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"The Seeming Counterfeit": 
Racial Politics and Early Blackface Minstrelsy 

ERIC LOTT 

University of Virginia 

American opera-put three 
banjos (or more?) in the orchestra 

-Walt Whitman, notebooks, early 1850s 

THE CURRENT CONSENSUS ON BLACKFACE MINSTRELSY PROBABLY IS 
summed up best by Frederick Douglass's righteous response in The 
North Star. Blackface imitators, he said, were "the filthy scum of white 
society, who have stolen from us a complexion denied to them by 
nature, in which to make money, and pander to the corrupt taste of 
their white fellow citizens" -a denunciation that nicely captures min- 
strelsy's further commodification of an already enslaved, non-citizen 
people.' From a contemporary vantage point, the minstrel show does 
seem a transparently racist curiosity, a form of leisure that in inventing 
and ridiculing the slow-witted-but-irrepressible "plantation darky" and 
the foppish "northern dandy negro" -conveniently rationalized racial 
oppression. The culture that embraced it, one would assume, was either 
wholly enchanted by racial travesty or so benighted, like Melville's 
Captain Delano, that it took such distortions as authentic. I want to 
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224 AMERICAN QUARTERLY 

suggest, however, that the audiences involved in early minstrelsy were 
not universally derisive of African-Americans or their culture and that 
there was a range of responses to the minstrel show which point to an 
instability or contradiction in the form itself. It is important to examine 
this instability for what it reveals about blackface minstrelsy's medi- 
ation of Jacksonian racial politics. 

Writing in Horace Greeley's antislavery New York Tribune in 1855, 
an advocate of blackface minstrel songs celebrated the "earliest votaries 
of the colored opera": 

Why may not the banjoism of a Congo, an Ethiopian or a George Christy 
[one of the most famous blackface performers in the late 1840s], aspire to 
an equality with the musical and poetical delineators of all nationalities? 
. . . Absurd as may seem negro minstrelsy to the refined musician, it is 
nevertheless beyond doubt that it expresses the peculiar characteristics of 
the negro as truly as the great masters of Italy represent their more spiritual 
and profound nationality. . . [H]as there been no change in the feelings of 
the true originators of this music-the negroes themselves? . . . Plaintive 
and slow, the sad soul of the slave throws into his music all that gushing 
anguish of spirit which he dare not otherwise express.2 

These are surprising lines from a writer sympathetic to the idea of 
African-American art. Readers tend not to associate an approving view 
of minstrelsy with a determination to take slave culture seriously, let 
alone a determination to take minstrelsy as slave culture. Moreover, 
the writer's egalitarian rhetoric links one of the strongest antebellum 
cases on behalf of minstrel songs with a sympathetic (if typically 
condescending) attitude toward black people. The motivating idea here 
is a Herderian notion of the folk, articulated in the year of Leaves of 
Grass for much the same reason: to celebrate the popular sources of 
a national culture. It is possible to take such lines as evidence of the 
incomprehension which minstrelsy encountered. While certainly de- 
fensible, this position does not fully account for the frequency of 
responses such as the ready assumption of folk authenticity in patently 
impure songs such as "Ole Dan Tucker," "Jump Jim Crow," and "Zip 
Coon." Nor does it explain the desire to put moderate racial attitudes 
and minstrel shows together. 

Margaret Fuller spoke similarly about this cultural form. Writing for 
the Dial in 1842, she claimed that Americans were "beggars" when 
it came to the arts of music and dancing, and she suspected "Yankee 
Doodle" itself of being a "scion from British art." "All symptoms of 
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EARLY BLACKFACE MINSTRELSY 225 

[American] invention," she claimed, were "confined to the African 
race..... 'Jump Jim Crow' is a dance native to this country, and one 
which we plead guilty to seeing with pleasure, not on the stage, where 
we have not seen it, but as danced by children of an ebon hue in the 
street."' Here the assumption-it is assumed, not argued-is that the 
only music and dance which are not false coin are those found in 
blackface minstrelsy, which, for Fuller, is something like the folk 
culture of an American peasantry. These comments begin to suggest 
that when, in the decades before the Civil War, Northern white men 
"blacked up" and imitated what they supposed was black dialect, 
music, and dance, some people, without derision, heard Negroes sing- 
ing. 

At present, the notion of blackface minstrelsy as an African-American 
"people's culture" seems a distinctly odd view. Nevertheless, it is the 
other side of a debate about the early minstrel show that understandably 
has been repressed in anti-racist accounts. Scholars have yet to ap- 
preciate W. E. B. Du Bois's belief that Stephen Foster compositions 
such as "Old Black Joe" and "Old Folks at Home" were based on 
Negro themes; Du Bois included them in his assertion that black music 
was the "only real American music."' In Black Manhattan, James 
Weldon Johnson similarly remarked that minstrelsy originated on the 
plantation and constituted the "only completely original contribution" 
of America to the theater.5 These judgments appear extremely mis- 
guided today, given that blackface minstrelsy's century-long com- 
mercial regulation of black cultural practices stalled the development 
of Negro public arts and generated an enduring narrative of racist 
ideology -a historical process by which an entire people has been 
made the bearer of another people's "folk" culture.6 However, one 
ought to know how such positive assessments of the minstrel show 
were possible as well as wrong. Without a fuller understanding of early 
minstrelsy, including the intensely conflicted set of responses it called 
forth, one misses the part it played in the racial politics of its time- 
the extent to which it was the racial politics of its time -from its 
Northern emergence as an entr'acte in about 1830 to the various New 
York stage versions of Uncle Tom's Cabin in the mid-1850s. 

I am returning the minstrel show to a Northeastern political context, 
whose range is registered in the antinomy of responses I have identified, 
themselves anticipatory of twentieth-century debates about the nature 
of the "popular." On one side of the debate there is a disdain for 
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226 AMERICAN QUARTERLY 

mass-cultural domination, the incorporation of black culture fashioned 
to racist uses; on the other side is a celebration of an authentic people's 
culture, the dissemination of black arts with potentially liberating ef- 
fects. To be sure, one finds elements of both in early minstrelsy: there 
is as much evidence to locate in it the public emergence of slave culture 
(as Constance Rourke argued in American Humor) or pointed political 
protest (as David Grimsted and William Stowe have argued) as there 
is to finger its racism, this last needing little demonstration. Ultimately, 
however, this stubborn dualism is an impoverished, not to say obsolete, 
way of thinking about one of America's first culture industries. 

Recent research in popular culture has portrayed the popular, instead, 
as a sphere characterized by cultural forms of social and political 
conflict -neither, in Gareth Stedman Jones's terms, entirely the "social 
control" of the ruling classes nor the "class expression" of the dom- 
inated, but itself a crucial place of contestation, with moments of 
resistance to the dominant culture, as well as moments of supercession.7 
Bringing this work to bear on the minstrel show will reveal the most 
popular American entertainment form in these years to have been a 
principal site of struggle in and over the culture of black people. This 
struggle was largely one among antebellum whites, and the cultural 
process that defined the minstrel show was a form of expropriation. 
However, the process by which black people were divested of control 
over elements of their culture and generally over their own cultural 
representation, while surely an outcome of the economics of slavery, 
was far more complex than studies of minstrelsy have granted. Though 
blackface was in the business of staging or manufacturing "race," that 
very enterprise also involved it in a carnivalizing of race, such that its 
ideological production became more contradictory, its consumption 
more indeterminate, its political effects more plural than previously 
assumed. 

These complexities have been obscured not only by notions of race 
and culture that are not dialectical but by hasty assumptions about the 
duped condition of the "masses" -in studies of racial politics an in- 
stance of the widespread tendency to project white racial hostility onto 
the working class. Hence the thrice-obvious conclusion that, as a coun- 
terfeit popular form indulged by the vulgar mind, blackface stroked 
its chiefly working-class audiences' racist common sense. Social his- 
torians of working-class life have done little, short of apologizing for 
white workers' racism, to clarify matters.8 Blackface is perhaps the 
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EARLY BLACKFACE MINSTRELSY 227 

best place to study the contradictions of popular racial feeling in the 
nineteenth century. 

At all times a slippery customer, racism, according to Stuart Hall, 
is constituted by a complex play of repulsion and attraction, of "oth- 
ering" and identification; at certain moments, principally because of 
gender and class determinations, this structure can witness "the sur- 
reptitious return of desire."9 The minstrel show indeed was based on 
a profound white investment in black culture which occasionally sur- 
faced in certain less malign ways. This produced a popular form in 
which racial insult was twinned with racial envy, moments of domi- 
nation with moments of liberation, counterfeit with currency -a pattern 
at times amounting to no more than the two faces of our particular 
mode of racism, at others gesturing toward a specific kind of political 
or sexual danger; and all of it comprising a peculiarly American struc- 
ture of racial feeling.'0 This structure began to take the form of a 
complex dialectic: an unsteady but continual oscillation between fas- 
cination with "blackness" and fearful ridicule of it, underscored but 
not necessarily determined by an oscillation between sympathetic belief 
in blackface's authenticity and ironic distance from its counterfeit re- 
presentations. Like most cultural conflicts, those articulated by this 
dubious cultural form held a tenuous relation to concrete social tur- 
bulence, but they were ultimately those of a social order headed very 
quickly toward a final conflict: disunion. 

