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 Moreover, according to English, Walker demonstrates that there is a unique—if 

perverse—appreciation of free will and independence that she is eliciting through her 

praxes of binding content to form in the panoramic tableaux.   

 So unmoored, the vignettes enjoy a kind of freedom to find their own means  
 of contextualization.  These we supply in electing to make use of Walker’s 
 handiwork, which in itself means no more or less than what it becomes in  
 our varied (and one hopes, varying) arguments about its utility.  (132) 
 
The viewer’s power lies in the fact that “we may supply these scenes with their terms  

of use, instead of having them supplied for us”(132).  Furthermore, English explains, 

 …it should be clear that Walker’s art is unrestrainedly, even aggressively,  
 engaged with the fantastic.  The notion that her work is sourced in an  
 ‘inner plantation’ most clearly states it is internally motivated, justified  
 by and devoted to a purely ideational and philosophical end, albeit one  
 with real implications for a sizable proportion of its viewers.  (135) 
 
 A notion that Walker’s art is self-serving draws its most forceful opposition.  But 

a counterview suggests that she is only the messenger, and therefore a convenient target 

for some misdirected anger and frustration by her critics.  Their angst is rooted in the 

same systemic racism that Walker has been, and may in some regards still be, subject to. 

“Some critics have described her art as more about the artist’s psychology than about 

her ideology. Walker, wrapping her arms together for emphasis, says the personal and 

political ‘come together in points of profundity, excitement, catharsis’” (Belcove 4).  

 
Figure 58: Photo-Portrait of the Artist Kara Walker in Front of Her Art
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CHAPTER FIVE 

PEDAGOGY OF THE PROFILE:  SPEAKING RACE, TEACHING SILHOUETTE 

 

Black and White and Seeing Red 

 

Figure 59: Kara Walker, A Work on Progress, 1998 
 

In the 1920’s, when W.E.B. DuBois wrote in The Souls of Black Folk that “The 

problem of the twentieth century is the problem of the color line,” one wonders: did he 

foresee this problem persisting into the twenty-first?  Perhaps not, but based upon recent 

events, attempts by liberals and other well-meaning Americans to minimize or to sweep 

the issue of race under the colloquial carpet are becoming less and less successful. The 

futility of a post-race rhetorical paradigm is ever more apparent, as conveyed in the 

recent New York Times editorial, “Whose Country Is It?” by Op-Ed columnist Charles M. 

Blow.  There, Blow highlights the increase in racial intolerance in the new millennium.  

Observing particularly the pandemonium surrounding the March 2010 passage of the 

President’s controversial Healthcare Reform Bill, Blow alludes to prior speculation by 

mainly Republican pundits that the bill was virtually dead-on-arrival in Congress and 

that the watershed event would deal a paralyzing “blow” to Obama’s administration.  
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 Instead, to the surprise of many, and to the dismay of others, the bill prevailed, 

and a wave of dissent swept the nation, prompting Blow to observe in chiding tones: 

 The far-right extremists have gone into conniptions.  The bullying, threats,  
 and acts of violence following the passage of health care reform have been 
 shocking, but they’re only the most recent manifestations of an increasing  
 sense of desperation.  It’s an extension of a now-familiar theme: some version  
 of “take our country back.” The problem is that the country romanticized by  
 the far right hasn’t existed for some time, and its ability to deny that fact  
 grows more dim every day.  President Obama and what he represents has  
 jolted extremists into the present and forced them to confront the future.  
 And it scares them…. It’s enough to make a good old boy go crazy. 
 (http://www.nytimes.com/2010/03/27/opinion/27blow.html?emc=eta1) 
 
And thank God for 2010, because even on a bad day, such as the day the Healthcare Bill 

passed, Blow can joke about a “good old boy” on the pages of The Times with at least a 

reasonable expectation of safety.  That has not always been the case for a black man in 

America; and that time may in fact be passing over, if recent events are any indication.  

All jokes aside, the racial undercurrent in the country is increasingly toxic and volatile.  

 

Figure 60: Barry Blitt Drawing,   
                   nyt.com, March 27, 2010 
 

“…the laughs,” