Teaching Students How ¢, Examine
(he Role of Women in August Wiy, Plays
Dana A. Williqms
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in all but one of the pla,lys. T(.fachers should encourage students to consider the
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Ma Rainey’s Black Bottom, which dramatizes the life of Gertrude “Ma”

Rainey, has a woman as its lead character, but Ma’s onstage appearances are in
no way comparable with that of her male peers. Fences examines discrimination
in sport culture and blue-collar employment and that discrimination’s effect on
family, and Rose is essential to the development of Troy as a character. But, like
Ma, Rose does not appear on the stage as often as either of the play’s two main
male characters. There are five women in the cast of Joe Turner’s Come and
Gone, and they participate in much of the dialogue—especially Bertha, who
runs the boardinghouse in which the play is set. But Joe Turner is indisputably
Herald Loomis’s play, with male characters Seth and Bynum providing a signit-
icant amount of its crucial dialogue. The Piano Lesson explores a brother-sister
relationship to root out the broad swath of history’s relation to life, death, and
ancestry, and Berniece holds her ground among a cast of men. But The Piano
ld_zsson is as much Boy Willie’s play as Joe Turner’s Come and Gone is Loomis’.
l?lsa, the lone woman in Two Trains Running, cuts herself in an outright rejec-
tion of men’s obsession with her body, thereby calling attention to the role of
gender in the lives of Wilson’s characters. But her character does not emerge
Y to be anything more than a foil that facilitates the play's larger tlun‘nos‘-
to Lze of the seven characters in Seven Guitars are \fvome}l, tll(llltl}-;.l);l’(“l:"“"::::;
diffempamcmaﬂ).’ memorable. Jitney explores the lives © l_uilmcil ;sltc%rpr("ts
‘ idezt gfefnergtlons and different opinions to help expl;un ll(; cl;u:"actt'r. Ly
Sparing} Othamlly and responsibility, engaging Oqu one’ enz;lu;tam which fore-
A 0\%)’ ‘roughout the play. King Hedley I1, ics e ir;mturc in the
S ng Hedley I1, has female characters who create no Sig
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memory. As King represents the common man and the
to find his place in an ever-changing world that continues to deyy 1,;

the women—his wife, Tonva, and his mother. Ruby—like Risy '\rrl-\)l‘ his worth,
Radio Golf tackles the issue ofcuntvmpor;uy gvntﬁﬁmliom :;tli(; ):. tln'lls at best
in a number of the plavs in Wilson's beloved Hill District and (mlul)l -l““lum)mm
middle classs complicit role in this somewhat cavalier dismissal (;tlw black
Mame. the one female character in the play, embodies its tl\(‘;l‘](’(i) e st
measure. Gem of the Ocean. Wilson's only play with a female le~1(]n-]n-n S]]
fully reveals Aunt Ester, who first appears in Two Trains Rluming‘ as';llanl‘qer’
others understand the present moment by looking to the past. > 45 she helps

Each of Wilson's plays can be taught at various levels (and across diffe
disciplines). and in each instance the woman question will surely ;irise {_Eln?t
essay, however. focuses on three approaches to teaching the plays and wo;ne:’z
roles in them: teaching the plays to a general education population to introdyce
students to the genre. teaching the plays in lower-level literature and theater
courses to introduce students to literary criticism, and teaching the plays in
specialized courses to help students use literary theory as a lens through which
to interpret or evaluate texts.

Wilson’s ten-play cycle gives a variety of options to faculty members teaching
courses to a general education population. In an African American literature
survey course from 1940 to the present, for example, I have used the plays to
introduce students to drama as genre. Because general education courses are
typically populated by students from a wide range of majors, many of whom
will not take another literature course but who are expected to be well-rounded
enough in the humanities to understand the features of various genres, one Og
the course objectives is to introduce students to the deﬁnix’lg charactfanSU;S ::)e
at least three genres. I like to include one or two of Wilson’s plays torlfntroa;ce
students to drama—to its mimetic impulse or its attempt to haYe'P‘ji':l:“ s
imitate life: to present this imitation realistically and to use realistic dialogu!
make an immediate impact on the audience. . viewin

