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Abstract

How do we create a true politics of inclusion, what Nelson Mandela has called
a “non-racial democracy”? This essay argues for the importance of artistic repre-
sentations of a “multiracial imagined community” in helping us to imagine a more
attractive alternative to the “diseased imagination” of racialism. Ralph Ellison was
an Oklahoma writer who emphasized our cultural inter-relatedness as a means of
helping achieve a more inclusive politics. His novel Juneteenth illustrates the role
of the arts in articulating a moral philosophy which can help create the change in
consciousness which is a necessary precondition of reconstructive social move-
ments. All reform requires coalitions, and coalitions require new vision: new para-
digms to facilitate social and cultural awakening. Juneteenth critiques the root
paradigm of racialism, and challenges the pieties of identity politics regarding how
to create a new pattern. This essay concludes by applying the novel’'s complex
dramatization of “the true inter-relatedness of blackness and whiteness” to con-
temporary identity politics, such as racialized commentary about controversial

Caucasian rap artist Eminem.

INTRODUCTION

“And this is what's become of our Bliss.”

This line, from Ralph Ellison’s posthu-
mous novel Juneteenth (1999), describes a
“white”’-looking boy raised among Afro-
Americans', who later rejects this culture
andbecomes a racist senator. More broadly,
it expresses a betrayed hope that North
American leaders could put into practice a
true “politics of inclusion.” Yet Ellison’s
Bliss is also a symbol of interracial co-cre-
ation: of blind faith (ignorance is bliss): and
even of political reconstruction.

Before spelling out these themes. I want
to first let readers know the purposes to
which I apply the analysis of this essay. |
approach cultural texts (literature. film. etc.)
as "aesthetic resources™ for the emancipa-
tion from mental slavery (to join Bob
Marley with Herbert Marcuse). Specifically.
following Ellison’s lead. I will argue that
representations of multi-"racial™ commu-

nity such as Juneteenth are one important
pre-condition of multi-ethnic social move-
ments. “Social action must be animated by
a vision of a future society,” Noam Chom-
sky has written. And this vision of the fu-
ture will be most effective if grounded in a
re-examination of the past. As Jose Limon
insists. “cultural re-imagining cannot hap-
pen without cultural remembering.”

How do we remember? Our memory can
be blinkered by unconscious schema or
expectations which predetermine what we
see. Or memory can be liberating if it is re-
imagined. if we correct the “habit of re-
pressing” the recognition of intercultural
commonalities, indeed. of kinship. The no-
tion that North Americans have repressed
recognition of an interracial kinshipis cen-
tral to Ellison’s works. His perspective is
far from an effort to whitewash differences,
but rather is a historically grounded asser-
tion that commonality and difference can
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co-exist. Indeed, they have always co-ex-
isted, if only we take off the blinders of bi-
nary racial mythology.

Ellison is a representative of a tradition
of writers who believe that visionary art can
facilitate this re-imagining, giving us an
inspirational or a corrective horizon towards
which we orient ourselves. Ellison is like
what Wayne Hampton has called a *‘guer-
rilla minstrel” who uses his artform to ex-
press concern over social issues, i.e., the

continuing dilemma of how commonality

and difference can co-exist in a multi-eth-
nic society. For Ellison, fictional narratives
give us a historically grounded vision of a
future society—-a future in which we learn
to avoid repeating the exclusionary politics
of the past. “If the ideal of achieving a true
political equality eludes us in reality,” he
wrote, “there is still that fictional vision of
an ideal democracy [which] gives us repre-
sentations of a state of things in which [our
differences, “racial” or otherwise] are com-
bined to tell us of [new] possibilities such
as those when Mark Twain set Huck and
Jim afloat on the raft.””

Such visions of an “ideal democracy”
are meant to make visible a “more attrac-
tive alternative” to the history from which
Huck and Jim were escaping, and to keep
us from falling into cynicism regarding the
problems of the present.

This view of a more attractive alterna-
tive to what Frederick Douglass called the
“diseased imagination” of racialism has
guided my study of multi-ethnic freedom
movements, and of artistic expressions of a
“multi-racial imagined community.” The
present essay is a continuation of my at-
tempt to think through the consequences of
recognizing the social construction of race,
while remaining tempered by awareness of
the ongoing power of “racial formations.”
Here again, I ask some *big questions”
which have driven my writing and teach-
ing.* Namely:

1) How do we create the multi-ethnic
coalitions which will be necessary to pur-
sue issues such as social justice, educational
reform, and environmental sustainability?
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2) What sort of language do we need to
develop what Mandela calls a “non-racial
democracy”?

