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Abstract

This thesis investigates to role consumerism plays when young, black, underclass 

characters try to build their identities in Toni Morrison’s The Bluest Eye (1970) and Angie 

Thomas’ The Hate U Give (2017). Through implementing intersectional analysis and 

postcolonial theory this essay discusses how social positions are read and understood in a 

mass culture that heavily favours the visual. In this culture we are all judged by our 

appearance and I will argue that for the poor, black, female characters in the novels, that 

means being the underdogs of consumer culture. Although the two novels are published half 

a century apart, both relate to consumer culture and how it affects the African-American 

community. In addition, each of the novels are produced during a wave of black uprising and 

strong civil rights movements. In Morrison’s novel the characters are left longing for the 

looks and lifestyle of white Americans, emphasising the need of the social movement’s claim

‘Black is Beautiful’. In Thomas’ novel there are a multitude of consumer objects that are 

coded black, such as Jordan sneakers and hip hop-music. Yet, the police shooting of young 

Khalil cannot be avoided by the success ‘Black is Beautiful’ brought in terms of 

commercialising blackness. The shooting instead brings attention to 2017’s great campaign 

‘Black Lives Matter’. What is similar in both novels is that the characters, who find 

themselves othered in Western discourse, strive to become someone recognised as a subject, 

a Self. In the quest to move beyond the stereotypes ascribed to them, almost all the characters

long for goods that signal their social position as someone who has succeeded, living the 

American Dream. Yet, in Morrison’s novel there is a critique against capitalism and 

consumerism, an idea that you cannot consume a subject position in a racist society. That 

kind of critique against capitalism is absent in Thomas’ novel.
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Introduction

An existential question that is central in Western individualist culture is ‘who am I’. 

The answer to the question is often hard to find, and even if you perceive yourself in one way

there is no guarantee that the people around you will acknowledge your self-image. Yet, in 

order to be able to create an identity, some correlation between how one experiences oneself 

and how other people recognise you need to occur, suggests Siegfried Zepf (144). To be 

perceived as an individual in Western culture, a recognised Self, used to be a male privilege, 

a white male’s privilege. Simone de Beauvoir and Edward Said were both pioneers in 

showing how the creation of a Self (reserved for the white male) always was at the expense 

of white women and people of colour of all genders, who were made Other, discursively 

contrasting the individual Self. Yet, since the time of Said and de Beauvoir, the world has 

been decolonised and globalised. People have struggled to deconstruct patriarchy and 

colonial stereotypes and the Western parliaments and boardrooms have become more diverse 

than those rooms were during the 1950s. However, the old stereotypes are not all gone and 

white women and people of colour of all genders still face sexism and/or racism (not seldom 

combined). 

Still, in our globalised society we are supposed to all compete on equal terms for the 

successes capitalism can bring. If we end up unsuccessful, poor, it is often considered a 

personal failure. One look can be what it takes to judge if the looked upon is one of the 

successors or one of the failures, rich or poor. Yet, what is it we see when we read people's 

social position by looking at them? Social status has increasingly become a matter of 

consuming the right, trendy, objects which can signal how we want to be perceived. To 
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communicate our class-position, education or title is less important, instead our postal code, 

brand of car and clothing tell which community we belong to. Yet there are some visual 

aspects of us that are hard to change by consumption, such as our gender and race. In the two 

novels The Bluest Eye by Toni Morrison, published in 1970 and The Hate U Give1 by Angie 

Thomas, published 2017, the black female characters are constantly made aware of that being

seen as an individual still is much of a white man’s privilege. Consequently, in this essay I 

will investigate what role consumption plays in the quest for a recognised identity, a Self, 

when you are ascribed a position as Other. I will argue that by consuming objects and culture 

from identity relevant domains, the black consumers in the novels try to leave a position as 

Other and move towards a visible, recognised, subject status.

 I will analyse two novels which both reinscribe subjectivity to African-Americans, 

written by African-American females about African-American communities. These two 

novels portray, in depth, the struggle to be seen as an individual in a white dominated mass 

culture. Although these novels are separated by 50 years in publication and 75 years in 

setting, they have a lot in common. One significant connection between them is that both 

THUG and Bluest are novels produced in connection with of social movements. At the time 

of Bluest’s publication the slogan read Black is Beautiful (Willis 181) and at the time of 

THUG it read Black Lives Matter. The reader can clearly see the traces of the social 

movements in the novels. In Bluest beauty, norms and the whiteness of mass-culture are 

discussed. THUG centres around the police shooting of an unarmed black teenage boy and 

the discourse about his death. The main character of each novel is a young black female and 

presented as positioned in the middle of the novel’s class strata. Claudia and Starr are not the 

1 The titles will hereafter be abbreviated to Bluest and THUG. THUG is the suggested abbreviation by the 
author (Thomas, Angie. Angiethomas.com, angiethomas.com/faq)
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poorest in their (poor) communities, but not the richest either. They are strong, independent 

young females who question the injustices they experience. 

Although independent, these girls are also close to their African-American 

communities, in which they live. The communities play important roles in the novels, both of 

them telling a tale not only about the protagonists but also the surrounding people. Jean 

Kuenz argues that “Morrison's project is to rewrite the specific bodies and histories of the 

black Americans whose positive images and stories have been eradicated by commodity 

culture” (421). The same can be argued as true for Thomas, at least partly. Thomas primarily 

humanises the victims of police shootings, who are reduced to stereotypes of black men in 

mass culture. Yet in difference to Morrison, Thomas does not seem to criticise commodity 

culture as such, but rather the racism it holds. In Morrison's novel, an eradication of black 

stories and images is manifested through the absence of black narratives and public figures 

within mass culture. The characters in Bluest are left struggling for looks and lives portrayed 

by white actors and celebrities. The protagonist, Claudia, questions the white norm, she 

destroys her consumer objects, white baby dolls, and feels anger towards black people who 

treat white children more gently than they treat their own children (Morrison 20). In Thomas’

novel the eradication of black stories is not manifested through absence, but rather through a 

cultural deprivation. There are constantly stories about blacks within mass culture, but these 

stories are most often stripped of African-American cultural integrity. What is left are black 

stereotypes and simple explanations to complex situations. Thomas rehumanises the blacks 

who appear in short news flashes about ‘yet another shooting’. However, in difference to 

Claudia, Starr, the protagonist in THUG, never questions consumer culture. Starr instead 

spends much of her time longing for consumer objects. In Starr’s time, black can be beautiful 
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and consumable. Whilst Claudia is left to adore Shirley Temple, Starr can have black mass 

culture characters as role models. In Bluest every black person who strives for the ideals of 

mass culture is compelled to strive for less blackness, a consumable whiteness. For the 

characters in THUG black is commodified, there are Jordans, Nikes, commercial hip hop and 

black models in advertisement.

Consequently, what I found in my analysis of the two novels is that what is lost 

between Bluest and THUG is critique against capitalism as a system. Morrison has written a 

novel of her time and Thomas one of hers. Both have reinscribed subjectivity to people who 

are usually deprived of theirs, usually made Other and reduced to stereotypes within mass 

culture. To achieve a Self, an answer to the question ‘who am I’ is in Bluest only imaginable 

outside capitalism. However, in THUG it is rather imagined only in terms of living the 

American Dream at its fullest. The story of Starr’s family is a story about succeeding the 

American Dream, against the odds. Her family is in a constant strive for upwards social 

mobility, a strive that is not as present in Bluest. In Bluest there is rather a strive for survival, 

a migration from rural to urban, but that is not in the same sense a strive for a Self. It is 

outside the scope of this essay to draw conclusions on what this ideological shift between the 

two novels tells about the ideological currents within the black power movement. However, 

what is clear is that during the fifty years that separate the two novels in time, economic 

changes have occurred, a black middle class has grown, and as a result the visibility of black 

people in advertisements has increased (Willis 185). The number of black public figures has 

also grown in mass culture at large. Starr’s idol is Will Smith, an African-American actor 

with his own TV-series. ‘Representation Matters’ is a slogan that figures in the wake of the 

“Black Lives Matter”-campaign, but who is represented? The portraying of black people on 
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billboards, TV and in magazines is suggested to challenge the white norm. But is it 

presentation or representation? Can a black commercialised Self be found within the 

framework of commodity culture or does the black still stay Other? 

In the visual culture, advertisement becomes imagery in which the isolated can look 

for happiness and self-affirmation, since in advertisement the consumer encounters dreamlike

scenarios in which they can imagine themselves (Zepf 146). But what happens when the 

potential consumer is positioned far from the dream? Claudia commentates that “shops, 

magazines, newspapers, window signs-- all the world had agreed that a blue-eyed, yellow-

haired, pink-skinned doll was what every girl child treasured” (Morrison 18). Every blue-

eyed and yellow-haired doll becomes a reminder for Claudia of her own blackness. She does 

not want the white doll or the whiteness, it only evokes a “disinterested violence” in her, 

something that she later feels ashamed of (Morrison 21). For her friend Pecola whiteness 

does evoke desire, she wishes to shop for blue eyes like it was a pair of shoes (Morrison 178).

Starr instead desires products that affirm her blackness, like Jordan sneakers, advertised with 

legendary basketball player Michael Jordan (Thomas 17). Although regardless of whether the

characters’ desires turn towards black or white essentialism the objects they consume are in 

accordance with the identity they grow.

However, to be able to consume money is needed, and a central theme in both novels 

is the lack of financial resources. Starr spends her childhood in a housing project whilst her 

father is incarcerated. Bluest takes place in the poor quarters of Lorain. Due to the lack of 

finances, the characters cannot participate in the consumer culture to the extent they want, 

they are left with a deep desire for objects. In Bluest Pauline longs for the clean homes 

portrayed in the cinema, yet she neglects to clean her own house. In THUG Starr longs for yet
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another pair of Jordans, although she has functioning shoes of the same brand. What these 

characters long for, I will argue, is not the material usability of certain goods. These 

characters long for something in material function very similar to something they already 

have, like a new pair of shoes even if they already have shoes. What kind of material goods 

the characters long for can best be described as of visual character. Starr longs for Jordans 

and a matching backpack, Pauline longs for a shining home, Pecola’s desire is for candy with 

the white girl Mary Jane on its wrappers. The visual aspect of the product is prior to the 

functional aspect. None of the character’s express longing for a tool, a comfortable bed, a 

warm jacket or any other object that would satisfy a basic human need. 

Consumer psychologists Mead et al. claim that “[d]ecades of research indicate that 

consumers use the symbolic nature of consumption as a way to communicate information 

about themselves to others” (903). But, what we need for communicating information about 

ourselves are publicly visible objects, preferably chosen from a large set of choices (Berger, 

Jonah, and Heath 132). A pair of sneakers is more relevant for expressing identity than dish 

washing soap. Berger, Jonah and Heath state that what is consumed from an identity-relevant 

domain should both indicate belonging to a certain group, but also differ from other social 

groups, taste is imbued with meaning (133). But if consumption is used to express identity, 

belonging and differing to social groups, what happens with those who do not have the means

to consume? bell hooks states that “[a]nyone who spends time with people who are 

underprivileged and poor knows how much of their energies are spent longing for material 

goods, not just for the basic necessities of life, but also for luxuries.” (Where We Stand 71). 

No one wants to be poor, finding oneself in the discourse of shame that comes with not 

succeeding financially in a capitalist society. The one who can afford luxuries is the one who 
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has succeeded and consequently a dream about luxuries is a dream about success.

Another aspect of the desire for luxurious consumption of publicly visual 

commodities can be found in Davis’ argument that “[w]omanhood, like blackness, is Other in

this society, and the dilemma of women in a patriarchal society is parallel to that of blacks in 

a racist one: they are made to feel most real when seen” (329). The people around us ascribe 

our identity rather than listening to our sense of Self, in other words, black people of all 

genders and women of all races are first and foremost judged by their/our looks. Historically, 

women have, by the US legal system, been seen as the possessions of their fathers and later in

life husbands and not been granted the right to vote in elections until 1920. African-

Americans first came to the US as slaves, owned by their masters. Women and blacks, to use 

Davis’ categories (which are questionable, there are of course black women), have a history 

of being treated as property, objects. Yet consumption offers the consumer a subject position,

being seen as an individual, with an individual style, a fashion statement or an interior design 

statement expressed on Instagram.

What Davis’ categories “blacks” and “women” lack, but this essay will apply, is an 

intersectional approach. The condition for black women in the US is not the sum of white 

women’s and black men’s experiences. Class, race and gender all add to how other people 

perceive us. To suffer under ignorance, not being recognised as both subjects and black 

underclass females, forces the characters in THUG and Bluest to adjust and modify into 

something that might resemble someone that is heard, which also affects their sense of self. 

The epitome of this striving is manifested in Pecola’s wish for the bluest eyes. Yet the other 

characters also strive, Starr changes the way she speaks when white people are around, 

Pauline gets the same haircut as Jean Harlow. However, the change comes with a price, both 
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a financial and emotional. Pauline, the mother of Pecola is one of the poorest characters in 

Bluest and the few dollars she makes ends up financing her violent husbands alcoholism. In 

Bluest, Pauline’s family, the Breedloves, are positioned far from the recognised Self. They 

are reduced to a replaceable workforce. Through an intersectional approach an understanding 

of the social positions held by each family member can be achieved. All of the Breedloves 

are black and poor, yet the male and female members of the family tackle their situation 

differently. For the father and the brother, a physical escape takes place, they leave the 

situation they are in, run away. For the mother and the daughter another type of escape-

attempt takes place, a class-escape through consumption-attempt. How one can leave a 

difficult situation, which options that are imaginable, are determined by race, class and 

gender. 

