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Signifyin(g) and Unreliable Narration:  Continuing the Conversation Between African-American Literary Theory And Narrative Theory

Introduction


In his 1901 autobiography Up from Slavery Booker Washington famously insists that he is not bitter about slavery and claims that blacks got almost as much out of slavery as did whites.  Washington makes racist jokes at blacks’ expense, claims that organizations like the Ku Klux Klan are a thing of the past, ignores or passes lightly over lynching, race riots, widespread disfranchisement and separate but unequal conditions…and concludes that the future for white and black race relations looks bright.  According to his career-making 1895 Atlanta Address, republished in whole in Up from Slavery, Washington claims that future is going to be a segregated one (Washington 151-156).


Not surprisingly, Washington inspires a great deal of controversy.  Perhaps the surprising thing is that Washington criticism falls over a spectrum, rather than confining itself to negative judgments.
  While the negative critics tend to take Washington’s remarks at face value, the more positive critics often suggest that Washington is subtly communicating another, figurative level of meaning.  The positive critics are generally convinced that Washington is, so to speak, wearing a literary mask.  


I want to suggest that there are two complementary theoretical options we should use to explain why we should not be content to read Washington only at face value and, consequently, why he’s worth reading.  First, there is Gates’s concept of Signifyin(g) as set forward in his landmark 1988 book The Signifying Monkey:  A Theory of African-American Literary Criticism.  While Gates is clear that this is a theory derived from and specific to black literature (which is, however, largely influenced by the white literary canon), Gates is also clear that Signifyin(g) is informed at all points by Gates’s deep interest in “white” literary theoretical traditions (which is why I title this paper a “continuing conversation”).  Second, there is the narrative theory concept of unreliable narration.  Though recent theorists of unreliable narration including Vera Nünning, Greta Olson and, most particularly, Bruno Zerweck have all called for a historical and cultural turn in theories of unreliable narration, narrative theory has paused for twenty years over the opportunity to dialogue with the historical and cultural particularities of Signifyin(g).  This paper is an attempt to spark that conversation by making a comparative and, finally, integrationist study.  Signifyin(g) already has plainly acknowledged debts to “white” literature and theory.  Perhaps now it is time for narrative theory to see what it can learn from Signifyin(g).


Section one works to describe Gates’s theory of Signifyin(g) and to explain why this theory is applicable to Up from Slavery.  Section two describes the narrative theoretical concept of unreliable narration and explains my own choices of which theorists to follow in using the term.  Based on the work accomplished in sections one and two, section three briefly compares Signifyin(g) and unreliable narration before showing how narrative theory and unreliable narration can be used to benefit in the analysis of texts Gates examines in The Signifying Monkey.  Then, section three turns to apply unreliable narration to the analysis of Up from Slavery, demonstrating along the way the interrelated nature of unreliable narration and Signifyin(g).  The fourth and final section uses lessons learned from the analysis of Washington’s book to claim that the study of African-American literature can benefit from narrative theory, and that narrative theory can benefit from the study of African-American literature and Signifyin(g).  In short, I argue that Up from Slavery uses unreliable narration to create a complex restriction between its actual and implied audiences, with the unreliable narration performing a primarily political rather than aesthetic purpose.  Washington’s use of unreliable narration is markedly different from cases of unreliable narration usually taken into account by narrative theory, and a shift in the object of study may lead us towards refinements in the concept of unreliable narration.

Section One:  What is Signifyin(g), and Why Does it Apply to Washington?


Signifyin(g), according to Gates is a remarkably broad term meant to encompass all the rhetorical means available to speakers of black vernacular English:  Gates notes at least twenty-eight distinct categories of language use which he claims fall under the heading of Signifyin(g) (Gates 53, 78).  The art of Signifyin(g) may include any number of figurative devices already used in standard English—metaphor, metonymy, synecdoche, irony—and the ultimate core of Signifyin(g) is figuration (Gates 52, 80).  “Repetition, with a signal difference, is fundamental to the nature of Signifyin(g),” says Gates, leading us to understand that Signifyin(g) is a practice that takes hold of a previously existing text, and then uses figuration to artfully rework the original text into a second text (Gates 51).  


While The Signifying Monkey describes how black texts signify on older works of black literature, the book also shows how Black English takes standard, white English as an object on which to signify.  Gates apparently signifies on Ferdinand de Saussure and Roman Jakobson’s accounts of the paradigmatic and syntagmatic axes of language:  Gates relates the horizontal, syntactic X-axis to white English, and the vertical, paradigmatic Y-axis to Black English.
  Thus, for Gates white English is the axis of semantics and signification, or determinate relation between a concept and a sound-image; this is the axis that functions as the object on which Black English—juxtaposed as the axis of rhetoric and the indeterminate play of meaning—signifies (Gates 48-49).  If one primary analogue to Signifyin(g) is figuration, a second analogue is irony (Gates 87).  Signifyin(g) is language use that thrives, like irony, on “the figurative difference between the literal and the metaphorical, between surface and latent meaning.”  Signifyin(g) says one thing but means another, using the literal level of meaning Gates associates with standard English as a base on which to create a second level of figurative meaning (Gates 82).  Gates borrows both from Mikhail Bakhtin’s concept of double-voicing and W.E.B. Du Bois’s concept of African-American double consciousness, describing Signifyin(g) as a form of discourse that is “at all points double-voiced” (Gates 22, 207).  Black English repeats white English, metaphoric meaning builds on literal meaning, newer texts imitate older texts, but all these imitations include a critical figurative difference.  


For the double-voiced technique of Signifyin(g) to succeed, the audience must have specific knowledge in common with the author.  First, the audience must be alert to the nature of Signifyin(g), immediately pick up on cues that the author has deliberately brought Signifyin(g) discourse into play, and understand that consequently the dictionary-syntactical meaning of a chain of words may be altered in part or all of the message.  Second, the audience must possess in common with the author what Gates calls a “silent second text” of shared cultural knowledge which allows the audience to accurately match suspended literal meanings against intended figurative meanings.  The aesthetic value of the Signifyin(g) author is determined by how skillful they are in successfully “invoking an absent meaning ambiguously ‘present’ in a carefully wrought statement” (Gates 86).  This relationship between author and audience, along with the figurative, ironic and double-voiced nature of Signifyin(g), will be important later on in this paper when it comes time to compare Signifyin(g) to unreliable narration.


First, however, it is important to establish why Signifyin(g) applies to Washington’s Up from Slavery.  Signifyin(g), though originating in the black vernacular, is not a practice exclusively limited to blacks, nor would Gates claim that all black texts signify all of the time (Gates 90).
  Just because Washington was African-American does not automatically mean that Up from Slavery engages in either of the two basic relations Signifyin(g) texts may have to their literary antecedents.  Gates derives the categories of motivated and unmotivated Signifyin(g) respectively from Fredric Jameson’s concepts of parody and pastiche (Gates xxvi; Jameson 1957-1958).  Motivated Signifyin(g), like parody, implies that the Signifyin(g) text functions critically against the text on which it signifies.  Unmotivated Signifyin(g), like pastiche, means that the Signifyin(g) text is pointing approvingly to another text, even claiming that text as a literary ancestor.  


Pinning Up from Slavery firmly into one or the other of these categories would be difficult, but the distinction between motivated and unmotivated Signifyin(g) aids us in developing a sense of the complexity of the text’s relationship with Frederick Douglass’s 1845 Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass.  The actual Washington was, in 1901, still concerned with guaranteeing his own position as the inheritor of Douglass’s de facto position as racial leader of African-Americans (Douglass died in 1895).  Not surprisingly, as both Frederick McElroy and Donald Gibson have noted, the opening of Up from Slavery is a close imitation of the beginning of Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass (McElroy 97; Gibson [1996] 100-101).
  While McElroy simply notes that Washington “echoes” Douglass, Gibson decides that Washington’s writing shifts the tone implicit in the borrowed form from Douglass’s “high seriousness and assertiveness” into Washington’s “mere frivolity.”  There will be no likely critical consensus as to whether Washington’s Signifyin(g) on Douglass is motivated or unmotivated—it is probably both—but the important point for us to take away is that Up from Slavery is most certainly engaged in Signifyin(g).  