Such conflicts are evident in P. T. Barnum's tussle with the blackface 
convention in 1841. Thomas Low Nichols, writing in 1864, tells the 
story of blackface dancer John Diamond quitting Barnum's organization 
and leaving the cultural entrepreneur with a problem: 

In New York, some years ago, Mr. P. T. Barnum had a clever boy who 
brought him lots of money as a dancer of negro break-downs; made up, of 
course, as a negro minstrel, with his face well blackened, and a woolly wig. 
One day Master Diamond, thinking he might better himself, danced away 
into the infinite distance. 

Barnum, full of expedients, explored the dance-houses of the Five Points 
and found a boy who could dance a better break-down than Master Diamond. 
It was easy to hire him; but he was a genuine negro; and there was not an 
audience in America that would not have resented, in a very energetic fashion, 
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228 AMERICAN QUARTERLY 

the insult of being asked to look at the dancing of a real negro.... 
Barnum was equal to the occasion. Son of the State of white oak cheeses 

and wooden nutmegs, he did not disgrace his lineage. He greased the little 
"nigger's" face and rubbed it over with a new blacking of burnt cork, painted 
his thick lips with vermillion, put on a woolly wig over his tight curled 
locks, and brought him out as the "champion nigger-dancer of the world." 
Had it been suspected that the seeming counterfeit was the genuine article, 
the New York Vauxhall would have blazed with indignation." 

It is easy to remark here that blackface was simply safer than the 
appearance of black people on stage, particularly given the caricatures 
that resulted. Yet I would emphasize two things: not only that the idea 
of black representation had definite limits, was considered offensive 
or outrageous, and worked against the grain; but also that it was possible 
for a black man in blackface, without a great deal of effort, to offer 
credible imitations of white men imitating him. That is to say, some 
blackface impersonations may not have been as far from this period's 
black theatrical self-presentation as has been believed- and so much 
the worse, the reader might add: no doubt the standard was set by 
whites. On this occasion, however, far from easily falling into a prefitted 
stereotype, the hired black "boy" seems to have been Juba (William 
Henry Lane), who would, a few years later, become the most famous- 
and, significantly, nearly the only -black performer to appear in white 
theaters in the mid-1840s.'2 (Dickens celebrated him in chapter 6 of 
American Notes [1842] as the best popular dancer of the day.) 

The primary purpose of the mask, then, may have been as much to 
maintain control over a potentially subversive act as to ridicule, though 
blackface performers' attempts at regulation also appear to have been 
capable of producing an aura of "blackness." The incident suggests 
the danger of the simple public display of black practices and the 
offering of them for white enjoyment. The moments at which the 
intended counterfeit broke down and the fakery evaporated could pro- 
duce moments of unsettling authenticity, even if a white man were 
inside. From this perspective, the elements of derision involved in 
blackface performance were not so much its raison d'etre as an attempt 
to "master" the power and interest of the black culture it continually 
generated. As a figure for early blackface acts, Nichols's term "the 
seeming counterfeit" is perfectly apt. To the extent that such acts merely 
seemed, they kept white involvement in black culture under control, 
indeed facilitated that involvement; but the power disguised by the 
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EARLY BLACKFACE MINSTRELSY 229 

counterfeit was also often invoked by it, suggesting the occasional 
ineffectiveness, the mere seeming, of the counterfeit itself. 

It is well known that Diamond, T. D. Rice, and other early blackface 
performers laid claim to such power through the predominantly black 
dances in their acts. However, whites subtly acknowledged the greater 
power of the genuine article-which again illuminates the purpose of 
the diminished copy. The counterfeit was a means of exercising white 
control of subversive cultural forms as much as it was an avenue of 
racial derision (though to say the one is perhaps also to say the other). 
Diamond boasted in early-i1840s playbills of his "skill at Negro Danc- 
ing," which audiences surely enjoyed more than mocked; but in ad- 
vertised dance contests he would challenge only "any other white 
person" (perhaps foreseeing his 1844 defeat by the expert Juba), a 
particularly good way of regulating the black threat to his own repu- 
tation and to that of his profession while making a living from just 
that threat. It was paramount that the culture constantly being called 
up also be kept safely under wraps. This was made plain in a playbill 
for a New York performance in 1845, by which time Juba's already 
legendary stature allowed him to appear regularly on the stage: 

The entertainment to conclude with the Imitation Dance, by Mast. Juba, in 
which he will give correct Imitation Dances of all the principal Ethiopian 
Dancers in the United States. After which he will give an imitation of 
himself-and then you will see the vast difference between those that have 
heretofore attempted dancing and this WONDERFUL YOUNG MAN.'3 

This performance seems, and probably was, astonishingly bold -the 
trusted counterfeiters mocked in return by a representative of those 
from whom they had stolen; a public display of black irony toward 
whites who had tried to become better blacks, all stammers and jerks 
and gracelessness. Yet it also foregrounds minstrelsy as a safely im- 
itative form: the notion of the black dancer "imitating himself" in- 
dicates minstrelsy's fundamental consequence for black culture, the 
dispossession and control by whites of black forms that would not be 
recovered for a long time. Dickens catches this double-bind of sim- 
ulation almost unawares in his account of Juba when he says, in a final 
flourish, that the dancer "finishes by leaping gloriously on the bar- 
counter, and calling for something to drink, with the chuckle of a 
million of counterfeit Jim Crows, in one inimitable sound!""4 It was 
hard to see the real thing without being reminded, even unfavorably, 
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230 AMERICAN QUARTERLY 

of the copy, the "cover version" that effectively did its work of cultural 
coverage. 5 Nor, just as surely, could the copy be seen without re- 
minding one of the real thing; as Eileen Southern has remarked, "No 
one forgot that the black man was behind it all."'6 This simultaneous 
production and subjection of black maleness may have been more than 
a formal consequence of wearing blackface; it may have been the 
minstrel show's main achievement, articulating precisely a certain 
structure of racial feeling. The very real instability of white men's 
"investment" in black men, however, often seems to have exceeded 
the attempts to contain it, giving rise to a good deal of trouble. Much 
of the trouble, as in Dickens's account, had to do with the black male 
body. 

The power of "blackness" that blackface dancers sought both to 
exploit and to contain centered on bodily display. This most dangerous 
power was probably mainly responsible for minstrelsy's already grow- 
ing reputation for "vulgarity." Those conscious of minstrelsy's coun- 
terfeit, for example, resorted to suggestive language to describe its 
distance from the true coin. Actress Frances Anne Kemble, in her 
plantation memoirs of the 1830s, made such an observation- "all the 
contortions, and springs, and flings, and kicks, and capers you have 
been beguiled into accepting as indicative of . . . [blacks] are spuri- 
ous" -by ending the list of adjectives with the inevitable sexual parry: 
"faint, feeble, impotent-in a word, pale Northern reproductions of 
that ineffable black conception. "17 It required little imagination to 
reverse the valuation and make blackface "ineffable" enough, for 
dancers made much of the sexual exaggeration that came so easily to 
such performances, and songsheet illustrations unfailingly registered, 
in muted form, this recurring preoccupation. Dancers relied on vigorous 
leg and foot work, twists, turns, and slaps of toe and heel. The body 
was always grotesquely contorted, even when sitting; stiffness and 
extension of arms and legs announced themselves as unsuccessful 
sublimations of sexual desire. (In "Coal Black Rose" [1827], the 
cuckolded lover sings, "Make haste, Rosa, lubly dear, / I froze tiff as 
poker waitin here.")'8 Long-necked banjos were deployed in ways that 
anticipated the phallic suggestions of rock 'n' roll. Kemble's frank 
fascination with what "these people [slaves] did with their bodies" 
was carried to the stage, where dancers in burlesque playlets would 
exploit the homosexual content of blackface transvestism. The "jaybird 
wing," perhaps similar to a frontier dance of the same name, was 
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EARLY BLACKFACE MINSTRELSY 231 

considered highly indecent for someone in skirts-perhaps more am- 
biguously so, if that someone were male.-9 

Early blackface performance was one of the first constitutive dis- 
courses of the body in American culture. The commercial production 
of the black male body was a fundamental source of minstrelsy' s threat 
and fascination for its predominantly white male audiences. A problem 
this cultural form faced was how to ensure that what it invoked was 
safely rerouted, not through white meanings-for even the anarchic, 
threatening associations of black male sexuality were created by white 
cultural meanings-but through a kind of disappearing act, in which 
blackface made "blackness" flicker on and off so as simultaneously 
to produce and disintegrate the body. Nineteenth-century observers of 
the minstrel show offer a clue to this dialectic. After a flurry of evidence 
documenting the authentic nature of early minstrel songs, theater his- 
torian T. Allston Brown suggests that many of them, such as "Long 
Tail Blue" and "Sich a Getting up Stairs" "were taken from hearing 
the darkies of the South singing after the labor of the day was over on 
the plantation. The verses and airs were altered, written and arranged 
as I have described."20 Another commentator believed minstrel songs 
to be the "veritable tunes and words which have lightened the labor 
of some weary negro in the cotton fields, amused his moonlight hours 
as he fished, or waked the spirits of the woods as he followed in the 
track of the wary racoon [sic]. "21 Minstrel songs and dances conjured 
up not only the black body but its labor; not only its sexuality but its 
place and function in a particular economy. 