In Thomas’ novel the impact of race and class becomes clear when comparing the two

loves of Starr, Khalil who is poor and black and Chris, who is white and rich. The boys are 

the same age and live in the same nation, under the same laws. Yet one of them gets killed by

law-enforcement while driving his car, one can drive around freely without fear of being 

stopped without a reason. It is a matter of movement, physical and social, who is seen as a 

threat and who is seen as a the rightful possessor of the street, the boardroom, the Self. Starr 

is the one who survives the shooting and she is aware of every detail of her appearance when 

media’s cameras turns towards her. She does what she imagines is needed to be heard, to look

richer and whiter than she is. Consuming ‘respectable’ clothing, cars and residential area 

becomes the method used to convince the world that Black is Beautiful and Black Lives 

Matter, because blacks too can be the middle class American dream.

Although not always labelled as intersectional, previous literary research which 
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investigate aspects such as class, race, gender and consumerism has been done on Bluest. At 

the time this thesis is written, no such research has been done on THUG. However, many of 

the aspects found in the criticism on Bluest are relevant in a critical reading of THUG too. 

Cynthia A. Davis writes that Morrison’s novels are

full of characters who try to live up to an external image-Dick and Jane's family, or 

cosmopolitan society, or big business. This conformity is not just a disguise, but an 

attempt to gain power and control. There is always the hope that if one fits the 

prescribed pattern, one will be seen as human (325)

I will acknowledge Davis observation, but in addition link this strive for a certain lifestyle to 

hooks class analysis. What Morrison’s characters relate to is not primarily the textbook Dick 

and Jane but rather the grander metanarrative of US society, the American Dream. Thomas’ 

characters, even more so than Morrison’s relate to this ‘dream’, since the civil rights 

movement of Morrison’s time have granted greater access to the American Dream for 

African-Americans. Thomas Fick mentions the American Dream in his analysis of Bluest, but

only briefly2. He instead focuses on describing a commercialised transcendence, which 

Pecola relates to. Fick argues that 

the idea of a transcendent reality is no longer a matter of philosophical debate but of 

immediate commercial application […] Capitalism appropriates the idea of Platonic 

reality in order to inspire a demand for products that is both insatiable and predictable 

since both qualities are essential for a smoothly functioning system (18)

2  ”The story of Pecola's idealism and destruction has an unexpected but important precursor in F. Scott Fitzgerald's The Great Gatsby, 

an American classic that can help us locate The Bluest Eye in a long tradition of works about the American dream. Both novels focus 

on protagonists who at bottom believe not so much in the reality of an ideal as in the ideal nature of reality, a Platonic reality in the 

service of consumption” (Fick 19)
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So can we consume our utopias? The question is even more relevant in Thomas’ novel, in 

which every act of solidarity or resistance has its own t-shirt-print. Khalil’s face on a t-shirt, 

black lives matter on a t-shirt and then the Nike logo – to show affinity to a pro-black 

fashion. Starr is on a constant hunt for new Jordans, and justice for African-Americans. 

Consuming is an action amongst other she performs to affirm her black-pride. 

Susan Willis discusses how Morrison, and other African-American female writers of 

her time, successfully forms a critique against capitalism and that they, through their novels 

“strives to create images of social wholeness based on the rejection of commodity capitalism”

(195). Claudia is the character in Bluest who portrays this social wholeness that is possible 

outside capitalism. In Thomas’ novel there is no such character. On the other hand, Thomas’ 

characters can chose between a wide selection of black-affirmative consumer goods, 

something that is not possible in Bluest. Previous criticism on Bluest has described the novel 

as part of a critique against, or a cautionary tale about, consumer culture. The same cannot be 

argued about THUG. Yet, the two novels share a multitude of elements and the two 

protagonists share the same class, gender and race. However, Starr does not share the 

instinctive hate towards consumerism that Claudia holds. In this essay I will analyse, through 

close readings of Bluest and THUG, how the black characters try to be recognised as Selfs, 

inside and outside capitalism.

The organisation of this essay will be as follows: Firstly, I will present the analytical 

framework. Under the heading analytical framework I will first discuss identity and how it is 

formed. Two factors that will be investigated more closely in order to understand how 

identity is formed are consumerism and intersectional analysis. Thereafter, the textual 
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analysis will follow, structured under four subheadings. The four subheadings of the analysis 

will follow a timeline relevant for the black civil rights movement. The point of departure is 

found in Bluest and the concept epistemic violence. Thereafter follows an analysis centring 

Bhabha’s concept partial presence, which follows the stage of being made totally invisible by

the epistemic violence. Under the third subheading follows an analysis on a range of 

affirmative actions, how one affirms oneself and how mass culture moves towards an 

imagery of anti-racism. Last, the fourth part of the analysis will deal with the future, turning 

its attention to the past. What can we learn about ideological directions from reading Bluest 

and THUG?  What tendencies can be traced in these two novels, imbued with the ideas of the 

civil rights movements? My hope is to give the reader of this essay some new perspectives on

both the two analysed novels and the ideological twists and turns in the civil rights 

movements that inspired these novels.

Analytical framework

In this part of the essay I will present the central theme of investigation, which is the 

construction of one’s identity. The identity will be understood as dependent on the 

individual’s social relations, both on a micro level, the immediate family and friends, and 

in addition on a macro level, the society and communities. Yet, the focus of this essay will be

on how social structures impact an individual's potential to execute its individualism in the 

US. To decipher these structures intersectionality and consumerism will be read as related. 

Consumerism and mass culture enables a way to express yourself through consumer 

choices and individual style. Yet the need of, and access to, this communication-through-
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commodities is dependent on race, class and gender, which I will show in the following 

sections.

Identity

Politics of identity, or what is later referred to, not seldom with contempt, as ‘identity 

politics’, has been of growing interest since the 1960s and 1970s. ‘The personal is political’, 

read an old feminist slogan and the kind of politics that are now criticised for being ‘identity 

politics’ started amongst groups that were denied political identities in the West (Keith and 

Cross 21, hooks postmodern 2513). The role of identity shifted between modernism and 

postmodernism in the sense that identity under postmodernism no longer was seen in terms of

essentialism (Harris 36). Instead, the identity could be flexible, changing tastes, opinions and 

expressions as long as the change occurred “within a range of similar meanings”, as 

contrasting to a schizophrenic identity (Harris 36). The sensation of one’s own identity relies 

on two simultaneous observations, claims Erikson: “the immediate perception of one’s 

selfsameness and continuity in time; and the simultaneous perception of the fact that others 

recognise one’s sameness and continuity” (quoted by Zepf 144). But the factors which 

contribute to these two sides of the sensation of identity is multi-layered. Keith and Cross 

claim that identity is grounded in experience, in our social and economic context, how we are

seen and where others gazes’ places us (21). Identity is invented, self-made and ascribed 

(Keith and Cross 21). Yet a conflict can occur between the identity we perceive ourselves as 

having, or trying to create for ourselves, and the identity people around us recognise us to 

have and to have access to. hooks describes that she is living in a middle class, white 

dominated neighbourhood and that her neighbours look at her with suspicion, taking her for a

servant. The middle class position she has earned herself is not an identity people around her 
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perceive her to have access to (Where We Stand 2). Clothes, cars, even the people we chose 

to spend time with, are all part of the publicly visible, identity relevant categories which we 

can change to change the way we are perceived. But the skin we are in cannot be changed and

the young girls in the two novels Bluest and THUG are struggling with the equation of 

forming an identity in a society which already has a ready-made identity for them.

Intersectionality

Intersectionality is to understand oppression and power as non-binary, as constituted by a 

complex web of factors. Although race and gender are usually the categories in focus of an 

intersectional analysis, “intersectionality is best framed as an analytic sensibility” (Cho et al. 

795). This sensibility ought to result in a critical investigation of power and how sameness 

and difference generate a fluid relationship to different power structures (Cho et al. 795). A 

concept relevant to an intersectional approach is Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak’s development 

of the Faucouldian concept ‘epistemic violence’. The concept is to be understood as the 

procedure of by force replacing one structure of beliefs (knowledge) with another such 

structure. One example of the presence of epistemic violence is highlighted by Morrison’s 

repetition of the verses from the basal readers Dick and Jane at the start of every chapter in 

Bluest. The children in Claudia, Pecola and Frieda’s school all have to learn to read by only 

reading about the white middle class idyllic family that figures in all Dick and Jane 

textbooks. These reading exercises, solely with white people as textual examples, lay in line 

with a greater public discourse that keeps African-Americans invisible, something Other, not 

part of mass culture. Spivak states that the constitution of the colonial subject as Other is one 

example of epistemic violence (“Subaltern” 2115). Although the characters in the novels do 

not live in colonised territories, the kind of othering discussed by Spivak can be found in 
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THUG too. When the news reports finally pick up the story about Khalil’s murder they first 

let him stay anonymous. When they write his name they add a title to it. “On the Monday 

night news, they finally gave Khalil’s name in the story about the shooting, but with a title 

added to it—Khalil Harris, a Suspected Drug Dealer. They didn’t mention that he was 

unarmed” (Thomas 72). By adding that Khalil was “a Suspected Drug Dealer” he is made 

Other, someone different from everyone who is not “a Suspected Drug Dealer”, which 

positions his death far from the Self. 

The Self has always held the discursive privilege to define the Other. In postcolonial 

studies the concept ‘civilising mission’ is used to describe how the discursive Self legitimated

actions, that would have been deemed immoral if directed towards a Self, towards the Other 

as moral in order to ‘civilise’ the Other. The colonised territory and its inhabitants needed 

Western intervention to develop and become civilised, read the argument (Said 206). But the 

problem with whites trying to ‘civilise’ black and brown people did not end with colonialism,

it reproduced in a wide range of discourses. Relating to the civilising mission is the concept 

“black and brown pathology”. Matthew W. Hughey explains that “black and brown 

pathology” refers to an anti-black discourse based on the notion that black and brown people 

are pathologically different from white people (1297). Hughey claims that the white people 

he interviewed in his study3 differed in their claims on whether the pathology was biological 

(the opinion of the white nationalists) or cultural (the opinion of the white anti-racists), but 

they all considered whites as superior (1297). Bhabha provides some explanation to the 

origins of black and brown pathology when he argues that “colonial discourse produces the 

colonized as a social reality which is at once an ‘other’ and yet entirely knowable and visible”

3 The study “The (dis)similarities of white racial identities: the conceptual framework of ‘hegemonic whiteness’” explores white 

identities both amongst white anti-racists and white nationalists.
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(101). The Other is seen as opposite to the Self, wild, bestial and unpredictable and therefore 

also in need of intervention and guiding provided by the Self, since the Self knows the Other 

better than he/she/they knows him/her/them-self (Said 34-35, Bhabha 101). This aspect of the

civilising mission is of importance to consider in relation to the title added to Khalil’s name. 

Khalil was not sentenced for any drug-related crime, and even if he was that would have little

to do with him being killed by an officer. Khalil was made Other in the media, deviant and 

blamed for his own death, and yet entirely knowable, the reporter ‘knew’ he was “a 

Suspected Drug Dealer” without really investigating if he actually was officially suspected 

for any crime. Khalil could not complain about the title added to his name because he was 

dead, but neither could his friends or family. Starr is afraid what will happen to her if anyone 

even know she knew Khalil: “If it’s revealed that I was in the car, what will that make me? 

The thug ghetto girl with the drug dealer? What will my teachers think about me? My 

friends? The whole fucking world, possibly?” (Thomas 77). Starr expresses a deep stress in 

not being listened to.

In order to understand the full impact of Starr’s statement intersectional analysis is 

needed. She is afraid she will be ‘made’ the thug ghetto girl. In the title “thug ghetto girl” we 

find how class, race and gender are mashed up in one degrading label. If Khalil is reduced to 

one stereotype, at least that stereotype is an active participant, he sold drugs, whilst Starr’s 

stereotype is utterly passive, a female by the males side. “Black feminist literary theory 

proceeds from the assumption that black women experience a unique form of oppression” 

argues Smith (47). In Bluest and THUG the majority of the characters are black women and 

girls. Their situation demands an intersectional approach since their challenges are nothing 

like white women's or black males. Therefore, this essay relies on the theories of black and 
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brown feminists. Spivak is one of these feminists and her concept ‘epistemic violence’ will 

be used to understand the internal social context in the two novels. To understand why Starr 

is reluctant to participate in the public discourse on Khalil’s death, epistemic violence needs 

to be considered. Starr is afraid her words will be twisted and used against her entire 

community. Dotson explains that the epistemic violence generates a group of ‘non-knowers’, 

people who are, due to their perceived social position, not invited into linguistic exchange in 

certain matters (243). To be able to communicate “we all need an audience willing and 

capable of hearing us. The extent to which entire populations of people can be denied this 

kind of linguistic reciprocation as a matter of course institutes epistemic violence” (Dotson 

238, emphasis original). What Dotson states relates to Spivak’s question (and essay title) 

“Can the Subaltern Speak?”. In a 1994 edition of her essay Spivak answered the title-question

‘no’, yet in a version from 2001 she reconsiders her first answer, emphasising that the word 

subaltern is reserved for a specific, heterogeneous group. The subaltern has no possibility of 

communication with civil society, including institutions and the situation is worst for the 

subaltern as female (Spivak, “Can the Subaltern” 2125). To be subaltern is complex, it is not 

simply a matter of being of an ethnic minority, woman or poor, it is the outcome of the 

intersections of oppression and that outcome is to be unheard. 