3) How can the arts help us develop new
models of identity and community, in which
commonality and difference can co-exist?

My approach here is an interdisciplinary .
form of cultural studies in-between the so-
cial sciences and the humanities. Yet thisis
also a form of social critique, with an eye -
to implications for political practice. I am
not just looking back to assess what
Ellison’s novel can tell us about the writer
and his times. Rather, my approach is what
I have called a glance in the “contempo-
rary rear-view mirror.” That is to say, it is
of utmost importance to keep in view what
is behind us, but even more imperative that
we use this knowledge to prepare for what
is rushing up on us, lest we have a head-
on-collision. Following Ellison’s lead, I am
using his artistic vision as a tool to look at
some contested issues of the present. Ellison
and his novel offer us a vantage point from
which to critically re-examine our precon-
ceptions about what diversity means,
Juneteenth, situated within the border cul-
ture of early Oklahoma, spawns a narrative
of transracial transfigurations. Such trans-
figurations are necessary in order to move
beyond the politics of race, Ellison believed,
and in order to move towards the politics
of inclusion. At the end of this essay I will
use the issues raised in Juneteenth as an
occasion for comment on the ongoing con-
troversies over the relationship between
“black™ culture and a supposedly “white”
mainstream, as evident in debate over the
Caucasian rapper Eminem, or the interra-
cial romance Save the Last Dance.

ELLI1sON’s OKLAHOMA AND THE QUESTION
Or FaTHER FIGURES

Ralph Ellison’s life and work were a
fundamental challenge to the black and
white binaries of racial mythology. Ellison
was a writer who rejected the ghetto-ized
box of “black writer.” His work is in fact
an extended meditation on what he called
“the true inter-relatedness of blackness and
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whiteness.” The character Bliss in June-
teenth, like the Invisible Man, dramatizes
the social construction of race.’

Ellison’s determination to resist what he
called “‘the deadly and hypnotic temptation
to interpret the world and all its devices in
terms of race” arises from encounters with
“breaks” in the Racial Divide, as he expe-
rienced this in Oklahoma. “One cannot
overestimate the extent to which [Ellison]
derives his point of view from the experi-
ence of growing up in Oklahoma,” insists
John Callahan, his literary executor. Okla-
homa was admitted as the 46th state in
1907, seven years before Ellison’s birth.
Oklahoma was a racial frontier: prior to
joining the United States, it was known as
“Indian Territory.” Many Southeastern
tribes, such as the Cherokee. hadbeen forc-
ibly resettled there. And for many years
before Oklahoma became a state, as a terri-
tory it was a sanctuary for runaway slaves
seeking the protection of the Five Great
Indian Nations, as Ellison noted. There was
another large emigration to Oklahoma by
Afro-Americans after the collapse of the
Reconstruction (the historical backdrop of
Toni Morrison’s Paradise). Many of these
emigrants conceived of it as, and lobbied
for it to be, a “‘black state.” This notion of a
Westward exodus to Indian territory as a
land of freedom found expression in popu-
lar culture, Ellison noted, as when Bessie
Smith sang about “Goin’ to the Nation,
Going to the Terr’tor’.”®

Euro-American settlers came relatively
late in this process. In the first years of state-
hood they did not have the same degree of
political and economic dominance as was
typical of other Southemn states. Recalling
the interracial friendships which he and his
family had during the years after statehood,
Ellison remarked: “I guess it’s the breaks
in the pattern of segregation which count.”
Thisliminal period of breaks in Oklahoma's
Racial Divide has been captured in Edna
Ferber's Cimarron. Domination by Anglo
elites was increasing, and there was racist
violence, as in the 1921 Tulsa riots. But
there were also numerous Indian million-
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aires, and a considerable degree of eco-
nomic autonomy in numerous black com-
munities. The segregation laws being
passed were not uniformly enforced, in the
state's early years.’

Ralph’s father Lewis Ellison and his
mother Ida Milsap emigrated to Oklahoma
from Chattanooga, Tennessee, determined
to start a family in the relative freedom of a
frontier state. Of his childhood in Oklahoma
City, Ellison recalled that they lived in a
“white middle-class neighborhood,” and
that “‘there was never a time that we didn"t
have white friends.” His father “‘had many
white friends who came to the house when
I was quite small, so that any feelings of
distrust I was to develop towards whites
later on were modified by those with whom
I had warm relations.”'® But it was hardly a
privileged childhood, or a predominantly
white cultural milieu. Lewis Ellison died
when Ralph was three, and the family was
quite poor. Ralph attended a segregated
school. His immediate cultural referents
were largely Afro-American.

