Brooks, Neil. “On becoming an ex-man: Postmodern irony and the extinguishing certainties in the Autobiography of an Ex-Colored Man.” College Literature. October 1995.  BNET. http://findarticles.com/p/articles/mi_qa3709/is_199510/ai_n8727554/pg_1

Brooks, Neil 

James Weldon Johnson's anonymously published 1912 novel The Autobiography of an Ex-Colored Man explores the phenomenon of those who were legally defined as "colored" passing as whites in American society. The unnamed first person narrator, who himself "passes," claims that in "narrating" the book he is engaged in an act of disclosure. His attempts to narrate a life of concealment and disguise produce a text that can only be understood through what it conceals, through the gaps and the unspoken. This lack of direct commentary has led many critics to discuss the work in terms of "irony," but the very irreconcilability of that irony leads me to suggest that a more postmodern approach may help us understand the book's narrative position and the arguments concerning race and passing concealed within. This novel of "passing" cannot be fully explained by either "straight" or "ironic" reading, because in passing from "marginalized to center" from "other to being" from "signified to signifier," the narrative disallows all constructions that seek to map a stable center of self or other that the narrator might use as a guide in self-definition. Traditional irony is inadequate because it assumes a stable referent from which the "ironic" can be understood. This narrator can be better understood through a postmodern construction, such as those developed by Linda Hutcheon and, particularly, Alan Wilde.(1) I would like to begin with a brief discussion of "passing" itself, which even today receives insufficient critical attention, and then develop a model of postmodern' irony that can perhaps better clarify the relationship between the book's narrator, author, and message.

There is comparatively little in-depth contemporary historical or sociological writing on the subject of passing. Yet between 1880 and 1930 over a dozen novels were published with protagonists who "passed.' Narrative literature, by "fictionalizing" a very widespread activity, was the primary site of what little attention was accorded to a phenomenon nobody wanted to talk about. Narrative paradoxically becomes a political act in "speaking the unspoken," yet remains somewhat ineffective as social commentary by being removed to a realm of the merely fictional. But this, like every other simplistic dichotomy I will mention, also fails to address fully the horizon of the text's publication. Roxanna Pisiak suggests that narrative itself suffered under restrictive critical and publishing orthodoxies. Thus, the book was published as an anonymous "autobiography" because the text was too subversive to be presented even as fiction. In his own autobiography, Along This Way, Johnson contends that he expected the text to be understood as a fiction, but upon first publication much of the critical reception focused upon whether this was an actual or even a plausible account of a way of living in the United States. Some reviewers went so far as to denounce the book as a "vicious lie," since a black passing as white was to many simply an impossibility. But the relative lack of serious discussion about passing results not simply from the attitudes of those racists who believe in a clear and sharp distinction between black and white, but also from some black writers of the time who viewed those who "passed" as "sell-outs" to the race. Similarly, many liberal thinkers did not and do not want to be reminded of the conditions that caused thousands of Americans to deny their heritage, their families, and in many cases their own identities simply to gain access to the fundamental civil rights guaranteed by the Constitution.

Here are two passages from advertisements in nineteenth-century newspapers, which Charles Blockson quotes in his book Black Genealogy. This from the New Orleans Picayune.

TWO HUNDRED DOLLARS REWARD--Ran away from the subscriber 18 November a white negro man, about 35 years old, height about five feet eight or ten inches, blue eyes, has a yellow woolly head, very fair skin...

and this from the Savannah Republican in 1855:

Ran away from the subscriber, my negro man Albert, who is 27 years old, very white so much so that he would not be suspected of being a negro.

Has blue eyes and very light hair...