Spivak originally developed her theories with India and other former colonised 

territories in the centre of her analysis. One could argue that her theories are irrelevant to the 

US whicht is a Western nation, first world country, never been put on the ‘underdeveloped’ 

side of the binary categorisation of the world. Yet, although the US is an independent nation, 

not any longer under British or French rule, it is still controlled by a white hegemony. hooks 

refers to the US ruling class as “white supremacist capitalist patriarchal” (Where We Stand 
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66). She argues for the existence of this hegemony by claiming that “a vast majority of poor 

and working-class people, along with their middle-class counterparts, learn to think 

ideologically like the rich even when their economic circumstance would suggest otherwise” 

(Where We Stand 68). The population who stand outside the ruling hegemony learns to 

sympathise with the hegemony rather than to challenge it. T.J. Jackson Lears argues that “to 

achieve cultural hegemony, the leaders of a historical bloc must develop a worldview that 

appeals to a wide range of other groups within the society, and they must be able to claim 

with at least some plausibility that their particular interests are those of society at large” 

(571). This world view, or meta-narrative, is in the US called the American Dream. 

In the logics of the American Dream, the individuals who do not succeed within the 

society are blamed individually, condemned as not working hard enough (hooks, Where We 

Stand 66). However, women, who often take the main responsibility of unpaid labour such as 

taking care of children, housework and caring for elder family members have less time to 

compete for the dream. African-American women, especially poor women without health 

insurance, are doomed to perform a tremendous load of unpaid work that is far from any 

dream.  Yet, since the US is supposed to be a classless society in which anyone can ‘make it 

big’ with a bit of effort (hooks, Where We Stand 47), the colour-blind discourse in the end 

makes it both invisible and clearly understood that poverty amongst the underclass (which is 

understood as non-white) is a matter of lack of effort. There is no intersectional analysis 

behind the simplified ‘work hard and get success’-logic that follows the metanarrative of the 

American Dream. 

However, the postmodern era is sometimes referred to as an era lacking 

metanarratives and Winant comments that “[p]ostmodern racial politics and culture can only 
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exist in the ‘structured absence’ of this sort of racial order” (110). The structured absence of 

articulated racism is filled with race-neutral discourse that can only be understood in racial 

terms (Winant 110, Alexander 48). Leonard Harris explains that “[t]he West makes the 

dominant culture [...] appear colour-blind when a good deal of the preconditions for, and 

requirements of, postmodern culture lie outside the participation of the underclass” (38). He 

also adds that “the victims of racism are at the bottom of each class strata” (38). However, 

postmodern thinkers argues that there are no longer any metanarratives. On the contrary, 

argues Harris, the West stands as a meta-utopia for postmodernism because, it is the urban 

life of the West that IS the postmodern (31). In addition, the urban West is a product of 

imperialism, the Western city is a city of racial segregation (Keith and Cross 7, Harris 38). 

Dislocated to an urban area, the underclass black female is also moved away from the 

community structures that functioned to support her, which is clear in Bluest. Pauline is left 

to the cinema for some ‘human interaction’, after moving to the city. The American Dream, 

with its focus on wage labour, can never favour poor black women, who cannot afford to pay 

someone else to perform their household work and child care taking. The meta-narrative 

called The American Dream can only work if every person is an isolated island, a true 

individualist. However, under hard circumstances, no one can afford to be an island.

Consumerism

A central understanding of the human in mass culture is that of the human as a consumer 

(Jameson, Postmodernism and Consumer Society 1848). The US is indisputably a capitalist 

society and the birthplace of a now globalised mass culture. US capitalism also generates 

what Mohanty calls a “privatized citizenship” (169). She argues that there is a 

growing link between money, the ability to consume and own goods, and participation

18



in public life (democratic citizenship) [...] Instead of people governing, markets 

govern — it is not citizens who make decisions, it is consumers. [...] This results in 

profound recolonization of historically marginalized communities, usually poor 

women and people of color (183-184).

Mohanty leads us to the relevance of understanding the role of consumer identities in two 

novels about poor African-American girls: In a world in which one has to consume one’s way

towards political power, the one suffering in the margins will feel a deep desire to consume. 

Greed grows for the objects signifying our preferred social class, not least amongst the poor 

(hooks, Where We Stand 66). “To be bought, commodities must create the impression that 

they cannot only be used instrumentally”, finds Zepf (145). The social value of an object is 

intrinsic. When bell hooks entered college she found that “my material desires surfaced, 

again mostly around the issue of clothing. My clothes always exposed my class background; 

they were cheap and often garish” (Where We Stand 59). The fact that clothes were what 

hooks longed for is not random. Identity-relevant domains of consumer goods are the 

publicly visible attributes, such as clothes and hairstyle or a car (Berger et al. 132). But the 

identity expressed cannot be too individual, because through consumption choices the 

consumer also expresses group belonging (123). In several studies of consumer behaviour 

Mead et al. found that “social exclusion causes people to spend and consume strategically in 

the service of affiliation” (915). The consumer needs both to differ slightly from the norm, to 

not be considered a ‘conformist’, but also to state that they belong to a social group. Zepf 

states that consumers “find themselves in likenesses of the market prepared as living beings, 

that is, in its capitalised personifications in which they conjointly exist according to the 

existing laws of the market” (152). These laws of the market, to which the consumer 
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conjointly exists, are, as mentioned in previously, discussed by Fick as a form of 

commercialised transcendence (18). The consumer buys the concept of a product, the 

imaginary setting associated with it. 

In this essay I will, in accordance with Jameson, acknowledge the commercialisation 

of mass culture as the cultural aspect of late stage capitalism (globalised capitalism). The role

that our consumption plays is the role of communicating our identity to people around us.  

Jean Baudrillard argues that “[t]he circulation, purchase, sale, appropriation of differentiated 

goods and signs/objects today constitute our language, our code, the code by which the entire 

society communicates and converses.” (emphasis Baudrillard 97). In addition to Baudrillard’s

statement we need to, again, consider that “to communicate we all need an audience willing 

and capable of hearing us” (Dotson 238 emphasis original).  To be able to appeal to a willing

audience the individual needs to attribute themselves with attractive signs/objects, something 

that other people can see and recognise as signs within the culture.

Consumer culture is an ocularcentric culture (Venkatesh 201). Fredric Jameson, 

Jonathan Crary and Jean Baudrillard all suggest that mass culture is founded on a favouring 

of the visual, the image/sign. In consumer society, no other sense is favoured in the same 

manner as our sight. Jameson, Crary and Baudrillard derive this favouring of one sense over 

others to West’s early interest in perception. Crary found in 1988 that starting in the early 

days of “the nineteenth century a science of vision will tend to mean increasingly an 

interrogation of the composition of the human subject, rather than of the mechanics of light 

and optical transmission” (5). What we see and how we perceive it has been of value to study

because it has been (is) a lucrative business to master the science of our gaze. Jameson points 

to that with the rise of Hollywood in the 1920s the image became commodity 
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(Postmodernism and the Logics 22). 

With a TV in almost everyone's home, Baudrillard argues that what “the TV medium 

conveys by its technical organization is the idea (the ideology) of a world endlessly 

visualizable, endlessly segmentable and readable in images” (123). When writing this 

Baudrillard could probably not have imagined that the future held the possibility to carry your

screen with you anywhere, as is now the reality with smartphones. The endlessly visualisable 

is even more endless today. Navigating a commercialised urban society is a matter of 

navigating the images/signs in that society (Baudrillard 97). To be able to navigate these 

signs becomes urgently crucial in Bluest, which tells a story about migration from rural to 

urban. The older characters are torn from the areas in which their families have lived for 

generations and they have to face the urban reality. The move is necessary to find work, but 

what the characters also find is isolation, since they lose their communities. Cut off from their

families, “blacks up north who feel isolated from their past and alienated in their present are 

more likely to look elsewhere for self affirming contexts”, argues Kuenz in order to explain 

Morrison’s characters relationship to mass culture and its imagery (424). Other values than 

the commercial ones disappear, such as family, community, nature, producing your own food

and clothing, etcetera. The language of the city is the image/sign and the characters need to 

master this language to form new social relations. 

In the cinema, where Pauline takes her refuge, the machine (camera) becomes both 

the subject and object, the observed (filmed) becomes an object in the gaze of the spectator 

who has its gaze fixed by the machine. Immobilised at both sides of the machine, the seen 

and the seeing cannot ‘look around’, choose another perspective, critically investigate. Visual

culture is a passive culture (Jameson Postmodernism 71-72). Pauline just wants to be Jean 
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Harlow because she wants to be seen as the camera sees Jean. “The notion of the visual, a 

cultural transformation that is integral to the development of the spectacle is basic to the 

development of consumer culture where visual imagery and the ‘reality’ collide” argues 

Venkatesh (201). But, in addition, Willis and hooks argue that mass culture is synonymous 

with white culture (Willis 175, hooks “Eating” 366). Therefore, the collision Venkatesh 

describes ought to be greater and more violent if the reality of the spectator is an African-

American reality, since the spectator's reality is further from the imagery than the reality of a 

white American.

Willis asks whether we can imagine visual media as even capable of representing 

black culture, since the economic interests still are amongst whites (175-176). However, 

some may say that the media are capable of representing, because, an increasing number of 

ethnic minorities are represented (presented) visually in mass culture. Yet, Wills argues 

against this ‘representation’, because the non-white person is commodified, made to fit into 

an already existing white format yet functioning as an ‘exotic’ spice in mass culture (177, 

179). My suggestion is to understand black visual representation the white supremacy mass 

culture through what Bhabha calls mimicry. Bhabha claims that the way someone othered can

participate in colonial discourse is through mimicry. Although Bhabha’s theory concerns the 

colonial state and its colonised citizens, I will argue that it is transferable to the US. The US 

mass culture is founded on the colonising white UK culture. African-Americans, not the 

native population of the area, but by race hegemonically subordinated whites, are also 

subordinated whites in the dominating visual mass culture. When Bhabha argues that 

“[m]imicry repeats rather than re-presents” (125), it is in line with Willis’ analysis that black 

representation in mass culture are “mirror images” of white images seen month after month 

22



(177). Mimicry does not take the othered into the conversation, closer to power, but rather 

takes a false image and continues the status quo. This reformed, recognisable, but still 

different minority person in mass culture continues to fill the function of Other in relation to 

the hegemonic Self. hooks further highlights the economic interests behind keeping the 

African-American Other in mass culture: “Certainly from the standpoint of white supremacist

capitalist patriarchy, the hope is that desires for the “primitive” or fantasies about the Other 

can be continually exploited, and that such exploitation will occur in a manner that 

reinscribes and maintains the status quo” (“eating” 367). The black representation in mass 

culture does not challenge the white domination.

23



Textual analysis

The presence of epistemic violence

Epistemic violence does not require intention, nor does it require capacity. It does, 

however, require a failed communicative exchange owning to pernicious ignorance

(Dotson 240)

Every chapter in Bluest begins with a verse from the basal reader Dick and Jane and that is 

when the reader first encounters an example of epistemic violence. The first time the verse 

occurs it is in its original style: “Here is the house. It is white. It has a red door. It is very 

pretty. Here is the family. Mother, Father, Dick, and Jane live in the green-and-white house.” 

(Morrison 1). But soon the verses run astray, losing their punctuation and easiness of reading.

Dick and Jane turns into a difficult to comprehend shouting: 

“HEREISTHEHOUSEITISGREENANDWHITEITHASAREDDOORITISVERYPRETTYITISV

ERYPRETTYPRETTYPRETTYP” (Morrison 31). Morrison uses this chaotic version of the 

Dick and Jane verse to introduce the reader to the store front house in which Pecola 

Breedlove lives with her family. Kuenz explains that “the novel's prefatory Dick-and-Jane 

story turns from order to chaos with the gradual removal of punctuation and spacing” (428). 

What Morrison shows with the chaos version of the originally structured story about a white 

nuclear family is the gap between the story and the reality of the members of the black 

community in Lorain. Epistemic violence is a discursive marginalisation. Dick and Jane is an

easy reader, the white middle class values of this textbook figure as invisible, so normal they 
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are not commented on. At the same time the tale in the textbook is in stark contrast with the 

experiences of the young readers in Pecola's class, positioning these black children outside 

the school-mandated textual example. What the children will learn from Dick and Jane, 

except reading, is that their life is nothing like the norm. Dick and Jane violates black 

epistemology, as well as the epistemology of the underclass because it stands unquestioned as

the narrative of American life; it is therefore an expression of epistemic violence.