Because reading thepplays tends to be a less vivid exPeTengfntii:;S. When%
their performance, I have students read crucial scenes ou}tl Ouwant o bear the
I teach Fences, students quickly designate as Ehe scene they
exchange between Rose and Troy after TI‘O):'S ad;n der but PromPﬁ"
Alberta’s child. Without introducing the question 0 %3‘; o i
dents to take great care to examine the techmql_les :ns " to explain e
play’s mimetic impulse, I am often struck by their 'I?}tlt: aI:gue convinci gl}; o
without giving any weight or attention to gende;’l. ]a);' so that Troy$ "?"e plot
Wilson develops Rose’s character thmug(?ou:hte ecg’nﬂict nee ed' to d:;\;a dher
of their relationship with adultery provides k or her role as limite erflly
forward. No student sees Rose’s character as “ieaed character who wﬂf;nd Troy
they claim that she is a very strong, fully deveho%ialogue between-he;x. Rose i
imitates life and who is essential to the plot. ;f e - builds to jts clim
is a realistic imitation and adds tension as the P
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at lacilitates the play’s mimetic impulse. ¢ it is he
:'l:-i:li([”(‘ the limited role of women l;ased on tth; i';:i;": ""flf::’ms to begin 1
Because Fences is not the only Wilson play I teach in this :r)u;(’“"s character,
woman question to emerge naturally by pairing Fences with T;:“Tl a,'lh‘"the
ning, where gender emerges, even iftangemjally, as one of the l;'vrmm Run-
To meet the specific objective of having students readily ; de:nf: ‘Lhd:mes .
defining characteristics, I prompt them to identify common elements 5;:[;:
matic structure—like the exposition of the plot (Is it climactic or episad: :
the rising action (Where is the point of attack or inciting in('idem’a?::h?
or climax, and then the resolution. When reading Tico Trains Rum‘ung ;T:"
students understand the role Hambone plays in developing the s 4 €n,
action. His repeated demand for his ham foreshadows the other Lh:::;
determination to get what is due them as members of the community in which
they live. Students can also recognize the play’s crisis point and, Taker, thie res.
olution. The element of dramatic structure that requires them to do the most
critical thinking and to make important connections typically involves pinpoint-
ing crucial elements of the exposition. I remind them that the exposition entails
what unfolds both onstage and off. They quickly note that the play’s title—"Two
Trains Running”—is our first clue that at least two plotlines are running paral-
lel. Then they offer Risa’s self-mutilation as an example of relevant expasition
:ﬂ:&t hf ppens offstage. Because the published script actually tells the reader
at Risa, “in an attempt to define herself in terms other than her genitalia, has
;Cal‘red her legs with a razor” ([1993] 3), I ask them to consider the relation of
kfl;v:zotlf. 4 2 woman specifically to the play’s exposition. Why do we need o
hen Il.dtkshe has scarred her legs in order to grasp the ;?lot with more dewg:irl;
s aw:s students to cite specific moments in the play’s develoszx:n rhaee
Viewed ;e(ri\ess enhances the play’s mimetic impulfe. Her-det:{m;ne‘s o e
tence th‘n accepted on her own terms is not tern.bl)" unl!_ke ambon ol
at Lutz give him his ham as promised, nor is it unlike Sterlings re
12 ind meaning iy lie by tahs Lutz to place it in Ham-
One’s o limmg in his own life by taking the ham from Lu 'pthat he desire
set. What the analysis of Risa's gendered act revealsis
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att::tlif-deﬁniﬁon animates every story line of the plot. S0 they see }:bz“tp:l?a;r;%

theme L0 the Way women function in the text is as revealing about ¥
choices in the charac-