Somehow, in this frontier environment
which was both provincial and culturally
vibrant, Ralph and his crew of friends grew
up thinking of themselves as potential “‘Re-
naissance Men.”"! Ellison remembered his
crew as “members of a wild, free, outlaw
tribe which transcended the category of
race,” many of them fatherless. Their need
for “father and mother substitutes” shaped
their search for, and fabrication of, “‘heroes
and ideals.” The models these budding “‘Re-
naissance Men” chose were a mixed lot:
jazz musicians, scientists, gamblers, schol-
ars, stunt men. *“We were seeking examples,
patterns to live by,” Ellison wrote. ““We were
projecting archetypes, re-creating folk fig-
ures, [heroes which often] violated all . . .
accepted conceptions of the hero handed
down by cultural, religious and racist tra-
dition.” The archetypal figures he and his
childhood friends identified with were *‘pro-
jections, figures neither white nor black,
Christian nor Jewish.” One important model
for Ellison, an archetypal figure capable of
containing both black pride and transracial
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Renaissance ambitions, was Frederick
Douglass."

I refer to Douglass, along with Ellison
and Bob Marley, as “integrative ancestors”
who can be claimed by more than one
ethno-racial group. Ellison articulated a
similar notion of trans-racial community,
by claiming literary ancestors of several
nations, and in the way in which he consis-
tently points out the ways in which *‘black”
culture or institutions are inevitably rooted
in multi-ethnic or interracial network. In his
essays, Ellison applied this perspective to
The Black Dispatch, the paper he delivered
as a boy in Oklahoma City. The support
networks for such papers invariably seemed
to be interracial: some white citizens of
Oklahoma City helped support Roscoe
Dunjee’s paper, Ellison pointed out, “just
as a black sailmaker . . . kept William Lloyd
Garrison’s paper, The Liberator going in the
name of Abolition,” and in a similar man-
ner as “whites kept Frederick Douglass’
paper going.”

And how can we learn to recognize that
inter-relatedness? Ellison characterized in-
terracial interactions as a sort of ‘“antago-
nistic cooperation.” Whether one focused
on the antagonism, or the cooperation, the
end result was still co-creation, to which
all of us could lay claim, and for which all
of us must take responsibility. There is a
redemptive power, in Ellison’s logic, to the
recognition of inter-relatedness. It can lead
to cultural transfiguration, Ellison suggests,
in which we learn to take joint responsibil-
ity for the world we created together, rather
than merely assigning blame for how it
came into being.'?

Ellison’s answer to this question of mu-
tual recognition is: we achieve it through
the re-imagining and collective re-
membering of the language of literature, of
myth, of popular culture.

THE SymBoLIC LIFE

Roscoe Dundee, the Oklahoma newsman,
understood that “*America moves through
myth,” Ellison wrote: cultural myths which
are always in a state of flux and transfor-
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mation. Therefore, “the problem is to keep
up with the metamorphosis and find out
who Frederick Douglass is today.” Because
despite generational change, “the patterns
of society demand again and again repeti-
tion of that same heroism with a new body
and a new face.”"

If cultural heroes reappeared only in
transfigured form, then what would a *“new
heroism” look like? In what style and in
what format would each new generation
project its re-imagined archetypal ideas?
Shortly after he moved from Oklahoma to
Alabama, Ellison began to formulate his
own artistic answer to these questions, in
what was a fusion of the “Renaissance
Man” and “New Negro” ideals. In typical
fashion, he chose both black and white
models. His first literary hero was T.S. Eliot,
whose The Wasteland served as a study
guide for young Ellison, enabling him to
see the mythic dimension of his own expe-
riences. Alain Locke was also a role model
because his theory of the “New Negro”
pointed Ellison towards the realization that
“black culture” was at the cornerstone of
the American experience: so central that
“everyone who is touched by it becomes a
little bit Afro-American¥

This notion that all Americans are cul-
turally part “‘black”— if in denial about their
hybridity—is a central theme of Juneteenth.
And again, Ellison drew heavily on his
Oklahoma roots in creating this novel. As
Callahan write in his Introduction to
Juneteenth, “For Ellison the geography, his-
tory, and human diversity of Oklahoma
embodied the actual and potential if oft-
denied richness of the country.'¢