Blockson goes on to relate the story of Ellen Craft, who passed as a Southern planter while her darker-skinned husband acted as her servant. She traveled North staying in all the finest hotels, and upon reaching Philadelphia resumed her true identity. Nevertheless, Maurice Evans in his 1815 volume Black and White in the Southern States (published after Ex-Colored Man) concluded after much research that maybe perhaps a dozen people in the North had crossed the color line: "In the South I have never heard of such a thing nor do I believe it ever happens" (185). This comes from a man who in the introduction of his book insists his will be the first study to expose the truth concerning racial issues because he will remove emotion and be "scientific," with "facts observed and noted with scrupulous care, and no conclusion drawn until the body of data fully warrants it" (vi). Other studies use statistical 'bodies of data," such as census figures, to show that substantial geographical drops in men and women defining themselves as "colored" or "mulatto" suggest that at least 2,600 men and women each year in the 1920s and 1930s could be accounted for only by a change in racial identity. Again these figures are themselves probably low since those passing often would do all in their power to hide that fact. Children of "passers" may have never been told of their heritage. In 1948, Time magazine suggested that as many as five million Americans were "passing."

But all these numbers I am citing and the very use of the term "passing" make a racial assumption--one must be either all white or all black--which, given the issues surrounding definitions of "race," is relevant in that it carried great legal and social significance. In many states through the first half of our own century, this "all or nothing" attitude about race had legal authority, and Johnson's novel challenges this assumption. However, "passing" itself also is not as cut and dried as the above definition would imply. It would seem to propagate the view that "Black" and "White" are two clearly separable and definable groups, and passing is when a member of one lives his life as a member of the other. However, as Pisiak succinctly puts it, "the split between 'white and black' in America is as unreliable as the narrator' (85). In fact, passing could be intentional or unintentional: intentional passing could be one time only for a specific purpose; occasional for convenience (dining, theater, travel); segmental (many African Americans earned their living in the White world but kept their personal life in Black society); and the permanent passing that the narrator of Johnson's novel is engaged in at the book's conclusion.(2) "Passing" then does not simply refer to an impostor "impersonating" another racial group-"crossing the color line" as it was referred to--but rather to the physical manifestation of a psychological quest to understand oneself in a society where to be black was often not to have one consistent self, but to have a double self--as described by duBois and other--or to have a multiplicity of selves as does Johnson's narrator.

These various selves do not cohere to form a complete "identity," because the contradictions within a society that, for example, wanted respectable, respectful, "free" citizens who, like slaves, could be denied basic human rights, were utterly incongruous. But for the "passer," such as Johnson's narrator, who has both black and white "selves" the contradictions themselves, not the resolution of those contradictions, paradoxically become his identity.

Most recent articles on the novel, to a greater or lesser extent, get around this paradox by speaking of "irony" in the novel. The narrator after many experiences concludes with a "Horatio Alger-like" success story in which the protagonist makes large sums of money, marries a beautiful white woman, and socializes in the highest circles of American society. We as readers, and intermittently the narrator himself, see this as ironic since we know he has rejected the heritage of his loving mother and embraced that of his absent, seemingly indifferent father. He has given up his attainable dream of being a great artist and is trapped in a social role as restrictive as any of those he rejects. Indeed, Lucinda Mackethan provides a fascinating reading of the text as an "inversion of the slave narrative" in which "the ex-colored man allows white value to cancel his self-hood" (141). The reverse slave narrative construction does tell part of the story, but such readings, as Stephen Ross has observed, tend "to see the irony as directed primarily at the narrator which gainsays the compassion with which Johnson treats his protagonist" (199). The narrator's 'success" then can neither be applauded nor dismissed and the irony results from the utter lack of a normative standard by which to judge the ironic.

Near the beginning of his article "Irony in a Postmodern Age: Toward a Map of Suspensiveness," Alan Wilde gives "a baker's dozen of quotations" that he hopes will clarify the dilemmas of uncertainty the "postmodern subject" must face. Each of these quotations applies to various stages of Johnson's narrator's journey, but one from Donald Barthelme's "The Crisis" seems most fitting, particularly to the ending of the novel: "Yes, success is everything. Failure is more common. Most achieve a sort of middling thing, but fortunately one's situation is always blurred, you never know absolutely quite where you are. This allows, i not peace of mind, ongoing attention to other aspects of existence" (4).

