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The slave writers’ purpose, as an instance of the sociological imagination,
was to describe the “intricate connection between the patterns of their own
lives and the course of world history...[and] what this connection means for the
kinds of men [and women] they are becoming and for the kind of
history-making in which they might take part” (Mills 1959:4). In its most general
outlines, the slave narrative tried to connect its audience to the foundationally
divisive social relations that underwrote the slave experience, an experience
most of its readers were able to keep at a distance from themselves. |
This was arguably a challenge for the writer, and as William Andrew notes,
“in the two decades before Emancipation, black autobiography served as a
kind of sociocultural crucible | which some of the era’s most
interesting....experiments were conducted in how to tell the truth about
experience....By the mid-nineteenth century, black autobiographers had
recognized that their great challenge was much more than just telling the truth;
they had to sound truthful doing it” to those, including a “noted leader of the
American Anti-Slavery Society,” who, in his own words, “thought that the slave,
as a general thing, is a liar’”. How could known liars sound truthful? They
would have to display, with the utmost genuineness, just those qualities that
we associate with a conventional sociological realism: a plain unembellished
style of writing that conveyed only the believable facts, a balanced assessment
with no “exaggeration” and nothing that smacked of ‘the imagination”. |
A system is denounced, but gently so too is the need to keep refuting, in the
late twentieth century, that “Blacks became slaves, finally” (Robinson 1983:
176); that slavery created so total a condition of subjection that all trace of
humanity vanished; that slavery became these African Americans as the
totality of their ontology. As Cedric Robinson and Morrison both suggest, it is
indisputable that “slavery altered the conditions of their being” but also
indisputable that slavery “could not negate their being”. |
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The mistake Sethe makes in thinking that Mr. Bodwin, who has done her no
harm, is schoolteacher is a carefully cultivated one, the ground well laid. It is
also an insightful mistake. As George Lipstiz nicely puts it, “People who appear
to be ‘mistaken’ about another...sometimes really know things that can not be
represented easily because their knowledge is illegitimate by existing

standards and paradigms”(1994:162) |

A story that is no longer located in the vice of the morality of verisimilitude,
which the abolitionist, with honorable motivations, nonetheless demanded.
And, indeed, much that distinguished Morrison’s story from Coffin’s can be

found in their respective

hat stories: Coffin trying to hold on to it, obsessed with

its property rather than its spirit, and Morrison conjuring up the complicated
nexus that is the thing behind it, offering reconciliation and a future without

propertied domination. |
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