Yet if it was the richness of Afro-Ameri-
can folk culture in Oklahoma which most
consistently fired Ellison’s imagination, it
was cultural traditions from outside the
black community which often gave him the
“lense” through which to see the unique-
ness of this specifically “Negro” culture.
was taken very early with a passion to link
together all I loved within the Negro com-
munity and all those things I felt in the
world which lay beyond,” Ellison writes in
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Shadow and Act. And very often, it was an
Oklahoma context, in which the inter-pen-
etration of Afro-American, Native, and
Euro-American cultures was abundantly
evident even during segregation, which
gave Ellison the grounding to criticize “the
insidious confusion between race and cul-
ture which haunts this society.”!”

Ellison had what Mark Busby calls an
“integrative imagination.” “There is no spe-
cifically American vernacular and language
which has not been touched by us and our
style,” Ellison asserted. */ don’t recognize
any white culture,” he emphasized. *I rec-
ognize no American culture which is not
the partial creation of black people. I rec-
ognize no American style in literature, in
dance, in music . . . which does not bear the
mark of the American Negro.”!8

Ellison’s colleague Albert Murray once
wrote that “the mainstream in America is
not white, but mulatto.” If much of Ellison’s
work published while he was alive was an
illustration of this assertion, the story of
Bliss in Juneteenth shows Ellison drama-
tizing our deep denial of our hybridity. I
have previously discussed the importance
that substitute father figures played in his
imagination after his own father died when
he was three. In his essays. he is adamant
about the importance of European writers
in his imagination. “Writers as artists are
sons of many fathers.” he asserted. in op-
position to those who would want to con-
fine him to a “*black box.” in which his only
possible form of kinship would be with
black writers such as Richard Wright."

During a 1977 interview, when Ishmael
Reed accused Ellison of downplaying black
influences, Ellisondeclared: “Anartistcan’t
do a damn thing about his relatives, but he
can sure as hell choose his artistic ances-
tors.” Ellison. then, engaged in a form of
“self-fathering.” As a character says in /n-
visible Man: *‘Be your own father."*

In Juneteenth, Ellison reversed the equa-
tion, giving us Bliss. an apparently Cauca-
sian boy. who is raised by an Afro-Ameri-
can preacher. Reverend Hickman. This
story has particular resonance for Con-
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temporary American culture, with its fasci-
nation with a black “street” culture that is,
in turn, is obsessively concerned with
“white boys” as outsiders or intruders
against which *“‘authentic” black culture is
defined. More broadly, Ellison uses this
narrative to examine the reasons for and the
result of many Americans’ refusal to ac-
knowledge Afro-Americans as co-parents
or co-creators of our culture, as well as our
political and economic systems.*

TRANSFIGURATION: THE PoLITICAL
INTERFACE OF RELIGION AND RACE

The epigram chosen for Juneteenth is a
poem by T.S. Eliot which reflects on “‘the
use of memory” as a form of “liberation”
in which the “faces and places” of the past
“become renewed, transfigured, in another
pattern.”* The transfiguration in which
Ellison is specifically interested is that in
which heroic figures such as Frederick
Douglass reappear “with a new body and a
new face,” and in which Americans discover
the interracial links which Ellison believes
are the comerstone of the American expe-
rience.

An archetypal instance of transfiguration
is Matthew 17:2. The disciples see Jesus on
a mountaintop. conversing with Moses and
Elijah, while “his face shone like the sun.”
More broadly. transfiguration can refer to
any sudden transformation in outward ap-
pearance which also indicates inner change.
People have often used the language of
transfiguration to describe “race leaders,”
or nationalists who fuse political and spiri-
tual ideals. Thus, Martin Luther King, Jr.,
who was fond of quoting *“the cross we bear
preceeds the crown we wear,” seemed vis-
ibly transfigured at the end of his
“Mountaintop™ speech, on a stormy night
just before he was assassinated. In one strain
of North American cultural mythology,
racialized transfiguration leads to political
redemption: often as a blood sacrifice which
atones for the sins of exclusion. and sets a
moral tone necessary for the enactment of
inclusive democracy. This mixture of the
political and the spiritual in relation to the
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struggle for racial equality is evident over
a long sweep of American history: hence,
abolitionism and the Civil Rights movement
have been referred to as a ““secular church,”
i.e, a movement of moral vision applied to
political inclusion.”