The short sentences in Dick and Jane are accompanied by illustrations of the white 

family and their friends. The middle class family and their happy life is emphasised as part of

a white lifestyle by the illustrations of white people. But, Dick and Jane is only one example 

of how whiteess constitute the norm in Bluest. In fact, every representation of the good 

American life, the so called American dream, is made by a white person in Bluest. The only 

black public figure mentioned is Bojangles, who dances with Shirley Temple, an act that 

generates deep anger in Claudia (Morrison 17). She testifies that “I hated Shirley. Not 

because she was cute, but because she danced with Bojangles, who was my friend, my uncle, 

my daddy” (Morrison 17, emphasis original). However, whilst Claudia responds to the white 

epistemic violence, which is embedded in the white cultural domination, with anger, her 

sister and her friend instead adore the white. Pecola drinks three quarters of milk just to be 

able to use the Shirley Temple-cup (Morrison 21). The visual representation of white as the 

subject in the American dream does not end with the Shirley-cup. Claudia is aware that 

“shops, magazines, newspapers, window signs–all the world” advertise the beauty of 

whiteness (Morrison 18). When Pecola feels ugly she finds “support for it leaning from every

billboard, every movie, every glance. ‘Yes,’ they had said. ‘Yes you are right.'” (Morrison 

37). When Spivak discusses epistemic violence the violence is conducted by governments, by
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imposing laws that eradicate knowledge and traditions that existed in the colonised territory 

before the colonisation, or amongst the subalterns that are far from the hegemony. In Bluest 

the epistemic violence is instead conducted by the market and the mass culture, its visual 

imagery which constantly denies black bodies and black lives representation.

Zepf argues that a consumer “unconsciously identifies the scenes within which the 

commodities are advertised in a transitive sense with his or her unconscious wishes, thus 

using these scenes as their conscious representative” (146). Although what Pecola desires to 

buy is not the commodities that are advertised, she wants to buy the essence of the 

advertisement, the setting, the white gaze, the blue eyes (Fick 17-18). Kuenz argues that 

“interaction with mass culture for anyone not represented therein, and especially for African-

Americans, frequently requires abdication of self or the ability to see oneself in the body of 

another” (422). Pecola refines her ability of envisioning herself in the body of someone else 

to the degree that it can be seen as pathological, she becomes convinced she has the bluest 

eyes (Morrison 191). In the end of the novel she is described as showing symptoms of 

schizophrenia (Morrison 202). But there is a fine line between the sane and the doomed. 

Pecola’s mother Pauline spends her money on the cinema, and “in the dark her memory was 

refreshed, and she succumbed to her earlier dreams. Along with the idea of romantic love, she

was introduced to another–physical beauty” (Morrison 120). Pauline explains that it is the 

darkness of the cinema that helps her imagine herself in the setting of the film, and that it was

the only time she felt happiness (Morrison 121). Pauline explains: “White men taking such 

good care of they women, and they all dressed up in big clean houses with the bathtubs right 

in the same room with the toilet” (Morrison 121, emphasis original). Later, Pauline herself 

dresses up in a big clean house, in the only role available for her in such a home, as the ideal 
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servant (Morrison 125). What Pauline and her daughter have in common is the ability to 

envision themselves in someone else’s place, in a place destined for a white body in the 

imagery of mass culture. 

However, whilst Pecola’s adaption of this envisage is comprehended as schizophrenic

her mother’s adaptation of the white lives she has learned to love in the cinema fits in the 

wider scheme of capitalist mass culture. Pauline Breedlove manages to obtain a grand house 

and a white family, treating the white child she serves with love and her own children with 

contempt (Morrison 106-107). In this way, she does not threaten the hegemony, she stays a 

servant. “Try as she might”, argues Fick, “Pauline cannot be Jean Harlow, and the sense of 

inadequacy that comes from this failure is part of her tragedy. Even more troubling, however,

is the sort of ideal that she does achieve: freedom in the 1940s means fulfilling a role that 

perfects the antebellum position of blacks” (16). Because, although Pauline settles herself in 

the scenography of the American dream, she does not reach the subject status of the white 

family in the dream. She is still a servant. Pauline is held captive by “her commitment to 

images from movies; even more fundamentally, however, she is bound by this medium's 

operative assumption that human existence is but an ‘imitation of life’” (Fick 16). But 

Pauline's commitment to mass culture also plants the idea of “equating physical beauty with 

virtue”, and because of that she “stripped her mind, bound it, and collected self-contempt by 

the heap” (Morrison 120). But the importance of beauty can only be understood in context of 

mass cultures obsession with the visual. Baudrillard states that “[b]eing beautiful is no longer 

an effect of nature or a supplement to moral qualities. It is the basic, imperative quality of 

those who take the same care of their faces and figures as they do of their souls” (134). The 

body becomes an object amongst other objects, something that signals our social status, 
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commodified. But as a hard-working black woman living in poverty, Pauline has no chance 

to meet the beauty standards found in the films she watches. 

During the half century that separates the publications of Bluest and THUG there has 

been a major increase in the number of African-American public figures. What has not 

changed is that the visual still dominates mass culture. When Starr decides to resist the mass 

media narrative about Khalil’s death she instinctively first turns to visual communication, she

starts the Tumblr account “The Khalil I know” (Thomas 130). Through pictures Starr creates 

a counter narrative, each picture only explained by one sentence, the strongest statement is 

the picture itself. Starr explains that the account 

doesn’t have my name on it, just pictures of Khalil. In the first one he’s thirteen with 

an Afro. Uncle Carlos took us to a ranch so we could “get a taste of country life,” and 

Khalil’s looking side-eyed at a horse that’s beside him. I remember him saying, “If 

this thing makes a wrong move, I’m running!”

On Tumblr, I captioned the picture: “The Khalil I know was afraid of animals.” I 

tagged it with his name. One person liked it and reblogged it. Then another and 

another. (Thomas 129-130)

It is through images Starr opposes the picture of Khalil presented by mass media, it is a visual

discussion that would not have been possible by the time of Bluest, since publishing media by

that time had to go via a publishing house, or at least through someone who had the 

equipment of a publishing house. The epistemic violence as visual/sign is highly present in 

Bluest. Starr’s visual resistance follows the logics of a visual culture. Baudrillard explains 

that “images/signs are a presumption of an exhaustive imagining of the world, of a total 

assumption of the mode of reality into the image, which might be regarded as its memory, its 

28



universal decoding unit” (124). The image is understood as true, because it is not re-told, 

cited, heard in different voices, it just shows. A growing number of people use the live-stream

option on facebook or youtube when they face a potentially unjust situation. In an era of fake 

news, images are still trusted. There is a constant call for more security cameras, because, 

images are supposed to tell the truth. However, what is invisible in the image is the camera, 

which is mistaken for a window although it really is a gaze. In Crary’s words, the camera is 

“masqueraded as a transparent and incorporeal intermediary between observer and world” 

(35). But the images are not just images, they function as signifiers in the visual discourse. 

Pecola, literally, moves closer to the dominant features of this discourse when placing her lips

just above curly blond hair when she sips milk from the Shirley Temple cup. Although, the 

greatest evidence that Pecola’s fully understands the visual culture is her deep desire for the 

bluest eyes. 

Pecola herself does not belong to any known set of imagery, she is only described as 

ugly, so is her desire for blue eyes a desire to be readable, to exist? The theories on why 

exactly Pecola desires blue eyes vary. Ramirez argues that the desire stems from an 

internalisation of Western beauty standards and self-hatred (76) and that “Pecola remains 

invisible to herself until she can envision the alter ego that fits 'her' ideal of beauty” (79). Fick

instead argues that it is only on the most obvious level Pecola’s desire for blue eyes is a 

question of beauty, in addition, he argues, “Pecola's longing for this cosmetic change 

expresses her deeper need to reform the world by reforming the way she sees it, a 

transcendental rather than existential imperative” (11). Kuenz, in contrast, adopts a deductive 

understanding of Pecola’s wishes, what Pecola really wants, she argues, is for her eyes and 

what they see to go away (428). None of these three authors considers that Pecola’s desire for
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the white features, the core visual feature of whiteness, corresponds with her mother's desire 

to be “dressed up in big clean houses with the bathtubs right in the same room with the toilet”

(Morrison 121, emphasis original).  I will argue that what they both long for is what Starr 

later, with much struggle, performs; to be readable, to be included in the truth of the society 

in which they live. Because, what looms behind the “consumption of images” is, according to

Baudrillard, “a system of reading: increasingly, only what can be read  … will tend to exist. 

And there will no longer be any question then of the truth of the world, or its history, but only

of the internal coherence of the system of reading” (124).  The camera would never turn its 

gaze to someone with brown eyes and a store front home. The visual discourse in which Dick

and Jane have a green door does not include the broken sofa of the Breedlove family. None of

their existences is true, in the logic of the visual culture, only the Breedloves can see their 

own existence and the entire family tries to escape that invisibility. Yet, a question one has to 

ask is why Pecola conforms and why Claudia resists the white visual domination?

An answer to the question may be found in a conversation between James Baldwin 

and Audre Lorde, first published in Essence magazine in 1984. Baldwin opens with saying 

that black freedom fighter’s like Martin Luther King and Malcolm X believed in the 

American Dream and that he himself and Lorde do that too (MoCADA). But as Audre Lorde 

answers Baldwin, she tells him she does not believe in the American dream because 

“[n]obody was dreaming about me. Nobody was even studying me except as something to 

wipe out” (MoCADA). The Breedlove family appear to believe in the American dream, 

however, the American dream was never a dream about the Breedloves. Claudia can be 

understood as in line with Lorde’s revelation, she dismisses the American dream because it 

dismisses her. However, the Breedloves, not only Pecola, desire access to the metanarrative 
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of their time, the American dream. But this metanarrative is repeatedly presented as a matter 

of possessions. Physical possessions, the body’s appearance and environmental possessions, 

the house, the city, the belongings. Claudia acknowledges the obsession about commodities 

and settings when she receives a white baby doll, which she has never wished for. “Had any 

adult with the power to fulfill my desires taken me seriously and asked me what I wanted, 

they would have known that I did not want to have anything to own, or possess any object. I 

wanted to feel something on Christmas day” (Morrison 19-20). Nevertheless, the gap in 

communication between Claudia and the adults is likely because the adults believe Claudia 

will feel something for the object she receives, the baby doll. Claudia is the only character in 

Bluest that turns violent against the epistemic violence directed towards her.  She refuses to 

mother a white baby doll, she destroys her dolls, and she hates Shirley Temple. 

Fifty years later, in THUG there is a massive resistance towards white epistemic 

violence. When the white policeman who kills unarmed Khalil gets the mass media 

sympathies a large part of the black community takes to the streets to protest. Starr and her 

siblings are from an early age schooled by their friends and family in black history, black 

resistance and black pride. In Starr’s home “Black Jesus hangs from the cross in a painting on

the hallway wall, and Malcolm X holds a shotgun in a photograph next to him” (Thomas 28). 

Starr’s father and some of Starr’s friends are very sceptical towards her having a white 

boyfriend. When riots hit the neighbourhood Starr lives in, store owners paint the window 

shutters with ‘Black Owned’ to save the glass from being smashed by thrown rocks (Thomas 

240). One could argue that the characters in THUG are less affected by the white epistemic 

violence than the characters in Bluest. In the time of THUG there is a multitude of black 

celebrities and public figures, the media are somewhat democratised (anyone with an internet 
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connection can publish media) and there is a lively debate over black representation. Still, the

capitalist system is the same, the disproportionate distribution of wealth still exists. Whilst 

Pecola longs for blue eyes, which are needed to fit in the setting of the metanarrative of her 

time, Starr longs for $100 worth Michael Jordan sneakers, the symbol of black corporate 

success, which is connected to the black metanarrative of her time. Shoes can appear more 

accessible than a new pair of eyes. However, it is a struggle for Starr to earn those $100 and 

for some of her friends it is just impossible.

In the next section, I will discuss how the white epistemic violence is extended by the 

disproportionate distribution of wealth between racial groups, which excludes African-

Americans more often than whites from participating in mass culture. This exclusion is 

something that all the characters who wish to show their identity through consumption faces 

as an obstacle. Poverty is a constant threat to drag them back to a statues of ‘no-one’.
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African-American partial presence in US society

Private sector decision making is private– citizens have no rights to discuss and make 

policy. Thus, wealth determines citizenship. Instead of people governing, markets 

govern – it is not citizens who make decisions, it is consumers.

(Mohanty 184)

When Homi K. Bhabha explains the role mimicry plays for the marginalised people living 

under colonial rule he does that by using the concept ‘partial presence’ (123). By ‘partial’ 

Bhabha means “both 'incomplete' and 'virtual'” (123). He further explains that it “is as if the 

very emergence of the 'colonial' is dependent for its representation upon some strategic 

limitation or prohibition within the authoritative discourse itself.” (123). Is the emergence of 

African-Americans dependent on some sort of strategic limitation within the authoritative, 

white supremacist capitalist, discourse? I have previously discussed what I call the visual 

discourse of consumer society and mass culture, and I will now return to that discussion. If 

Bhabha’s observation is translated to the visual discourse rather than the linguistic one, what 

can we learn about African-American representation within mass culture? I am not arguing 

that the US situation is translatable to colonised India, which is the example Bhabha uses to 

prove his theory. As discussed in the theory section, the US has a white hegemony and 

African-Americans constitute a marginalised race in relation to the hegemonic white, which 

in terms of power and race, resembles the British/India-hegemonic state to some extent4. The 

visual discourse in Bluest is authorised by white settings, to specify, white middle class 

4  Although one major difference is that African-Americans constitute a minority and White Americans a
majority of the population, whilst in colonised India brown people where the majority.
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heterosexual settings. The imagery of Dick and Jane is understood as normal because it is 

read so in the grander scheme of visual reading. Willis points out that when African-

Americans started appearing in commercial imagery, not as caricatures but to attract black 

people to buy the advertised product, they only replaced a white model in the exact same 

setting and aesthetics (185). In other words, a sort of visual mimicry. Willis exemplifies her 

statement by discussing that the first black Barbie doll, Christie, was advertised as Barbie's 

friend, not the main character or even an independent character, but someone who was only 

relevant because she knew Barbie (183). Christie looked just like Barbie, except her skin 

colour. Willis further explains that as “replicants, black versions of white cultural models are 

of necessity secondary and devoid of cultural integrity. The black replicant ensures, rather 

than subverts, domination” (184). Bhabha states that mimicry “repeats rather than re-

presents” (125, emphasis original). On the one hand, Willis does not refer to these black 

versions of white cultural models as mimicry, on the other hand, her description of the 

copying of white imagery replicated with a black person in the white person’s place, follows 

the same logic as described by Bhabha. Christie repeats rather than re-presents, the doll is a 

form of visual mimicry.