The body, Richard Dyer has argued, becomes a central problem in 
justifying or legitimating a capitalist (or indeed slave) economy. The 
rhetoric of these economies must insist either that capital has the magical 
power of multiplying itself, or that slaves are contented, tuneful children 
in a plantation paradise; in reality, it is human labor that must reproduce 
itself as well as create surplus value. In capitalist societies, the body 
is a potentially subversive site because to recognize it fully is to rec- 
ognize the exploitative organization of labor that structures their econ- 
omies.22 Cultural strategies must be devised to occlude such a rec- 
ognition: reducing the body purely to sexuality is one strategy; 
colonizing it with a medical discourse in which the body is dispersed 
into discrete parts or organs is another. Shackling the body to a dis- 
course of racial biology is still another. In Western societies the black 
body particularly has, in Dyer's words, served as the site of both 
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"remembering and denying the inescapability of the body in the econ- 
omy" (139)-a figuration of the world's body and its labor, easily 
called up and just as easily denied. In antebellum America, minstrelsy 
performed a crucial hegemonic function, invoking the black male body 
as a powerful cultural sign of sexuality as well as a sign of the dan- 
gerous, guilt-inducing physical reality of slavery, but relying on the 
derided category of race finally to dismiss both. 

The minstrel show as an institution may be profitably understood as 
a major effort of corporeal containment-which is also to say that it 
necessarily trained a rather constant regard on the body. Indeed, per- 
formers still took care to deflect the wayward valences of the body as 
they were offered, for there was certainly more at stake than flushes 
and heavy breathing. Specifically there were the twin threats of in- 
surrection and intermixture, the consequences, to white men's minds, 
of black men's place in a slave economy. Blackface performers ac- 
cordingly devised further strategies to counter the various bodily powers 
they wanted to, and did, evoke. 

Insurrection and intermixture effectively mapped the minstrel show's 
transgressive range. Early minstrel songs simultaneously produced and 
muted the physical power of black men coded by such events. Ex- 
aggerations or distortions of dialect, or gestures meant to underscore 
the complete nonsense of some songs might effectively dampen any 
too boisterous talk, such as that which characterizes one of the earliest 
versions of "Jim Crow" (from the early 1830s): 

De great Nullification 
And fuss in de South, 
Is now before Congress, 
To be tried by word ob mouth. 
... Should dey get to fighting, 
Perhaps de blacks will rise, 
For deir wish for freedom, 
Is shining in deir eyes. 
. . . An I caution all white dandies, 
Not to come in my way, 
For if dey insult me, 
Dey'll in de gutter lay. 

The unspoken connotations of this bodily power were clearly wedded 
to an "inferior" people, played moreover by white men who could 
easily demarcate the ironic distance between themselves and their per- 
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sonae. Still, the power was made quite available, most often in sexual 
form. White men were routinely encouraged to indulge in fantasies 
about black women -which, however, highlighted and implicitly iden- 
tified them with the salacious black male characters who "authored" 
the fantasies, confusing the real object of sexual interest. Consider the 
tantalizingly titled "Jumbo Jum" (1840): 

There was a nigger wench and I thought I'd die, 
For when she looked at me she give such a sigh, 
I made an impression on the wenches feeling, 
That I set the coloured lady in a big fit a reeling. 

She dropt right down on the floor, 
In a state of agony you know, 
I kissed her gently on the chin, 
Says she pray do dat agin.23 

No doubt performers were adroit at manipulating their bodies in order 
to bring forth the sexual weight of black men's "impression" on "col- 
ored wenches" (themselves played by men on the minstrel stage). 
Songsheet illustrations captured the phallic sources of such lyrics over 
and over again by showing coat tails hanging visibly between char- 
acters' legs; and personae were often pictured with sticks or poles 
strategically placed near the groin, with other appendages occasionally 
hung near or between the legs.24 

However strong the attempts at suppression, and whatever the os- 
tensible song content, black men were conjured up for the various 
delectations of white male audiences (even the female characters offered 
an ambiguous sexuality). Implicit or explicit appreciation of black male 
sexuality could always slip into homoerotic desire. But the very fact 
that virulently heterosexual "black" stand-ins were portrayed in these 
songs, and in the theater committed such acts on behalf of the audience, 
tended to further complicate the whole business. Their potency may 
have been momentarily attractive (or merely racist typing); but it often 
shaded inevitably into a suggestion of the "wrong" kind of misceg- 
enation, as in one version of "Zip Coon" (1834), Jim Crow's black- 
dandy counterpart: "O my ole mistress is very mad at me, / Because 
I wouldn't go wid her and live in Tennessee."25 And in the famous 
"Long Tail Blue" (1827), a song that refers to the "Uncle Sam" coat 
of the black dandy, the persona sings: 
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Some Niggers they have but one coat, 
But you see I've got two; 
I wears a jacket all the week, 
And Sunday my long tail blue. 

Jim Crow is courting a white gall, 
And yaller folks call her Sue; 
I guess she back'd a nigger out, 
And swung my long tail blue.26 

Safe enough pieces of language to us, perhaps; but anyone who has 
sifted through minstrel songsheets and songbooks understands the 
seeming scandal and the jealous white male fears of miscegenation. 
Since the black male seems to be the real object of scrutiny here, it 
is difficult (perhaps even pointless) to distinguish those fears from 
homosexual fantasies about black men. In short, white men's invest- 
ment in a rampageous black phallus appears to have defined the minstrel 
show. As in "Jumbo Jum," however, it took varied and overlapping 
forms, encompassing homosexual attraction, male identification, and 
male rivalry -for which the apparent concern with miscegenation is a 
kind of summa.27 Ideologies of miscegenation were indeed the primary 
defense against this psychic tangle, and they surfaced in minstrel songs 
so often as to repeatedly suggest the unconscious material they strained 
to master. We will soon see how politically scabrous this material could 
be. 

Worse yet, stage devices such as malapropism, used to control the 
black male body's threat, could themselves become threatening agen- 
cies. From Sheridan's Mrs. Malaprop (The Rivals [1775])- "Sure, if 
I reprehend any thing in this world, it is the use of my oracular tongue, 
and a nice derangement of epitaphs!" -to minstrel show "stump 
speeches," malapropism figures as a kind of witless orality signifying 
nothing beyond itself. But such self-conscious orality usually has a 
sexual subtext, and the real interest (though perhaps not the literal 
sense) of the following blackface "lecture" on phrenology is fairly 
transparent: 

Colored frens, dar's one bump dat ought to be on toder side ob de head. 
(pointing to the nose.) Now, sir, if you keep yourself perfectly docile, I will 
felt ob your semi-intellectual organs ob your organic, galvanic, elifantic, 
horse-marine, mud-puddle, flounder-flatten, sculpology.28 

Working-class white women and black men in bourgeois cultural fan- 
tasy are figures for a thrilling and repellent sexual anarchy. In an age 
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of separate spheres women were responsible for household order and 
spiritual hygiene; all that was dirty, disruptive, and disorderly was 
projected onto working-class women. Steven Marcus's The Other Vic- 
torians amply demonstrates the attraction of the bourgeois male por- 
nographic imagination to this kind of otherness.29 If in an age of industry 
men were supposed to be frugal and productive, black men came to 
represent laziness and license, the determining factor in white men's 
dread of miscegenation. Faulkner's Quentin Compson is probably 
America's greatest literary product of this obsession. On stage these 
fantasies were partly represented by a vexing and unmeaning linguistic 
creativity a proliferation of huge, ungainly, and onomatopoeic words 
that were meant to ridicule the speaker, but which also called attention 
to the grain of voices, the wagging of tongues, the fatness of painted 
lips. Through them could be relived the forgotten liberties of infancy 
the belly and the sucking of breasts, a wallowing in shit.30 While the 
equation of sexual anarchy with political disorder is an overworked 
and easy one, it is nevertheless true that minstrelsy's liberties had 
varied social and political effects, which is to say that one of the 
devices that was supposed to dissolve the more threatening, chaotic, 
and subversive aspects of the black body could instead provide an 
avenue through which they returned. 

Return they did, as many modes of contemporary cultural discourse 
made clear. Despite the sometimes withering irony of the counterfeit, 
its attractive and even troubling "black" male aspects competed for 
public attention (recall Margaret Fuller's "African" melodies). It is 
striking, for example, that blackface performers became "negroes" in 
the playbills, daily newspapers, and songsheets that registered their 
careers. In all but the most self-conscious of discourses, it was always 
implied that black men now nightly purveyed black dialect, dance, 
music, and humor in a theatrical form invariably called "negro min- 
strelsy." It must have been these tropes that accounted for the belief 
of many early observers that they were watching blacks on stage.3' 
From the beginning there seems to have been a general forgetting of 
white impersonation, a thrilling pretense of breaking the taboo that 
Barnum, for one, so carefully preserved. This fiction of black per- 
formers effectively created, for the first time, a sense of popular black 
cultural representation. 