By this and the other quotations Wilde seeks to show varying reactions to a postmodern milieu where "in short, a world in need of mending is replaced by one beyond repair" (9). The modernist "mending" is what the narrator himself has seen as his own project, but I agree with Pisiak and others who suggest that the narrator is not utterly unaware of what he seems inadvertently to reveal. And he is willing even to pay the price that his modernist construction of an ordered world demands. To quote Wilde again:

the modernists demonstrably pay a price, namely the need to suffer the distance and detachment that are the inevitable corollary of an overly exigent sense of control and the special stigmata of modernist irony; or to put it differently, to endure unwillingly the estrangement of the self from the world it seeks too urgently to shape and endow with meaning. (6)

This is part of the price the narrator of The Autobiography of an Ex-Colored Man believes he pays, but truly his cost is much higher than simply a decision to live in an ordered yet estranged world. For one thing, the artistic ideal of perfect, epiphanic moments that is a modernist response to chaos is unavailable to one who can never "fit all the pieces together" because some of them must be kept hidden away. The postmodern "turn of the screw" to the modernist irony of "detachment while imposing order," I see in the "passer's" continual and inescapable awareness of his own positioning of not just imposer, but impostor. Indeed, the narrator does seek to remedy his isolation through the artwork he produces, his own "narrative" (the novel we read), in the opening chapter of which he says he is writing "out of a vague feeling of unsatisfaction" (393) from which he is seeking relief. But he is unable to achieve any modernist closure. Rather, after telling the story of his success, he concludes with dissatisfaction fearing that he has "sold his birthright for a mess of pottage" (511). This is not mere qualification of his success, or even equivocation, but rather an acknowledgment that despite his assertion of control as modernist narrator, he is unable to write his life to bring any modernist closure. Instead, his dilemma is what Wilde describes that of Oedipa Maas (in Thomas Pynchon's Crying of Lot 49) to be: "Modernist paradox gives way to postmodern quandary, to suspensiveness, and, for Oedipa, the state of "the true paranoid for whom all is organized in spheres joyful or threatening about the central pulse of himself" (25). The narrator has created a world where all is organized around himself, but it can never be truly organized because the self he has placed at the center is as unstable as the external world he seeks to control.

The connection between the paranoid and the "passer" also seems quite apt. In passing the narrator has chosen an existence where at any moment his every construct could be taken away from him. Thus I contend that we have here a storyteller trying to "pass" postmodern quandary as modernist irony.

Linda Hutcheon expresses many criticisms of Wilde's construction of "postmodern irony" that should also be considered in understanding the voice of the ex-colored man. Hutcheon particularly focuses on Wilde's phrase, "a world in need of mending is replaced by one beyond repair," asserting that "postmodernism works to show that all repairs are human constructs, but that, from that very fact, they derive their value as well as their limitation. All repairs are both comforting and illusory" (Poetics 7). Many readings of Johnson's novel contend that the narrator has embraced "comfortable illusions," but the conflicted and unresolved nature of the text suggests rather that the narrator is at once embracing and critiquing those illusions.

Indeed, Hutcheon does specifically discuss African-American fiction as an important site of postmodern discourse, observing that "Black American Culture has been defined as one of "double consciousness" in which black and white, master and slave cultures are never reconciled, but held in a doubled suspension" (Poetics 44). But this very suspensiveness can in fact present a valuable contestatory position. Later she uses the example of Ishmael Reed's "Neo-HooDoo Manifesto" as a work that reveals that "Those in power control history. The marginal and ex-centric, however, can contest that power, even as they remain within its purvey" (197). Reed challenges the existing system but also shows his own "insideness." By offering the "new totalizing narrative of Voodoo" but still seeming to believe in the "importance of the individual and other humanist notions," Hutcheon says Reed has produced "the kind of self-implicated yet challenging critique of humanism... that is typical of postmodernism. The position of black Americans has worked to make them especially aware of those political and social consequences of art, but they are still part of American society" (197). This conflicted positioning seems even more applicable to African Americans who "pass." Certainly, the narrator of The Autobiography of an Ex-Colored Man constantly finds himself in the position of wanting to affirm the totalizing meta-narratives of American humanism while daily struggling to escape some of the strictures those narratives placed on African Americans in the early part of this century. Consider his reflections after listening to a racist Texan cruelly denigrate all black Americans: "I was sick at heart. Yet I must confess that underneath it all I felt a certain sort of admiration for the man who could not be swayed from what he felt were principles" (484). The narrator himself, of course, has no foundational principles from which he cannot be swayed, and this is the reason for both his success in society and his feelings of shame and failure.