Morrison describes the function of mimicry in Bluest, when she presents “thin brown 

girls…[who] live in quiet black neighborhoods where everybody is gainfully employed” (79-

81). These girls “go to land-grant colleges, normal schools, and learn how to do white man’s 

work with refinement” (Morrison 81). One of these girls, Geraldine, explains the difference 

between ‘good blacks’ “colored”, and the ‘bad’ ones; “niggers”: “Colored people were neat 

and quiet; niggers were dirty and loud. He [her son] belonged to the former group” (Morrison

85). What Geraldine points out is that “colored people” are closer to white people than 
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“niggers”, and that it is secondary due to skin-tone and primarily a matter of manners, class 

and possessions. “The line between colored and nigger was not always clear; subtle and 

telltale signs threatened to erode it, and the watch had to be constant” (Morrison 85). 

Geraldine’s son Junior was “colored” because he “wore white shirts and blue trousers; his 

hair was cut as close to his scalp as possible to avoid any suggestion of wool” (85). To be 

able to keep this watch over beauty and sign, not only are time and skill needed but also 

money. The families of Pecola and Claudia cannot afford food so a white shirt for a child 

would likely come far down the list of necessities. In contrast, Geraldine’s family have the 

financial means to participate in consumer culture to the extent that they can modify 

themselves into something else, “[a]lmost the same but not white” (Bhabha 128), which is the

essence of mimicry. When Bhabha discusses mimicry he does it in terms of discourse and 

culture/mannerism. Geraldine describes her “careful development of thrift, patience, high 

morals, and good manners” (Morrison 81) which corresponds to Bhabha’s focus. But, in 

addition, Geraldine describes the economic aspects of mimicry, the part that is about 

residential area, clothes, belongings and hair-cuts. Geraldine’s position of mimicry-mastery is

made possible by a mix between light complexion, education, self-control and finances. 

To return to my question relating to Bhabha’s observation: Is the emergence of 

African-Americans dependent on some sort of strategic limitation within the authoritative, 

white supremacist capitalist, discourse? I will suggest that the strategic limitation within the 

authoritative visual discourse is the idea of equalisation under trade. In Willis’ words: “The 

contradiction between the ideology of consumer society that would have everyone believe we

all trade equally in commodities, and the reality of all marginalized people for whom 

translation into the dominant white model is impossible” (Willis 179). The black and brown 
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skin is impossible to trade away, but the social consequences of not being white can 

potentially be hampered by mimicry. Although the extent to which someone can participate 

in mimicry is determined by finances, Geraldine's full access to mimicry is only possible 

because she has the economical means to fulfil a lifestyle once reserved for a white middle-

class family. The white middle-class family does not have to keep a constant watch over sign 

because their bodies will remain white. Baudrillard states that “In the consumer package, 

there is one object finer, more precious and more dazzling than any other … That object is 

the BODY” (131). The white consumers do not have to consume in accordance to prove 

themselves better than the racial stereotype ascribed their body.

In bell hooks’ partly autobiographical work Where We Stand she explains that her 

grandparents lived more or less outside capitalist society, they were self-sufficient in growing

foods, repairing their house and creating their own clothes (16-17). hooks’ parents despised 

that kind of lifestyle and made it a matter of pride to be able to consume goods instead of 

producing them (17-18). This shift lead to financial difficulties for hooks’ parents (20). 

However, the parents did participate in capitalist society, something that the grandparents did 

not. The parents were, like Geraldine, part of the sign-system of consumer goods. Those who 

make decisions, argues Mohanty, are not citizens but consumers (184). The consumer decides

whether to buy goods which are biodynamic, fair trade, from a brand which sponsors the 

pride parade or a brand that “supports our troops”. Political actions come in the form of 

boycotting a certain fast food chain or clothing line because those companies have violated 

human or animal rights. However, to be able to participate in capitalist society, to even be a 

consumer, you need to earn money, to not live the way hooks’ grandparents lived. If you do 

not earn money, if you produce your own goods, you can still participate in the election every
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fourth year (that is if you have not been sentenced and lost your right to vote), but in 

everyday politics dollar bills are the voting bills. Mohanty clarifies by saying “those who lack

economic capacities are noncitizens. This results in a profound recolonization of historically 

marginalized communities, usually poor women and people of color” (184). The poverty 

rates for blacks in the US were 22.0% in 2016, compared to 8.8% amongst whites who lived 

under the poverty line (Semega et al. 12). If dollar bills are voting bills African-Americans 

has fewer than whites, but also fewer than most other racial groups in the US. In addition, 

African-American men are more likely to be convicted than white men are, and felons are not

allowed to vote, in some states the ban is for life (Alexander 94, 98). Starr’s father, an ex-

convict, is not allowed to vote. His political outlet is his grocery store, in which he lets boys 

from the neighbourhood work so that they can help their families financially. But the money 

he pays is not enough and Khalil finds himself selling drugs, against his own will, to pay 

back a debt his mother has. 

In Bluest the risk of ending up outside society if one does not have the economy to be 

a consumer is acknowledged when Claudia explains what “outdoors” really mean:

Knowing that there was such a thing as outdoors bred in us a hunger for property, for 

ownership. The firm possession of a yard, a porch, a grape arbor. Propertied black 

people spent all their energies, all their love, on their nests. Like frenetized, desperate 

birds, they overdecorated everything (Morrison 16)

The fear expressed is not a fear for hunger, thirst, the coldness of homelessness or any other 

basic human need, the fear expressed is a fear to live without property, outside capitalism. It 

is the owning of property that is expressed as essential, to own a house, not to have one, as 

one could by renting one. To possess “a yard, a porch, a grape arbor” is not essential for 
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survival, it is essential for signalling one's social status. Mr Breedlove, “a renting black, 

having put his family outdoors, had catapulted himself beyond the reaches of human 

consideration. He had joined the animals; was, indeed, an old dog, a snake, a ratty nigger” 

(Morrison 16). When Mr Breedlove makes his family lose all their property, the little they 

had, he is seen as, without doubt, an animal. That sort of a univocal response to his behaviour

does not even the rape of his own daughter evoke. The partial presence in US society which 

the Breedlove’s could have earned through mimicry is impossible without any possessions at 

all. 

People living in capitalist societies perceive their social inclusion to be determined by 

what they (we) consume, argue consumer-psychologists Mead, Nicole L., et al. They found 

that “socially excluded people might overspend, subvert personal tastes and desires, or 

engage in risky consumption (e.g., use illicit drugs) insofar as doing so is perceived as 

socially lucrative” (903). These researchers are investigating individuals, not communities, 

and by “socially excluded people” they do not talk about marginalised groups but individuals 

regardless of group affiliations. The research focus is on individuals that experience social 

exclusion from small groups, since that is how the experiments conducted were designed. 

However, it is not far-fetched to assume that a sensation of social exclusion can originate 

from actual social exclusion on a macro level, such as the African-American experiences of 

white supremacist hegemony. Mead et al. further claim that a potential consequence is “that 

excluded people are focused on the immediate benefits of the act—social affiliation—rather 

than the abstract and delayed costs” (915). hooks describes how she ended up in debt because

she bought clothes that matched the other students at her campus (Where We Stand 54). 

When Starr is to testify anonymously on national TV her mother makes the entire family 
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“dress up like we’re going to Christ Temple—not quite Easter formal but not ‘diverse church’

casual. She says we’re not gonna have the news people thinking we’re ‘hood rats’” (Thomas 

173). But the news people are not the only ones Starr has to dress up for, and she expresses a 

constant awareness of her clothes and appearance and how she will be perceived by whiter 

and richer people than herself. Mimicry is like camouflage, argues Bhabha (128), and Starr 

has to be two persons. One which she is in her African-American community and one other 

person that she is in her predominantly white private school Williamson and when she 

testifies to the police, the grand jury and the journalist. Starr explains the difference between 

her two personas: 

Williamson Starr doesn’t use slang—if a rapper would say it, she doesn’t say it, even 

if her white friends do. Slang makes them cool. Slang makes her “hood.” Williamson 

Starr holds her tongue when people piss her off so nobody will think she’s the “angry 

black girl.” Williamson Starr is approachable. No stank-eyes, side-eyes, none of that. 

Williamson Starr is nonconfrontational. Basically, Williamson Starr doesn’t give 

anyone a reason to call her ghetto (Thomas 53).

Not giving anyone a reason to limit you to a racial stereotype is basically impossible, and we 

learn from Geraldine and Starr that their struggles take all their efforts in addition with an 

abdication of self. These two African-American females only appear partially when they 

participate in white middle class settings, they are not fully themselves because they do not 

want the white people around them to associate them with poorer and less ‘mannered’ 

African-Americans. 

The class positions of these two females is a key aspect in their ability to mimic. They

have the cultural and financial assets to participate in the rooms of the middle class, but when
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they do participate in these rooms, they have to be on constant watch, they cannot express 

strong emotions or state any kind of opinion that would make the white people 

uncomfortable. In these rooms, such as at the private school Williamson which Starr attends, 

the African-Americans are even more in minority than they are in the US as a whole. In 

Starr’s class there is only one other black student (Thomas 184). Starr is caught in a struggle 

between being herself and being someone who is respected at Williamson, the district 

attorney office, by the police and by the grand jury; ultimately by the state and its legal 

system. Her role model is the character Will from the TV series Fresh Prince in Bel-Air. In 

the TV series, Will manages to stay true to himself even after he is relocated to his rich 

extended family and has to attend a predominantly white school. Starr does not feel the same 

thing about herself, she has to be another person at Williamson, but she struggles to be more 

like Will (Thomas 53).

Whilst Claudia, Frieda and Pecola are left with Shirley Temple to adore, Starr’s idol is

on the one hand black and true to himself, on the other hand, the jokes in Fresh Prince is 

commonly centred around Will’s lack of manners and inability to understand and adapt to his

new environment. Starr’s white boyfriend calls her “Fresh Princess” (Thomas 60, 135, 189) 

and many of the details in Starr’s life resemble Will's. However, there are two massive 

difference between Starr and Will and that is their economy and their genders. Will lives in a 

luxurious home with his rich family and Starr lives in a poor neighbourhood. Starr is always 

made aware of her class position in relation to her classmates, such as when all the students 

return from spring break. Starr expresses her wish that “I hope none of them ask about my 

spring break. They went to Taipei, the Bahamas, Harry Potter World. I stayed in the hood and

saw a cop kill my friend” (Thomas 56). The gap between Starr and her friends deepens when 
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they assume that Khalil was a drug-dealer, had weapons, was “a thug” (Thomas 149). 

Initially, Starr does not tell her classmates and teachers she knew Khalil because she does not

want to be associated with the person her friends believe Khalil was. When the story about 

his death hits national news she does not only need to keep silent about parts of her life, she 

needs to actively deny that she ever knew her childhood friend. The incomplete version of 

Starr is the version that has a chance to be respected in the white hegemony. In the visual 

culture, Starr is first and foremost seen as black and the black identities present in mass 

culture all appear negative, as antithesis of the good American. If Pecola is non-existing in 

the mass culture of her time, completely invisible, Starr can only find a few types of identities

to identify with and none of them resemble herself. She reflects that 

I tense as footage of my neighborhood, my home, is shown. It’s like they [news 

outlets] picked the worst parts—the drug addicts roaming the streets, the broken-down

Cedar Grove projects, gangbangers flashing signs, bodies on the sidewalks with white

sheets over them. What about Mrs. Rooks and her cakes? Or Mr. Lewis and his 

haircuts? Mr. Reuben? The clinic? My family?

 Me? (Thomas 153)

What is left for Starr to identify with in mass culture? The comedian Will Smith, who wears 

his school uniform inside out but still has the unconditional love from his successful black 

family? Starr’s family’s social position is nothing like Will’s family's. However, Starr never 

comments on the difference in class position between herself and Will, and she likes it when 

her white boyfriend Chris raps the intro to the TV-show to her at the school prom (Thomas 

189). At the dance floor, Starr becomes visual because she is Chris’ “Fresh Princess” and 

Will is the mass culture version of her, so when Chris raps Starr states that “I smile way too 
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hard. Our song” (Thomas 189, emphasis original). Because, just like Will, Starr is the 

misplaced in her environment, which is Chris’ domain, but her misplacement also makes her 

resemble the lovable Will Smith. 