Juneteenth is not a utopian novel. It is
partly a requiem for the failure of Ameri-
can politics to carry forward the sort of na-
tional transfiguration envisioned by icons
of the Civil War era: Abraham Lincoln and
Frederick Douglass. Yet the failure, sug-
gests Ellison, lies primarily within our
imagination: we have already experienced
this transfiguration, culturally, but racial
mythologies have blinded us, kept us from
recognizing it. It is a failure both of sight,
and of faith—the loss of faith that political
inclusion is achievable.

Juneteenth opens in 1955 with a group
of elderly “Southern Negroes™ chartering a
plane, in which they “‘swooped down” on
Washington D.C. in order to try to save a
man they claim as a Prodigal Son. Senator
Sunraider, from the lethal consequences of
his own racist politics. And in trying to pro-
tect him, they must try to reclaim him. To
redeem him. For these are the people who
raised Sunraider when he was a boy known
as Bliss.

This is the congregation of the Rever-
end A.Z. Hickman, who was Bliss/
Sunraider’s de facto father. These are the
long-suffering, freedom-seeking “black
folk™ of literature, film, and myth: the ar-
chetypal Afro-Americans of Civil Rights
dramas such as I’ll Fly Away, or in the real-
life footage of Eyes on the Prize. They are
the embodiment of the search for freedom
as both political and spiritual avocation.
These people are the conscience of
America, Moses before Pharaoh, speaking
truth to power in a deeply dignified way.*

With the intuition of the folk, Hickman
and his congregation have come to wam
their wayward son, Senator Sunraider, that
his life is in danger. His secretary refuses
to see them. They are powerless, in North
America’s halls of power. And yet the black
folk carry their own sort of power: the
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power of myth, of moral legitimacy. The
secretary is so disoriented by the “quietly
insistent” manner of these black visitors that
“she could no longer see the large abstract
paintings hung along the paneled wall, nor
the framed fascimiles of State Documents
which hung above a bust of Vice-President
Calhoun” (4). Here we see, in a manner
similar to the Liberty Paints segment of /n-
visible Man, the black constituency, or the
repressed black cornerstone of the Ameri-
can republic, making invisible the dominant
“white mythology.”

Hickman and his congregation, however,
are denied access to Senator Sunraider. So
they sit in the gallery of the Senate. During
Sunraider’s speech, an angry man rises in the
gallery to fire upon the Senator, who says, with
an inflection that betrays both the religious
and racial roots of his upbringing: “LAWD,
WHY HAST THOU . . . forsaken . . ” (26).

So Hickman and his church have arrived
too late to save Sunraider. But Hickman still
hopes to reclaim him, and thereby to redeem
him. The rest of the novel is centered on
memories that Sunraider and Hickman
have, in a hospital, as Sunraider lays dy-
ing, while Hickman prods him to remem-
ber who he is, and from where he came. So
in the language of contemporary critical
theory, Juneteenth is about the politics of
recognition: the recognition of transracial
inter-relatedness as a form of redemptive
transfiguration.®

TRANSRACIALISM: BETWEEN BLAck &
WHITE AND L1vinGg CoLoR

After watching Senator Sunraider, his
son, fall in the speaker’s well, Hickman
begins to sing from the gallery: “Why has
thou take our Bliss, Lord? . . . Your were
our last hope. Bliss.” And the Senator, in
his blood-bathed delerium, begins to re-
spond to the call. He begins calling out for
Hickman (38-9). So against the wishes of
Sunraider’s aides, Hickman is brought to
the Senator’s hospital bed.

Much of the first third of the novel con-
cems Hickman training the young boy Bliss
(the future Senator) in the theatrics of a re-
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ligious tent revival. Bliss is made to lay in
a coffin, and then stage a resurrection from
the dead at a dramatic moment in
Hickman's sermon.?® Hickman trains Bliss
in the fine art of making people believe in
the illusion. *“You got to look like you feel
it, Bliss,” Hickman instructs. And has him
repeat John 11:25—"1 am the resurrection
and the life” (46). Hickman bribes the youth
constantly with ice cream to ensure his par-
ticipation, and to restrain the boy’s occa-
sional urges to puncture the illusion.