In The Politics of Postmodernism, Hutcheon develops an even more compelling construction for my purposes here, when she discusses the Woody Allen film Zelig. In speaking of the American Jewish experience, she is again discussing a marginalized group in American society, members of which have often found it necessary to disguise their racial identity. The protagonist of the movie, which is also set in the early decades of this century, is known as "the human chameleon," and he takes on the characteristics of the people around him, whatever circumstances he might be in. Hutcheon notes "as a Jew, Zelig has a special (and historically ironic) interest in fitting in, in being other than what he is--as we know from subsequent history" (103). Zelig goes on to become a "media monster," just as the ex-colored man becomes a "corporate monster," a real estate mogul making a fortune by buying rundown tenements and undoubtedly exploiting the black underclass he has ceased to recognize as his own relations. Hutcheon suggests that "the story of a self that changes constantly, that is unstable, decentered, and discontinuous, is a parody both of the traditionally filmic subject of realist cinema and also of the modernist searching for integration and wholeness of personality" (109). What Hutcheon says about "realist cinema" can easily be extended to the "realist novel" and her comments about Zelig as embodiment of the postmodern "subject" seem to apply directly to Johnson's narrator as well. Indeed, Johnson's alternative title for his novel, was The Chameleon.(3)

This lack of stable identity is underscored by the protagonist remaining unnamed through the novel. Although we cannot simply dismiss the claims that the narrator's lack of a name is evidence of his failure to be a complete person, we can also see namelessness as the narrator's attempt to avoid being labeled in any way that might restrict his ability to establish himself as an individual apart from socially defined categorizations. Throughout the book, we see a man arrogantly self-confident and individualistic to the point of blinding vanity regarding his personal accomplishment. Whatever job he takes, from rolling cigars in a factory to playing piano to speculating on real estate, the narrator claims to have become the "best" at the activity, envied by all around him. One of his childhood responses to being told he cannot be white is to assert his "self" and insist he can be. Hence, his "passing" is more than simply a material success. It is an assertion of his particular and personalized quest to overcome the barriers society has placed before him.

Nonetheless, the price he pays in missed opportunity for success is enormous, and when he wistfully admits that he is an ordinary white man who might have taken part in "work so glorious...as the making of history and a race" (511) we can understand his failure. Yet, to do so completely is again to accept the dichotomy between "black" and "white" that the narrator's personality will not allow him to accept, nor will society allow him to change. The "birthright" he traded is the same one John Walden abandons in Charles Chestnutt's passing novel, The House Behind the Cedars. To John's childhood pleas that he is white, Judge Straight replies "you are black ...and you are not free. You cannot secure accommodations at an inn; you cannot be out after nine o'clock without a permit. If a white man struck you, you could not return the blow, and you could not testify against him in a court of law" (168). Judge Straight goes on the describe the Dred Scott decision at some length, saying it concludes "that negroes are beings of an inferior order, and altogether unfit to associate with the white race either in social or political relations and have no rights a white man is bound to respect" (169). This becomes eminently clear to Johnson's narrator when he witnesses a lynching, which makes him feel ashamed "that I belonged to a race which could be dealt with so" (497) and spurs him to his life as an excolored man. The contradictions between this and the 'glorious race' in which he could be a leader are simply unresolvable. Identity for the narrator demands a sort of external validation (a validation that is an act of hierarchical ordering), which is unavailable to him as a "colored man" in the United States. Benjamin Lawson asserts that the narrator "defines himself by loss... what he has chosen no longer to be" (95). I would agree with Lawson, except for his choice of the word "chosen." This narrator cannot choose to be colored any more than he has truly chosen to be white. He is neither, he is both. The tragedy is that society has chosen arbitrary categorizations, constructed a meta-narrative of race that cannot be applied adequately to the personal narratives of its individual members.

