
Cultural and Theoretical Contexts:
Rewriting, Revision, and Black Postmodernism

CORINA ANGHEL CRIØU

The revival of ethnic consciousness as a major expression of the
new pluralism and the deep tension created by the divergent
process of acculturation (the assimilation of values of a common
civil culture) and ethnification (the assertion of difference as a form
of empowerment) are reflected in the rise of a rich and varied
literature of ethnicity which has infused vigor and freshness into
the American literature (Mihæilæ 1994, 157). 

We must redefine ‘theory’ itself from within our own black
cultures, refusing to grant the racist premise that theory is
something that white people do, so that we are doomed to imitate
our white colleagues, like reverse minstrel critics done up in
whiteface. We are all heirs to critical theory, but we black critics
are heirs as well to the black vernacular tradition (Gates 1989, 280).

Résumé: Cet ouvrage part de la question de la légitimité du terme de «postmodernisme»
pour les romans des écrivains afro°américains. On commence par discuter de la nécessité de
réviser entièrement le canon littéraire américain en vue d’inclure les écrivains marginalisés,
à savoir (dans notre cas) les écrivains afro°américains. A leur tour, ceux°ci (ces écrivains
afro°américains) repensent d’une manière cruciale le canon littéraire parce que, dans leurs
romans, ils réécrivent les textes de leurs précurseurs – textes appartenant tant à la tradition
afro°américaine, qu’à celle eurocentrique. Cet ouvrage démontre ainsi que ces écrivains
afro°américains contemporains pratiquent un type positif de postmodernisme, révisant la
tradition d’une façon créative, en reconstruisant les concepts raciaux antérieurs pour
apprendre de nouvelles méthodes de reconfiguration de l’identité et de l’histoire.

Keywords: postmodernism, African American fiction, rewriting, revision, black and white
traditions.

Changing the Academic Focus: “Radical Postmodernism”

Within the densely textured theoretical canvas of African American criticism, bell hooks’
essay “Postmodern Blackness” depicts, in the darkest of colors, the unilateral direction usually
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taken by the postmodern discourse. The literary critic strongly condemns the cultural
perspectives proliferated by an academic white elite that shares a coded jargon directed to a
specialized audience. Taking into account the contemporary stress on heterogeneity and
tolerance for the Other, these postmodern discourses fail “to recognize a critical black presence
in the culture”. In response to this white°faced thinking, hooks proposes the term “radical
postmodernism” as the “politics of difference” that “should incorporate the voices of displaced,
marginalized, exploited, and oppressed black people” (1998, 625–626). By challenging white
supremacist thinking, “radical postmodernism” must offer insights into the African American
experience through a sustained study of works by writers of colour.

This focus on “otherness and difference” has the role of changing the very nature of
postmodern theory, since it aims at discussing literary texts by rethinking the conventionality
of white academic discourse. One major mistake, as hooks observes, is to create a critical
discourse only for a specialized audience, “one that shares a common language rooted in the
very master narratives it claims to challenge” (1998, 626). The critic thus recommends a
thorough revision of the postmodern discourse not only at the stylistic level, but also at the
thematic one:

If radical postmodernist thinking is to have a transformative impact then a critical
break with the notion of ‘authority’ as ‘mastery over’ must not simply be a rhetorical
device, it must be reflected in habits of being, including styles of writing as well as
chosen subject matter (1998, 626).

Crucially, hooks gives voice to contemporary black writers’ attempt to turn the critical focus
toward the cultural territories belonging to the non°white Other, in order to discuss literary
works by African American, Native American, Asian, and Hispanic authors, or by any author
situated outside the mainstream. 

A Constructive Critique: “Double°Coded Texts”

The term postmodern may very well be the stumbling block of this article that discusses
how identity can be rewritten in the postmodern African American novel. This is due not only
to the difficulty of pinning down a clear definition of postmodernism, but also to the ideological
resistance to postmodern discourse felt by many African American writers1. Nonetheless, the
term is unavoidable: for one reason, it delineates the period of black fiction after the 1970s,
and for another, it refers to the specificity of late twentieth century black writing, which is
particularly focused on revision.

By initiating an analysis of the cultural and theoretical contexts of the postmodern African
American novel, this article investigates the African American intellectuals’ insistence on their
own constructive criticism by means of unflinching resistance to the white forma mentis, as
well as constant attention to the black tradition. 

In this sense, Wahneema Lubiano asks a relevant question: “What is at stake for positioning
a reading of a black American novel within the discourse of postmodernism?” (1994, 149).
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Lubiano’s question can be a theoretical leitmotif traceable in the works of those critics who
have especially examined the idea of black postmodernism (bell hooks, Madhu Dubey, and
Lawrence Hogue) and it can be further explored within a larger context (in writings by Michael
Awkward, Houston A. Baker, Keith Byerman, John F. Callahan, Barbara Christian, Henry
Louis Gates, Jr., Mae Henderson, Deborah McDowell, Toni Morrison, Barbara Smith, Valerie
Smith, James Snead, Robert Stepto, Alice Walker, Susan Willis, and others). Most of these
critics have (trans)planted their theories to the culturally fertile soil of African American studies.
These theories promptly accommodate the black writers’ goal to create new cultural
representations, while insisting on the importance of race / class / gender definitions.

An answer to Lubiano’s question can be found in Hans Bertens’ The Idea of the Postmodern,
where he observes that “it is not the world that is postmodern, here, it is the perspective from
which that world is seen that is postmodern” (1995, 19). Bertens differentiates between two
kinds of postmodernism: first, a “good” version, “which critics refuse to call postmodernism”,
and second, a “bad” version, “which they contemptuously call postmodernism” (1995, 9). The
first type is supported by those theorists who are “engaged in the necessary process of erasing
the old, harmful, intellectual structures of liberal humanism in order to make room for new
ones”. The second type is promoted by those who “are merely engaged in the wanton
destruction of intellectual property without the ultimate aim of rebuilding” (1995, 9).

Bertens’ illuminating comment on a type of a good, creative postmodernism suits most
African American authors’ efforts to question previous racial concepts and explore new
methods of reconfiguring African American identity and history. In the context of the
contemporary debate on postmodernism, African American authors are not simply engaged
in an act of intellectual erasure, but primarily in one of cultural revision. The politics of
rewriting in black postmodern texts are “double coded”, so that black texts reconfigure the
literary canon, while focusing on their own cultural specificity (Hutcheon 1997, 107). Major
texts by Maya Angelou, Ernest Gaines, Charles Johnson, Toni Morrison, Gloria Naylor, Ishmael
Reed, Alice Walker, and others, undermine inasmuch as they underline; they subvert certain
meanings inasmuch as they legitimize others. Evoking Jean François Lyotard’s much quoted
phrase, these writers’ “incredulity toward metanarratives” does not solely manifest itself as
a means of destruction, but mostly as a means of reconstruction – of rewriting both their black
heritage and the Eurocentric tradition (Lyotard 1984). African American authors castigate
hegemonic cultural forms in the same way as white authors; however, African America authors’
“parody of high culture is sustained by an alternative value system” (Byerman 1985, 219). 

Hence, the main argument of this article centres on the revisionist aspect of contemporary
African American fiction, on its challenging ways of de/re°constructing identity by rewriting
both the black and white literary traditions. Proposing this flexible, triangulated model, this
article explores how African American authors’ develop new ideological patterns of
knowledge and understanding in their texts. Black postmodernism appears in this light as a
positive, constructive critique that delineates itself from a vague, widespread understanding
of postmodernism2.

Indeed, the crisis of representation, the annihilation of moral values, and the aesthetic
chaos – which have generally been seen as attributes of postmodernism – are no longer
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primordial for black postmodern writing. Contemporary African American authors are part
of a late, mature stage of postmodernism that moves beyond the premises of the postmodern
condition marked by meaninglessness, fragmentariness, and uncertainty. Even if postmodern
African American authors still make use of fragmentariness, irony, parody, self°reflexivity,
playfulness, and other postmodern techniques, these authors employ these techniques not simply
for demystifying former literary conventions, but mostly for their strenuous goal of redefining
the meaning of their racial inheritance. 

Many postmodern black authors rewrite earlier texts using revisionist methods that imply
progression, contrast, and difference. As Christian Moraru remarks, rewriting “does more than
just lay bare its own techniques, linguistic apparatus, fictionality, and, in relation to this,
intertextual make°up” (2001, 20). The mode of rewriting refers to the “re°formative and
transformative nature of postmodern rewriting”, so that “rewriting re°writes” (2001, 20–21).
Rewriting has little to do with copying, remaking, and duplicating, and more with redefining,
rethinking, and reshaping a literary tradition. By involving both resistance and revision,
rewriting can definitely be seen as a postmodern phenomenon that reworks emblematic texts
of the past in order to reshape cultural values of the future. It becomes a constructive method
whose purpose is not simply one of repetition, but mostly one of producing change, of making
readers envisage cultural representations in a new way3. 

As further argued, African American identity must be analyzed within intertextual and
intercultural frameworks. The next part supports my approach to the culturally rich
phenomenon of rewriting by outlining the principal directions of the African American
revisionist literary theory. 

African American Revisionist Theories: “No More Separate Spheres”

This part correlates the multiple modulations of my approach on rewriting with the field
of the African American revisionist criticism by highlighting three main directions:

1. the revision of the black literary tradition (Robert Stepto); 
2. the revision of the white literary tradition (Toni Morrison); 
3. the revision of both the black and white literary tradition (Henry Louis Gates, Jr.,

Michael Awkward, and Mae Henderson). 

A critical examination of these theories reveals a larger theoretical concern for comparative
analysis and intertextuality.

One of the first models of literary revision can be found in Robert Stepto’s From Behind
the Veil: A Study of Afro°American Narrative (1979). Employing the structuralist method, he
delimits the existence of some thematic and structural leitmotifs traceable in various black texts
and identifies a “pregeneric myth of freedom and literacy” circulating in these narratives. His
book is divided into two sections – the Call and the Response – implying that certain African
American writers answered “the Call” of their precursors. The Call initiated by the slave
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narratives, the texts of Booker T. Washington, and W. E. B. Du Bois was later answered by
outstanding authors such as James W. Johnson, R. Wright, and R. Ellison.

In spite of Stepto’s notable influence, his method has two identifiable flaws. First, his
intertextual reading of black literature contains only male authors; there is no account of female
authors. Second, Stepto’s structuralist method establishes the existence of an African
American tradition not on a chronological criterion, but on a shareable, identifiable pregeneric
myth. As observed by Lawrence Hogue, “the mere fact that Stepto selects ‘the search for
freedom and literacy’ rather than another Afro°American myth, such as communal struggle,
indicates that the choice is ideological, and his Afro°American tradition in From Behind the
Veil is a discourse that permits and excludes” (1994, 339).

Furthermore, in their discursive negotiations between various literary works, African
American authors have examined not only black texts, but also white texts. It is the task of
the contemporary scholar to reread what has been (mis)written, to discover the reasons beyond
former representations of African American characters and to try to fill in these textual ellipses
and gaps. Thus, the critic has to identify how “languages of the unsayable spotlight what has
been excluded by that which is sayable and said” (Budick and Iser 1989, xi).

In Playing in the Dark: Whiteness and the Literary Imagination, Toni Morrison cogently
notices that “in matters of race, silence and evasion have historically ruled literary discourse”
(1992, 9). Here she talks about the paucity of the white literary imagination, its refusal to
acknowledge and accept the Africanist presence – labeling it as a form of “willed scholarly
indifference” (1992, 14). Morrison implies that writing is deeply interrelated with reading. She
draws attention to both the reader’s and writer’s mission “to interpret and perform shareable
imaginative worlds”, with the awareness that words are carriers of hidden messages of racial
superiority and cultural hegemony (1992, xii). Her revisionist project is concerned with the
way in which “literary whiteness” and “literary blackness” are fabricated in literature and with
the consequences of these constructions. In a much°quoted passage, she denounces the false
pretensions of the canonical American literature claiming not to be influenced by a
four°hundred°year°old African presence:

What became transparent were the self°evident ways that Americans choose to talk
about themselves through and within a sometimes allegorical, sometimes metaphorical,
but always choked representation of an Africanist presence (1992, 17).

Firing the canon, Morrison’s book seriously questions the fictional texts of those white
authors who used to be traditionally considered the pillars of the American literature. By
examining texts by Cather, Poe, Melville, and Hemingway (and also alluding to James, Stein,
and O’Connor), Morrison criticizes these authors’ techniques of alterization, of scapegoating,
of depicting in negative terms a non°white presence as a means of reinforcing the heroic nature
of the white character. Morrison highlights that the black character – and its demonization –
has always served as an element of contrast underlining the superiority of the white
character3.
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Morrison’s crucial reevaluation of the America literature underlines once more that canons
are sociopolitical fabrications, human constructions of power that can be, in turn, deconstructed.
Morrison also suggests that the writer’s mission is inextricably linked with that of the reader
who gets engaged in a conscious exercise of literary revision. Involved in discovering these
(mis)representations of the African American character, Morrison is both an attentive reader
and a gifted writer who creates alternative racial configurations. 

If Morrison pleads for a thorough revision of white texts, a large number of critics have
elaborated upon the importance of black intertextuality as both a continuation of the African
American tradition and a disruption of Western ideas. In his seminal work The Signifying
Monkey: A Theory of Afro°American Literary Criticism (1988), Henry Louis Gates 
identifies a black theory of literature and interpretation with roots in the black vernacular
tradition. He starts by isolating a specific figure – the trickster god Esu – whom he considers
to be a recurrent theme in the U.S.A. and in various African countries. Having countless
characteristics and embodying the principle of interpretative indeterminacy, Esu finds his
equivalent in the African American figure of the Signifying Monkey, a trickster, a mutable
character with a thousand faces.

The concept of Signifyin(g) encodes a whole theory of textual rewriting, a “(re)naming
ritual” that disrupts the nature of the sign by redoubling or multiplying its signifiers. As Gates
points out, “black people vacated this signifier, then – incredibly – substituted as its concept
a signified that stands for the system of rhetorical strategies peculiar to their own vernacular
tradition” (1988, 47)4. In this way, difference infiltrates inside the conventional nature of the
white sign, which acquires another meaning. African Americans accordingly articulate their
personal experience by appropriating the meaning of the white sign, which is changed through
an endless process of linguistic rewriting. 

Moreover, Gates offers a theory of black intertextuality seen as “a process of repetition
and revision” implying not only that thematic and structural elements circulate from one text
to another, but also that significant differences appear in the revisionist text (1988, 60). This
emphasis on “the creative (re)placement” of the old, standard meanings with new, unexpected
ones has constantly been an important feature of the African American narrative tradition4. 

Gates’s intertextual theory can be read in relation to Michael Awkward’s study of black
female writers, Inspiriting Influences (1989), where he discusses the transformations of various
literary traditions in the African American women’s fiction. Deconstructing the masculinist
orientation of the African American canon, Awkward insists on the difference between male
and female systems of canonical revision: “While male texts in the Afro°American canon follow
a traditionally Western male pattern of textual competition, women’s novels seem to form a
more harmonious system” (1989, 6). Unlike the male tradition built on rivalry and opposition,
the female tradition lays stresses on the importance of incorporation, continuation, and
reconsideration of some specific female cultural codes:5

Unlike the novice black male writer concerned with usurping his black male precursor,
the Afro°American woman writer attempts to establish with her female predecessor the
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type of positive symbiotic merger, which, according to Gardiner, Nancy Chodorow,
and others, characterizes the patterns of female identity formation (1989, 7).

Relying on the etymology of the verb “to denigrate” (from Latin denigrare, “to blacken”,
from de°, “completely” + nigrare, “to blacken,” from niger, “black”), Awkward presents a
theory of denigration as a particular tendency in African American culture: “By denigration
I mean here precisely those appropriative acts by Afro°Americans which have successfully
transformed, by the addition of black expressive cultural features, Western cultural and
expressive systems” (1989, 9).

The female literary genealogy in Awkward’s project deeply resonates with Mae
Henderson’s essay, “Speaking in Tongues: Dialogics, Dialectics, and the Black Woman
Writer’s Literary Tradition” (1991). Henderson takes Bakhtin’s notion of dialogism and applies
it to black female literature, whose dialogic character enables women “to speak in dialogically
racial and gendered voices to the other(s).” In her view, black women internalize the
heterogeneous social voices, a fact that initiates in their work “a dialogue between self and
society” (1991, 18–19). In black women’s fiction, the self and the other are no longer placed
in antagonistic positions and personal and public forms of discourse are combined.

Henderson’s trope of “speaking in tongues”6 conflates both heteroglossia (“the ability to
speak in diverse known languages”) and glossolalia (“the ability to utter ‘the mysteries of the
spirit’”). For the critic, “speaking in tongues” turns into the very marker of female writing:

It is the first as well as the second meaning which we privilege in speaking of black
women writers: the first connoting polyphony, multivocality, and plurality of voices,
and the second signifying intimate, private, inspired utterances (1991, 23).