When Ramírez discusses Bluest she argues that the “adolescent's fragile identity 

embodies, better than any other, the terrible ordeal that the marginal self has to cope with to 

become a true human being outside the Western discourse” (75). Yet, Ramírez makes this 

argument without explaining how someone living in the US can stand outside Western 

discourse. Claudia is the only young character in Bluest or THUG who seems tempted to 

leave the Western discourse, uninterested in mass culture and the abdication of her blackness 

to become or a mimicking mirror image of a white Self. And in the end Claudia surrenders to 

the Western discourse definition of a ‘true human being’, she delights in cleanness and 

conforms to a Dick and Jane lifestyle (Morrison 21). The rest of the characters instead all 

appear to struggle to be included in the discourse from the start, even if that means an 

abdication of a true self. Bhabha calls mimicry an “ironic compromise”, because mimicry is 

“the desire for a reformed, recognizable Other” which makes the discourse of mimicry 

dependent on an ambivalence, “in order to be effective, mimicry must continually produce its

slippage, its excess, its difference” (122, emphasis original). Starr, Geraldine and the other 

African-American characters cannot pretend they are white, they are first and foremost black,

but they can use mimicry to appear as ‘good blacks’. Yet mimicry both facilitates access to 

rooms of power and success, such as Williamson, but it also requires a constant resentment 

for other, less privileged blacks. Bhabha argues that mimicry is “a complex strategy of 

reform, regulation and discipline, which ‘appropriates’ the Other as it visualizes power” 

(122). Starr and Geraldine may move closer to power through their social networks of white 
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middle class, but they lose their African-American communities since they have to deny their

connections to these communities. The partial presence is both on a personal level and in 

addition on a community level, since strong members of the community, such as Starr and 

Geraldine, always have to negotiate their affiliations with the community to be accepted at 

their new, white dominated, arenas.
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Affirmative Action Through Consumption

Consumer activism often happens both online and offline and can cross borders. 

Companies could be targeted because of something they did or simply because of 

their association with a certain country or region. Targeted companies can fight back, 

comply or ignore the demands 

(Financial Times Lexicon “Consumer Activism”)

In capitalist society, where markets govern and dollar bills are used as voting bills, the 

consumer can take political stand through their consumption, whether it is through donations 

to an NGO or by shopping at a black owned grocery store. As already discussed, Siegfried 

Zepf argues that the consumers envisions themselves, in a transitive sense, in the settings of 

advertised products (146). In this way an urge to consume a certain product is evoked. Zepf 

further argues that, mediated “by the commercials, an unconscious aspect of the buyer’s self-

representation enters into consciousness as a substitutive formation so that in this guise it can 

be classified as belonging to one’s personal identity” (146). The consumer can consume their 

way towards what they perceive as an appealing identity, or in essence ‘who they are’. The 

consumer can undertake this route instinctively, in the sense that the consumer identifies 

desirable objects which signals what the consumer wants to signal about themselves. But, the 

consumer can also consume in accordance with an ideology, which is usually referred to as 

ethical consumption or consumer activism, examples include fair trade consumption or 

veganism. In both scenarios the consumption works in an affirmative sense, it affirms the 

consumers’ identity and beliefs. Yet in the second scenario it also functions as an affirmative 
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action towards the company or NGO behind the consumed commodity. Pecola, filled with 

self-hatred and the idea of her own ugliness, is to be understood to submit to the former, 

unconscious form of affirmative consumption when she uses her only money to buy the 

candy Mary Janes. 

Each pale yellow wrapper has a picture on it. A picture of little Mary Jane, for whom 

the candy is named. Smiling white face. Blond hair in gentle disarray, blue eyes 

looking at her out of a world of clean comfort. The eyes are petulant, mischievous. To

Pecola they are simply pretty. She eats the candy, its sweetness is good. To eat the 

candy is somehow to eat the eyes, eat Mary Jane. Love Mary Jane. Be Mary Jane.

Three pennies had brought her nine lovely orgasms with Mary Jane. Lovely Mary 

Jane, for whom a candy is named. (Morrison 48)

The reader does not learn whether Pecola bought the candy she found tastiest, the main aspect

of her purchase is the imagery. Unwrapping and eating the candy plants in Pecola a sensation 

of being Mary Jane and all the aspects of Mary Jane’s life that Pecola can imagine. Not only 

has Pecola’s purchase given her “nine lovely orgasms with Mary Jane”, it has also, at least 

for a minute, brought her closer to her uttermost desire which is blue eyes. Fick points out 

that “[e]ating Mary Janes is a strictly capitalist magic: by ingesting the product she [Pecola] 

hopes to ingest what advertising associates with it” (18). Yet this capitalist magic is 

dependent on a full abdication of self, for Pecola to be able to envision herself in Mary Jane’s

cartoon body (Kuenz 427). Just as Dick and Jane exists outside Morrison’s novel, so does the

candy Mary Janes and I suggest the reader of this essay, who is not familiar with the logo of 

Mary Janes, to do a search for the logo of the candy. Maybe Morrison’s fictional candy did 

not resemble the real candy, but if it did, looking at the one-colour cartoon picture of Mary 
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Jane gives an additional dimension to Pecola's deep self-hatred. The Mary Jane logo is of a 

cartoon girl, in most versions only the outlines are drawn and the eyes are never blue and the 

hair is always black, although the girl is white. One explanation to Pecola’s fantasy about 

Mary Jane may be that she assumes that a girl who gets a candy named after her has to be 

white, blond and have blue eyes. If Pecola assumes that blue eyes are the gateway to 

existence, public existence, being seen and desired, that adds to the understanding her own 

wish.

Starr never expresses any longing for blue eyes or other white attributes. Her un-

interest in white attributes also constitutes a major difference between the two novels. That is 

the character’s desire to embrace their blackness, be proud of their African-American 

heritage. Starr expresses a wish for her and her community to be seen as multidimensional, 

black but not the black stereotype. In Bluest consumer choices are always favouring 

whiteness. Claudia receives white baby dolls, even if she has not wished for them, Pecola 

buys her Mary Janes, Pauline tries to resemble Jean Harlow, Frieda has the Shirley-cup and 

Junior’s afro hair is cut off, to mention a few examples. 

In THUG what is consumed is instead objects that signal black pride, whether it is 

music or clothes that are consumed. Even Starr’s father’s grocery store is profiled like an 

African-American grocery store. Not because it has any other groceries than any other small 

grocery store, but because it is black owned and because of its interior design, which includes

framed pictures of black leaders. After the store is burnt down by King Lord the neighbouring

store owner offers his store to Starr’s father with the motivation: “‘You can build a nice store,

give folks something to be proud to shop in. All I ask is that you put up some pictures of Dr. 

King alongside your Newey Whoever-He-Was.’ Daddy chuckles. ‘Huey Newton.’” (Thomas 
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269). The quote indicates the social significance of consumer activism, even in a poor 

community like Garden Heights. What the quote says is that if consumers consume groceries 

in a store with a framed picture of Dr. King, they have a reason to feel proud. Dr. King is 

often quoted to have said “I have a dream” and James Baldwin tells Audre Lorde that Martin 

believed in the American dream (MoCADA). Whether Starr, her father or Pecola believes in 

the American dream is not written out in the novels. Yet, they seem to have bought into it, at 

least partly since affirmative shopping is a recurring phenomenon in both novels. Financial 

success does not only mean to be able to afford certain things, it means political power, to be 

someone. As a contrast to longing and struggling for commodities stands Claudia, who does 

not want Christmas gifts but “rather to feel something on Christmas day” (Morrison 20). 

What Claudia really wants for Christmas is “the security and warmth of Big Mama’s kitchen, 

the smell of lilacs, the sound of the music, and, since it would be good to have all my senses 

engaged, the taste of a peach” (Morrison 20). No other character expresses this longing for 

having all their senses engaged. The only other character in Bluest who does not feel greed 

for material belongings is Soaphead Church, who is presented with the remarkable 

correlation “[a]lthough his income was small, he had no taste for luxury”, which is really the 

ultimate evidence of his asceticism (Morrison 163). Even if he does not have the means to 

participate in capitalist society, he does not long for the possibility of affirming himself as 

someone who can spend money on luxuries.

Yet, Claudia and Soaphead Church are exceptions amongst the characters in Bluest 

and THUG. The other characters expresses longings for commodities, not seldom luxuries. 

Even Starr’s young brother Sekani longs to be on TV, taking every chance he gets to have a 

spot in front of a camera. Claudia does not appear to long for public visibility, neither does 
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she seem to have a need to try to become a subject through the abdication of herself. 

Claudia’s disinterest in visibility and abdication of self stands in stark contrast to her sister 

Freida and her friend Pecola. Willis notes that Claudia does not “imagine herself 

miraculously translated into the body of Shirley Temple so as to vicariously live white 

experience as a negation of blackness” (174). In addition, Willis finds that “Claudia’s 

intractable hostility toward Shirley Temple originates in her realization that in our society, 

she, like all racial “others,” participates in dominant culture as a consumer, but not as a 

producer” (173). In difference to Claudia, Sekani strives to be a producer of mass culture, 

times have changed between the novels and for Sekani being a black public person is 

imaginable. Although Sekani’s older sister Starr learns the hard way that when appearing 

publicly her words gets twisted, the camera is not an eye but a gaze. Ultimately, even 

Claudia’s instinctive resistance to white mass culture is short-lived, and she later learns to 

worship Shirley, “just as I learned to delight in cleanness, knowing, even as I learned, that the

change was adjustment without improvement” (Morrison 21). However, adjusting to society 

to be able to live in that society appears reasonable, no one wants to end up ‘outdoors’. 

When bell hooks discusses greed and consumerism she does that with great respect 

for a strive for being included, included in the American work ethic/strive for an upward class

mobility (Where We Stand 66). hooks states that

Greed was the order of the day, and to make a profit by any means necessary was 

merely to live out to the fullest degree the American work ethic. In relation to the 

poor and underclass, this permission to indulge in excess fostered and perpetuated the 

infiltration into previously stable communities, especially black communities, a 

predatory capitalist-based drug culture that would bring money for luxuries to a few, a 
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symbolic ruling class (hooks Where We Stand 66-67). 

When Starr meets Khalil for the first time in a long while she asks him where he has been. “I 

been busy”, answers Khalil and Starr knows what that means: “The brand-new Jordans, the 

crisp white tee, the diamonds in his ears. When you grow up in Garden Heights, you know 

what ‘busy’ really means.  Fuck. I wish he wasn’t that kinda busy though” (Thomas 17). Starr

knows that Khalil has been selling drugs, there is no other explanation why he could afford 

all the new clothes and accessories. The reader later learns that Khalil started selling drugs to 

pay off a debt his mother had. Yet the brand-new Jordans are also a result of his income from 

drug-selling. So why would Khalil buy these shoes, which are “the Three Retros. … They 

cost about three hundred dollars” (Thomas 17), when there are other much cheaper shoes? 

Willis argues that whether “black people can affirm identity by way of a brand name is 

nowhere more acutely posed than by Michael Jordan’s association with Air Nike” (177). One

has to keep in mind that Willis made this statement in the late 1980s and since then multiple 

celebrities have done collaborations with clothing brands. Collaborations resulting in that 

person and commodity are almost inseparable, as if the public figure and the commodity are 

both mirror images of the same transcendent idea. Yet Michael Jordan was the first one to 

create this type of intimate relationship with a brand and in a society with affirmative 

shopping, the sneakers became a have-to for African-American youths. The economic 

outcome of the Nike-Jordan collaboration is described, by Willis, as to “ensure that thousands

of black youths from sixteen to twenty-five will have a good reason for wanting hundred-

dollar shoes” (177), in the end profiting the white-owned company Nike. The Jordans 

symbolise an affirmed black identity, they are pro Michael Jordan and the myth 

accompanying him, they symbolise a story about black success. Starr, Khalil, Seven, Kenya, 
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they all wear either Jordans or Nike sneakers, but in addition Chris, Starr’s white boyfriend 

does too. 

Chris has the financial resources to buy multiple pairs of the sought after sneaker and 

Starr wants to match him. “They [the sneakers] cost about three hundred dollars, and that’s if 

you find somebody on eBay who goes easy. Chris did. I got mine for a steal at one-fifty, but I

wear kid sizes. Thanks to my small feet, Chris and I can match our sneakers.” (Thomas 17). 

Starr is pleased with them matching, but not everyone is as pleased with Chris’ taste for black

culture. Starr’s friend DeVante tells her that he “‘Can’t believe you dating a white boy.’ … 

‘A wigga at that.’” and when Starr questions him, claiming “‘He is not a wigga.’” DeVante 

just goes on by saying “‘Please! Dude wearing J’s. White boys wear Converse and Vans, not 

no J’s unless they trying to be black.’” (Thomas 147). The reader never learns whether Chris 

buys the Jordans in order to appear more black or just more anti-racist, but DeVante’s 

comments and Willis’ analysis suggests that the symbolic value of the Jordans include an 

affirmation of black identity. The sneakers are not the only part of black culture Chris 

affirms, he also prefers Hip Hop and acknowledges Bernie Mac as the king of comedy, to 

mention a few examples (Thomas 146). 

The ultimate question is how Starr fits into Chris’ identity, if she, like so many other 

African-American women is commodified? She claims that “Chris drools over Nicki Minaj, 

Beyoncé, and Amber Rose … On a side note—my boyfriend clearly has a type” (Thomas 

96). Chris’ ‘type’ happens to be women with the same complexion as Starr, for him it does 

not matter that Starr’s life and experiences are essentially different from his, he claims the 

couple can overcome that (Thomas 106, 145). What kind of conclusions one can draw from 

Chris’ eagerness to be with Starr is not undebatable, but one suggestion is that to him it is 
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more important to be with a black girl than to be with someone more similar to him in terms 

of class and race. A black girlfriend matches his Jordans and the first thing the couple bonded

over was the TV-series Fresh Prince, which both of them liked, Chris identifying Starr as 

similar to Will, his ‘Fresh Princess’.