More interesting to me here than inquiring into the details of Up from Slavery’s relation to Douglass’s Narrative is to ask about the categorical nature of other Signifyin(g) that may be present in Washington’s text.  Where else does Signifyin(g) appear, what are the cues that signal its occurrence, and what kind of “silent second text” do author and audience share?  Is this Signifyin(g) unmotivated pastiche, or is there motivated, politicized parody at work in Up from Slavery?  Scholars including McElroy and, particularly, Houston Baker answer the second question by characterizing Washington as a mastery of black oratory, a trickster figure who donned a mask and wrote a text that fooled racist whites into complacence, while at the same time communicating a language and method of resistance to African-Americans (McElroy 97-98; Baker [1987] 25-26, 31).
  While neither McElroy nor Baker use Gates’s theory of Signifyin(g) to explain Washington’s text, both McElroy and Baker are clearly reading Up from Slavery as a masterful example of motivated Signifyin(g) against white racism.


Comparing Washington’s two turn-of-the-century autobiographies provides evidence that McElroy and Baker’s judgments are correct.  The Story of My Life and Work (1900) was sold primarily to black readers.  Up from Slavery (1901) was designed for an audience that included white readers (Harlan [1972] 243, 252-253).  Washington uses these texts to treat the end of the Civil War and the end of slavery in two quite different ways.  When speaking to a black audience in Life and Work, Washington (who was a nine-year-old slave in April of 1865) says that just before the end of the war, slaves knew through the “grapevine” that Lee had surrendered.  Even though they knew they were about to gain their freedom, all the slaves “acted as if they were in ignorance of the fact that anything unusual had taken place” (Life and Work 37).  These slaves presumably travel into lives as free persons with their masks in place.  By contrast, the slaves in Up from Slavery are depicted as eager to fling their masks away.  Washington explains that while the slaves had sung plantation songs that talked about freedom, blacks told whites that the songs were about spiritual freedom.  Now, Washington tells his white readers, slaves “threw off the mask” without fear, letting go of the Signifyin(g) tradition of their songs (Up from Slavery 13).
  Only when Washington’s reading audience includes whites do his slaves deliberately fling away their ability to signify.  It is very important to Washington that Up from Slavery convince his white audience that he—and by extension, the race he leads—is interested only in using a literal, straightforward style.


Differences between Life and Work and Up from Slavery support the hypothesis that the latter may contain extensive examples of motivated Signifyin(g).  In the next section we will turn to narrative theories of unreliable narration and see how they may aid us in detecting and understanding Washington’s Signifyin(g).

Section Two:  Unreliable Narration

The story of unreliable narration begins with Wayne Booth in 1961 and is based on the concept of the implied author.  Booth tells us that a narrator is reliable when they speak for or act in accordance with the implied author’s norms, unreliable when they speak or act contrary to the implied author’s beliefs (Booth 158).  A classic example of an implied author who makes use of an unreliable narrator comes from Mark Twain’s Huckleberry Finn.  Huck—the book’s character-narrator—famously decides not to betray Jim to slave catchers:  “All right, then, I’ll go to hell,” Huck thinks as he tears up the note that would have given away Jim’s whereabouts (Twain 236).  Readers tend to infer that while Huck is sincere in believing that he risks hell, Twain believes something entirely different.  In fact, what is going on is something like this:  the implied Twain is praising Huck’s loyalty to Jim, while Huck has no idea that his choice is at all praiseworthy.  This distance between Huck’s judgment and Twain’s inferred judgment constitutes unreliable narration.  


As the story of unreliable narration proceeds down the decades, work by many theorists—notably including Gerald Prince and Seymour Chatman—leads to a general theoretical model of narrative:

Actual author—Implied Author—Narrator—Narratee—Implied audience—Actual Audience

A generally acceptable account would hold that unreliable narration occurs when the implied author bypasses the narrator to communicate directly with the implied audience.  In the example with Huck Finn, the actual author is the flesh-and-blood Samuel Clemens/Mark Twain, born in 1835 and dead in 1910.  The implied author is also Mark Twain, but the implied author is only the subset of the real Mark Twain that may be inferred from the pages of Huckleberry Finn.  For example, readers may infer (or quarrel over) the beliefs of the implied Twain with regard to race, but they cannot infer much information about, say, the actual Twain’s beliefs about late nineteenth-century diplomatic relations between Britain and the United States.  The implied Twain is responsible for the design of the text, and is the entity who uses Huck’s unreliability to communicate something to the implied audience (i.e., “Huck made the right choice”) that is different from the statement Huck the unreliable narrator makes to his listener, or narratee (i.e., “I made the wrong choice and I’m going to hell).


Clearly, unreliable narration is a kind of irony since, like irony, unreliable narration conveys an implicit meaning entirely different from its literal meaning.  However, Booth says that the presence of difficult irony is not enough to create the effect of unreliable narration (Booth 158-159).  A narrator may be heavily ironic, but still expect their listener, or narratee, to comprehend the irony.  Booth’s work suggests that the reader and implied author communicate behind the unreliable narrator’s back, so to speak.  According to Chatman, the test of whether a passage is unreliable is to ask whether the narrator intends the narratee to comprehend irony.  If the narratee is in on the joke, this is not unreliable narration.  But, if only the implied author and audience are aware of the inaccuracy of the narrator’s account, this is unreliable narration (Chatman 151-152).  Unreliable narration is thus a two-level, double-voiced and double-audienced text.  There is a first, literal level that is spoken by the narrator and understood by the narratee.  Then there is a second, figurative level, present in the narrator’s speech, but whose meaning is transmitted by the implied author and received only by the implied audience.


Beyond the implied audience there is the actual audience, which is the default position from which we begin whenever we start reading a text.  Cognitive approaches to theories of unreliable narration have, I believe, put a useful emphasis on the reception end of the narrative communication model.  Greta Olson’s work provides a useful comparison of the steps involved in Booth and Ansgar Nünning’s respective accounts of the reader’s role in unreliable narration.  First, the reader notices inconsistencies in the narrator’s account and realizes that literal interpretation of the narration fails to fully account for textual meaning.
  Second, the reader references their prior real-world and literary experience.  Third, the reader decides on a hypothetical, figurative reading that resolves the apparent inconsistencies into an act of deliberate communication by the author (Olson 98).  Tamar Yacobi’s work nicely supplements Olson’s third step:  Yacobi claims that readers may encounter some contradictions in narration that do not fit into a hypothesis of a deliberately-crafted communication from the implied author.  In this case, the contradictions might be mistakes that reflect on the aesthetic quality of the implied (and actual) author’s work (Yacobi 122).  The question of whether readers should label contradictions by the narrating Washington as unreliability or poor craftsmanship is a vital question, and one that the following section will address.  Olson explains that the preceding three steps are present in both Booth’s classical account of unreliable narration and Ansgar Nünning’s cognitive description.  However, Olson claims that the fourth and final step is present only in Ansgar Nünning’s work.  The final step emphasizes that actual reader’s individual and cultural frames of reference play a part in whether the reader recognizes unreliability, and what figurative, hypothetical interpretation the reader puts in place to explain textual incongruities as artful communication.  

In Natural Narratology cognitive-oriented theorist Monika Fludernik focuses on how readers create and apply a system of hypotheses and prior assumptions, or frames, which they use to decode the text and derive meaning.  When a certain text is widely received as containing unreliability, this means that an entire group of readers is sharing the same or similar decoding frames (Zerweck 153, 157-158).  Fludernik’s argument—and Olson’s fourth step—is supported by scholarship such as Vera Nünning’s work on the reception history of Samuel Goldsmith’s The Vicar of Wakefield.  Goldsmith’s narrator had a reputation for reliability until the twentieth century, when reader began to judge him unreliable.  The frames actual readers use to interpret texts can clearly change over time, so Vera Nünning concludes that responsible use of the concept of unreliable narration requires that critics use cultural and historical information to simulate frames prevalent at the time of a text’s publication, as well as reading the text through more recent interpretive frames (Vera Nünning 238, 245-246).  Bruno Zerweck concurs with Vera Nünning’s conclusion, claiming that giving more attention to culture and history can transform the concept of unreliable narration into an important critical tool for cultural studies (Zerweck 152).  I agree, and in part this paper is an attempt to do just that.

