’s part so as not to offend men in
power; it is a method of leaving the definition of this audience’s position open and free to
change. Approaching this redefinition from another angle, Baldwin writes, “Overcoming racism
as a world problem, King thought, involved removing both internal prejudices as well as
external systems and symbols of white domination and privilege” (Wounded 262). Such a
possibility for change is crucial for King’s project as a whole, as the attempt to open up
possibilities for new identities and beliefs within the field of race relations is in substance the
goal of the Civil Rights movement.

Taking full advantage of the epistle’s ability to address multiple audiences,’ King uses
the same redefinition of subject positions in his attempt to convert the larger audience and, as
Keith D. Miller writes, to “reinforce [the] earlier support” of the already converted (}oice 164).
Unlike the address to the clergymen, the spaces of the “Letter” aimed at the larger audience are
mostly indirect, while other passages are directed at both the ostensible audience and the
general audience. As Fulkerson writes, King addresses this larger audience “in terms of the
clerical audience,” as a means of focussing his argument (123). There are also passages where
King refers to the broader group in the third person, in order to delineate what he sees as their
position within the discourse of race:

I have almost reached the regrettable conclusion that the Negro’s great
stumbling block in the stride toward freedom is not the White Citizen’s
Councillor or the Ku Klux Klanner, but the white moderate who is more devoted

to ‘order’ than to justice, who prefers a negative peace which is the absence of
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tension to a positive peace which is the presence of justice [. . .}. I had hoped
that the white moderate would understand that law and order exist for the
purpose of establishing justice, and that when they fail to do this they become
dangerously structured dams that block the flow of social progress. I had hoped
that the white moderate would understand that the present tension of the South
is merely a necessary phase of the transition from an obnoxious negative peace,
where the Negro passively accepted his unjust plight, to a substance filled
positive peace, where all men will respect the dignity and worth of human
personality. (295)
The subject position that King describes here as the position of the white moderate is one that is
outside of the realm of justice and positive peace. The metaphors “stumbling block” and “dam”
contradict the traditional white liberals’ concept of themselves as socially progressive, which
King himself hoped to be the case. He redefines this position as one of “shallow understanding”
(295). The strength of this particular passage (as well as the converse strength of the silencing
forces of racism) is evidenced by the fact that when the “Letter”” was published in Zime
magazine in January 1964, the above passage was one of the sections that was left out (Lentz
116-17). But, as with the clergymen, King notes a space within the larger audience that could
be expanded to change these positions into what he sees as more “positive” ones. This can be
seen in the simple fact that he still writes of this group as “peopie of good will” (295). For both
the clergy and the general audience, King at once defines their identities within the status quo of
racial discourse as racist, and yet leaves that definition open, or not completely determinative,

so that their positions can change. This indeterminate subject construction works in direct
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opposition to the overly determining, brutalizing forces of the disciplinary mechanisms of the
carceral city, as evidenced in the clergymen’s letter’s reinforcement of the racist status quo.
The non-determinative definition of subjectivity is necessary for King’s project, as he goes on in

the “Letter” to construct subject positions within a discourse of racial harmony.

[II. Tension Building

In order to get to this position, King must form a bridge between the existing socio-
political discourse of racial discord and his ideal situation of racial harmony. He does this
through his self-construction in the “Letter.” Having been defined, if not specifically named, in
the clergymen’s letter as an “outsider,” and in the courts as a criminal, King necessarily sets his
self-construction in opposition to that previous letter, in what can be seen as a formal echo of
Wilde’s response to his “public infamy.” King rejects the notion of being an outsider on the
immediate level by writing that he was invited by Birmingham’s local black leaders, and also by
writing that no American can be an outsider anywhere within the country (289-90). King also
rejects the idea that he is an outsider in any sense of the word. A large portion of the “Letter” is
spent in constructing an identity for himself that is solidly at the centre of all traditions. He
defines himself as the epitome of all things American and Judeo-Christian, placing himself in a
seat of power over the white populace, whom he writes of as acting irreligiously and as being
anti-American. King’s positioning of himself within both the religious and secular American
traditions is the crucial step in constructing himself as a dynamic bridge between the discourses
of racial discord and racial harmony, between the status quo and the “Promised Land” of his

famous later speech.



