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Morrison (2)

1. The kind of work I have always wanted to do requires me to learn how
to maneuver ways to free up the language from its sometimes sinister,
frequently lazy, almost always predictable employment of racially in-
formed and determined chains. (The only short story I have ever written,
“Recitatif,” was an experiment in the removal of all racial codes from a
narrative about two characters of different races for whom racial identity
is crucial.)
Toni Morrison, Playing in the Dark: Whiteness and the Literary Imagina-
tion (New York: Vintage, 1992), xi.

2. I wrote to Toni Morrison. Her response raised as many questions as
it resolved. Morrison explained that her project in this story was to
substitute class for racial codes in order to drive a wedge between these
typically elided categories. Both eliciting and foiling our assumption that
Roberta’s middle-class marriage and politics, and Twyla’s working-class
perspective, are reliable racial clues, Morrison incorporated details about
their husbands’ occupations that encourage an alternative conclusion.
If we are familiar (as I was not) with IBM’s efforts to recruit black
executives and with the racial exclusiveness of the firemen’s union in
upstate New York, where the story is set, we read Roberta as middle-class
black and Twyla as working-class white. Roberta’s resistance to bussing,
then, is based on class rather than racial loyalties: she doesn’t want her
(middle-class black) stepchildren bussed to a school in a (white) working-
class neighborhood; Twyla, conversely, wants her (white) working-class
child bussed to a middle-class school (regardless of that school’s racial
composition). What we hear, from this perspective, in Twyla’s envy of
Roberta, “Everything is so easy for them,” and in her challenge to the
status quo—it’s not a free country “but it will be”—is class rather than
(or perhaps compounded by) racial resentment, the adult economic
counterpart to Twyla’s childhood fantasy of Roberta’s.
Elizabeth Abel, “BlackWriting, White Reading: Race and the Politics of
Feminist Interpretation,” Critical Inquiry 19, no. 3 (Spring 1993): 476.
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