The suspension of disbelief is of course
a pre-requisite of faith. And Bliss is invalu-
able to Hickman in facilitating this suspen-
sion. Later in the novel, Hickman confides
to a semi-conscious Senator Sunraider in
the hospital: “You made me feel like I
wasn’'t a fraud” (113). Bliss’ participation
has a redemptive feel for Hickman for sev-
eralreasons: Bliss' youthful innocence, and
probably his color, contributes to the sus-
pension of disbelief. Furthermore, Hickman
himself has been transfigured or “reborn”
through adopting Bliss: from a womaniz-
ing, hard-drinking, hard-blowing jazz trom-
bonist, to “God’s Trombone.”

Bliss’ racial ambiguity is central to the
whole story: to the suspension of disbelief
in matters of faith and religion; to how he
came to live with Hickman; and eventually,
to why he is wrenched away from his black
home and community, and seeks a new di-
rection.

As Hickman and Bliss tour the circuit
with their resurrection show. Afro-Ameri-
cans are continually commenting on Bliss’
appearance. He is called *“li’l ole hi-yaller.”
“vella,” “Indian.” **half-white.” and “white.”
A street tough boy trying to provoke a fight
remarks: “*He probably got him some mean
cracker blood too!” (55). Bliss then
smashed the boy's head with a rock.”

Racial ambiguity also affects the rela-
tionship between Bliss and Hickman. his
“father.”” Hickman confesses mixed emo-
tions about this child. whose fair skin trans-
forms his relations with both blacks and
whites. He also struggles with racial my-
thologies. as obstacles arise in fulfilling the
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destiny he has in mind for Bliss (which is
to be a Lincoln-like “liberator”). At one
point, Hickman remarks that his apprentice
is “definitely a preacher,” yet has a serious
flaw: *“I guess whoever it was give you that
straight hair and white skin took away your
singing voice” (63).

Ishe orisn’t he? Nobody knows for sure.
As one of Hickman's church women says,
“he don’t show no sign [of blackness] in
his skin or hair or features, only in his talk-
ing” (218).

Other facets of the Bliss’ racial ambigu-
ity surface in Chapter Five, one of the most
hauntingly lyrical sections of a sometimes
uneven manuscript.®® This chapter takes
place during a transitional phase of Bliss’
life when he was a film-maker (a continu-
ity in his career of casting spells or spin-
ning illusions). The setting is Oklahoma,
*“Out there where they thought the new state
a second chance for Eden” (65). The chap-
ter relates Bliss’ seduction of a young multi-
ethnic woman (Cherokee, Anglo, and Afro)
he calls “*Miss Teasing Brown.” She in tum
calls him “Mister Movie Man,” but cannot
place him. “*Once in a while you sound just
like one of us,” she says. I just talk as I
feel,” he responds. To which she replies:
“Well, I guess you feel like us—every once
in a while” (73). Later she asks if movie-
making is like piecing together scraps of a
quilt, “with all the colors of the rainbow in
it.” Almost, Bliss says. “There has to be a
pattern though and we only have black and
white” (my emphasis). His lover replies:

“Well, there’s Indians and some of the
blackis almostwhiteandbrown like me” (83).

THE ILLusiOoN OF EMANCIPATION

The novel pivots on the memory of a
Juneteenth celebration in which Bliss” illu-
sion of belonging to a black community is
shattered. This memory is inspired when
Sunraider. in the hospital, regains con-
sciousness and has a conversation in which
he reflexively calls Hickman “Daddy.” He
wants to remember the event that drove
them apart. Hickman reminds him.

“Juneteenth,” the Senator said, “I1 had



98  Free Inquiry in Creative Sociology

forgotten the word.”

“You've forgotten lots of important
things from those days, Bliss” (114).

Juneteenth is a holiday primarily cel-
ebrated among Afro-Americans in Texas.
and in other states where Texans have mi-
grated. It commemorates the day in 1865
in which slaves in Galveston finally got
word of Emancipation. “The celebration of
a gaudy illusion,” Sunraider thinks, semi-
conscious; “a bunch of old-fashioned Ne-
groes celebrating an illusion of emancipa-
tion, and getting it mixed up with the Res-
urrection. minstrel shows and vaudeville
routines” (115-16).