ey 5
ErsTl‘:iS ((l) fthe plot and about genre as it is about Wilson’s

The evelops to dramatize black culture. ) 1 minors to literary
Cliticig,t S A€ equally useful for introducing majors ard MR 8 "
help sth My comments here are limited to sketches of critical a}:ge lays con-
ain dents explore the role of women in Wilson’s plays but ho\f criticism
g € Tange of themes and tropes amenable to showing it B
s both the reading and performing of the plays. Because
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so openly about his aesthetic and dramatic vision, T like
articulated in essays and interviews) to contextualize his
me to introduce students to biographical criticism, Rea
the plays through the lens of authorial intention offers s
to very specific scenes—consider, for example, Heral,
Christianity as evidenced by his slashing his chest at th,
its reflection of Wilson’s celebration of African spiritu
can ﬁr?d ample evidence of Wilson’s authorial intention, Comment; Structo,
(then in-process but now complete) ten-play cycle that " g on his
hundred-year history of Africans in America—a history he callg et; e foy.
myself and my ancestors”—he tells Sandra G. Shannon, “IYlou kn e s’fory of
a 400-year autobiography. That’s what I'm writing from. There’s a wﬁwl D've got
of material” T claim all 400 years of it. And I claim the right to tell it i(:le bunch
I choose because it’s, in essence, my autobiography” (Shannon "Blue:’x’l); Way
In that same interview, when Shannon inquires whether or not h’e is congy 40).
that women had not, so far, been the focus of his plays, he remarks thate}:nefi
not concerned because his perspective of the world is that of a man (550).1 glﬁ
he tells her later that while he was working on a play that was to be all m.a]e a
woman showed up on the stage (as he imagined it) insisting that she have her
own scene. She asks him, ““You gonna write a play about blacks in America in
the 1940s and ain’t going to have no women in it? How ridiculoys can you get”
(553).2 His point, it seems, is that he is compelled foremost to represent through
dramatic art a glimpse of history through culture, and he uses whatever charac-
ters and traditions available to him to develop the ideas the particular play seeks
to explore. That the characters are more often male than they are female, he
intimates, is more a consequence of his own gender than a deliberate or even
unconscious attempt to have more male characters than female. Students, when
made aware of these statements by Wilson, are better prepared to develop a‘nd
sustain arguments related to the role of women in the plays and to determine
the value of this line of questioning, ] .
One way to get studer?ts to think seriously about the role (.)f women mc‘:-ifml:z
plays and, concurrently, to offer them models for producxpg ht?mrériﬁcs P
about the plays is to assign critical essays th.at eXPIOrEi this ]t(op“aleir shaence
quently concern themselves with the women in Wlllsons wor s;ce ey
and then their presence, their silence and then their ﬁfldm%ﬁ a'Vnt v,ariet)’ from
inism and then their seeming subordination, so there is su Clef st s,
which students and instructors can chose. Of significance is thelei faving S
by and large, see Wilson’s conversation with gen(lier :ﬁ i?smrﬁe t;) show them
dents read essays that grapple with this cor‘nple)ﬂt)’ x:an d how students ¢
how literary criticism can enliven interpretations of ate o
articipate in this discourse. . . August
P Whgn I assign Shannon’s ““The Ground”on thlhisltit::se smgznts engf{!;':
Perspective on African American Women, th; g:llow Wilson to come 0 &
the argument that Wilson’s feminine portrayals
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.versity and depths of black women’s ¢; rien
; 'the d“;i:;z?»; Sojourner Truth’s Question Rﬁitedcﬁ,xlig{,::s\;gpnds: o
(! é haracters,” the goal is to have them contextualize his depiction l:)sf
en as he imagines theu'. roles th.r g oqt hlstory among the la.rger Question
wom ol OF black women in AI:rlenf:an society. If the objective is to help them
i thie way a play like Ma Rainey’s Black Bottom challenges ang confronts
ce t ¢ations that gender places on women, I might have them read “August
m men,” by Harry J. Elam, ]_r., or his chapter on women in The §um
Present in the Drama of zf&ugust Wzlson, where he argues convincingly that
as s women “negotiate interlocking systems of racia] and gender oppres-
V.Vlls’f)(s 9). Like Elam’s essay, Missy Dehn Kubitscheks “August Wilson’s Gen-
sion Lesson” provides students with a good model for complicating a gender
de;l sis by combining that analysis with another theme or trope. Kubitschek’s
analy’ examines how the plays’ historical examinations of the black community
e:s?’i re readers to pay attention to gendered interactions, especially the spiri-
:ugl dimensions of those interactions. This essay helps students think of ways to
write about Gem of the Ocean, a play that requires the audience (and readers) to
suspend belief in a stable, here-and-now reality. Students, with these essays and
others to complement their own interpretations and with class discussion, learn
how complicated Wilson’s development of women is. Stereotypical gender roles
are sometimes reversed: Rose, not Troy, is in charge of the finances in Fences;
Herald Loomis is Zonia’s primary caregiver for years in Joe Turner's Come and
Gone; Bynum and not one of the play’s women is the spiritual worker willing to
give of himself freely and fully to bind others; and Ma is fiercely independent
and unencumbered by her sexuality in Ma Rainey’s Black Bottom. Students
are charged with finding ways to articulate their critique of Wilson’s seeming
imbalanced portrayal of women. Accepting this charge helps them begin to see
themselves as credible participants in the scholarly discourse on literary texts.
In more specialized courses for seniors in the major (English or Theatre
Arts) or for graduate seminars on Wilson or on drama or contemporary African
A.merican literature, more generally, I use critics’ efforts to grapple objectively
with Wilson'’s limited portrayal of women to introduce students to critical ideas
:‘ black, women'’s studies and, concurrently, to complicate African American lit-
Ar aF“"e S Intersection with literary theory. In “Institutions, Classrooms, Faxlur&vi
Lincan American Literature and Critical Theory in the Same Small Spaces,
ndon Barrett explores the ways critical theory and African American litera-
ar to fail each other.* No doubt aware of the well-rehearsed tension
African American literature and critical theory, Barrett writes:
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Theorx on the one hand, is marked by a reluctance to acknowledge itself