Stepto’s, Morrison, Gates’s, Awkward’s, and Henderson’s perspectives ultimately
propose dialogical models of interpreting literature. These models privilege complex
constructions of multifaceted African American characters by reworking an endless variety
of texts. In this light, postmodern African American novels – written by both male and female
authors – bring their contribution to the ongoing process of literary revision. As Gates states
in Loose Canons: Notes on the Culture Wars, African American literature is part of “a tradition
not defined by a pseudoconscience of racial biology, or a mystical, shared essence called
blackness, but by the repetition and revision of shared themes, topoi, and tropes, a process
that binds the signal texts of the black tradition into a canon just as surely as separate links
bind together into a chain” (1992, 39, emphasis added).

WORKS CITED

1. In this direction, Madhu Dubey remarks: “Although we would expect African°American literature to form a vital
resource for debates about postmodernism, it is conspicuously missing, even when these debates are launched in
the name of racial difference” (2003, 2). 
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2. In 1987, the Centre for the Study of Black Literature and Culture at the University of Pennsylvania sponsored a
conference entitled “The Study of Afro°American Literature: An Agenda for the 1990s.” A community of important
black theoreticians gathered to discuss critical methods that should be used in constructing the African American
literary canon. The two important points on the agenda were summarized by Barbara Johnson in two questions:
1. “What the black intellectual’s stance has been and should be toward white Western culture?” 2. “How the
Afro°American literary and critical tradition has been and should be defined?” (in Baker and Redmond 1989, 39).
Using the call°and°response pattern, critical polemics were initiated between Henry Louis Gates, Jr. and Barbara
Johnson, Deborah McDowell and Michael Awkward, Houston A. Baker and Mae Henderson, Kimberly Benston
and Cheryl Wall, Arnold Rampersad and Michel Fabre and others. These critics underlined the need to reshape
the language of black criticism by stressing its vernacular roots, and rethinking Western models. As Gates points
out, black critics must avoid “the mistake of accepting the empowering language of white critical theory as
‘universal’ or as our own language” (1989, 5).

3. In his suggestively entitled essay “Repetition as a Figure of Black Culture,” James Snead identifies a repetitive
pattern in the African American culture and literature. For Snead, repetition is the figure that underscores the main
distinction between the Euro°American and the African American culture. In its Hegelian legacy, the Western culture
has laid stress on progress, linearity, and teleology, so that repetition is equivalent with accumulation and growth.
In a different sense, the black culture has stressed circularity, flow, and non°teleology, so that repetition entails
deferral and return. However, Snead’s view on a non°progressive repetition as a specific form of black culture is
questionable. How many of the postmodern novels follow the pattern of Snead’s repetitive model? Can we say
that Reed’s Mumbo Jumbo – a novel used by Snead to exemplify his theory – implies no progression? Designed
to subvert the binarism between the Euro°American and African cultures, Reed’s Mumbo Jumbo, (like Charles
Johnson’s Middle Passage or Toni Morrison’s Song of Solomon) makes use of repetition in order “to produce
difference” (Gates 1984, 10, in Moraru 2001, 84). Thus, Snead`s perspective on a non°progressive type of repetition
cannot be generally applied to the whole black culture.

4. In The Signifying Monkey, Ishmael Reed is the only novelist whom Reed considers to be “postmodern.” Analyzing
Reed’s corpus of works, Gates specifies: “he seems to be concerned to critique and revise the models of
representation fundamental to the canonical texts that comprise the tradition of the Afro°American novel” 
(1988, 217).

5. At a time when few critical texts discussed the ideas of a black female tradition, Awkward’s book analyzed the
relationship between female authors by focusing on works by Zora Neale Hurston, Alice Walker, Toni
Morrison, and Gloria Naylor. 

6. Henderson takes her inspiration for the trope of “speaking in tongues” from the Biblical episode of the Tower of
Babel: “Speaking in many and different tongues, the dwellers of Babel, unable to understand each other, fell into
confusion, discord, and strife, and had to abandon the project” (1991, 23). Henderson applies the trope of “speaking
in tongues” to Zora Neale Hurston’s Their Eyes Were Watching God, Sherley Anne William’s Dessa Rose, and
Toni Morrison’s Sula.
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