Sunraider’s characterization is conde-
scending, but accurately describes the mix-
ture of religious and political themes one
often witnesses in such entertainments, and
a certain carnival or vaudeville flavor often
tinged by racial stereotypes. Hickman re-
flects. in a monologue directed to the semi-
conscious Sunraider, that in those days *“‘we
hadn’'t started imitating white folks who in
turn were imitating their distorted and low-
rated ideas of us” (132). Both Sunraider and
Hickman's assessments have an element of
truth: the Resurrection spectacle they staged
during that Juneteenth celebration did occur
during an era when there was a more
dinstinctly “black” folk culture. Yet even that
black folk culture was tinged by blackface
traditions—created within an interracial hall
of mirrors.*” The fair-skinned Bliss was
clearly a key part of the success of the vari-
ant of this racial/religious myth Hickman
was staging. The other Biblical version of
the transfiguration remarks that Jesus’
clothes were ‘‘dazzling white, whiter than
anyone in the world could have bleached
them” (Mark 9:3). Christian hymns sung by
people of all colors speak of being “‘washed
white as snow.” Clearly, Judeo-Christian
transfiguration has historically been associ-
ated with whiteness, or the sun. And Bliss. a
“white" boy, would represent this purity for
a black Christian audience of that era.

Just before the climactic moment of that
Juneteenth “*Resurrection,” so long ago,
which Sunraider is remembering as his life
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ebbs, an Anglo woman stormed into the tent
revival. The tall redheaded woman in a
purple dress rushed forward, knocking over
chairs, and declaimed: “*He's mine, MINE!
That’s Cudworth, my child. My baby. You
gypsy niggers stole him, my baby. ... I'm
taking him home to his heritage” (155-56).

Bliss is lifted from the coffin, with the
white woman pulling on his head, the black
church women pulling on his legs and arms.
As Hickman recalls this scene in the hospi-
tal, he frames it in historical perspective:
“the fight between her kind of woman and
ours goes way back to the beginning . . . to
when women found that the only way they
could turn over the responsibility of rais-
ing a child to another woman was to turn
over some of the child’s love and affection
along with it. They been battling ever since™
(160). Hickman notes that most of his ““dea-
conesses had been nursing white folks®
chillun from the time they couldfirsttake a
job...and had fought battles with the white
women every step of the way” (161).

This is another instance of what Ellison
describes as a historical antagonistic coop-
eration between blacks and whites. It de-
scribes a situation that was a reality for
many Anglo children in the south for a
couple of centuries: they spent much of their
early childhood being nurtured by black
women, playing with black children, and
yet then were “reclaimed” by their white
parents when the time came for them to
learn about their “heritage.” As Hickman
observes, ‘“that situation must make a
child’s heart a battleground” (161).

Ellison"snotes make clear his intent in this
scene: “Bliss’s coffinis athreshold.. . . [A]fter
its symbolism of rebirth (Christian) he does
indeed find rebirth—but in an ironic reversal
he becomes white and anything but the lib-
erator he was being trained to become” (357).

Hickman and his congregation have to
hide their Bliss. The confrontation with the
white woman sets off a debate: could Bliss
really be her son? Hickman's? Anything is
possible. one woman surmises. “‘Half the
devilment in this country caint be located
on account of it’s somewhere in between
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black and white and covered up with bed-
clothes in the dark™ (218).

THE SHOCK OF RECOGNITION

One thing is sure: as Hickman had sur-
mised, this conflict, being torn between two
“races.” two “‘heritages,” two opposed but
intersecting sets of hopes. turned Bliss's
heart into a battleground. Bliss was now
forced to recognize that he was in essence
fatherless and motherless. The old illusion
of belonging could no longer be sustained.
Bliss would continue creatingillusions, and
he continued to speak of resurrection. But
he found a different audience, and turned
his back on the people who raised and nur-
tured him. The shock of recognition: that
the crazed white woman at the revival was,
if not his mother, then someone who looked
like his mother. and that Hickman was not
his real father—this shock set in motion the
transformation of Bliss. Once the pride and
joy of black people, he metamorphosized
into Senator Sunraider, who repressed the
memory of this earlier connection, and
made racist jokes. He usedthe skills he had
learned on the revival circuit, but now
within a political arena.

In one of Juneteenth’s most moving
scenes. Hickman leaves Sunraider’s bedside
and walks to the Lincoln Memorial. He had
been pondering how Bliss evolved into
something so different than what they had
imagined. “*“We made a plan. or at least we
dreamed a dream and worked for it but . ..
the dream got out of hand™ (270). And Bliss
turned away. “even at the very last moment,
refusing to recognize us . . . who for years
haven’t asked anything except that he re-
member and honor the days of his youth™
(271). Bliss” story is a secret: both a trag-
edy and a mystery. as is the real, repressed
story of the nation. A reporter had asked
Hickman how he could cry for a man who
hated his people. He couldn’t explain the
truth. but mused: “if we can’t cry for Bliss.
then who? If we can’t cry for the Nation.
then who?" (274). The tragic mystery of
both the nation and Bliss are based in the
repression of how inter-connected “black™
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and “white” people actually are.