"The Jim Crows, the Zip Coons, and the Dandy Jims, who have 
electrified the world," trumpeted Knickerbocker writer J. K. Kennard 
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in 1845, "from them proceed our ONLY TRULY NATIONAL 
POETS."32 Kennard, like many Anglophiles, was less than sanguine 
about the prospects of a national culture. By seizing on the newly 
available "black" idioms of the minstrel show as the most typically 
national cultural form, he intended to lampoon the Young Americans' 
quest for a national art with what he (probably correctly) assumed was 
its logical consequence. By their logic, Kennard implies, a truly na- 
tional culture-in his terms provincial, untutored, and close to the soil, 
after the manner of Robert Bums -would be made by slaves. Such a 
national culture, as Kennard demonstrates with mismanaged reaction- 
ary irony, would amount to little less than insurrection, insurrection 
of a pointed kind. Kennard wishes the ubiquitous minstrel music- 
personified in "Dan Tucker" -would disappear, but to no avail: 

Depend upon it, he will do no such thing, so long as the young ladies speak 
to him in such fascinating tones, and accompany their sweet voices with the 
only less sweet music of the piano. Dan takes it as an invitation to stay; and 
doubtless many a lover would like to receive a similar rejection from his 
lady-love; a fashion, by the way, like that in which the country lass reproved 
her lover for kissing her: "Be done, Nat!" said she, "and (soto voce) begin 
again!" (335) 

For some, the minstrel show meant the eroticized return of Nat Turner. 
If only it had been the "young ladies" who couldn't resist. 

Kennard was only the most nervous observer of this "blackening of 
America. 33 In his Journal of Music, J. S. Dwight notably reprinted 
an article from London (no doubt echoing American concerns) about 
"the great grievance of the metropolis -it is inundated by the 
'blacks.' " Part of the article's interest is its utter confusion of blackface 
and blackness in describing the great grievance -an indication itself 
of the deluge of blackness. Cities experienced cultural blackening as 
a vast profusion of ambiguous signs that, like the minstrel mask, offered 
the experience of "blackness" even as they absented it: 

They [again, the referent is unclear] infest our promenades and our concert 
halls like a colony of beetles. If we avoid their presence in street or music- 
room, their names and designations stare us out of countenance from dead 
walls, boardings, lamp posts, and the interior of omnibuses. If we read the 
advertising columns in the journals, our eye is arrested by a long list of 
musical performances to be given, after the most approved fashion, by these 
ebony artists from the regions of the sun.34 
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Blacks were suddenly everywhere-captive countenances paradoxi- 
cally on the loose, bringing dead walls to life and crowding the om- 
nibuses. It is no wonder that in these years Whitman the budding poet 
speculated in his notebooks on the ideal number of banjos to be included 
in an American opera orchestra, or felt compelled to sketch a modi- 
fication of English pronunciation, suitable for a "native grand opera 
in America," to be based on what he called "nigger dialect."35 All of 
this talk, it is true, seems small beer when posed against the extensive, 
everyday oppressions of the antebellum North- "North of slavery," 
in Leon Litwack's remarkable phrase-let alone of the South.36 But 
the spectacle of revolution, as T. J. Clark has written, leads occasionally 
to revolution proper: 

The circuitry of popular art in capitalist society does appear to be delicate, 
and therefore to stand in need of fairly constant overhaul if it is not to produce 
undesirable effects.... What begins as a process of control and containment 
is too often liable to end in mob rule.37 

Sometimes it was remarked with hysteria, sometimes with interest, 
but it was always remarked: "blackness," despite the extremely com- 
promised form in which it was represented, had made inroads into the 
national culture. And the counterfeits, "seeming" or not, were offering 
their black candidate a place in it. 

It is equally clear, however, that the cultural form responsible for 
the insurrection had a built-in structure of disavowal. If the black threat 
became too grave, audiences merely amplified the insult. A continual 
acknowledgment of minstrelsy's counterfeit obviously accompanied 
the illusion of "blackness" on stage-not only accompanied it, but 
was politically necessitated by it. Hence a dialectic took shape, of 
fascination (or dread) and ridicule, belief in "blackness" and ironic 
distance from it, within a single audience, even within individual 
audience members. As Philip Cohen has put it, denigrated features 
(like the reduction of black men to sexuality) can all too easily become 
secret sources of male identification, cultural myths reverse into male 
fantasy. In this sense, the irony of the counterfeit was necessary to 
preserve the hegemonic "misrecognition" of black people.38 Irony and 
interest were thus inextricable moments of white participation in the 

This content downloaded from 128.143.23.241 on Tue, 24 Sep 2013 07:55:28 AM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


238 AMERICAN QUARTERLY 

minstrel show. The racial predispositions loosely attached to those 
moments disavowed or ridiculed the racial other and interracial iden- 
tification with it, though belief in blackface's authenticity hardly ruled 
out racial ridicule-indeed, the valuations and subject positions tend 
to multiply when one attempts to sketch them out. One might make 
an analogy with feminist film theory: in the "play of pronoun function" 
that recent theorists insist characterizes the experience of the cinema, 
viewers successively identify, across gender lines, with logical screen 
representatives of themselves (heroes, victims), then with seeming 
adversaries (villains, killers), and so on: a destabilized structure of 
fascination, a continual confusion of subject and object.39 The blackface 
phenomenon, I hope to demonstrate, was virtually constituted by such 
slippages -positives turning to negatives, selves into others, and back 
again. To get at the structure of working-class racial feeling exemplified 
by this dialectic, we will need to find a social history to account for 
it. 

An illustration that suggests this pattern in more concrete and his- 
torically specific fashion is an engraving of T. D. Rice jumping "Jim 
Crow" at the Bowery Theatre in 1833, very early in the minstrel show's 
history (Fig. 1). The illustration is very telling evidence -it is audience 
response about audience response- and it indicates the complex, in- 
terrelated interests called forth by such performances. Indeed, to call 
it a drawing of Rice already understates the case. With only a fiddler 
by his side, Rice performs centerstage. He is the only "black" person 
in the theater. A crowd has thronged to the foot of the stage and has 
overflowed onto the boards. It is a crowd of some variety, except for 
the almost total absence of women: workers in smocks and straw hats 
rub elbows with militiamen, clerks ape the betters they hope one day 
to become, a few respectable men intervene in scuffles that have broken 
out in two places on the stage. The picture frame is tightly packed 
with spectators; the crowd has become both background and fore- 
ground; it has become the spectacle itself. Rice is dwarfed by the 
crowd's interest in its own activities. Many members of the audience 
do not seem to be looking at Rice at all. 

There is a circle of attention directly surrounding Rice, and down 
in front scattered faces are turned in his direction. Beyond this, how- 
ever, all is up for grabs. Much of the crowd is interested in the brawl 
at stage left, or in conversations amongst themselves, rather than in 
Rice's act. The worker behind Rice's fiddler being held back from the 
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Figure 1. "Bowery Theatre, Interior, 1833. T. D. Rice performance of 'Jim Crow.' " Photo courtesy of 
the New York Historical Society, New York City. 
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fight suggests either an artistic confusion about the real matter of interest 
or a trick of the pen meant to unsettle the viewer: his legs point directly, 
four-square, toward Rice, while his torso is fully turned toward the 
fight. It is an impossible contortion even were verisimilitude a sec- 
ondary goal here. The fight indeed attracts as much if not more attention 
than Rice's act, as does the confusion stage right, a grand collective 
lunge toward the performer that has itself taken on theatrical interest. 
In the lunge, a stout gentleman has been put in the dark by the descent 
of his top hat over his eyes; the lunge's theatricality has allowed a 
dandy to appropriate the stage for himself. 

One of the earliest pictorial appraisals of this startling new theatrical 
phenomenon-the caption says this was Rice's fifty-seventh night in 
his "original and celebrated extravaganza of JIM CROW" -is thus 
extremely interested in its audience's contradictory responses. In this 
rendition, at least, blackface minstrelsy hosts a variety of attentions. 
While some frankly indulge in Rice's "blackness," others involve 
themselves in the class values articulated through what dime novels 
sometimes called a "fistic duel."40 Most striking is the illustration's 
assertion-literalized in the contorted worker-that this audience is 
seeing the performance and performing on stage at the same time, 
indulging both in "blackness" and in a kind of ironic self-presentation 
or self-promotion. It is as if the two indulgences were quite compat- 
ible -as if the minstrel show encouraged white audiences to find them- 
selves represented in it.4' Two moments of white participation are 
apparent here; both have to do with minstrelsy's status as a predom- 
inantly male arena, preoccupied with matters of the body; and both 
have roots in working-class culture and ideology. 

Take the "fistic duel," for example. What is the significance of 
working-class brawling on stage at a blackface performance? Why 
should it be this that sums up Rice's fifty-seventh night? Several social 
historians of the nineteenth century have determined the importance 
of physical "manliness" and bravery to working-class life, viewing it 
as an ambiguous force of "lived" class resistance.42 Women no doubt 
suffered at home from this kind of physical pride; the construction of 
masculinity in a capitalist dynamic where power in the body substituted 
for power in the workplace was obviously only partly transgressive. 
The same can be said for its racial import. Philip Cohen has suggested 
that working-class men live their class subjection by dissociating them- 
selves from the structural position of their labor and assuming "imag- 
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inary positions of mastery linked to masculine 'prides of place.' "43 
This is clearly one moment of the drawing above; the fighting work- 
ingmen assert their mastery and define their superiority in relation to, 
and over the body of, a "black" man. 