180

Within the religious and specifically Christian tradition, King constructs his identity
against that of the clergymen. In so doing, he writes of himself as the tradition’s natural
inheritor:

I must honestly reiterate that I have been disappointed with the church. I do not
say that as one of the negative critics who can always find something wrong with
the church. I say it as a minister of the gospel, who loves the church;, who was
nurtured in its bosom; who has been sustained by its spiritual blessings and who
will remain true to it as long as the cord of life shall lengthen. [. . .] Yes, I love
the church; I love her sacred walls. How could I do otherwise? I am in the
rather unique position of being the son, the grandson and the great-grandson of
preachers. (298, 299)
King not only shows himself to be part of the same religious tradition as the clergymen, but he
also implies that he is the true inheritor and interpreter of that tradition. The conjunction of the
birth and mothening metaphors and the construction of church as family (and vice versa), when
combined with his shoring up of the church’s social power as “sacred,” naturalizes King’s
authority within what was in the clergy’s letter part of the segregated power structure.

Another of the methods King uses to show his affinity with the clergymen is to remind
them of his ties to the active Christian community. Relying on the African American biblical
tradition that underscores much African American resistance literature (as evidenced by Jacobs’
and other slaves’ narratives), King places his actions solidly within Christian discourse:

I am in Birmingham because there is injustice here. Just as the eighth century

prophets left their little villages and carried their ‘thus saith the Lord’ far beyond
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the boundaries of their hometowns; and just as the Apostle Paul left his little
village of Tarsus and carried the gospel of Jesus Christ to practically every
hamlet and city of the Graeco-Roman world, I too am compelled to carry the
gospel of freedom beyond my particular hometown. Like Paul, I must constantly
respond to the Macedonian call for aid. (290)
These lines are constructed to remind the specific audience of the eight clergymen that King is
also a religious leader, with all of the special influence and knowledge that this connotes,
placing him on the same religious level as his critics. As David Lewis writes, the average reader
may be “astounded by the apparent immodesty of these opening sentences,” but to the
clergymen these comparisons “were meant to have the special impact redolent of the divinity-
school seminar” (188). Ira G. Zepp, Jr. further notes that “King marshals arguments of
Catholic, Jewish, and Protestant traditions,” thus addressing all of the clergymen (120). King is
here picking up on the long history of African American spiritual autobiography that, as
Andrews writes, “spoke profoundly of the telos of life as liberation from bondage,” and
“admitted Afro-American spiritual experience into literature on a footing apparently equal to
whites” (7o Tell 46).

King’s letter moves beyond this creation of an equal footing, however, offering a subtle
condemnation of these specific opponents. King states that he is on a religious mission, one that
presumably any religious leader would undertake. By writing that his sojourn to Birmingham is
one of religious necessity, he is silently questioning the sincerity of the clergymen’s convictions
and purposes. This critique of the dominant cuiture on its own terms places King firmly in the

tradition of the African American pulpit. Discussing this tradition, John Emest writes that the
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nineteenth-century preacher J. W. C. Pennington “points to a fundamental discrepancy between
United States social order and that of God’s moral government” (5). Even on a basic level,
King’s more adept handling of this mutually shared religious discourse is readily noticeable. His
“Letter” is rife with religious allusions, while the clergymen’s lacks any such references. This
comparison is especially damning when one considers that the foundation for the clergymen’s
authority is their privileged place within the world of religious discourse.

As Malinda Snow has demonstrated, King adds to his religious authority by casting the
‘“Letter” in the form of a Pauline epistle: “like Paul, King declared his own apostleship so that he
might present himself as one possessed of religious truth and able to define moral action in light
of that truth” (319). King undermines the clergymen’s authority by showing his own more
powerful grasp of their common heritage and religion, and this undermining is still more
effective since it occurs under a tone of Christian “Peace and Brotherhood.” Wesley T. Mott
makes this point clear, writing, “Against the outrages King so powerfully exposes, the
recalcitrance of the eight clergymen reveals them as the true felons for their toleration of evil”
(413). The only recourse for the clergymen, if they want to retain their authority, would be
either to show a still stronger hold on the religious discourse or to acquiesce to King’s point of
view.

King also undermines the authority of the broader white audience by showing his own
mastery of general American and Western literary and philosophical discourses, and then by
showing how that mastery is more thorough than theirs. Ervin Smith elaborates on King’s use
of citations, writing that King “variously referred to Kant, Aquinas, Whitehead, Mill, Nietzsche,

Plato, and Heidegger” (17). He makes allusions to such foundational figures as Socrates, John
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Bunyan, Abraham Lincoln and Thomas Jefferson. The reference to Lincoln is redoubled in the
opening of the “Letter,” where King echoes Lincoln’s sentiment about critics, which King
mentions again in an interview with Alex Haley: “As Lincoln said, ‘If I answered all criticism,
I"d have little time for anything else’ (91).