During these thoughts Hickman came
upon the statue of Lincoln, in whose ex-
pression he recognized a part of himself:
“That look, that’s us! It's not in the features
but in what . . . those eyes, have to say”
(280). A church-woman who had followed
him cried out: “Ain’t that Father Abraham?”
Hickman nodded, thinking *“Yes, with all I
know about him and his contradictions, yes
... And with all I know about white men
and politicians of all colors and guises and
intentions, yes . . . She’s right . . . you're
one of the few who ever earned the right to
be called ‘Father™ (281).

It is after this encounter with the memory
of Lincoln that Hickman reflects: “And to
think, we had hoped to raise ourselves that
kind of man™ (283). Back at the hospital
bed. looking at the dying Sunraider, he
wearily concludes: “And this is what's be-
come of our Bliss™ (286). Whereupon
Hickman finally returns to the repressed
secret of how Bliss came into being. And
how the dream of his people, who hoped to
raise Bliss to be a liberator, was deferred,
derailed. It becomes clear that this is, in-
deed, also the story of a nation: in some
ways an almost unbearable tragedy, yet in
other ways a mystery which challenges our
most fundamental assumptions.

The scene is one of racial horror and
dread. Hickman, then a young hell-raising
musician, is waiting in his house. a gun on
his lap, fearing or expecting a racist mob.
This mob has already earlier lynched his
brother and killed his mother. A pregnant
woman steps into his house, already in la-
bor, and pleads that Hickman find a woman
to help her deliver her child. Hickman puts
his gun to her belly and wants to kill both
mother and unborn child. This same woman
had blamed Hickman's brother Bob for her
pregnancy. He was lynched and mutilated;
“his wasted seed . . . now a barbaric souve-
nir floating in a fruit jar of alcohol and be-
ing shown off in their barbershops and lodge
halls and in the judge's chambers down at
the courthouse™ (297).

Yet here the woman is, having decided
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that Hickman was the only man in town who
might show her Christian charity. She calls
herself a Christian, yet confesses she is a liar.
and a murderess. She assures Hickman that
his brother Bob had nothing to do with the
pregnancy, but she refuses to name the fa-
ther. Hickman understands that “she’d have
destroyed the nation just to protect her pride
and reputation in that little old town™ (297).
He is incredulous: “Do you think that after
being the son of a black preacher in this
swamp of a country I'd let you put me in the
position of trying to act like Christ? . .. Tell
me, what kind of endless, bottomless. blind
store of forgiveness and understanding am [
supposed to have?” (299-300).

Yet then the woman's water breaks, and
he crosses a Rubicon: “that instinct and life
inside her had reached out and tagged you
and you were It” (300). He helps into the
world new life, the offspring of a woman
who has destroyed life in his own family.
When the boy is born, and he cuts the um-
bilical cord, the birth awakened in Hickman
“some cord of kinship stronger and deeper
than blood. hate or heartbreak™ (302, my
empbhasis).

After nursing the child a few days. the
woman announced that she was leaving, and
implored him to keep the child. “It’s the
only way. Alonzo Hickman . . . Take him,
let him share your Negro life and whatever
it is that allowed you to help us all these
days . .. [Y]ou'll need him to help prevent
you from destroying yourself with bitter-
ness. With me he’ll only be the cause of
more trouble and shame and later it’1] hurt
him” (308).

Hickman lets her walk, reflecting:
“Hickman, you had wanted a life for a life
and the relief of drowning your humiliation
and grief in blood. and now this flawed-
hearted woman was offering you two
lives—your own, and his young life to train.
Here was a chance to prove that there was
something in this world stronger than all
their ignorant superstition . . . Maybe the
baby could redeem her and me my failure
of revenge and my softness of heart” (311).

“I'll call him Bliss, because that’s what
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they say ignorance is,” he decides (311),
The child Bliss would grow up ignorant of
his origins, of the original sin of his mother.
He would have a chance for new begin-
nings.

A writer of less vision than Ellison might
not find the route from racial horror to
transraciality and transfi