The only non-historical character in the novel given a name (apart from nicknames, and performers who have stage names) is the narrator's white patron's valet, Walter. This patron takes the ex-colored man to Europe, saying, "I'm going to Europe tomorrow...I think I'll take you along instead of Walter." In a book in which naming is so important, this one individual with a name seems incongruous. That, I would argue, is Johnson's point--the ex-colored man can never overcome the incongruity between "naming" and "identity." He passes as various things, but the passing itself becomes his story since he lacks any stable identity against which we can understand his masquerades. Walter has a name but can have his life completely disrupted, overturned without a second thought. Walter's is the untold story within The Autobiography of an Ex-Colored Man, he whose life the narrator appropriates. The irony here is again suspensive: since we know nothing of Walter to say why he gets a name, we can make no conclusions about the appropriateness of his being named. Rather, his life is a blank within the text, the space through which postmodern irony means. As Wilde argues: "Chary of comprehensive solutions, doubtful of the self's integrity, its postmodern irony confronts a world more chaotic (if chaos admits of gradations) than any imagined by its predecessors" (7). As one of its predecessors, the world of the "passer" may in fact be as chaotic, as resistant to stability as this present-day postmodern world Wilde describes.

My appropriation of Johnson's novel is not an attempt to use it as a guide for making sense of our own age, but rather an attempt to show parallels between the structures of alienation of our own generation and those expressed in Johnson's novel, as a way to develop more fully our understanding of the novel. The novel shows us that the too-easy categorizations of reliable/unreliable, fictional/historical, personal identity/social role, and black/white are narratives telling incomplete and, in the narrator's case, uncompletable stories. His ironic stance derives from the fact that, as Maurice O'Sullivan observes, "he is a rebel violating the most sacred taboos of his time but a rebel who sees himself more as a confidence man than revolutionary" (62). He sees his life as a kind of "practical joke on society" (Ex-Colored Man 393), and at the end, he has discovered the most suitable identity for himself given his circumstances. Yet with his freedom from societal meta-narratives of race comes the chaos of a disordered universe, which is also central to postmodern theory.(4) As I suggested earlier, the narrator seeks to write his life so as to bring some sort of modernist order and closure to his existence, but the text he seeks so desperately to control betrays the failures of such strategies to tell the story of the passer. Mackethan observes that "the effect of his attempt to keep very close control over his memory and its materials is to draw attention to his self-consciousness as a story-teller and more importantly, to his discomfort concerning the story" (140).

Narrating his "autobiography" is only the final step through which the ex-colored man "textualizes his life." The role literature and other antecedent texts play in the narrator's life also can be understood through postmodern theory. Hutcheon divides postmodern irony into two categories:

What postmodernism also seems to signal is irony--irony in two senses: in a formal sense, that is, as ironic intertextuality or more simply parody; and in a more ideological sense, in which the postmodern speaks with a forked tongue, using and abusing, inscribing and subverting at the same time the cultural dominants within which it inevitably works. ("Complicity" 63)

We have seen that second sense of irony in relation to the narrator's shifting identity, but The Autobiography of the Ex-Colored Man also uses intertexts in a complex and typically postmodern way.

As several critics have observed, the novel, in both form and content, owes much to the slave narrative tradition. Certainly, the use of the word "autobiography" in the title is a device to lend the book some sort of credibility not generally accorded to fiction. Further, like the slave narrative, the novel emphasizes the struggles of the protagonist to assert dignity in the face of oppression, and thus to show the brutality of the oppressors. To this end Johnson at times employs the technique of slave narrative where "the more brutal the facts, often the more emotionless the relation of them" (Mackethan 127). The very narrative voice certainly owes more to the slave narrative than to any other African-American literary tradition. Levy even maintains that "Johnson was the first black writer to use the first-person narrator in fiction" (130). The book tells the tale of a free man aggressively asserting his individuality, yet trapped within a social system that denies him the rights of an individual. By structuring the story in a manner similar to the slave narrative, Johnson is able to demonstrate that the early twentieth century is not so very far removed from the early nineteenth century in terms of the opportunities accorded to African Americans.