Said wrote that “a white middle-class Westerner believes it his human prerogative not

only to manage the nonwhite world but also to own it, just because by definition ‘it’ is not 

quite as human as ‘we’ are” (108). He made this claim in the 70s, before the academic debate 

on mass culture, postmodernism and consumerism came to life in the 80s and 90s. Twenty 

years later hooks wrote about what she called the “commodification of Otherness” (eating 

366). Not only did the white person want to manage and own the non-white, they also 

essentialised race into a product, a commodified Other. hooks claims that within “commodity

culture, ethnicity becomes spice, seasoning that can liven up the dull dish that is mainstream 

white culture” (eating 366). 

This idea, that mainstream white culture is dull and needs small doses of non-

whiteness, was also found by Hughey amongst white American anti-racists which he 

interviewed for his study (1299). He found that as a remedy for the emptiness they 

experienced in their own culture, the white anti-racists he interviewed often used “social 

relationships with people of colour” and in addition claimed “ownership or knowledge of 

objects and traditions symbolically coded as ‘non-white’” (Hughey 1299). Chris never tells 

what he thinks about white culture, but he clearly has a taste for African-American culture. 

Yet Chris’ taste does not prohibit him from having a hired black woman to clean his room, 

something that makes Starr uncomfortable, but passes as normal to Chris (Thomas 59). 

However, the labour Chris (or his parents) buys from the black woman who cleans his
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room is not part of the publicly visible and therefore not an identity generating sort of 

consumption (Berger and Heath, 132). Chris has wealth enough to, through shopping, indulge

in the commodified African-American culture and symbolism. When he carries symbols of 

black power these symbols signal an identity as anti-racist to some and ‘wigga’ to some. Yet, 

he still benefits from African-American poverty when a black woman is paid to clean his 

room. hooks claims that “the standpoint of white supremacist capitalist patriarchy, the hope is

that desires for the “primitive” or fantasies about the Other can be continually exploited, and 

that such exploitation will occur in a manner that reinscribes and maintains the status quo” 

(eating 367). hooks’ claim is applicable to THUG, Chris has greater access to the black 

identity affirming commodities than any of the black characters, who all long for these things.

The status quo is not challenged, Chris does not redistribute wealth, he only builds himself a 

persona branded as liberal and pro black. Chris is not engaged in class struggle, he is engaged

in the visual discourse and its affirmative shopping.

Correspondingly, in Bluest, visual discourse and affirmative shopping can be found. 

Pecola, who after experiencing her nine orgasms with Mary Jane takes matters into her own 

hands. Praying for blue eyes is not enough, she needs to have them and Soaphead Church, 

who is the chosen to fulfil her request reflects upon how Pecola asked for the blue eyes: 

“New blue eyes, she said. Like she was buying shoes. ‘I’d like a pair of new blue eyes’” 

(Morrison 178). Pecola first prays for blue eyes, but when her praying turns out unsatisfying 

she orders blue eyes instead, from Soaphead, who has advertised that he can affect the future.

Fick reflects that in consumer society,  transcendence is no longer an object for philosophical 

debate but a strictly commercial application (18). In a society in which the visual discourse 

testifies of the transcendent concept human to equal a white human being, Pecola, who is not 
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seen in her suffering, can only strive for whiteness, because, as Said points out, the Other is 

not seen as quite as human (108). Yet the way Pecola strives to become a subject, Self, keeps 

relying on consumerism. Buying the Mary Janes to be able to envision herself in the 

imaginary life of Mary Jane is not Pecola’s only consumer measure to become more human, 

or make other black people appear more human. When her friends ask her why she spends 

time with the loud, drunk and prostitute women upstairs she gives the answer “they ain’t bad. 

They give me stuff all the time … pretty dresses, and shoes. I got more shoes than I can ever 

wear. And jewelry and candy and money” (Morrison 105). Pecola tells a lie to impress her 

friends. When she tries to make her neighbours more human than the stereotype of black 

prostitutes they are reduced to she tries to prove their purchase power. Pecola could have told

her friends that these women are kind, good listeners, smart, funny or any other kind of 

favourable quality, but she instinctively tries to make them appear rich to make them human 

in the eyes of her friends. Starr and her older brother Seven express similar desires; when 

living in a housing project what they most of all wished for was to be rich. They did not wish 

for any commodity or specific consumer object, they wished for the possibilities and statues 

wealth brings with it: “When you’re a kid in a one-bedroom in the projects, rich is the best 

thing anybody can be” (Thomas 131). To be rich is not only a matter of being able to buy 

something or a lot of things, it equals power in a heavily commercialised society. 

Participation in capitalist society demands personal capital. Affirmative consumption cannot 

work without financial resources and without affirmative shopping the consumer cannot 

affirm their Self, their core identity, in the visual sign-system that dominates mass culture. 

The experienced need to affirm one’s Self, oneself as subject, is likely greater if one 

recurrently experiences that the world around dehumanises and Others you. Pecola wishes for
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blue eyes, Starr’s mother dresses her up so that she with credibility can witness that Khalil 

was not a ‘thug’, he was a person. The two girls are separated by 75 years in setting, 50 in 

publication, yet united by the strife to be seen as human.
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Questioning the norm but not the system

Everyone has wanted to hold on to the belief that the United States is a class-free 

society—that anyone who works hard enough can make it to the top. Few people stop 

to think that in a class-free society there would be no top.

(hooks, “Where We Stand” 5)

Why are the heroes of our time entrepreneurs, like Starr’s father Maverick? And why is Huey

Newton’s picture framed in Mavricks’s store, in order to make people feel proud when 

shopping there? Newton, who said in an interview with The Movement 1968 that 

we [The Black Panther Party] see a major contradiction between capitalism in this 

country and our interests. We realize that this country became very rich upon slavery 

and that slavery is capitalism in the extreme. We have two evils to fight, capitalism 

and racism. We must destroy both racism and capitalism (Students of a Democratic 

Society 4).

It is as if Starr’s father has kept the fight against racism but given up on the fight against 

capitalism. Not only because he owns a store but also because he too is deep into the 

affirmative shopping, experiencing that his blackness is dependent on his residential area. He 

wants to continue to live in Garden Heights, even if it is dangerous for his family, and he and 

his wife have the financial resources to move. Not until the end of the novel does he agree 

that “living in the suburbs don’t make you any less black than living in the hood” (Thomas 

191). Starr’s father only faces this challenge in affirmative shopping because he has the 

economy to be able to choose residential area. His inner conflict is centred around whether to 
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live the middle class life he can live. The profit he has made from the store is partly generated

from other African-Americans poor and vulnerable situations, since the staff in his store are 

teenagers from the community, who work in the store to be able to support their families. 

Khalil was one of his employees, and he tells Starr that “that li’l minimum-wage job your 

pops gave me didn’t make nothing happen. I got tired of choosing between lights and food” 

(Thomas 21). Starr’s father tries to help the teenagers he employs, by giving them a job so 

that they will stay off the streets. His help is within the capitalist system, which keeps 

profiting on the lowest strata in class society.

The differences in class become obvious when riots spark after the announcement that

charges will not be pressed against the officer who killed Khalil. Starr, Chris, Seven and 

DeVante head to the protests. “Black Owned” is spray painted on the window shutters of 

stores and other stores are set on fire. Starr is concerned about the devastation, but DeVante, 

who comes from a less privileged family than Starr, challenges her opinion and asks her 

“What we supposed to do then?” …“All that ‘Kumbaya’ peaceful shit clearly don’t work. 

They don’t listen till we tear something up.” (Thomas 243). Starr is not convinced, “Those 

businesses though” she says and DeVante counterarguments “What about them?” …“My 

momma used to work at that McDonald’s, and they barely paid her. That pawnshop ripped us

off a hell of a lot of times. Nah, I don’t give a fuck about neither one of them bitches” 

(Thomas 243). DeVante and Starr both struggle to fight racism but their relationships to 

capitalism differ. For Starr capitalism has worked, her family is one of those who have 

managed to benefit from class mobility. Only during Starr’s lifetime of 16 years has her 

family moved from a housing project to, in the end of the novel, a house in a middle class 

suburb. DeVante has to rely on criminal activity to save his single mother and his siblings. 
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DeVante has seen his parent work and still not be able to make ends meet. Starr’s experience 

is the other, her parents have worked hard and it has led to her enrolment in a private school 

and in the end a nice house.

On an immediate personal level Starr is a beneficiary of capitalist society. The 

American work ethics has worked for her family. She has more financial resources than many

other members of her community. In the wider scheme she will probably never be able to 

accumulate as much wealth as her white boyfriend. Yet what is interesting with her position 

in relation to the other characters in THUG and Bluest is that she does benefit from 

capitalism, and she does not criticise the capitalistic system. In comparison, the main 

character in Bluest, Claudia, who just as Starr is positioned in the middle of the class strata in 

the novel, questions capitalism. She expresses that she intuitively hates the symbols of mass 

culture, such as Shirley Temple, and she is not interested in receiving any objects. She rather 

wants to feel, engage all her senses (Morrison 20). Claudia is a child, and she cannot form a 

concise critique against capitalism, but through her the reader is guided into perspectives on 

other values than the strictly capitalist ones. Her desires contrast to the material desires of her

peers and that functions as a form of critique of capitalism within the novel. In Vásquez 

words “Bluest unites the commoditized images with lived experience, and introduces 

protagonists who embody the antithesis of the venerated representations, thereby forcing 

readers to confront both worlds” (62). On the one hand Dick and Jane, on the other Pecola’s 

experience, the mass culture imagery and the contradictory reality of a black girl. The 

capitalist magic of receiving a white baby doll and as an antithesis Claudia’s contempt for the

same dolls. Bluest is a novel about collisions between mass culture and black communities, 

collisions of antithetical proportions. Those kinds of collisions cannot be found in THUG, the
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conflicts are individual. Starr cannot be herself at Williamson, but she does not discard the 

white middle class, as might Claudia. Instead, she turns to Will “Fresh Prince” for guidance. 

She argues that “Will always wore his school uniform jacket inside out so he could be 

different. I can’t wear my uniform inside out, but I can make sure my sneakers are always 

dope and my backpack always matches them” (Thomas 53). Claudia violently tearing apart 

her white dolls are far from Starr’s sublime fashion statements. Claudia is instinctively 

uninterested in capitalist society, since it requires an abdication of self for her to envision 

herself in its white middle class imagery. That kind of requirement is not there for Starr, in 

her time there are role models, such as Will, which she can identify with without 

compromising her blackness. Yet, being able to envision herself inside the system leaves 

Starr further from criticising that same system, making her focus on individual choices and 

how she can challenge norms rather than structures.

Between the publications of Bluest and THUG land wins were made in terms of black 

appearance in mass culture. As pointed out by Willis, “blacks appear in all forms of 

advertising, most often as deracinated, deculturated black integers in a white equation” (177).

In order to enter the predominantly white mass culture blacks needed to fit the white agenda, 

to wear Fanon’s white mask. For Pecola the mask merges with her sense of self, she does not 

only abdicate herself again and again when imagining herself in a white person's place, in the 

end she abdicates the world, lost in her madness. Willis concludes that “Pecola’s dialectical 

antithesis is, then, Claudia who tears to shreds the white mask society wants her to wear” 

(175). Starr is instead two Starr’s, one with her white friends and one in her black 

community. With her white friends she describes how she both needs to watch every word 

she says to not appear as “the angry black girl” (Thomas 53) but also how she does not need 
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to make any effort to appear cool “at Williamson I don’t have to ‘play it cool’—I’m cool by 

default because I’m one of the only black kids there” (Thomas 17). Amongst whites Starr 

remarks that she is seen as cool without herself making any effort to appear so. In difference, 

in her black community she needs to earn her status “and that’s more difficult than buying 

retro Jordans on release day” (Thomas 53). Yet in her white dominated environment what 

Starr does and says does not matter as long as she does not raise her voice. If she remains 

quiet, taking up as little space as possible, she becomes a cool accessory to her white friends. 

Her best friend Hailey, who is a feminist, is quick to invite Starr when she tries to prove her 

feminist points, but unfollows Starr’s Tumblr when Starr starts to post information about 

racism (Thomas 59). It is an individualised form of political activism, where Hailey 

advocates for women’s rights but is uninterested in black struggle, her advocating ends up 

only benefitting white women like herself. Yet Starr is by Hailey’s side, functioning as the 

black alibi. But the minute Starr raises her voice massive conflicts spark between Hailey and 

Starr.