ApgPolitical body of works with material determinants and consequences;

of 201:1 American literature, on the other, is characterized by the dxfﬁcult);

the o °‘.”19dging itself as anything more than the oversimple redaction o
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tions of a material and (by negation) political body. (219)
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Many of us would dispute such a characterization of Afyi
ture, but the challenge of helping students understang than Ameriea
theory to African American literature is areal one. As By e relatj,, cri
is an inherently laden political act, and, since traditiona] ﬂ:r ett o.bsen, s, ecal
“unremarked politics of reading” (219) that African Amerf(?r}’l.s Markeg byur)’
concern with contexts and in its commitment to grapplin - lm?r ture, in;n
mative assumptions, requires students to remark 'upon aEdwtlth Visible no:
tension is inevitable.® Recent scholarship in black Women’s to (?hallenge, the
working within this tension, rejects, perhaps more aggl‘essivzllldles’ Ingtegq of
variety of African American critical theory, contemporary h‘ad}', .than any othe,
a viable lens through which to read black culture in gene}al an(litll?]nal the as
culture in particular.” The irony that I am asking students to - Womens
methodologies of black women's studies (its most progressive Ouse the Criticg]
to meet the challenge of examining women'’s limited roles in Wﬂrsles ’ESPec.ian )
cultural productions is not lost on them, Yet, black women stu(:irledI.shncﬂ)’
that are not characteristic of traditional academic disciplinary sPacee:’ . Ways
a respect for the cultural inimitability that informs Wilson’s aesthetic, ’;‘?lu:jzs
cipline thus lends itself to fruitful readings of the plays in general a.nd of th~
absent presence of women in them in particular. ¢
As Barbara Christian notes in one of the earliest articulations of contem.
porary black women’s studies critical methodologies, “Theory is precisely the
problem upon which a black feminist scholar stumbles. Having been excluded
0 many times from so many camps, we are . . . particularly attuned to the
dangers of the abstract generalization[s]” about “culture, language, literature,
and gender” and toward the “philosophical and abstract logic” that character-
ize theory (227). Similarly skeptical about adopting mainstream theory to read
black culture, Beverly Guy-Sheftall, Christian’s contemporary, argues that black
women’s studies scholars must arrive “at theoretical [framework] which will
enable one to understand the complexity and diversity of the black female expﬁci
rience throughout the world” (139). Noting the challenges these sc.l'n‘olarlsﬂs "
face, she writes, “Much more is needed in the area of reconceptualizing :f,f
Studies and Women’s Studies so that the history, experiences, and C}l)]]]jmrioﬂl
black women will be more effectively taught and studied, therekl’)’ ?naofr;%(pe "
disciplines to reflect more accurately the diversity and complexity
ences of blacks and women throughout the world” (141-42). d through critical
Undeniably, Wilson's plays are best um.ierstood when fnj:fﬁcan . o1 Affcan
lenses that emerge from within and with full awareness o vie adaptation
American culture. His insistence on a black diref:tor for the ]:f(":icaﬂ PeOPleW 0
Fences, for example, makes this point explicitly: “We are ;:ve s different vy ©
have been here since the early seventeenth century. We o different M
responding to the world. We have different idlea.s ab%‘(‘;;esﬁe, about !ang“lfg .
ners of social intercourse. We have different ideas a biective, them 1810 ling
We have different aesthetics” (“I Want” 201-02). My Oe;J,’s studies to g2PP
students observe how the commitment of black wom
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viating the dangers that theory poses to readings of cultyre litera-
der shows how theory that emerges from withip, and that |s driven
ture = Jrure can actually complement African American literature 3
by th? cobjecti"e helps students achieve two interrelateq goals: one, to under.
Tglflow culturally speciﬁC: theory can make visible the often invisible politics
st ding and, two, to rethink traditional gender assumptions to give primacy
of rea olitics of culture, which often requires a different line of inquiry and
to t.hg g,bseqllently yields more meaningful responses. In an attempt to recon-
whic Jlize the interfaces among African American studies, women’s studies
Cepﬂ[;iiack women’s studies (and to highlight the limitations of women’s studies
and ally as 2 lens through which to read black peoples’ experiences), Valethia
f)\s;thns argues that black women’s studies, especially within the context of Afri-
can American studies, must