I’m not certain, however, that Booth and a subsequent rhetorical tradition of narratology have completely missed Olson’s “fourth step” in reading unreliable narration.  Booth says that an author’s success in communicating unreliable narration has to do with the expectations of historically-particular actual readers.  Booth cites the classic example of Henry James’s 1898 The Turn of the Screw, which contemporary readers never doubted to be a solid case of reliable narration, in large part because they were not used to reading anything but reliable narration.  By the 1920s modernism had taught readers to mistrust James’s governess’s ghost sightings, and for many readers she is now a potentially unreliable narrator.  In 1961, Booth cites a “barrage of ironic works” that cause readers to search everywhere for irony, even in the most straightforward narratives, and our situation in 2008 is in this respect probably not much different (Booth 366-367, 372).  To avoid mistakenly joining Booth’s Great Irony Hunt with regard to Up from Slavery, we will do well to keep in mind Vera Nünning and Zerweck’s attention to the historical and cultural variability of interpretive frames, though at the same time acknowledging that in their own way, Booth and the rhetorical tradition of unreliable narration have already given the same warning.

In this paper I rely on rhetorical narrative theorist James Phelan’s rhetorical model of unreliable narration, as set out in a joint publication with Mary Patricia Martin.  Phelan and Martin’s postclassical model advances Booth’s classical narratological approach, adding the “axis” of knowledge/perception as a potential category of unreliability:  Booth’s work already accounts for the axes of facts/events and values/judgments (Phelan and Martin 88).  Along these three axes are six possible varieties of unreliable narration.  Narrators may misreport facts, misregard values, or misread knowledge.  Alternately, narrators may underreport, underregard, or underread, the “under” prefix indicating that the narrator begins to make the “right” judgment, but doesn’t go quite as far with this judgment as would the implied author (Phelan and Martin 94-96).  Phelan and Martin emphasize that clear distinctions among these categories can be difficult or impossible, but they intend the model as a useful heuristic that can aid readers in detecting and understanding the complex nuances that can be involved in examples of unreliability (the text Phelan and Martin use as a case study, Kazuo Ishiguro’s The Remains of the Day, is a spectacular example).  In sum, I find that Phelan and Martin’s model both has excellent critical utility and is a useful lesson in the artful complexity unreliable narration can possess.  Furthermore, their model reminds us that unreliability does not exist in a simple either/or relation with reliability:  narrators may be unreliable in different ways and in different degrees.

Section Three:  Putting Unreliable Narration to Work on Signifyin(g) Texts


Sections one and two respectively attempted to understand Signifyin(g) and unreliable narration on their own terms.  Section three begins to compare Signifyin(g) and unreliable narration in order to grasp how the two theoretical sets are both similar and different in their critical utility.  Looking briefly at two of Gates’s own Signifyin(g) targets of analysis—the Signifying Monkey tale and The Color Purple—through a narrative theoretical lens will provide an excellent test of whether a theory of unreliable narration can be applied to a Signifyin(g) text without either distorting the text or conflicting with Gates’s theory.  After meeting Gates on his own ground, so to speak, we will next move to apply Olson’s four-step process for recognizing unreliable narration to Washington’s Up from Slavery, which section one claims is a Signifyin(g) text.  

On the basis of the understanding of Signifyin(g) and unreliable narration presented in the first two sections, there are at least three things we may notice with regard to unreliable narration that the concept has in common with Signifyin(g).  First, like Signifyin(g), unreliable narration is an artful communication that does not foster a negative moral or aesthetic judgment against the author.  Rather, successful unreliable narration and Signifyin(g) are alike signs of an implied author who is in full and deliberate control of their material.  Second, Signifyin(g), like unreliable narration, is a two-level communication, with (figuratively speaking) an upper, literal layer of meaning conveyed by the narrator and a lower, figurative layer of meaning conveyed by the implied author.  Both forms imply an ideal audience whose figural-mindedness allows them to enjoy the ironic distance between the lower level of figuration and the upper, literal level.  Third, both Signifyin(g) and unreliable narration are communications between an implied author/speaker and an implied audience, the latter of which does not necessarily correspond with the actual audience.  Actual readers may not grasp the ironic communication present in unreliable narration, just as actual readers or listeners may not grasp—some audience members, as we will see, may not be intended to grasp—the irony present in Signifyin(g).  

Not surprisingly, there are differences as well as similarities between Signifyin(g) and narrative theory, and these differences are apparent in a comparative analysis of Gates’s central Signifyin(g) example, the Signifying Monkey poem.  Gates derives the theory of Signifyin(g) from verbal as well as literary situations, and perhaps for this reason Gates does not always rely heavily on distinctions among author, narrator and characters.  Instead, Gates is much more interested in looking at the play of language involved in the message delivered between speaker and listener.  For example, after Gates quotes the opening lines of one version of the Signifying Monkey tale—


Deep down in the jungle so they say


There’s a signifying monkey down the way



There hadn’t been no disturbin’ in the jungle for quite a bit,



For up jumped the monkey in the tree one day and laughed



“I guess I’ll start some shit.” (Gates 55)

—Gates note that this is narrative poetry, but he takes no further notice of the difference between narrator’s and characters’ voices.  It’s as though Gates is working with the following model:

Signifiers—Literally-minded audience—Figuratively-minded audience

In this model, the category of Signifiers includes the poem’s collective and anonymous author, the poem’s narrator, and the character of the Signifying Monkey.  The literal-minded audience includes the character of the Lion, and the figurative-minded audience includes any actual reader who understands the nature of Signifyin(g).  For the example of Signifyin(g) that occurs in the Signifying Monkey poem, and for Gates’s purposes, there’s no need to split up the category of Signifiers, as narrative theory would, among the categories of actual author, implied author, narrator and characters.  Gates has already implicitly handled the actual and implied authors by providing the reader with the information that the author of the poem is a collective black cultural tradition.  And the reason Gates doesn’t need to distinguish narrator and Signifyin(g) character is that in this example the narrator is what narrative theory would term a reliable narrator:  that is, the narrator acts in accordance with the norms of the implied (and, in this case, actual) author.  

While there are dissenting opinions, narrative theory generally makes it a rule that cases of unreliable narration can only occur when there exists a strongly anthropomorphized character-narrator.
  The Monkey poem’s narrator is not a character-narrator, or what Gérard Genette would call a homodiegetic (existing inside on par with other characters inside the storyworld) narrator.  Instead, the narrator of the Monkey poem stands outside the storyworld, acting as a heterodiegetic narrator (find Genette citation).  Therefore, by definition, there can be no distance between the norms of the narrator and the norms of the implied author (who, we recall, is a subset of the actual author).  Since the Monkey character is a Signifier, and the actual/implied author/reliable narrator collective is a Signifyin(g) collective, Gates can collapse several distinctions common in narrative theory into one category.  Indeed, Gates makes the right choice in doing this, since his concern is to focus on the play of the signifier and its transmission (or failure of transmission) to figurative- and literal-minded audiences.


However, I think it makes sense to ask whether the interpretation of other Signifyin(g) texts Gates analyzes might benefit as well from a narrative theoretical approach.  Part of what makes the opening of The Color Purple so moving is its unreliable narration.  In this case we have a character-narrator, a teenage girl who narrates a series of letters.  Raped by the man whom she believes is her father, Nettie addresses her narratee, God:  “I am I have always been a good girl” (Walker 1).  Nettie thinks that, because she’s been forced to have sex, she is now no longer a good girl.  Readers tend to infer that the implied Walker wants us to strongly disagree:  implied readers of the narrative are quickly convinced that Nettie is a good girl, and actual readers tend to respond emotionally to the artful distance, or unreliability, that Walker has designed into her character-narrator.