Yet the novel does not really follow the primary structural pattern of the traditional slave narrative--the movement from servitude to freedom. In her study of be Autobiography of an Ex-Colored Man and Richard Wright's Black Boy, Mackethan refers to Johnson's book as an "inversion of the Slave Narrator's quest for voice" (123) and draws an important distinction between fiction and autobiographical narrative:

While the strategy of slave narrators like Douglass and of autobiographical writers like Wright provide a 'double 'I,'" as Olney calls it, a black fiction writer could create a 'triple 'I'"...What this third voice could add most potently would be the effects of irony and independent vision. (125)

Mackethan goes on to argue that the novelist can assert a certain "mastery" of the text through this voice and gives the example of Invisible Man before proceeding to her discussion of The Autobiography of an Ex-Colored Man. As important and compelling as her central arguments are, I think terms such as "mastery" and "control," even "author," may be misplaced in relation to Johnson's text. Ellison does seem to gain the clear ironic perspective that Mackethan refers to through his construction of the "Invisible Man" persona. The ex-colored man, on the other hand, can only be understood through his simultaneous visibility and invisibility. He does not live underground; he lives next door. He does not wage war with the Monopolated Light and Power Company; he probably owns shares in it. To accept that he is only an African American who has "sold out" is perhaps to deny one of the book's central purposes: to show "the unreality and arbitrariness of race in America" (Lawson 34). The narrator is an outsider to both white and black institutions precisely because he has the skill to fit so easily into both. The book gives an inversion of the slave narrative, but the "inversion" too is an arbitrary stance that cannot be consistently maintained by either Johnson or his narrator.

Mackethan suggests that Johnson himself can be found in the text in the character of Singing Johnson, the blind preacher, to whom the narrator listens toward the end of the novel.(5) She suggests that "Surely James Weldon Johnson, who wrote a very enlightening work entitled e gook of American Negro Spirituals, is presenting his own mission through the ideal that he represents in the figure of "Singing Johnson" (146). Singing Johnson is presented in a much less ambiguous way than the narrator, and again Johnson plays with antecedent literature by creating a traditional "revival" scene. However, Levy points out that "in other works Black preachers are treated with contempt, amusement, or condescension," whereas Johnson "deliberately tries to offset this caricature" (138). Undoubtedly, Mackethan is correct in seeing the insightful preacher as "the antithesis of the 

spiritually

blind ex-colored man" (146), but this does not lead to the conclusion that he should serve as a role model for the narrator. The narrator can no more embrace the values of Singing Johnson than the preacher can become a real estate speculator. Rather, the intertextual allusions to preaching, rag-time songs, and other aspects of black culture underscore "the suspensive irony" for both narrator and reader. The narrator finds himself incapable of finding personal validation as either a 'colored man" or a white man. Yet he can be a "success" while living in any community. Johnson can then both question racial designations and simultaneously praise Black accomplishments. The narrator's tragedy is not that he does not live up to the standard of Singing Johnson, whose own ability to keep the voice of his forefathers alive does resemble the abandoned project of the narrator, but that the narrator is only able to understand and accept his life when he stands apart from it and looks at it as a detached observer. When he describes his experience at the beginning of the revival meeting he consistently characterizes the participants as "interesting" and "impressive" but stops short of allowing them to be "inspiring."(6)

This detachment leads the narrator to feel sometimes 'that I have never really been a Negro, that I have been only a privileged spectator of their inner life" (510). Positioning himself as a privileged spectator leads him to understand his own experiences as one would a story or a play, or, more specifically in the case of the narrator, a romance adventure. In his romantic conception of his life he can play the role of great hero that the racist American society denies him. His struggles to become a "success," and more importantly, his descriptions of those struggles, belong more to the hero of a sentimental novel than of a slave narrative. For all its gestures towards realism, the book seems structured upon the more refined fiction of the late nineteenth century. Fleming suggests that "the narrator views himself in romantic terms, as a tragic hero whose flaw is the black blood he has inherited from his beloved mother" (87). The political consequences of this are noted by Ross, who observes that even the narrator's excesses "are those associated with the correct sentiments of genteel fiction" (202). But eventually the narrator is "betrayed by a white, upper-class value system he cannot escape" (199). The "values" that the narrator learns through romantic fiction do not translate well to the narrator's life because his society does not value him for following the same path of the fictional heroes. Ross concludes that although we cannot ignore the weakness of the narrator "we must be equally careful not to pile on his head the condemnation that Johnson rightly reserves for the psychological power of American whiteness" (210). Although Ross shows that power is transmitted through cultural productions and provides excellent analysis of how Johnson manipulates the text, he does not apply his argument fully to the narrator himself as "writing subject" within the text. Once again returning to the title of the work, by beginning as an "ex-colored man" the narrator acknowledges the distinction between himself and a "white man." Yet part d his motivation seems, as Ross discusses, to tell a "life story" that any white man, with simply a few details concerning race changed, could be proud to relate as his own. The associations with both slave narrative and genteel fiction serve to indicate the duality within the narrator, that in his own mind he has never "passed" because he utterly refuses to accept the false dichotomy that would categorize him.