nd ob

rethink all of the gender assumptions that we now take for granted, before
gender can be incorporated as a viable category of analysis within African
American Studies. . .. Much of Women’s Studies scholarship on Black
women has been preoccupied with describing and measuring how much
Black women’s lives and experiences conform to or deviate from white
gender norms. (“New Directions” 229)

I encourage students to consider their own and critics’ interpretation of Wil-
son’s portrayal of women on the basis of this rethinking.

Central to Watkins’s argument is the position that black women’s studies,
especially as a mode of inquiry in African American studies, must involve the
design of methodological and theoretical assumptions that are committed fore-
most to providing the groundwork “for the development of more complete,
and integrated narratives of Black history and culture that will yield a more
comprehensive, in-depth, and holistic interpretation and body of information
about our past, representing both genders without prejudice” (238). Students
notice that Watkins’s objective is similar to Wilson's—to move beyond norms
efnd Path(’logies to complicate representations and understandings of black
}:if:t and culture. Her commentary about the unfortunate segregat’ion of_b!ack
nes: l;y "lf’“.g gender lines, too, is revealing in the light of Wilsc:ns unwilling-
wOme‘:l,P“mC}pate in this segregation in his cycle, and her caution that black
Speciﬁcs .Stud’eﬁ must reject assumptions about gender that are ﬂOt.Cl.thlu‘ally
It wou]dg 1VEs voice to critics’ tendency to excuse Wilson for this unwdlmgnzss.
is consty Seem that critics understand, at least to some extent, that gen er
not Cultlf:tﬁed by cultural groups; thus any representation of geng:ar thgtcﬁ
abxtractior?s ill Specific is problematic, especiall.y when.dm.ren bé e.(an fca
AN culty g h;Ztefssm to be universalizing but in fact disguise a Euro
: ny. ‘
h Od;‘kas,-tudents tfb consider Risa’s rejection of the men’s objectification of. he;'l 11:

“nning and Rena’s disapproval of Youngblood's plan to surprise he
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with a house as examples of the failure of a universyl;

Why does either woman make the choices she mak(:g;zlegd ul)lll‘t)aoh t

iors at different points in the plays, 1 contend, illustﬂr.t oth Chill‘acte:).ge“de,
of their varied experiences and help us appre ate the Cultypy) : beha\,:
as Wilson develops them in these

ciate male.f, v
plays. So I pr, €Malg ) - /Mam;
of the cultural specificity of the action PEOMPt studeng to ﬁilahmlshita

s they i ;
example involves the discussion between tllliynl\((];:];gy 5 genderey e\rideni
remarks to Holloway and Wolf that something mustol;“ Risa, Whep Mne Such
for cutting her legs and then for not wanting to be ‘?}:Vrong With R‘emp}‘is
he complains that he “can’t figure out where to put l’v1t L2 Man o , wo, fry
insightfully, “That’s what the problem s . . . You tryin, t]efr," HOlloway res()ma"‘
her” (Two Trains 32). As Holloway observes, Risa rg' © figure oyt Whe, Pongs
her self that is not informed by the fullness of her eJeCts-any inte
dents are apt to recognize that Youngblood is tog Comxr}l)it?znces‘_ Inj itney sty
traditional breadwinner to notice that Reng rejects tl‘ad‘t'e tohis desire h;be )
wishes, instead, to be an equal partner in bl‘e‘:ld“"inninl e designations an?l
She tells him, “You supposed to know what’s important t%, st .decism“ Makip
to know what's important to you. I'm not asking you to clln e.hke . SUpposeg
here with you. We in this together” ( (Jitney [2003]475). Nei(t)llt b yourl I'm
the universal assumption that men define women’s identiti;?r Woman dccgpts
women reject outright the characteristics associated with t::;ciin'd l Wikony
ticated white women—docility, unconditional faithfulness, i ‘;lon?]’ domes.
hyperemotionality. » Smp erindeches;
At first students have difficulty understanding and perhaps accep;
monolithic construction of Western culture—which disguises the faclt)tllll s
o . . at West-
ern culture is in fact hybrid, formed of its