Clearly, Gates understands exactly what is going on at the beginning of The Color Purple, and he is fascinated with Walker’s formal accomplishments.  Gates notes the important choice Walker has made in using character-narration instead of third-person narration:  going through the series of Celie’s letters allows the reader a chance to follow Celie’s development as a human being step by step (Gates 243).  However, Gates does not always use narrative theory terminology such as “character-narrator” in making his points.  For example, Gates comments at one point that Celie is “her own author” in a way that Janie of Zora Neal Hurston’s Their Eyes Were Watching God can’t be, given the third-person narrative form of Hurston’s novel (Gates 245).  Gates’s point remains insightful, but by using terms this way we may miss an important distinction that we will need to make between author and character-narrator in order to account for unreliable narration and for the force of the beginning and middle of Walker’s narrative.  Further on, Gates comments that in Celie’s writing “There is no battle of voices” as he says there is in the dual-voiced (narrator and character, black and white) discourse of Hurston’s book (Gates 246).  Again, Gates’s point is thought provoking, but does describing the text in this way pull us away from the distinction we have to make between Celie’s full-present textual voice, and the quite different voice we infer for the implied author?

Gates says that readers are not explicitly guided as to how they should react to Celie’s letters.  However, Gates notes that when Walker sets Celie’s letters—written in a “style of such innocence”—before us, as readers we must first sympathize and then empathize.  Walker masterfully “compels” our emotions for Celie, manipulating our responses to Celie without once speaking directly through the text (Gates 246).  The kind of rhetorical manipulation Gates praises here is unreliable narration.  I don’t think that handing Gates narrative theory terms is going to help him better experience this passage, but might it help others to better understand the formal technique and emotional affect Gates wants to describe?  In short, I argue 1) that we can read the opening of The Color Purple as an example of unreliable narration without causing any distortion or damage to this Signifyin(g) text 2) that other Signifyin(g) texts can likewise be read through narrative theory without damage and 3) that the concept and terminology of unreliable narration can help us to understand how other African-American texts signify.

With these points in mind, my target of analysis becomes Washington’s controversial Up from Slavery.  While I believe that Gibson and McElroy’s comparisons of the openings of Douglass’s Narrative and Washington’s book are sufficient to establish that Up from Slavery is a Signifyin(g) text, clearly many scholars feel justified in continuing to read much of the book on a literal plane.  These scholars frequently infer an implied Washington who is a racist accomodationist.  However, if I can show examples of unreliable narration at work in the text, this becomes evidence that Washington is engaged in motivated Signifyin(g).  This additional evidence may modify our inferences about the implied Washington, perhaps even to the point of changing him into a progressive worthy of our continued respect, both as politician and as author.

To answer this difficult and controversial question—who and what is the Washington implied by Up from Slavery—it’s perhaps best to start by asking ourselves about the narrating Washington:  the voice we hear directly in the pages of the book.  Olson’s first step for recognizing and accounting for unreliable narration is to register textual inconsistencies.  Is the narrating Washington consistent in his attitudes, or does he ever contradict himself?  Susanna Ashton argues that a note of self-contradiction runs throughout Up from Slavery.  Ashton claims that, paradoxically, the more Washington tries to brand his autobiography as a straightforward presentation of facts, the more his facts slip toward indeterminate meaning.  Furthermore, Ashton notes that Washington was well known for repeatedly varying anecdotes about his life in different public speaking situations, adapting his stories to suit his audience.  But while Ashton reads Washington’s contradictions as a sign of tension between Washington’s “desperate faith” in facts and his joint experience of “the slippage of sign systems” and the “fragmentary nature of memory,” I interpret Washington’s contradictions as a sign of careful authorial control (Ashton 16-18).

Three examples of contradictions based on Washington’s anecdotes in Up from Slavery should be adequate to present my case for understanding the narrating Washington as a motivated signifier and occasionally unreliable narrator.  First, after describing painful circumstances during the Civil War at the plantation where he grew up as a slave,
 Washington anticipates his white audience’s likely reaction:  “One may get the idea, from what I have said, that there was bitter feeling toward the white people on the part of my race, because of the fact that most of the white population was away fighting a war which would result in keeping the Negro in slavery if the South was successful.”  Washington denies that slaves felt any such bitterness, but the exact wording of Washington’s denial is important:  “In the case of the slaves on our place this was not true, and it was not true of any large portion of the slave population in the South where the Negro was treated with anything like decency” (Up from Slavery 8).  However, the judgment the implied audience must make based on the manner in which Washington narrates incidents from his childhood is that slaves were not treated with anything like decency.  In one instance Washington vividly recalls the thoughts and feelings of his child self as his owner tasked the small boy with repeatedly journeying alone between the home plantation and a mill several miles off.  The heavy sack of corn Booker took to the mill would often fall from his horse’s back, and the boy sometimes waited several hours until some chance passerby helped him reload the burden.  During the intervening time, the boy was terrified.  “I was always frightened.  The woods were said to be full of soldiers who had deserted from the army, and I had been told the first thing a deserter did to a Negro boy when he found him alone was to cut off his ears.  Besides, when I was late in getting home I knew I would always get a severe scolding or a flogging (Up from Slavery 4).”  Who is it who puts the child to impossibly difficult work, terrifies him with stories of savage Confederate deserters in order to keep him on the road, and scolds or beats the child when he returns late through no fault of his own?  The narrating Washington misregards in his implicit conclusion that the conditions of slavery both on his home plantation and elsewhere were “anything like decency.”  In fact, the implied Washington uses the narrator to suggest that, as slave owners went, Washington’s owner was relatively humane (Up from Slavery 1).  By keeping his narrator reliable on the axes of facts/events and knowledge/perceptions, the implied Washington subtly shows contradiction between the circumstances of slavery and the occasionally unreliable values/judgments of the narrator.  Through this particular instance of unreliability the implied Washington calls into question the narrator’s larger judgment about the lack of bitterness in blacks in general and the implied Washington in particular.


That Washington’s unreliable narration is also a kind of Signifyin(g)—or repetition with a difference—comes across strongly in my second example, which works to explain the significance of Washington’s (in)famously optimistic claim that “the black man got nearly as much out of slavery as the white man” (Up from Slavery 12).  This was probably reassuring for Southern whites in particular to hear, but this is probably not what the implied Washington really means.  Claiming that blacks got a great deal of benefit from slavery was repeating what many whites said by way of excuse, but the Signifyin(g) difference in Washington’s repetition comes out a few pages later when he describes the case of some ex-slaves just after the end of the Civil War:  “Some of the slaves were seventy or eighty years old; their best days were gone.  They had no strength with which to earn a living in a strange place and among strange people, even if they had been sure where to find a new place of abode.  To this class the problem seemed especially hard (Up from Slavery 15).”  These people have no material possessions, no strength to work, and even lack the ability to leave their old master’s plantation.  These survivors are a sign to the reader that Washington is quietly speaking against slavery even more strongly than in Life and Work.  The elderly slaves are in some ways representative of the case of all ex-slaves, many of whom can point to no clear benefit derived from slavery.  Continuing the strategy of unreliable narration established in the first example, the implied Washington is alerting the implied audience to the dual presence of an underregarding narrator—while some slaves learned a trade useful to them after the war, other slaves were clearly left with little more than the freedom to starve—and a Signifyin(g) implied author.  As my third and final example will show, the literal meaning of Washington’s isolated statements can be completely contradicted by the figurative meaning the implied audience is guided to infer from a broader context.