This an be seen clearly when the narrator is compared with other "passing" characters such as those I have mentioned earlier-Chestnutt's John Warwick or Larsen's Clare Kendry. These characters fear exposure to such a degree that they are unable to distance themselves from the very racial distinctions they transgress. They accept that although society is wrong in its racist attitudes, they nonetheless are "blacks pretending to be white." The tragedy in both novels, and many other passing stories, is exposure. The tragedy of the excolored man is the impossibility of exposure. Even the act of publishing a biography really does nothing to jeopardize the world he has built for himself because the story he narrates is largely a romanticized version of his past and an elaborate justification of his present. The generic intertexts do not serve to provide this story a stable meaning, Rather, the book refuses to be simply slave narrative, aristocratic fiction, autobiography, or even passing novel. This complex intertextuality, which underscores the shifting identity of the narrator, does not keep the novel from expressing clear messages concerning race and passing, but insists that part of that message, and certainly the irony, in The Autobiography of an Ex-Colored Man, must remain suspensive, irresolvable.

NOTES

1 In this paper I have quoted directly only from Wilde's essay, "Irony in the Postmodern Age," but my understanding of his argument is significantly informed by his book Horizons of Assent: Modernism, Postmodernism, and the Ironic Imagination (Johns Hopkins, 1981), which also contains a slightly altered version of the Boundary 2 article.

2 In Nella Larsen's novel Passing the two principle characters are Clare Kendry, who has "crossed the color line," and Irene Redfield, who passes occasionally for convenience. The distinctions between the two characters clearly illustrate that no easy definition of the "passer" can exist.

3 In Johnson's autobiography, Along This Way, he speaks of the indecision he felt regarding the title of the book and whether to attach his name to the work. He writes "I stuck to the original idea of issuing the book without the author's name and kept the title that had appealed to me first. But I have never been able to settle definitely for myself whether I was sagacious or not in these two decisions" (238). Certainly publishing the book anonymously had the advantage of letting its circulation reflect the thematic message that easy categorizations are inappropriate to the world of the "passer." The book was reviewed as fiction, autobiography, and even mystery story with the reviewer seeking to "solve" the riddle of its authorship.

4 In some ways, by refusing to accept any restrictive identities the narrator at the end of the novel becomes like that most famous of postmodern heroes, Pynchon's disintegrating Slothrop of Gravity's Rainbow.

5 Lawson too focuses on where Johnson might be giving us a more positive example to counteract the protagonist abandoning his dream. He suggests that Johnson's book of poems based on African-American preaching, God's Trombones, is Johnson's "acting out of the suppressed artistic instincts of the excolored man."

6 An important point related to the narrator's refusal to be inspired can be seen in his own reactions to literary texts. The novel contains within it much sociological comment and literary exegesis, interpretations of texts such as Uncle Tom's Cabin and The Souls of Black Folks. Lawson suggests that "the digressive polemics on race strike us as Johnson's," such as when the narrator deems that Uncle Tom's Cabin is a "fair and truthful panorama of slavery.' Rather than attributing such comments to Johnson it may be better to accept that many people, black and white, feel a vested interest in accepting the narratives on those terms. Certainly the narrator does. What these "digressions" also evidence is that the narrator is much more comfortable finding his 'truths' mediated through books, rather than the confusing and chaotic "truths" of his own experience. Ultimately, Johnson's novel demonstrates that "fair and truthful panoramas" such as Uncle Tom's Cabin or The Autobiography of an Ex-Colored Man or any postmodern novels must also be understood in terms of the 'truths' they do not express.
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