On the other hand, however, black men lived their subjection in 
quite similar ways-which white men recognized and wildly exag- 
gerated in their fantasies of black male aggression. The quarrel between 
two black men, for instance, was a staple of many early minstrel songs 
and playlets; often it was a quarrel over a woman, as in "Coal Black 
Rose" (1827) or T. D. Rice's burlesque playlets 0 Hush! (1833) and 
Bone Squash (1835). Mark Twain's chief pleasure in minstrel pro- 
ductions as he remembered them was indeed the "happy and accurate 
imitation of the usual and familiar negro quarrel."44 The important 
point is that if white and black men assumed mastery and superiority 
through similar mechanisms of male rivalry, such similarity, in Cohen's 
words, implied "some recognition that black and white [were] peers 
of the same proletarian public realm." The very activities white male 
workers used to assert that they were not at the bottom of the social 
ladder, that they were somebody, could produce instances of solidarity 
with black men. That is the second moment of the drawing above 
the fascination with Rice- and it is the second moment of early minstrel 
productions generally. White workers evinced split perceptions in re- 
gard to race, identifying, for example, with individual black men, and 
tolerating various kinds of interracial practice, but disavowing ideally, 
and ideologically, all modes of intercourse with black people, from 
"amalgamation" to abolitionism-although this is not the only split 
one might construct on the basis of the evidence.45 The minstrel show 
was a form that at some "imaginary" level negotiated and attempted 
to resolve such contradictions in antebellum American culture. Not 
only were both moments of the contradiction present in minstrelsy, as 
seen in the equivocal character of its representations; such social con- 
tradictions were responsible for and infused the ambiguous form of 
the show itself.46 

This view might help reaccent recent debates around white working- 
class racial tendencies in the years of these first minstrel productions, 
the 1830s and 1840s. It has been a commonplace of antebellum labor 
history that racial hostility was generated in part out of the extreme 
competition for work in a depressed and, for workers, depressing era 
what a major study of capitalist development calls the earliest stage 
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of "initial proletarianization" in America-although it is now clear 
that the myth of black competition was a cover story for white workers' 
precipitous descent in the class structure. In these years, merchant 
capital and the expansion of capitalist markets resulted in a disruption 
of the artisan system of labor, rendering the master/journeyman rela- 
tionship an affair of economic opposition; craft skills declined; labor 
discipline rigidified; and social hierarchy increased.48 Sean Wilentz has 
summarized this development: "Merchant capitalists and master crafts- 
men restructured the social relations of production, transformed wage 
labor into a market commodity, and established the basis for new sets 
of class relations and conflicts." One "new conflict" in this unsettled 
sphere of "free labor" was between northern black and white workers, 
the latter of whom labored to preserve the dignity of work by keeping 
out the "degrading" presence of blacks. This is one context for the 
beating of soon-to-be fugitive slave Frederick Douglass in a Baltimore 
shipyard, attacked by a group of white workers for fear that blacks 
''would soon take the trade into their own hands. "149 It is also one 
context for antebellum violence such as the 1834 New York anti- 
abolitionist riots, much of which involved young male workers.50 And 
it is of course one context for the minstrel show. Several historians, 
however, have complicated such notions of working-class racism with 
subtler inquiries into the contradictions of labor's racial attitudes and 
ideologies. 

A new phrase crept into political discourse in the 1830s to describe 
the condition of at least the artisan portion of the working class: "wage 
slavery." Eric Foner observes that this succinct overlapping of racial 
and class codes evoked fears about a diminished respect for labor, a 
loss of economic independence, and the emergence of "European" 
social conditions, all of which tore at the central ideas and values of 
artisan radicalism-liberty, democracy, equality. Moreover, Foner 
says, this term's metaphorical equation of northern workers with south- 
ern slaves carried within it a "critique of the peculiar institution as an 
extreme form of oppression," only one indication that the "entire 
ideology of the labor movement was implicitly hostile to slavery."'" 
While there is room for skepticism on this matter, particularly given 
the brief 1840s alliance between Mike Walsh's "shirtless democracy" 
and Calhoun Democrats, there is evidence that points the other way 
as well.52 Key figures of "artisan republican" ideology such as Robert 
Dale Owen and Frances Wright were, after all, well-known antislavery 
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advocates 3 Working-class newspapers (and certain minstrel songs) 
may have been merciless in their ridicule of wealthy antislavery evan- 
gelicals like the Tappan brothers, but the only public New York defense 
of the Nat Turner insurrection was published by George Henry Evans's 
Daily Sentinel, an organ of the Workingmen's party.54 Indeed, as John 
Jentz has shown, the largest single group advocating immediate abo- 
lition in the 1830s was made up of artisans, not professional reformers; 
according to Leonard Richards, artisans were far more widely repre- 
sented in abolitionist organizations than in anti-abolitionist rioting." 
If minstrelsy had another, more positive moment besides or in addition 
to racial ridicule, this sympathetic identification between black and 
white, represented by an inchoate artisan abolitionism, was its political 
correlative. The minstrel show no doubt supported and was supported 
by working-class racism, and even an advocacy of abolitionism did 
not preclude individual racist responses. But opposition to abolitionism 
did not necessarily mean an acceptance of slavery, either. Minstrelsy 
also rested upon certain kinds of "lived" interracial identification. 
These two tendencies within working-class culture were both found in 
blackface, and shaped the double political valence of the form. 

There were of course other contradictions within the world of ante- 
bellum workers that might initially seem responsible for such a split. 
The class makeup of minstrel-show audiences, no less than of working- 
class culture itself, was diverse. Blackface performances not only threw 
together young journeymen and semi- or unskilled male workers, who 
became minstrelsy's principal audience after theater prices plummeted 
amid the 1837 Panic, but also included men and women from "con- 
tradictory class locations": shopkeepers, clerks, and small master ar- 
tisans."6 One might argue that the result was a certain class unevenness 
in audiences' racial responses rather than genuine ambivalence. It might 
also be objected that contradictions in working-class racial attitudes 
owe simply to the cultural and ideological antinomy, constructed by 
Alan Dawley and Paul Faler, between "rebels" sympathetic to radical 
organizing and "traditionalists" indifferent or opposed to it. Minstrelsy 
might then be seen as a form catering not to the restless rebel minority, 
who rarely went to the theater anyway, but to the traditionalist racist 
majority."7 Yet despite its segmentation, this culture had a class coher- 
ence that extended also to its languages of race. Historians have ob- 
served that the unevenness tilted plebeian culture's class rhetoric in a 
populist direction without, however, mitigating its class consciousness. 
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Thus the minstrel show was ideologically a "popular" or "producer's" 
form, mightily class-inflected but unstable in its class ideologies and 
shifting in its class makeup; structurally it was a working-class form, 
firmly grounded in the institutional spaces and cultural predispositions 
of workers.58 According to Richard Slotkin, workingmen oriented by 
this sensibility, and confronted with increasing class stratification that 
disrupted the secure status of whiteness, began to perceive "the form 
of labor degradation in racial and sexual terms." On one hand they 
countered with the language and violence of white manliness, while 
on the other they linked themselves with blacks in rhetorical gambits 
such as "wage slavery" -an antinomy with properly equivocal results. 
For while it gave "the cutting edge of racial feeling," Slotkin writes, 
to working-class disdain for both Lords of the Loom and Lords of the 
Lash, it also produced "artificial and ultimately destructive distinctions 
within the working classes. "9 Blackface minstrelsy seems to have been 
founded on this antinomy, reinstituting with ridicule the gap between 
black and white even as it sometimes revelled in their identification. 

The simple dichotomy of pro- and anti-abolitionist workers was shot 
clean through with ambivalence. According to Alexander Saxton, the 
first working-class penny daily newspapers voiced highly contradictory 
attitudes in regard to slavery. Notwithstanding their advocacy of Dem- 
ocratic party policy, which championed national expansion in alliance 
with southern slaveholders, papers such as the New York Transcript 
and the New York Sun, not unlike the Democrats nationally, were split 
in their views on racial issues -the same kind of split that characterized 
the white workers who attended minstrel performances.60 The Tran- 
script, for example, hurled angry denunciations at anti-slavery agitators 
while also defending their freedom of speech. The Sun, as abolitionism 
gathered force, on one hand, printed various kinds of antislavery ma- 
terial, and on the other, printed anecdotes about racial brawls in which 
white men were scornfully victorious. What is interesting about such 
ambivalences is that they disallow simplistic ascriptions of racism to 
the working class and discourage easy dichotomies of working-class 
culture. It is this kind of complexity that gives historical concreteness 
to the equivocations and ambiguities seen in the minstrel show. 

One reason for the early ambivalence toward abolitionism among 
the working class was the movement's Whiggish association with the 
wealthy merchants (such as Arthur Tappan) who were held responsible 
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for the erosion of working conditions in the 1830s and 1840s. Another 
reason was the association of abolitionism with the evangelical impulse 
(most frequently in the person of Arthur Tappan's Sabbatarian brother, 
Lewis), the "Church and State Party's" alleged cabal to reform the 
republic out of all recognition.6" Neither Arthur nor Lewis Tappan 
hesitated to use his socioeconomic power for purposes of coercion. 
On one occasion, when a tailor would not sign Lewis Tappan's petition 
against the Sunday mail, Tappan threatened the artisan that he would 
get no more business from his brother Arthur's mercantile firm.62 The 
Tappans had also founded the New York Journal of Commerce, a 
staunch foe of the trade unions. Artisan ambivalence toward aboli- 
tionism was in part a case of class resistance overdetermining and 
blocking what appears, from the evidence of the minstrel show at least, 
to have been a real, if tenuous, interest in black people; it was also 
racist, an expression of white cultural fears. But the sources of iden- 
tification remained, and were implicit even in minstrelsy's critiques of 
antislavery reform. True to the popular anticlericalism of which they 
formed a part, minstrel songs made frequent reference to the supposed 
amalgamative tendencies of a "Tappan" -it mattered not which -and 
rumors flew for a decade that one of the Tappans was about to marry, 
had married, or was encouraging others to marry, a black.63 Even so, 
early minstrelsy left occasional assumptions of interracial solidarity 
intact by grasping this class resistance to reform even as it took racial 
parody for granted. 