Any literal-minded critic is likely to be bothered by Washington’s claim that whites, equally with blacks, were victims of the system of slavery.  In Up from Slavery Washington characteristically seems to shift the focus of his sympathy away from blacks, toward whites:
The hurtful influences of the institution were not by any means confined to the Negro [my emphasis] […].  The whole machinery of slavery was so constructed as to cause labour […] to be looked upon as a badge of degradation […].  Hence labour was something that both races on the slave plantation sought to escape.  The slave system on our place […] took the spirit of self-reliance and self-help out of the white people.  My old master had many boys and girls, but not one […] ever mastered a single trade or special line of productive industry […].  When freedom came, the slaves were almost as well fitted to begin life anew as the master […].  The slave owner and his sons had mastered no special industry.  They unconsciously had imbibed the feeling that manual labour was not the proper thing for them.  On the other hand, the slaves, in many cases, had mastered some handicraft, and none were ashamed, and few unwilling, to labour. (Up from Slavery 12-13)

Here Washington discusses how slavery hurt whites, but what an interesting way he has of showing his sympathy.  After living as slaveholders the whites are completely without any “spirit of self-reliance and self-help.”  The whites have no special job skills and, even if they had, are unwilling to work.  Biographical information makes it clear that Washington is not speaking about his literal master James Burroughs, a yeoman farmer who worked in the field alongside his slaves and died during the first few months of the Civil War (Harlan [1972] 6-8, 21).  Instead, Washington is using his own partly fictionalized story to score a point against the entire class of white Southern slaveholders.  While outwardly seeming to show sympathy for these whites, Washington in fact holds them up to scathing criticism, comparing them unfavorably to their own former slaves.  These ex-slaves, unlike their white masters, are skilled and willing workers.  Information elsewhere in Up from Slavery clearly shows that Southern whites still control a significant majority of postwar wealth, suggesting that the narrating Washington misregards in judging that whites suffered more of a setback from slavery than blacks.  But this example of misregarding allows the implied Washington to subtly suggest the heretical possibility of a better future for blacks than for whites.


The preceding paragraphs have already moved through Olson’s second and third steps in her process for recognizing unreliable narration.  I referenced my own prior experiences of real-world and literary communications—step two—to form a hypothesis that Washington’s textual contradictions constitute designed unreliability rather than the author’s unintentional mistake—step three.  Again, the sum of my hypothesis is this:  the narrator is consistently reliable on the axis of facts/events and knowledge/perception,
 but the narrator is frequently (though not always) unreliable on the axis of values/judgments, repeatedly misregarding with respect to the implied Washington’s ethical position.  

However, it is well worth pausing over step three in order to press further on the strength of my hypothesis.  For example, what about Washington’s famously racist jokes?  In the midst of the Atlanta Exposition Address Washington taps into white Southern stereotypes of the black chicken thief:  “Gentlemen of the Exposition, as we present to you our humble effort at an exhibition of our progress, you must not expect overmuch.  Starting thirty years ago with ownership here and there in a few quilts and pumpkins and chickens (gathered from miscellaneous sources), remember the path that has led from these to the inventions and production of [today…] (Up from Slavery 155).”  Why—some scholars will ask—should this kind of concession to white racism on the part of the narrating Washington not reflect badly on the implied (and actual) Washington?  The answer to this question is that Washington is engaged in motivated signification.  The Signifyin(g) difference in Washington’s repetition of racist stereotypes is shown through contradictory judgments by the narrator embedded elsewhere in the text.  

Significantly, the first black chicken thief identified by the narrator is Washington’s own mother.  The child Booker is poorly fed, and his mother’s duties as plantation cook leave her little time to care for her children during the day:  “One of my earliest recollections is that of my mother cooking a chicken late at night, and awakening her children for the purpose of feeding them.  How or where she got it I do not know.  I presume, however, it was procured from our owner’s farm.  Some people may call this theft.  If such a thing were to happen now, I should condemn it as theft myself.  But taking place at the time it did, and for the reason that it did, no one could ever make me believe that my mother was guilty of thieving (Up from Slavery 3).”  Here, I argue, in the first presentation of the “chicken thief,” Washington provides us with the moral guidance we will need to properly understand his later rhetorical manipulation of the stereotype.  In this first instance Washington’s narrator is reliable, giving us the guiding judgment that under the circumstances of slavery, with neither freedom nor property, Washington’s mother’s action is morally correct, and she is not a thief.  One hundred-fifty-two pages later, the conditions of the “chicken thieves” mocked in the Atlanta Address are substantially the same as those under which Washington’s mother labored.  The newly freed slaves, as poor as Washington’s mother, are faced with a substantially similar situation:  they must either take necessaries for themselves and their children or face exposure (“quilts”), starvation (“pumpkins”), or malnourishment (“chickens”).  In the Atlanta Address it is vital to see that only the narrating Washington cracks the chicken-thief joke, thus showing unreliability on the axis of values/judgments:  the implied Washington has already insisted that these people were not thieves.


Houston Baker is one prominent scholar who is certainly uneasy about the racist humor of Washington’s narrator.  In the course of a book highly critical of Washington—Baker identifies Washington as both master of the Tuskegee “plantation” and a “master executioner” of African-American males (Baker [2001] 81, 96-97)—Baker notes one instance in which the narrator plays on stereotypes about the difference in the size of black and white men’s feet (Baker [2001] 52).  Washington’s anecdote is about a train conductor in a segregated car who is trying to delicately decide whether one male passenger is white or black.  Washington—a passenger in the same black-only car—sees the conductor’s silent confusion, up to the point at which the conductor stoops, presumably to look at the man’s feet.  Baker notes Washington’s exact response to the conductor’s action—“When I saw the conductor examining the feet of the man in question, I said to myself, “That will settle it;” and so it did, for the trainman promptly decided that the passenger was a Negro, and let him remain where he was.  I congratulated myself that my race was fortunate in not losing one of its members (Up from Slavery 70).”—but while Baker wants to use this anecdote to focus on how the word “member” may function as a stand-in for the black phallus, I would rather pose two related questions about the passage for the sake of the questions’ significance to a broader understanding of the text.  First, how can we presume Washington’s contemporary white audience was intended to understand the phrase, “That will settle it”?  Second, in the absence of further immediate clarification by the narrating Washington, how is the implied audience guided to interpret the same phrase?  The answer to the first question is that Washington’s narrator has clearly invited his actual white, racist audience to indulge in the enjoyment of their stereotype by interpreting “That will settle it” as an acknowledgement by the narrator that the stereotype—black men have big feet, and proportionately large other appendages, too—is correct.  The answer to the second question is that throughout the text the implied audience is subtly guided always to be alert to the double-voiced, Signifyin(g) nature of the text.  Washington’s implied audience understands that there are two ways of understanding the precise manner in which the incident has been “settled.”  First, there is the manner already suggested by the answer to the first question:  the narrator may presumably agree with the actual audience, who believe the stereotype is correct.  Second, however, the implied audience acknowledges the possibility that the narrator and—since this may be an instance in which the narrator is reliable—the implied author do not agree with the stereotype.  In this latter case, the implied audience understands that the narrators words—“That will settle it”—apply only to the narrator’s judgment regarding the conductor’s belief in the stereotype.  

This slippery, artful, dual-voiced discourse is motivated Signifyin(g).  That it is finally impossible in this instance to pin down the narrator to a clear judgment—does the narrating Washington agree with the stereotype or not?—is part of the discourse’s art.  However, I argue the text as a whole reveals that we can decisively locate the ethical position of the implied Washington.  Just as the racial pride at the end of the anecdote is clear—“I congratulated myself that my race was fortunate in not losing one of its members,” so the implied Washington’s pride is consistently clear elsewhere, perhaps most definitively in those moments during which Washington uncharacteristically chooses to make his narrator reliable.  In the passage below, Washington offers some conclusions about his own experience of trying to teach Native American students the ways of white American culture:  “I found that they were about like any other human beings; that they responded to kind treatment and resented ill-treatment [….] The things they disliked most, I think, were to have their long hair cut, to give up wearing their blankets, and to cease smoking; but no white American ever thinks that any other race is wholly civilized until he wears the white man’s clothes, eats the white man’s food, speaks the white man’s language, and professes the white man’s religion (Up from Slavery 68).”  Here, perhaps, the implied Washington’s anger comes closest to punching through into the open, though he maintains the slightest of veils between his narrator’s words and his actual audience.  Rather than creating an open opposition between blacks and whites, Washington instead frames the dispute as between Native Americans and whites.  Nonetheless, the implied audience understands that this is a book about black-white race relations, and continues past the literal level of meaning to the figural level, on which Washington simultaneously criticizes whites for the attempts at cultural hegemony and implicitly upholds the legitimacy of black cultural standards.