Thoreau’s “Civil Disobedience” also lies in the background of the “Letter.” King knew
Thoreau’s essay both from his personal reading and through Gandhi’s interpretation of
Thoreau’s notion of nonviolent resistance (Zepp 84-85; 118-19). In Stride Toward Freedom,
King writes, “During my student days at Morehouse I read Thoreau’s Essay on Civil
Disobedience [sic] for the first time. Fascinated by the idea of refusing to cooperate with an
evil system, I was so deeply moved that I reread the work several times” (91). The relationship
between King’s “Letter” and Thoreau’s essay is especially evident when King states, “I submit
that an individual who breaks a law that conscience tells him is unjust, and willingly accepts the
penaity by staying in jail to arouse the conscience of the community over its injustice, is in
reality expressing the very highest respect for law” (294). When placed next to the following
passage from Thoreau’s text, the influence becomes apparent: “Under a government which
imprisons any unjustly, the true place for a just man is also a prison. [. . .] If any think that their
influence would be lost there, and their voices no longer afflict the ear of the State, that they
would not be as an enemy within its walls, they do not know by how much truth is stronger than
error”’ (76). Strategically using Thoreau’s essay, King incarnates and specifies Thoreau’s
“universal” laws as the anti-segregation decision and the potential for racial harmony that it
represents, turning the general disciplinary, social alienation that Thoreau discusses into a

specific form of alienation between racial groups. King’s “Letter” thus picks up on Thoreau’s
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use of the “happy prison” motif in order to highlight the specific forms of social discipline and
punishment that he is trying to combat. This intertextuality of prison letters is, moreover, an
attempt to force the educated and liberal reader into reversing the valuation of the
criminalization of African Americans--King’s presence in jail does not necessarily negate what
he has to say. In fact, it might, through the association with a founding American author like
Thoreau, place King’s “Letter” into a prominent, privileged mode of discourse within that
reader’s mind. This connection to Thoreau and the other authoritative individuals, as well as
the more specifically religious allusions, act as cues to the larger white audience, establishing
King as an authoritative figure within the dominant culture.

We can now see that King writes himself into the intertwined discourses and traditions
of both of the audiences that Fulkerson identifies.'® This technique is clarified by Keith D.
Miller, who writes that King “merge([d] his voice and identity with a tradition of a white
majority [. . .]. Surely this strategy endeared King to his white audiences” (“Composing” 79).
Some of King’s contemporaries criticized his use of white forms and traditions, seeing in it a
reproduction of the dominant culture rather than an attempt to alter the culture’s racist
practices. In a letter written from Soledad prison shortly after King’s assassination, Black
Panther and militant activist George Jackson writes that while he respected King “as a man,” he
disagreed with him “as a leader of black thought,” specifically because his method “presupposes
the existence of compassion and a sense of justice on the part of one’s adversary. When this
adversary has everything to lose and nothing to gain by exercising justice and compassion, his
reaction can only be negative” (168). Eldridge Cleaver, another massively influential African

American prison author and the Panther’s Minister of Information, goes further than this,
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equating King with Booker T. Washington, who, according to Cleaver, supported the racialized
doctrine of “separate-but-equal” which “was enforced by day by agencies of the law, and by the
KKK & Co. under cover of night” (81). Cleaver’s critique not only relates King to Washington,
but also says that both of their strategies are in keeping with the dominant culture and its most
racist carceral and disciplinary practices.

Despite statements like Cleaver’s, King does not solely reproduce the dominant
discourse of white America; nor does he reproduce Thoreau’s emphasis on the Enlightenment
individual, which carries with it the same racism King is trying to combat. In addition to his use
of dominant traditions, King also engages in the more communal mode of signification
associated with African American resistance, as Jacobs does in the graveyard by recalling and
representing the voices of a rebellious black community. King uses traditional African
American sources and forms of discourse as partial means of celebrating his cultural heritage
and of bolstering his position with his colleagues and followers. Baldwin reminds his readers
that “Though King was deeply influenced by his training at Crozer Theological Seminary and
Boston University, it is a mistake to conclude that his revolt was rooted in white political
thought” (Balm 3). Indeed, the entire structure of the “Letter,” with its direct and indirect
quotations, can be read as a variation on the style of the “folk preacher” (Keith D. Miller,
“Composing” 77). As Hortense Spillers notes, “King knew the oral tradition [of the black
sermon] intimately [. . .]. Though he was trained in the universities and academies, his sermons
were infused and enlightened by the interpretation of the gospel message” (15). The content of
the “Letter” is also infused with this message: “The black church originally supplied King with

ideas about nonconformity, nonviolence, segregation, interdependence and other themes
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