In Rice's burlesque playlets, for example, black mechanics combat 
self-satisfied black "dandies" who have begun to consider themselves 
better than the rest. In the most popular of these, 0 Hush! or, The 
Virginny Cupids (first presented at the Bowery Theatre in 1833), a 
bootblack named Sambo Johnson who has won the lottery becomes 
an object of scorn for the " 'spectable," hard-working bootblacks who 
rally behind their boss, Cuff. They ridicule Johnson for putting on airs 
and reading the newspaper (upside down). Johnson's first riposte to 
them is to read (that is, pretend to read) an ad for some bootblacks on 
Canal Street who are underselling them. In what becomes another 
male-rival plot, it turns out that both Cuff and Johnson are courting 
Rose (the plot derives directly from the song "Coal Black Rose"). 
Cuff hides in Rose's cupboard when Johnson comes to call, and foils 
the visit by tumbling down from a high shelf -covered with flour 
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when Johnson tries to kiss Rose. Rose protests to Johnson that Cuff 
(now unrecognizable) is "noffin's else but trash . . . a runaway from 
de nullifying States," so Cuff shows his free papers, fights with John- 
son, and is hit on the head by Rose with a frying pan. When the men 
are pulled apart, everything seems settled and all begin to dance. As 
Rose and Johnson dance, however, Cuff breaks a fiddle over Johnson's 
head, Rose faints, and, as the final stage direction has it, "CUFF stands 
with uplifted hands."64 

This is in part a fantasy about social class, in which honest mechanics 
are vindicated at the expense of those who taunt them with cheap 
threats and class insults. The dandy who hints that the bootblacks are 
being undersold is defeated in the end, as is the woman who dismisses 
Cuff as a slave. As such, it is not difficult to recognize the cross-racial 
identification taking place here, as in the Rice illustration; though the 
respectable mechanics are black, the plot invokes certain aspects of 
the "republicanism" so central to white working-class culture-in- 
dependence, virtue, and equality. There is even an oblique play on 
"wage slavery," a charge against which Cuff vigorously defends him- 
self; his "free" papers are more a certification of "manly" integrity 
than a document of status. The plot underscores the identification of 
black stage mechanic with white audience mechanic in many of its 
devices: Cuff's momentary whiteness by way of the flour; the pugilistic 
male rivalry; and the wish-fulfillment of sudden richness through the 
lottery (variants of which- in inheritance plots and millionaires in- 
cognito -would become central to dime novels). However, this curious 
figuration of white class conflict through black characters, a formal 
recognition that white and black cohabited the "same proletarian public 
realm," is even more complex than it may appear.65 

For the class object of this narrative of hostility has a racial component 
that is far from self-evident. The class animus is directed not, as one 
might expect, at Cuff, the boss, but at someone outside the master/ 
journeyman nexus, Johnson the black dandy. This racial object certainly 
illustrates the class limit to interracial identification - and is of course 
an excuse for racist fun. But I believe this character's condensation of 
race and class to be a figuration of the antislavery reformer; if the class 
counterpart of Cuff is the white mechanic, the class counterpart of 
Johnson is a "Tappan," the only current social type combining a 
superior class position with racial overtones. Johnson the dandy indeed 
occupies the structural position given to the Tappans in many minstrel 
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songs; "amalgamationist" threat, he interposes himself between Rose 
and the rightful suitor, Cuff. And the association in the New York anti- 
abolitionist rioting of abolitionism with black dandies -not to mention 
amalgamation-was so strong as to mark a confusion of one hated 
object with another. For weeks preceding the New York riots, there 
circulated two basic kinds of rumors: one that charged abolitionists 
with promoting amalgamation, and one that charged black dandies with 
the wooing of white women.66 Even if the black dandy figure referenced 
an increasing population of middle-class black people in the urban 
Northeast, the animus toward it was not only racial but also class- 
fueled -a substitute, as one black newspaper put it, for less permissible 
outlets of class hatred.67 The black dandy literally embodied the amal- 
gamationist threat of abolitionism, and culturally represented the class 
threat of those who were advocating it: hence his downfall in the 
playlets. 

Apparent here, as in the other texts, are the ways in which white 
men "lived" an antebellum structure of racial feeling: interracial sol- 
idarity briefly and intermittently achieved through male rituals of ri- 
valry; such solidarity hampered by the cultural presence of class su- 
periors who were removed from these rituals, whether in the guise of 
a wealthy reformer or a black "dandy"; and such solidarity, in any 
case, always tenuous and fleeting. In addition, even the emancipatory 
moment of blackface acts was conducted in the realm of male mastery - 
courtship plots at best, misogynist joking at worst-in other words, 
over the bodies of women. Minstrelsy's racial parodies thus also sug- 
gest, in condensed and somewhat displaced form, the class obstacle 
to what Mike Davis has called a "labor abolitionism," and rely on 
black-white identification to make that suggestion.68 Readers of Ed- 
mund Morgan, however, will have noted a final turn of the screw: the 
black dandy, in another sense a representative of black maleness as 
such, is scapegoated to foster the bond between white journeyman and 
master-essentially the argument of Morgan's American Slavery- 
American Freedom.69 This aspect of minstrel productions, of course, 
was never absent. As I have suggested, it returned as if to refute the 
burgeoning cross-racial interest so manifest in blackface performance. 
The plots, types, and disguises to which this dialectic gave rise might 
properly be termed minstrelsy's "dream-work of the social," in Michael 
Denning's phrase, its distorted and fantastic figurations of the racial 
tendencies in antebellum culture.70 To understand them is perhaps to 
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understand the convoluted structure of racial feeling that undergirded 
and took sustenance from the minstrel show. 

NOTES 

1. Frederick Douglass, The North Star (27 Oct. 1848). The best modem work in 
this vein includes Ralph Ellison, "Change the Joke and Slip the Yoke" (1958) in 
Shadow and Act (1964; reprint, New York, 1972), 45-59; LeRoi Jones, Blues People: 
Negro Music in White America (New York, 1963), 82-86; James H. Dormon, "The 
Strange Career of Jim Crow Rice," Journal of Social History 3 (Winter 1969/70): 
109-22; Nathan Irvin Huggins, Harlem Renaissance (New York, 1971), 244-301; 
Robert C. Toll, Blacking Up: The Minstrel Show in Nineteenth-Century America (New 
York, 1974); Alexander Saxton, "Blackface Minstrelsy and Jacksonian Ideology," 
American Quarterly 27 (Mar. 1975): 3-28; Sylvia Wynter, "Sambos and Minstrels," 
Social Text 1 (Winter 1979): 149-56; Joseph Boskin, Sambo: The Rise and Demise 
of an American Jester (New York, 1986), 65-94; and Houston A. Baker, Jr., Modernism 
and the Harlem Renaissance (Chicago, 1987), 17-24. 

2. "The Black Opera," New York Tribune, 30 June 1855. Reprinted in Journal of 
Music (3 July 1858): 107. 

3. Margaret Fuller, "Entertainments of the Past Winter," Dial 3 (July 1842): 52. 
4. W. E. B. Du Bois, "The Negro in Literature and Art" (1913). Reprinted in 

W. E. B. Du Bois: A Reader, ed. Meyer Weinberg (New York, 1970), 231. 
5. James Weldon Johnson, Black Manhattan (New York, 1930), 87. Some critics 

have pursued lines of inquiry similar to those of Du Bois and Johnson, among them 
Constance Rourke, American Humor: A Study of the National Character (New York, 
1931), 77-104; Hans Nathan, Dan Emmett and the Rise of Early Negro Minstrelsy 
(1962; 2d ed., Norman, Okla., 1977); George F. Rehin, "The Darker Image: American 
Negro Minstrelsy through the Historian's Lens," Journal of American Studies 9 (Dec. 
1975): 365-73; David Grimsted and William F. Stowe, "White-Black Humor," Journal 
of Ethnic Studies 3 (1975): 78-96; William W. Austin, "Susanna," "Jeanie," and 
"The Old Folks at Home": The Songs of Stephen C. Foster from His Time to Ours 
(Urbana and Chicago, 1975); Robert B. Winans, "The Folk, the Stage, and the Five- 
String Banjo in the Nineteenth Century," Journal of American Folklore 89 (Oct.-Dec. 
1976): 407-37; Berndt Ostendorf, Black Literature in White America (Totowa, N.J., 
1982), 65-94; Robert Cantwell, Bluegrass Breakdown: The Making of the Old Southern 
Sound (Urbana, Ill., 1984), 249-74; and William J. Mahar, "Black English in Early 
Blackface Minstrelsy: A New Interpretation of the Sources of Minstrel Show Dialect," 
American Quarterly 37 (Summer 1985): 260-85. 

6. For a brilliantly suggestive analysis of the relations that may exist between racial 
cultures, and between the two terms of the latter phrase itself, see John F. Szwed, 
"Race and the Embodiment of Culture," Ethnicity 2 (Mar. 1975): 19-33. 

7. Gareth Stedman Jones, "Class Expression Versus Social Control?: A Critique of 
Recent Trends in the Social History of 'Leisure,' " in Languages of Class: Studies in 
English Working Class History, 1832-1982 (Cambridge, 1983), 76-89; see also Stuart 
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Hall, "Notes on Deconstructing 'the Popular,' " in People's History and Socialist 
Theory, ed. Raphael Samuel (London, 1981), 227-40. 