If I have shown that my hypothesis of Signifyin(g) and unreliable narration holds, then it is time to move to Olson’s fourth step.  The fourth step entails referencing individual, historical and cultural frames, and includes giving attention to issues of literary genre.  In essence, referencing individual, historical and cultural frames in the case of Up from Slavery means using historical, cultural and biographical information to step as nearly as possible into Washington’s society and try to imagine his rhetorical situation.  Only after this fourth step—according to Olson—can I claim to have presented a complete case for the presence of unreliable narration.  But all these considerations—as I will now show—only reinforce the case for inferring a Signifyin(g) author and an occasionally unreliable narrator.

Historically and culturally, it is vital for early twenty-first-century readers to understand something about American social conditions just over one hundred years ago.  Washington lived in an era of intense racial hostility.  One eyewitness records that when in 1895 Washington took the platform to deliver his famous Atlanta Exposition Address, the white audience, suddenly realizing that the next speaker was to be a black man, suddenly ceased their applause.  In the silence that followed before Washington began speaking, the eyewitness heard one after another audience member angrily ask, “What’s that nigger doing on stage?”  Washington’s words apparently placated the crowd, but Harlan tells us that in following years, whenever Washington tried to push beyond the Atlanta Address’s political terms towards more active claims for social justice, white criticism quickly pushed Washington back towards his 1895 declaration (Harlan [1972] 216-217, 229).  “Pushed,” without further explanation, may make it sound as though force of words alone was enough to discipline the speech of Washington and other blacks.  However, Harlan tells us that whites effectively combined words with actions, sending Washington a very clear and forceful message.  While a Mississippi newspaper made reference to Washington’s white father by calling Washington a “saddle-colored accident of an evening’s intemperance”—a verbal dart that, repeated in various forms over a lifetime, might puncture even the thickest of skins—other white Mississippians murdered two blacks who had just attended one of Washington’s speeches, hanging them by the side of the railroad in the hope that Washington would see the corpses as his train passed (Harlan [1983] 264).

The popular reading culture into which Washington launched Up from Slavery in 1903 was very much in keeping with this Mississippi incident.  Up from Slavery sold well:  publishers Doubleday, Page and Company announced that they had disposed of 30,000 copies by 1903.  However, the Doubleday books that sold even better do much to demonstrate the literary climate of the day.  In first place was Thomas Dixon, Jr.’s 1902 novel, The Leopard’s Spots:  A Romance of the White Man’s Burden, 1865-1900, which tells the story of how the Ku Klux Klan saved white Southern civilization during Reconstruction.  Behind The Leopard’s Spots in sales, but ahead of Up from Slavery, were some bird and garden books (Harlan [1972] 251).  White Americans were willing to give Washington a share of their attention, but they were more interested in reading about white supremacy and flower beds.

Historical and cultural information about Washington’s turn-of-the-century rhetorical situation suggests why the indirect discourse of Signifyin(g) unreliable narration was perhaps the only way that Washington could gain a broad public audience for his attempts at increased social justice for black Americans.  Furthermore, biographical evidence also suggests that the actual Washington was someone who fully understood the art of Signifyin(g).  Leading Booker T. Washington biographer Louis Harlan claims that Washington possessed “multiple personalities to fit his various roles.  Along with the Washington who cozied up to the white paternalists of the South and the philanthropists of the North and who rigorously fought the civil rights champions of his day, there was another Washington who worked unceasingly for black pride, material advancement, and every kind of education” (Harlan [1983] ix).  Harlan suggests—in so many words—that Washington was a signifier.  From childhood on, Washington was forced “to deceive, to simulate, to wear the mask.  With each subgroup of blacks or whites he confronted, he learned to play a different role, wear a different mask” (Harlan [1972] Preface).  

Washington did not teach himself to change masks through Signifyin(g) without instruction from his fellow slaves.  Harlan cites the case of Jerome McWade, an adult slave known by the child Washington.  One morning McWade appeared wearing a waistcoat formerly belonging to his master.  Under questioning, McWade explained that he did not steal the waistcoat, but bought it from a thief.  McWade’s master said that McWade was a receiver of stolen goods, and as bad as a thief.  McWade countered that receiving stolen goods could not be anything like theft, since McWade himself was stolen goods from Africa (Harlan [1972] 16-17).  

Harlan does not tell us whether McWade’s performance of motivated Signifyin(g) was successful.  To win over his master, McWade would have needed to do much more than just deliver a series of bare words.  But if McWade not only got his words right, but also his tone and delivery, then he may possibly have been able to avoid a severe beating and even to keep the waistcoat.  If McWade was able—during his repetition of his master’s words, with a difference—to convince his master that McWade was a laughably simple-minded person incapable of understanding the slippery moral slope between receiving stolen goods and theft, then McWade may have won the exchange.  If instead McWade misjudged his tone and delivery and sounded as though he were consciously accusing his master of morally reprehensible behavior, then we may presume that McWade was made to suffer some very material consequences.  

Harlan’s point in telling McWade’s story is that a susceptible young Washington stood witness to the incident.  No doubt Washington learned a lesson about how blacks might use the double-voiced, indirect nature of motivated Signifyin(g) to defend themselves and others.  When Washington was a grown man in charge of Tuskegee Institute, many years after the end of slavery, he had definite need on at least one occasion to revert to some of the lessons of his youth.  Late one night, a wounded black militant named Tom Harris knocked at Washington’s door and asked to be hidden from a pursuing white mob.  Washington’s response was, Harlan says, “characteristically devious.”  Washington “appeased the local whites by publicly seeming to turn the man away, while privately like a house servant fooling the master he helped the man to safety and a doctor.”  Saying one thing while meaning and acting upon something else may have been duplicitous, but a life of duplicity, Harlan claims, was “the only kind of life by which [Washington] could achieve his goals of power, influence, and security.”  Washington “was willing to get what he could any way he could, even if it meant telling whites whatever they wanted to hear” (Harlan [1972] 163, 171).  

Sometimes, what the whites wanted to hear was that Washington would give no sympathy to black militancy, as in the case of Tom Harris.  Other times, what whites wanted to hear were comic affirmations of black inferiority:  one of the ways Washington disarmed the antagonistic white audience for the Atlanta Address was with the stereotyped joke about black chicken thieves (Washington 155).  Washington was willing to use racist humor to soothe his listeners, but he chose this tactic only as a means to his own ends (Harlan [1972] 218; Harlan [1983] 205).  At no time would Harlan encourage us to read Washington’s discourse without a high degree of circumspection, since the double-voiced or Signifyin(g) nature of his speech is frequently a study in artful ambiguity.  For example, on the subject of black voting restrictions during the Jim Crow Era, Washington carefully chose words that “allowed many whites to believe he supported their viewpoint, while allowing blacks to think he agreed with them” (Harlan [1972] 291).  Washington secretly attempted to maintain black civil rights during the Nadir, but he hid these attempts behind a public attitude of appeasement towards the Southern whites and Northern philanthropists on whose goodwill the Tuskegee Institute depended.  For his great skill in concealing his actual aims Washington received a backhanded compliment from no less a person than Thomas Dixon—in 1903 the best-selling author for Doubleday, Page, and Company, who were also Washington’s publishers—a suspicious white Southern racist who called Washington “the greatest diplomat his race has ever produced” (Thornbrough 180).  I would inflect this compliment differently and claim that Washington is simultaneously a great African-American signifier and a significant early twentieth-century literary stylist of unreliable narration.