In Bluest there is no need for black alibis to legitimate a cause, or mass culture; since 

the white norm is not widely questioned, anti-racism is not saleable. Claudia runs her own 

lonely battle, which she in the end gives up on. For Starr and her black friends, questioning 

the white domination of mass culture is given; these teenagers do not name any white idols, 

they listen to black artists, long for Jordans and mocks Starr for attending a white school. Yet 

their expressions of blackness tend to stay within the visual discourse, becoming an act of 

appearance. Lost between Claudia and Starr is the critique of the capitalist system itself. The 

fact that Khalil ended up selling illegal drugs, not only to pay off his mother’s debt but also to

buy luxurious items for himself, is commented on in THUG, but not in the sense that mass 
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culture and capitalism are harmful for African-Americans. Instead, the critique is towards 

racism exclusively, which makes it harder for African-Americans to accumulate wealth 

enough for participating in consumer culture. Starr’s father explains his views to his daughter

Corporate America don’t bring jobs to our communities, and they damn sure ain’t 

quick to hire us. Then, shit, even if you do have a high school diploma, so many of the

schools in our neighborhoods don’t prepare us well enough. That’s why when your 

momma talked about sending you and your brothers to Williamson, I agreed. Our 

schools don’t get the resources to equip you like Williamson does. It’s easier to find 

some crack than it is to find a good school around here. (Thomas 110)

The father’s critique is not against Corporate America as a phenomenon, but against the 

racism it holds, which suggests that if racism was extinguished the system would be a good 

system. This is not the political agenda that the Panthers promoted, which is an organisation 

recurrently referenced in THUG. The critique against capitalism is left out, uncommented on, 

as if it did not exist. What makes this eradication of the anti-capitalist critique interesting is 

that it takes place in a novel that references the Panthers and includes other parts of their 

political agenda. THUG includes aspects of intersectional feminism (well portrayed in the 

conflict between Hailey and Starr), class-consciousness (the characters are presented as from 

a great variety of income-groups) and most obvious anti-racism. Yet, the critique against 

capitalism found in Bluest is not there in THUG.

It is easy to fall into a polarised argumentation about political ideals. However, this is 

an essay on identity and the individual's access to individuality. Is critique against capitalism 

even relevant in terms of identity? The characters in THUG have black role models, access to

black affirmative clothing and accessories, and they can choose to consume only black-
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produced popular culture. The mass culture of capitalism has been inclusive, or at least more 

so than for the characters in Bluest. Living in the shadows of popular culture, as the 

characters in Bluest do, staring into the white light of billboards and film screens literally 

drive these characters mad. They have to abdicate their blackness to be able to envision 

themselves as individuals fitting the scheme of mass culture’s white visual discourse. In a 

nation built on the economy generated from slavery, which in its turn was verbally 

legitimised by a discourse based on othering black people, the black individual has 

historically been placed further from individualism than the white person. Vásquez finds that 

“the commoditized black female body having served historically as unwilling gateway to 

American economic success” (71). If we are to deconstruct Vásquez’s statement, we will find

that the black female body has been commodified, made an object, a consumable object, 

which has also worked in favour of US capitalism. Far away from a consumable object is the 

individual, breathing and full of soul, the subject. 

Baudrillard discusses that what bounds “women” and “blacks” to being considered as 

mere bodies is not primarily that they have been discursively assigned to be ‘closer to nature’,

but that they have been bound to servitude within capitalist society (137). During the years of

feminist uprising, when women attended the labour market and gained consumer power, both

the woman and the body got emancipated, but not separately. The woman continued to be the

female body, Baudrillard concludes (137). He addresses that these oppressed groups that 

were kept in a state of servitude now “constitutes the most revolutionary potentiality - and, 

therefore, the most fundamental risk for any social order whatever” (137). Yet what happens 

is, according to Baudrillard, that “[w]omen are given Woman to consume, the young are 

given the Young and, in this formal and narcissistic emancipation, their real liberation is 
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successfully averted” (138). He does not state that blacks are given black to consume, but 

according to Susan Willis, that is what happened when Michael Jordan’s collaboration with 

Nike launched (177).

The commercialisation of emancipation is discussed by Mohanty too, and she states 

that capitalist or corporate models of citizenship craft loyalty to the nation in the 

image of capitalist market relations, folding the idea of democracy and freedom into 

the logic of the market. Ideas of the public good, collective service and responsibility, 

democratic rights, freedom, and justice are privatized and crafted into commodities to 

be exchanged via the market (184)

Without labelling her theory in the exact same words, Mohanty describes what I find 

comparable to Thomas Fick’s commercialised transcendent. Mohanty and Fick both find that 

we fit ideas in the logics of the market, regardless whether the idea is democracy or 

individualism. To reach our ideas, utopians, political change or personal emancipation, 

consumerism appears to be the method. Susan Willis calls her essay on African-Americans 

role in mass culture “I Shop Therefore I Am” after the famous piece of photo-art with the 

same name, made by Barbara Kruger. The inverted form of the statement is not as catchy. 

Expressed in negations it would be something like I Cannot Shop and Therefore Cannot Be. 

My suggestion is that the negated version of Kruger’s statement might be less of a problem 

for someone whose appearance is of the kind that usually is ascribed subject status in the 

logics of the visual discourse. Dick and Jane do not go shopping to prove that ‘I am’, they are

already the subjects of their story, but for Pecola to resemble someone who is a subject in a 

story, she needs to shop for Mary Janes and blue eyes. For Starr and her friends, who are all 

born post the civil rights movements peak in the 60s and 70s they are what Baudrillard refers 
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to as emancipated as women/blacks, but only in a semantic sense, since the commodified 

body still defines the person. In addition, in the quest to consume oneself into subject status, 

the commodified black female body continues to function as a gateway for US capitalism. 

Starr notices that “White people assume all black people are experts on trends and shit” 

(Thomas 181). Yet she buys her Jordans and matches them with her backpack in order to 

positioner herself socially at school.

It is now time to return to the initial question of this chapter of the essay, which is 

why the heroes of our time are entrepreneurs and gentrifiers? The simple answer is that 

within mass culture, there is no room for anti-capitalist heroes since that kind of hero would 

be a threat to the culture itself. Yet, entrepreneurs and gentrifiers actually build bridges 

between what just ‘is’ and what is saleable. In this narrative of commercialisation Starr’s 

father too can be found. In a parallel story about his life, that evolves in the background of the

main story about Starr’s life. The reader is told about Starr’s father Maverick and how he was

the son of a successful drug dealer, someone who earned loads of money. But as it turned out 

he got arrested and Maverick, who was born into his father’s gang, spent jail time with his 

own father. When released Maverick worked his way to financial success (read middle class 

life) by entrepreneurship, he started his own, legal, business. In THUG this business is both 

described as “tiny” (Thomas 33) but also as a place people feel proud when shopping at 

(Thomas 269). Small-scale, local and with an emphasis on employing young people from the 

area, the story about Maverick's business is a familiar tale of social entrepreneurship. Starr’s 

mother also finds pride within the American work ethics, she is a nurse and later she earns the

position as Paediatrics Nursing Manager (Thomas 170). The one character we learn to know 

as someone taking pride in her wage labour in Bluest is Pauline, who neglects her own family
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in order to become the ideal servant of a white family (Morrison 125). Yet, the role Pauline 

has in Bluest does not resemble the roles that Starr’s parents take in THUG. Pauline’s story is 

a sad tale about growing urbanism, about how the American Dream never worked for her, 

how hard labour only scattered her family, both geographically and emotionally (Kuenz 424).

Both Bluest and THUG constantly relate to and discuss mass culture and the 

American dream, even if the concepts are not literally outspoken. In doing so, Morrison 

paints the picture of a harmful system whilst Thomas’ novel rather is in line with the 

American Dream metanarrative. This apparent contradiction between the two novels 

demands rearticulation of Ramírez’s statement that the “adolescent's fragile identity 

embodies, better than any other, the terrible ordeal that the marginal self has to cope with to 

become a true human being outside the Western discourse” (75). Inside or outside Western 

discourse, all adolescents in both novels struggle to find identities that incorporate their 

black/female/young bodies yet do not reduce them to only those bodies. That is, they struggle

to become what Ramírez calls “true human beings”, or in Said’s terminology Selfs.
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Conclusion

In this essay two novels which both have worked as political art within the black civil rights 

movement have been presented and analysed. Analysing Bluest and THUG, comparing them 

and how they relate to aspects of the struggle gives valuable insight into what ideological 

routes the movement takes. Yet, first and foremost this is an analysis on how consumerism 

functions in the strive to become an acknowledged subject, a Self. The importance of 

becoming this subject, Self, can only be understood when considering what the characters 

give up in pursuit for it. It is as if Maslow's hierarchy of needs is inverted, first comes self-

fulfilment, later comes safety, food and shelter.  The poorest characters in THUG, Khalil, 

DeVante, Kenya all dress in expensive brands, re-affirming that they are not those who 

cannot afford luxuries. Without any real education or qualified work being available for 

them, they engage in illegal activity to earn money fast. The money is then immediately spent

on identity-relevant domains such as clothing, shoes and cars. The shopping affirms the 

shoppers that they are on track with the American work ethics, as bell hooks calls it, or the 

American Dream. In addition, black people (all genders) as well as white women (and many 

other groups who have been/are made Other) need to be experts on trends and shit, as Starr 

puts it, because they are always first and foremost their bodies in the visual discourse of mass

culture. 

Working hard should result in a version of Self which communicates group affiliation 

and individuality to other people in consumer society. In a nation in which numerous 

inhabitants are withdrawn from participating in elections, due to former convictions or lack of

citizenship, political statements take other outlets. Mohanty points towards that markets are 
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the real governors and that citizenship has become a privatised matter. Starr buys her Jordans 

and affirms both the black power-movement and her own identity as part of that movement. 

When her white boyfriend makes the same consumer choice he is seen as a ‘wigga’ by her 

friend. There are no black affirming consumer choices in Bluest and the struggle ‘Black is 

Beautiful’ is in its early stage when Morrison writes the novel, although not present in the 

novels setting. The Black is Beautiful campaign came in company with a strong anti-

capitalism movement. Yet, how can black be beautiful without having its imagery 

commodified, when mass culture is the definer of beauty? In a manner of mimicry, blacks 

were and are presented in commercialised images, ads on billboards, in Hollywood-

productions, on t-shirt prints and not least within the music industry. Yet it is still white 

culture and white boardrooms that decide over the markets. White’s still have a larger 

purchase power and can consume the black replicas that are supposed to represent African-

American culture.

What is lost between Bluest and THUG is the critique against capitalism as a system. 

When Morrison’s novel turns its back towards the American Dream Thomas’ novel greets it 

reluctantly, welcoming it on the premises that it is stripped of its racism. The question left to 

answer is if a system once grown from race-divided slavery can be stripped of its racism? I 

am not suggesting how any black or anti-racist struggle should be organised, which I feel the 

need to stress. My intent is to show that the gains have come with a price. Black is Beautiful 

succeeded in the sense that black bodies can be seen in commercialised imagery, as beautiful.

It can be cool and trendy to be black and a consumer can buy a product which affirms 

blackness. Yet, black people in the US are still the poorest ethnic group, furthest from being 

able to buy the products which gains profit from their commodified images. Mass culture, as 
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it functions in Bluest, leaves all females to strive for the looks of white women. In addition, 

women are first and foremost judged by their looks in patriarchal society, and appear as 

products within mass culture. A beautiful woman can be bought, or, at least her image, which

is fully incorporated with her. The saying goes that ‘sex sells’ but feminists know that it is the

naked woman who sells, the female body (if it is in accordance with the ideals of its time) 

sells. Morrison deconstructs beauty, both when showing Claudia’s disinterest in it and how 

Pecola is driven mad by desire for it. In the end it is a question of being a desirable person, 

someone seen, preferably by the gaze of a camera.

Yet, when the camera turns its lens towards Garden Heights only the worst parts are 

shown. In the grander narrative Garden Heights needs to function as a cautionary tale 

contrasting the American Dream. Chaos, loitering and drugs are what happens when people 

do not work, is the media narrative. This narrative is to be understood in terms of race, even 

if that is not outspoken. Dick and Jane teaches Claudia and her friends that the white middle 

class is so normal that it is just the natural backdrop to all their reading exercises. The media 

broadcasts about Garden Heights tell everyone who has not visited the place what kind of 

place it is, which is a highly abnormal place. The images of Garden Heights reinscribe the 

colonial logic that demands white people to civilise black and brown people, the result being 

that tanks are driving around in the streets of the Garden. Whilst Lorain is left unattended, 

forgotten and completely in the shadows of mass culture, Garden Heights appear, but not as it

is, instead in a mass culture version. The images of violence, disruption and chaos is used to 

dehumanise the people living in the Garden, deeming them as primitive and probably 

responsible for being shot by police. Portrayed as so far from the white, middle class, subject,

Self, the black underclass is understood as quite not as human.
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How can black youth build an identity if mass culture tells a tale of your skin as either

the skin of a completely commercialised blackness, deprived of its cultural integrity, or a 

rioting, dehumanised creature that if killed won't get justice, the shooter, if white, is rather 

seen as a hero? To have any chance to build a coherent identity people need to recognise you 

as somewhat the same person as you recognise yourself as. The self-sameness needs to 

continue over time, and identity is both invented and ascribed. Both the novels I have 

analysed indicate that it is a difficult equation to be black and achieve any kind of correlation 

between the self-assigned identity and the identity mass culture offers to ascribe to you. A 

white person with a ragged appearance can be perceived as a hippie, an environmentalist, an 

eccentric person, an artist. Black is always first perceived as poor, a black person with a 

ragged appearance confirms poverty, a black person with luxuries is seen as most likely a 

thief or drug-dealer. Nothing except Khalil’s appearance indicated that he sold drugs, he had 

never been sentenced, yet drug-dealer was the title ascribed to him after his death. Ultimately,

in a visual culture our appearance is the key aspect of how others perceive us. The skin we 

are in cannot be traded away, yet it can be covered in so much expensive attributes that it 

should be proven that we are worthy Americans, hard-working, skilful in consumer choices 

and in full bloom in our commercialised Selfs.
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