peoples’ contact with diverse global
cultures—has been universalized as the standard and that other cultures pos-
sess their own traditional ways of understanding gender or give to it no meany

or value at all. Inviting students to use Wilson’s oeuvre to reimagine gendegr
from this position consistently proves revealing. It prompts them to recognize
the ways that Ma Rainey’s Black Bottom troubles gender categories, most obvi-
ously with the allusions to Ma’s unrestricted sexuality and her dominance over
the men in the play, or the ways that Gem of the Ocean troubles gender cate-
gories more subtly, with Aunt Ester’s almost gender-neutral characterizations.
Aunt Ester has had four husbands, and Solly is her most recent suitor, but their
relationship clearly finds conventional social roles meaningless. They accept the
role bestowed upon each by culture and calling—Solly as a cultural conductor
and Aunt Ester as a prophetic healer. i -

Critical ex;uninatignslthat explore Wilson's engagement with IAer‘:an fz‘i‘h
tions® tend to be most successful at enhancing this line of ‘inqu}r‘)’ s:;c:fﬁcaﬂ
scholarship, attempting to read the plays through t-he lfen.s (;t trad:itlzn i
cultures, helps students understand that all rea.dmg lSdm (t)m::henﬁle)’begm
explicit and applied or inherent and circumstantial. Sf_u e(;‘ ls"berate theoreli
to see the ways that culture can and must interface with deli
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become willing to push aside traditiona] assumpti
di“"’urwii\e ::Wisible pulitiLtS that attend t'hose assumpﬁommm%u
d : ative interpretations about Afncgm experiences ip, Ameriog 1

l::ions, and then to look for clues in the text and the culture to as
W qu€ s HONSES. enerate
new 2 lfU15:‘61:1[;nts enter this discourse, I offer these questions as nitig] fin
o help that require culturally grounded responses, at do we need o
£ inquiry derstand Berniece’s self-assigned role as the keeper of culture Tit:»
un[m? What inspires Bertha to provide shelter and nouri.shmentlz) the
ts’ who visit the boardipghouse in Joe Turner’s Come gng Gone? Wi
ransi®h %) ast one of the men in each play o remark upon a mans incomplete.
cau ":h out a womar, and what exactly does the man m can by this? Ws_wn‘;
ness W; ess 10 @ historiography that seeks to answer these seemingly simple
faithfg n with complexity is incontrovertible, as is his awareness that readfn
questlonlsture requires a different critical lens. He rejects outright the idea thay
plack CU. 1 interpret black culture authentically, and he contextualizes the err,
an or'\e Cas umption historically. The assumption “has to do with how Afnca:rs

£ this ai viewed in this country, the residuals of which still affect an, d infest our
«] Want” 202). He reminds us:

=

were ﬁ[‘S

society” (

The early plantation owners, unfamiliar and uninterested in African cyl-
ture, viewed their slaves as slow, dull-witted, childlike, and otherwise
incapable of grasping complex ideas. . . . African culture, its style and con-
tent, was so incongruent with European sensibilities and beliefs that Afri-
cans seemed primitive and slow and dull-witted. Elsewhere there were
whites who bore a different witness and testimony . . . [seeing] Africans as
black-skinned humans of a different culture capable of all the diversity of
human conduct and endeavor.

The shortsightedness of the plantation owners must be thought of as
willful. . . . [A]n examination of the people or their culture . . . would have
led to a cultural exchange of ideas, postures, worldviews, language con-
cepts . . . and a myriad of other cultural identities.