Rounding out Olson’s fourth step by giving attention to literary genre completes my case for reading unreliable narration in Up from Slavery.  William Andrews argues that while eighteenth- and nineteenth-century African-American autobiographers had a tradition of posing their narrators as “artless and unaffected persons” whose apparently “simple narrative manner” was intended to capture the trust of white audiences, on close inspection these narrators turn out to be crafted rhetorical devices designed by their authors to manipulate reader response (Andrews 10, 18).  Similarly, Roger Rosenblatt is also careful to distinguish between narrators and authors of black autobiography.  Though his particular focus is on African-American autobiography, Roger Rosenblatt argues that in general autobiography is an inherently unreliable genre.  Knowingly or not, Rosenblatt approximates a narrative theoretical account of autobiography in his own description of the genre—“one person in relation to one world of that person’s manufacture, which is that same person in macrocosm, explained and made beautiful by that same person in the distance, playing god to the whole unholy trinity”—in which the “one person” seems to correspond to the narrating-I, “that same person in macrocosm” is the experiencing-I, while “that same person in the distance” is the implied author.  Rosenblatt goes on to describe the three entities as “lonely,” or distinct, claiming that these three “do not trust themselves any more than they trust each other, and with reason, as each is persistently reminded of his capacity to cheat and distort by the enterprise in which all are engaged” (Rosenblatt 169).  Some figurative particulars of Rosenblatt’s description (e.g., “trust”) start to diverge from a narrative theoretical account.  Nevertheless, his careful distinction among the entities involved and notice of their “capacity to cheat and distort” is strongly suggestive not just of real-world referential inaccuracies (e.g., an actual person lying about the year of their birth, as Washington does in Up from Slavery), but also of deliberate story-world inaccuracies and contradictions such those involved in narrative theories of unreliable narration.  

Section Four:  What Signifyin(g) and Narrative Theory Can Learn From One Another


The preceding section argued that one of the ways Up from Slavery signifies is through unreliable narration.  Demonstrating that Up from Slavery is a Signifyin(g) and stylistically-accomplished text may be interesting to scholars of African-American literature, but my goal has been to make a larger theoretical point about the interrelated nature of Signifyin(g), unreliable narration, and broader narrative theory.  I hope to have shown that narrative theory is a useful means by which to study of ethnic literature.  Furthermore, I will conclude by identifying some specific ways that African-American literature and Signifyin(g) can make important contributions to narrative theory, specifically in terms of refining the concept of unreliable narration.

Claiming that narrative theory can help us read ethnic literatures is no radical notion:  Gates is crucially interested in formal issues throughout The Signifying Monkey, and makes widespread use of standard concepts from narrative theory to advance his argument.  In the chapter on Zora Neale Hurston’s Their Eyes Were Watching God his argument that the book is a “speakerly text” is based on the concept of free indirect discourse (Gates 181-214).  A crucial component in Gates’s reading of Ishmael Reed’s Mumbo Jumbo is the formal distinction Gates makes about the text’s split narration, in which present action is narrated from limited but multiple character viewpoints, while past actions are narrated by an “omniscient voice” (Gates 218-229).  Finally, I have already shown how Gates’s analysis of Alice Walker’s The Color Purple implies relies, at least in part, on formal issues narrative theory would identify as character-narration and unreliability.  Introducing Wayne Booth—the theoretical parent of unreliable narration—to the study of African-American literature is no new idea, either:  in To Tell a Free Story:  The First Century of Afro-American Autobiography, 1760-1865 William Andrews cites his agreement with Booth’s ideas about implied authors and readers (Andrews 29).  Gates does not cite Booth or unreliable narration, but he clearly acknowledges Signifyin(g)’s roots in the traditions of “white” literature and theory.

Gates would be quick to add, however, that while Signifyin(g) and African-American literature echo the Western canon, they always do so with some crucial difference (Gates xxiii).  It’s this difference, I claim, that gives African-American literature and Gates’s theory of Signifyin(g) their ability to suggest refinements to narrative theory.  For example, Peter Rabinowitz tells us that most authors try to create an implied audience
 that is as close as possible to their actual audience.  Rabinowitz acknowledges that there are cases—Joyce’s later work, for example—where for aesthetic reasons an author may create an implied audience that is unlike any sizable actual audience (Rabinowitz 98).  What Up from Slavery’s Signifyin(g) suggests is that authors may also choose to create an implied audience which restricts actual audience access for political reasons.  As Booth’s remarks on the changing reception of James’s The Turn of the Screw—published within five years of Up from Slavery—suggest, white American readers in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century were not generally equipped to comprehend the kind of ironies present in unreliable narration, particularly in the genre of autobiography.
  The unreliable narration of Up from Slavery appears to have been an important part of Washington’s Signifyin(g) strategy to carefully control which actual readers would have been able to enter his implied audience:  Washington would have been willing to let many blacks in, but he most certainly would have wanted to keep most whites out.  At the same time, however, Washington’s political agenda required that he provide his actual white audience members with the illusion that they had in fact joined Up from Slavery’s implied audience.  

Up from Slavery’s complicated restriction between actual and implied audience through the means of unreliable narration for a primarily political rather than aesthetic purpose is markedly different from the kind of standard-case unreliable narration found in, say, Huckleberry Finn.  Seymour Chatman influentially claims that because unreliable narration is “speaker-unconscious,” as the narrator’s explicit message is bypassed by the message of the implied author, the narrator becomes a “butt” (Chatman 153-154).  This suggests that because the narrator is unconscious of the hidden meaning implicit in her or his narration, the narrator is lowered in the eyes of the implied audience.  This holds true for Huck even in his most heroic moment:  even as we applaud Huck for choosing not to betray Jim, much of the moment’s emotional force derives from our comprehension that Huck is beneath us in terms of his moral education, even as his intrinsic morality comes out on top.  But with Washington’s narrator cases are different.  We can still describe the narrator of Up from Slavery as speaker-unconscious, but characterizing the narrator as a “butt” is infelicitous.  Terms, as Chatman is at pains to point out, make a great deal of difference to how we read and interpret.  How much more accurate to describe Washington’s unreliable narrator as a mask, rather like the mask the narrating Washington claims to throw away, even as the implied Washington settles that mask more firmly into place?

Works Cited

Andrews, William L.  To Tell a Free Story:  The First Century of Afro-American

Autobiography, 1760-1865.  Urbana:  University of Illinois Press, 1988.

Ashton, Susanna.  “Entitles:  Booker T. Washington’s Signs of Play.”  Southern Literary Journal
34.2 (Spring 2007):  1-23.

Baker, Houston A, Jr.  Modernism and the Harlem Renaissance.  Chicago:  University of

Chicago Press, 1987.

--.  Turning South Again:  Re-thinking Modernism/Re-reading Booker T.  Durham and

London:  Duke University Press, 2001.

Bauerlein, Mark.  “Booker T. Washington and W.E.B. Du Bois:  The Origins of a Bitter

Intellectual Battle.”  The Journal of Blacks in Higher Education 46 (Winter 2004/2005):  106-114.

Booth, Wayne C.  The Rhetoric of Fiction.  2nd ed.  Chicago and London:  University of Chicago

Press, 1983 (1961).

Bresnahan, Roger J.  “The Implied Readers of Booker T. Washington’s Autobiographies.” 
Black American Literature Forum 14.1 (Spring 1980):  15-20.

Chatman, Seymour.  Coming to Terms:  The Rhetoric of Narrative in Fiction and Film.  Ithaca

and London:  Cornell University Press, 1990.

Dixon, Thomas, Jr.  The Leopard’s Spots:  A Romance of the White Man’s Burden, 1865-1900. 

Newport Beach:  Noontide Press, 1994 (1902).

Douglass, Frederick.  Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass.  New York:  Signet, 2005.

Gates, Henry Louis, Jr.  The Signifying Monkey:  A Theory of African-American Literary

Criticism.  New York and Oxford:  Oxford University Press, 1988.  

Genette, Gérard.  Narrative Discourse:  An Essay in Method.  Translated by Jane E. Lewin. 

Ithaca:  Cornell University Press, 1980.

Gibson, Donald.  “Strategies and Revisions of Self-Representation in Booker T. Washington’s

Autobiographies.”  American Quarterly 45.3 (September 1993):  370-393.

--.  “Chapter One of Booker T. Washington’s Up from Slavery and the Feminization of the

African American Male.”  From Representing Black Men.  Edited by Marcellus Blount and George P. Cunningham.  New York and London:  Routledge, 1996.  95-110.

Harlan, Louis R.  Booker T. Washington:  The Making of a Black Leader, 1856-1901.  London,

Oxford and New York:  Oxford University Press, 1972.