8. This point is well demonstrated in David Roediger's " 'Labor in White Skin': 
Race and Working-Class History," in Reshaping the U.S. Left: Popular Struggles in 
the 1980s, eds. Mike Davis and Michael Sprinker (London, 1988), 287-308. 

9. Stuart Hall, "New Ethnicities," Black Film/British Cinema (London, 1988), 29. 
"Othering" is recent theorists' term for what used to be considered a somewhat less 
complex process of white projection onto other races of unwanted or unrecognized 
'racial" qualities and attributes, so as to construct a racial other. The best studies of 
this process in the context of minstrelsy are Huggins, Harlem Renaissance, 244-301, 
and Wynter, "Sambos and Minstrels." 

10. I use Raymond Williams's concept of "structures of feeling" here to describe 
"characteristic elements of impulse, restraint, and tone; specifically affective elements 
of consciousness and relationships: not feeling against thought, but thought as felt and 
feeling as thought: practical consciousness of a present kind, in a living and interrelating 
continuity" (Marxism and Literature [New York, 1977], 132). This definition is more 
useful than conventional, functionalist ideas of racial "relations" or "pathologies" 
because it inquires into the social and historical lived quality of meanings and values 
and into the complex and historically variable relation between these and more formally 
held beliefs and ideologies. The minstrel show was less the incarnation of an age-old 
racism than a new semantic figure of an emergent structure of racial feeling; in this 
instance, I follow Stuart Hall's argument against the misleading view that, "because 
racism is everywhere a deeply anti-human and anti-social practice, . . . it is everywhere 
the same-either in its forms, its relations to other structures and processes, or its 
effects" ("Gramsci's Relevance to the Study of Race and Ethnicity," Journal of 
Communication Inquiry 10 [Summer 1986]: 23). 

More generally, my perspective is drawn from cultural studies work by scholars 
associated with the Birmingham Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies, including 
Richard Hoggart, The Uses of Literacy: Changing Patterns in English Mass Culture 
(New York, 1957); Stuart Hall, Chas Critcher, Tony Jefferson, John Clarke, and Brian 
Roberts, Policing the Crisis: Mugging, the State, and Law and Order (London, 1978); 
Richard Johnson, "What Is Cultural Studies Anyway?" Social Text 16 (Winter 1986/ 
87): 38-80; Paul Gilroy, "There Ain't No Black in the Union Jack": The Cultural 
Politics of Race and Nation (London, 1987); and Dick Hebdige, Hiding in the Light: 
On Images and Things (New York, 1988). Like-minded work in the United States 
includes Fredric Jameson's "Reification and Utopia in Mass Culture," Social Text 1 
(Winter 1979): 130-48; Jean Franco, "What's In A Name?: Popular Culture Theories 
and Their Limitations," Studies in Latin American Popular Culture 1 (1982): 5-14; 
T. J. Clark, The Painting of Modern Life: Paris in the Art of Manet and His Followers 
(Princeton, 1984), 205-39; Tania Modleski, ed., Studies in Entertainment: Critical 
Approaches to Mass Culture (Bloomington, Ind., 1986); Michael Denning, Mechanic 
Accents: Dime Novels and Working-Class Culture in America (London, 1987); and 
Greil Marcus, Lipstick Traces: A Secret History of the Twentieth Century (Cambridge, 
Mass., 1989). The pervasive influence of the work of Steven Marcus also should be 
acknowledged here, esp. his pioneering effort in The Other Victorians: A Study of 
Sexuality and Pornography in Mid-Nineteenth-Century England (1966; reprint, New 
York, 1985) to make cultural sense of dubious texts. 

11. Thomas Low Nichols, Forty Years of American Life (London, 1864), 369-70. 
12. See Marian Hannah Winter, "Juba and American Minstrelsy," Chronicles of 

the American Dance, ed. Paul Magriel (New York, 1948), 39-63. 
13. Uncatalogued playbills in the Harvard Theatre Collection. 
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14. Charles Dickens, American Notes (1842; reprint, New York, 1972), 139. 
15. When George and Eliza Harris's little boy is first introduced in Uncle Tom's 

Cabin, Stowe has Mr. Shelby hail him as "Jim Crow" (Harriet Beecher Stowe, Uncle 
Tom's Cabin; or, Life Among the Lowly [1852; reprint, New York, 1981], 44). 

16. Eileen Southern, The Music of Black Americans: A History (1971; rev. ed., 
New York, 1983), 92. 

17. Frances Anne Kemble, Journal of a Residence on a Georgian Plantation in 
1838-1839 (1863; reprint, Chicago, 1969), 96. 

18. Series of Old American Songs, compiled by S. Foster Damon (Providence, 
1936), no. 13. 

19. Kemble, Journal of a Residence, 96. Nathan, Dan Emmett, 91. 
20. T. Allston Brown, "The Origin of Negro Minstrelsy," Fun in Black; or, Sketches 

of Minstrel Life, ed. Charles H. Day (New York, 1874), 6. 
21. "Negro Minstrelsy-Ancient and Modern," Putnam's Monthly 5 (Jan. 1855): 

73. 
22. Richard Dyer, Heavenly Bodies: Film Stars and Society (New York, 1986), 

138. 
23. Quoted in Sam Dennison's Scandalize My Name: Black Imagery in American 

Popular Music (New York, 1982), 51-57, 79. 
24. For illustrations that highlight the black male body, see Nathan, Dan Emmett, 

53, 76, 141, 152; and Dennison, Scandalize My Name, 65, 72. 
25. Quoted in Dennison, Scandalize My Name, 61. 
26. Damon, Series, no. 14. 
27. In other words, minstrelsy was based on an extreme though contradictory white 

fascination with black(faced) men, whose underside was a white male solidarity over 
and against them that obviously inspired racist ridicule. I should note here that the 
extensive white male involvement in fantasies of black men-the construction of 
masculinity in a male sphere-absolutely depended on a related set of misogynist 
fantasies about white and black women, who were in many ways the real losers in 
the homosocial/homosexual dialectic. Following Eve Sedgwick, we might say that the 
minstrel show's achieved instability of heterosexuality necessitated the reassertion of 
masculinity in its many "wench" characters, and accounted as well for some of the 
more bizarre of its black male representations. See Sedgwick's Between Men: English 
Literature and Male Homosocial Desire (New York, 1985), 1-27. I discuss this other 
part of the equation in my dissertation (Columbia University, 1991), from which this 
essay is drawn; see also Carroll Smith-Rosenberg's "Davy Crockett as Trickster," in 
Disorderly Conduct: Visions of Gender in Victorian America (New York, 1985), 90- 
108, for an account of the 1830s and 1840s Crockett almanacs, which, together with 
minstrel songs, are the most revealing compendiums of misogynist fantasy in this 
period. 

28. Charles White, White's New Illustrated Melodeon Songbook (Philadelphia, 
1849), 82. 

29. Marcus, The Other Victorians, esp. chap. 3. See also Christine Stansell, City 
of Women: Sex and Class in New York, 1789-1860 (New York, 1986), 125-27, 139, 
161-65, 175. 

30. This recovery of childhood's lost sources of helplessness and bliss is indeed a 
major aspect of Freud's theory of jokes. See Jokes and Their Relation to the Uncon- 
scious, ed. and trans. James Strachey (1905; New York, 1963), 170, 223-28. 

31. Early audiences so often believed that they were watching actual Negroes that 
minstrel songsheets began the proto-Brechtian practice of picturing blackface per- 
formers out of costume, as well as in. Mark Twain's mother, at her first (and presumably 
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only) minstrel show, indignantly believed she was watching black performers. The 
Autobiography of Mark Twain, ed. Charles Neider (1924; reprint, New York, 1959), 
62. 

32. James K. Kennard Jr., "Who Are Our National Poets?" The Knickerbocker 26 
(Oct. 1845): 332. See also H. Bruce Franklin's discussion of this essay in The Victim 
As Criminal and Artist: Literature from the American Prison (New York, 1978), 73- 
98, a work that had a formative influence on my own project. 

33. For this apt phrase, I am indebted to Berndt Ostendorf's excellent chap. on 
minstrelsy in Black Literature in White America, 67. 

34. J. S. Dwight, "Negro Minstrelsy in London," Journal of Music (28 May 1859): 
67. 

35. Robert D. Faner, Walt Whitman and Opera (Philadelphia, 1951), 40; Walt 
Whitman, An American Primer, ed. Horace Traubel (1902; reprint, Steven's Pt., 
Wisc., 1987), 24. 

36. In addition to Litwack's classic North of Slavery: The Negro in the Free States, 
1790-1860 (Chicago, 1961), see, for example, Theodore Hershberg, "Free Blacks in 
Antebellum Philadelphia: A Study of Ex-Slaves, Freeborn, and Socioeconomic De- 
cline," Journal of Social History 5 (Winter 1971-72): 183-209; Emma Jones Lap- 
sansky, " 'Since They Got Those Separate Churches': Afro-Americans and Racism 
in Jacksonian Philadelphia," American Quarterly 32 (Spring 1980): 54-78; Gary B. 
Nash, Forging Freedom: The Formation of Philadelphia's Black Community, 1720- 
1840 (Cambridge, Mass., 1988), chaps. 7 and 8; Leonard L. Richards, "Gentlemen 
of Property and Standing": Anti-Abolition Mobs in Jacksonian America (New York, 
1970); Linda Kerber, "Abolitionists and Amalgamators: The New York City Race 
Riots of 1834," New York History 48 (Jan. 1967): 28-39; and John Runcie, " 'Hunting 
the Nigs' in Philadelphia: The Race Riot of August 1834," Pennsylvania History 39 
(Apr. 1972): 187-218. 