I suspect that to pursue a cross-cultural exchange would have done a
violent damage to the plantation owners’ idea of the correctness of their
being and their manner . . . [which] became part of the society’s con-
sciousness and part of its truth. (202-03)

Iquote at length here not simply to emphasize the thought and sensibility Wil-
Son expresses but also to suggest ways to have students understand that the
deyelop,nent of theory across literary traditions and cultures must be driven by
lf)a?lm a1y sources rather than developed in the abstract. Theory will inevitably
a m\:hen limited by its characteristic reluctance to acknowledge itself‘ as bf)th
ing Writ;i%iand unmarked political act. It has much to gain, then, by 1de{1t1fy-

asporic literatures in general and diasporic critical methodologies in
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NOTES

"Wilson does. of course, eventually write a play where the main chasacer is 4 wom.
an—Cem of the Ocean, which features Aunt Ester, who first appears offstage in Tuo
Trains Bunning, as thie main character.

1§ppen Cuitars is the 1940s play in the eyele.

' Lt my comments here to Shannon's, Elam’s, and Kubitschek’s essays, But consid-
er also essays or chapters by erities like Kim Marra, Doris Davis, and Tara T. Creen for
excellent critical readings of the role of women in Wilson's plays.

* Barrett begins the essay with an anec dote abont an undergraduate student ﬂ'nvx'w
mented that she or he was unsure how to write a paper for the African Americas it
Barrett was teaching, becanse the student had “never been a skﬁ:d -
[eonldn't] fully relate to this experience” (218). The “"‘“’"" “I’I’“"'"'b" ”ym;‘ hat
inponance of pvrmn;d expenience 1o African American l:k'ra!u';;f‘ 2:;:;“;' o Afics
is not intnnsic to the study of other literatures, The ;:mf.(#](m‘; i “:}u e g b
American Nteratire, as uniquely ,-,(p(ri(fmia"y hased, “reinscn xﬂ'gh”f e tha
“etween the intellectual and the experiential (219). Barret n' A

likely made a similar commment in 4 Lli;t":‘frliwﬂ e
Victorian literature, but he deses not contest the 'tllppm\:::'ﬁ:;' suggests ing 0
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e example, Baker, Betrayal and Blues; Gates, Fipures . . ’
conside ' ):nd O Meally: and Tate. kures and Signifying

. Fabre AT .
V. ike ””A,,“..lrkt“l politics of reading” to which Barrett refers alludes to the politics of
The ] class among other things. Morrison’s observation in Playing in the Dark that
cli .
e er\ recently. and regardless of the race of the author, the readers of virtually ;l

have been positioned as white” (xii) is 4 good example of the raciall
. acially
.ading that go unremarked more often than not y
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I 1 scholars » ho focus specifically on women of color designate their work in this
G 3 .:r;,f].»t ¢ their interest in and C()l]llll{tlll(fnt to black women’s issyes globally rather
s rionally: Hence you seldom see references to African American women's studies
“,}‘,, t.»m; African ,Ame.dm" ¢ Isewhere purposefully, in general, to represent issue;
Juset pational in orientation than global. However, my use of Afreun Aiericas

1t are more

| of Africana studies. for example, is for practical reasons (to be consistent
o e holars T engage). th(‘mgh _\'ul(-thia l\\'atkins especially tends to see Africana
L presentative of a fhsmphrie 'that is certainly concerned with black people
o + than simply nationally (“New Directions”). I should note, too, that there
:H Jictinction to he made I’)(.'N’(‘f(fll black women'’s studies and gender studies, which
e biology as it is in culture, and feminist studies, which historically has
“"ﬂ_“ aseonciated more with white women than with black women. Watkins navigzli';n this
ehield metic ulonsly in “Wormanism and Black Feminism.”
- goholarship on intersections of black women’s studies and black studies persists after
( hrstian's andd Guy Sheftall's well-known rehearsals of issues that come into view almo;(
Janeonsly with the emergence of black studies as a discipline. The scholarship spe-
it the two disciplines and their relation to each other remains largely unchanged
dereafter Watkins offers one of the most convincing interventions to these challeng-
it the subsequent introduction of the legal and sociopolitical implications into the
beader conversation about the intersection of race and gender by scholars like Kimberlé
Ceenshan “Demarginalizing” and “Mapping”) and Patricia Hill Collins does advance
the geneeral disconrse on the intersections of race, class, and gender.

“Comsider, for example, Bogumil, ““Tomorrow”™ and Understanding; Elam, Past,
Evell: Fishman; Richards, “Yoruba Cods™; Bissiri; and Tyndall. ) ' '
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