--.  Booker T. Washington:  The Wizard of Tuskegee, 1901-1915.  New York and Oxford:

Oxford University Press, 1983.

Hedin, Raymond.  “Paternal at Last:  Booker T. Washington and the Slave Narrative Tradition. 

Callaloo 7 (October 1979):  95-102.

Herman, David.  “Narrative and Intentionality.”  Paper presented at the annual conference of the

International Society for the Study of Narrative, Austin, Texas, May 1-4, 2008.

Hurston, Zora Neale.  Their Eyes Were Watching God.  New York:  Perennial Classics, 1998.

Jakobson, Roman.  From Linguistics and Poetics.  From The Critical Tradition:  Classic Texts

and Contemporary Trends.  3rd ed.  Edited by David H. Richter.  Boston and New York:  Bedford/St. Martin’s, 2007.  852-859.
Jameson, Fredric.  “Postmodernism and Consumer Society.”  From The Critical Tradition: 

Classic Texts and Contemporary Trends.  3rd ed.  Edited by David H. Richter.  Boston and New York:  Bedford/St. Martin’s, 2007.  1956-1966.

Leitch, Vincent B., ed.  The Norton Anthology of Theory and Criticism.  New York:  Norton,

2001.  

McElroy, Frederick L.  “Booker T. Washington as Literary Trickster.”  Southern Folklore 49.2

(1992):  89-107.

Nünning, Ansgar.  “Reconceptualizing Unreliable Narration:  Synthesizing Cognitive and

Rhetorical Approaches.”  A Companion to Narrative Theory.  Edited by James Phelan and Peter J. Rabinowitz.  Malden:  Blackwell, 2005.

Nünning, Vera.  “Unreliable Narration and the Historical Variability of Values and Norms:  The

Vicar of Wakefield as a Test Case of a Cultural-Historical Narratology.”  Style 38.2 (Summer 2004):  236-252.

Olney, James.  “The Founding Fathers—Frederick Douglass and Booker T. Washington; or, The

Idea of Democracy and a Tradition of Afro-American Autobiography.”  Amerikastudien/American Studies 35.3 (1990):  281-296.

Olson, Greta.  “Reconsidering Unreliability:  Fallible and Untrustworthy Narrators.”  Narrative
11.1 (January 2003):  93-109.  

Phelan, James.  Living to Tell about It:  A Rhetoric and Ethics of Character Narration.  Cornell:

Cornell University Press, 2005.

Phelan, James and Mary Patricia Martin.  “The Lessons of ‘Weymouth’:  Homodiegesis,

Unreliability, Ethics, and The Remains of the Day.”  From Narratologies:  New Perspectives on Narrative Analysis.  Edited by David Herman.  Columbus:  Ohio State University Press, 1999.  88-109.

Prince, Gerald.  “Introduction of the Study of the Narratee.”  From Essentials of the Theory of

Fiction.  Edited by Michael J. Hoffman and Patrick D. Murphy.  Durham:  Duke

University Press, 1996.  

Rabinowitz, Peter.  Before Reading:  Narrative Conventions and the Politics of Interpretation. 

Columbus:  Ohio State University Press, 1998.
Rosenblatt, Roger.  “Black Autobiography:  Life as the Death Weapon.”  From Autobiography: 

Essays Theoretical and Critical.  Edited by James Olney.  Princeton:  Princeton

University Press, 1980.  168-180.

Saussure, Ferdinand de.  Course in General Linguistics.  Edited by Charles Bally and Albert

Sechehaye.  Translated by Roy Harris.  Chicago and La Salle:  Open Court, 1986.

Stepto, Robert B.  From Behind the Veil:  A Study of Afro-American Narrative.  2nd ed. 

Urbana and Chicago:  University of Chicago Press, 1991.  32-51.

Thornbrough, Emma L.  “Booker T. Washington as Seen by his White Contemporaries.”  The

Journal of Negro History 53.2 (April 1968):  161-182.  

Twain, Mark.  The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn.  New York:  Airmont, 1962.

Walker, Alice.  The Color Purple.  New York:  Pocket Books, 1982.

Wallace, Maurice.  “Constructing the Black Masculine:  Frederick Douglass, Booker T.

Washington, and the Sublimits of African American Autobiography.”  From No More Separate Spheres!:  A Next Wave American Studies Reader.  Edited by Cathy N. Davidson and Jessamyn Hatcher.  Durham and London:  Duke University Press, 2002.

Washington, Booker T.  The Story of My Life and Work.  Introduction by J. L. M. Curry.  New

York:  Negro Universities Press, 1969 (1900).

--.  Up from Slavery.  Introduction by Ishmael Reed.  New York:  Penguin, 2000 (1901).

Willard, Carla.  “Timing Impossible Subjects:  The Marketing Style of Booker T. Washington.” 

American Quarterly 53.4 (December 2001):  624-669.  

Yacobi, Tamar.  “Fictional Reliability as a Communicative Problem.”  Poetics Today 2.2

(Winter 1981):  113-126.

Zerweck, Bruno.  “Historicizing Unreliable Narration:  Unreliability and Cultural Discourse in

Narrative Fiction.”  Style 35.1 (Spring 2001):  151-178.

Endnotes

� For negative critical interpretations of Up from Slavery, see Baker (2001), Bresnahan, Gibson (1993, 1996), Hedin.  For more neutral work, see Ashton, Bauerlein, Harlan (1972, 1983), Stepto, Wallace.  For positive judgments, look to Baker (1987), McElroy, Olney, Thornbrough, Willard.  


� See Leitch (959), Saussure (121-125) and Jakobson (858).


� Gates even provides examples of how the practice of Signifyin(g) was used by nineteenth-century whites for racist purposes (Gates 91-95).


� Other critics who note Washington’s formal borrowings from and variations on Douglass include Olney ([1990] 287) and Wallace (10).


� In 2001 Baker published Turning South Again:  Re-thinking Modernism/Re-reading Booker T., reversing his 1987 judgment of Up from Slavery and its biographical author.  


� See Gates (66-67), who characterizes Douglass’s reflections on the figurative nature of slave songs (Douglass 29-31) as an example of motivated Signifyin(g).  


� I am not suggesting that this model is acceptable to all narratologists. Gerald Prince is responsible for the concept of the narratee (find citation).  Seymour Chatman’s narratological model (Chatman 151) does not explicitly list the actual author and audience, and includes “story” between the positions of the narrator and narratee.  A rhetorical tradition of postclassical narratology—represented in large part by the work of James Phelan and Peter Rabinowitz—would supply the concept of the authorial audience in place of the implied audience, though for my purposes here it is safe to assume a general functional equivalence between these terms (Phelan 216).  Also, Phelan’s work produces an offset model in which the implied author exists outside the text, while Chatman’s work places the implied author inside the text, along with the implied audience (cite both Phelan and Chatman).  Finally, at a conference talk in 2008 cognitive narrative theorist David Herman proposed a four-place model—contexts, actions, persons, and ascriptions—to replace the conventional six-place model above.  The issue remains interestingly unsettled. 


� For textual signals of unreliable narration, also see Zerweck (154-155).


� For example, Phelan and Martin ascribe unreliability only to homodiegetic narrators (Phelan and Martin 94).


� For example, Washington tells the story of a flax shirt he was forced to wear as his only garment.  The roughness of the material was enough to cut the skin, and Washington describes wearing the shirt as a “torture” second only to having a tooth pulled (Up from Slavery 7-8).


� It’s important to note that reliability does not mean that the narrating Washington necessarily provides accurate biographical/historical information:  clearly, he frequently does not.  Rather, reliability on any given axis or axes means that the narrator’s judgments are in accord with the judgments of the implied author.  In other words, narrators are reliable or unreliable primarily in terms of story world reference, not real world reference.


� Like Phelan and Martin, Rabinowitz uses the concept of the authorial audience, which is functionally similar to the implied audience.


� In fact, it’s only quite recently that anyone has demonstrated the presence of unreliable narration in memoir or autobiography:  see Phelan (66-97).
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