37. Clark, The Painting of Modern Life, 227, 229, 236. 
38. Philip Cohen, "Tarzan and the Jungle Bunnies: Race, Class, and Sex in Popular 

Culture," New Formations 5 (Summer 1988): 27. Tania Modleski has argued that the 
extreme ambivalence toward women in Hitchcock's films arises from a similar dialectic 
of misogyny and sympathy-the sympathy so threatening that it requires the misogyny. 
See The Women Who Knew Too Much: Hitchcock and Feminist Theory (New York, 
1987), 5, 13. 

39. The phrase "play of pronoun function" comes from Mark Nash, "Vampyr and 
the Fantastic," Screen 17 (1976): 37. The notion is elaborated brilliantly in Carol 
Clover, "Her Body, Himself: Gender in the Slasher Film," Representations 20 (Fall 
1987): 187-228. 

40. Denning, Mechanic Accents, 176. 
41. An early version of "Jim Crow" (published the same year as the illustration, 

1833) suggests (derisively) that envy of black people is responsible: 
I'm so glad dat I'm a niggar, 
And don't you wish you was too 
For den you'd gain popularity, 
By jumping Jim Crow. 

Now my brudder niggars, 
I do not think it right, 
Dat you should laugh at dem 
Who happen to be white. 
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Kase it dar misfortune, 
And dey'd spend ebery dollar, 
If dey only could be 
Gentlemen ob colour. 

(Quoted in Dennison, Scandalize My Name, 54.) This charge is closer to the mark 
than the song would allow. 

42. See, for example, Sean Wilentz, Chants Democratic: New York City and the 
Rise of the American Working Class, 1788-1850 (New York, 1984); Stansell, City of 
Women, 77-78, 81, 95-96, 137-41; Denning, Mechanic Accents, chap. 9; and David 
Montgomery, Workers' Control in America: Studies in the History of Work, Technology, 
and Labor Struggles (Cambridge, 1979), 13-14. Walt Whitman's bohemian bravado 
in the late 1840s and early 1850s-the "manly" bearing of a journeyman carpenter's 
son-derives at least in part from this dynamic. 

43. Cohen, "Tarzan and the Jungle Bunnies," 27; Nancy Chodorow, "Mothering, 
Male Dominance, and Capitalism," Capitalist Patriarchy and the Case for Socialist 
Feminism, ed. Zillah R. Eisenstein (New York, 1979), 96-97. For a brilliant contem- 
porary account and analysis of the construction of shop-floor masculinity, see Paul 
Willis, "Shop Floor Culture, Masculinity and the Wage Form," Working-Class Culture: 
Studies in History and Theory, ed. John Clarke, Chas Critcher, and Richard Johnson 
(London, 1979), 185-98. 

44. Nieder, Autobiography, 60. 
45. Cohen, "Tarzan and the Jungle Bunnies," 27. Freud's description of the deeply 

troubled moment of identification bears importantly on this discussion: "Identification, 
in fact, is ambivalent from the very first; it can turn into an expression of tenderness 
as easily as into a wish for someone's removal" (Group Psychology and the Analysis 
of the Ego, trans. James Strachey [1921; New York, 1959], 37). I use identification 
loosely here to refer to both primary and secondary processes. 

Laura Mulvey has taken this dynamic several steps further. In an article on narrative 
film, Mulvey uses Freud to distinguish between a scopophilic, or objectifying, structure 
of looking (here, perhaps, a dominative fetishizing of the "black" performer) and a 
voyeuristic, or identificatory, one (here, interracial identification). My point is that 
there is in minstrelsy a more or less constant play between these two structures. See 
Mulvey's 1975 essay, "Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema" in Women and the 
Cinema: A Critical Anthology, ed. Karyn Kay and Gerald Parry (New York, 1977), 
417. 

46. This model of analysis has been developed, out of a long tradition of Marxist 
theories of mediation, by scholars such as Stuart Hall, in, for example, Resistance 
Through Rituals: Youth Subcultures in Post-war Britain, Hall and Tony Jefferson, 
eds. (London, 1976), 9-74; and in Fredric Jameson's The Political Unconscious: 
Narrative As a Socially Symbolic Act (Ithaca, 1981), 77-80. Drawing on the work of 
Levi-Strauss in Structural Anthropology, trans. Claire Jacobson and Brooke Grundfest 
Schoepf (1958; New York, 1963), these theorists suggest that the function of cultural 
forms is not only to mediate but to symbolically or "magically" resolve lived social 
contradictions. 

47. See David Gordon, Richard Edwards, and Michael Reich, Segmented Work, 
Divided Workers: The Historical Transformation of Labor in the United States 
(Cambridge, 1982), 1-17, 48-99. 

48. Eric Foner, "Abolitionism and the Labor Movement in Antebellum America" 
in his Politics and Ideology in the Age of the Civil War (New York, 1980), 58. 

49. Wilentz, Chants Democratic, 5; Frederick Douglass, Narrative of the Life of 
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Frederick Douglass, An American Slave, ed. Michael Meyer (1845; reprint, New 
York, 1984), 100. 

50. See, for example, Kerber, "Abolitionists and Amalgamators," 34; and Runcie, 
'Hunting the Nigs,' " 196-202. 
51. Foner, "Abolitionism," 61. 
52. David Roediger, for instance, dissents from this view of "wage slavery" rhetoric 

in " 'Labor in White Skin,' " 300-302; and Thomas L. Haskell (in "Capitalism and 
the Origins of Humanitarian Sensibility, Part I," American Historical Review 90 [Apr. 
1985]: 350) has asked whether such rhetoric was not simply opportunist. I would 
argue, as the American Whig Review did in 1849, that labor's alliance with Calhoun 
was always "forced and unnatural," growing as much out of common enmities as pro- 
slavery principles. Much of the labor movement shared Calhoun's hatred of Martin 
Van Buren and looked to the "Marx of the master class" (in Richard Hofstadter's 
phrase) for theoretical support of anti-monopolistic "free trade." For the American 
Whig Review article, and for labor's alliance with pro-slavery Democrats, see Arthur 
M. Schlesinger Jr., The Age of Jackson (Boston, 1945), 406-08, 470; and Wilentz, 
Chants Democratic, 327, 333. 

53. Recent labor history has elaborated the ways in which the American working 
class reworked republican principles, descended from Enlightenment figures such as 
Tom Paine, into a rhetoric designed to resist the emerging capitalist order. This 
scholarship includes Alfred F. Young, The Democratic Republicans of New York: The 
Origins 1763-1797 (Chapel Hill, 1967); Edward Pessen, Most Uncommon Jackson- 
ians: The Radical Leaders of the Early Labor Movement (Albany, 1967); Eric Foner, 
Tom Paine and Revolutionary America (New York, 1976); Alan Dawley and Paul 
Faler, "Working-Class Culture and Politics in the Industrial Revolution: Sources of 
Loyalism and Rebellion," Journal of Social History 9 (June 1976): 466-80; and 
Wilentz, Chants Democratic. 

54. John B. Jentz, "The Anti-Slavery Constituency in Jacksonian New York City," 
Civil War History 27 (June 1981): 120. 

55. Richards, "Gentlemen of Property and Standing," 140-41. Alan Dawley notes 
that although "white workers feared the competition of nonwhite laborers and shared 
the racism of a white-Anglo-Saxon-Protestant culture, they hated the institution of 
slavery, identified with the slave, and grouped overbearing Lynn manufacturers together 
with slavemasters as 'a set of lordly tyrants' " (Class and Community: The Industrial 
Revolution in Lynn [Cambridge, Mass., 1976], 65). 

56. The term "contradictory class locations" is introduced in Erik Olin Wright, 
Classes (London, 1985), 19-63. For this diversity, see, among others, Richard B. 
Stott, Workers in the Metropolis: Class, Ethnicity, and Youth in Antebellum New York 
City (Ithaca, 1990), 37-67, 214-16. 

57. See Dawley and Faler, "Working-Class Culture and Politics," 468-70. 
58. David Montgomery, "Labor in the Industrial Era," A History of the American 

Worker, ed. Richard B. Morris (1976; reprint, Princeton, 1983), 94; Peter G. Buckley, 
"To the Opera House: Culture and Society in New York City, 1820-1860" (Ph.D. 
diss., SUNY, Stony Brook, 1984), 294-409, esp. 346-53, 370-76; Stott, Workers in 
the Metropolis, 222-29, 247-76. 

59. Richard Slotkin, The Fatal Environment: The Myth of the Frontier in the Age 
of Industrialization, 1800-1890 (Middletown, Conn., 1985), 150. In his The New 
York City Draft Riots: Their Significance for American Society and Politics in the Age 
of the Civil War (New York, 1990), Iver Bernstein offers some evidence of differing 
racial attitudes among varying class fractions, but I would maintain that the ambivalence 
identified was characteristic of working-class racial feeling in general. 
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60. Alexander Saxton, "Problems of Class and Race in the Origins of the Mass 
Circulation Press," American Quarterly 36 (Summer 1984): 232. See Schlesinger, 
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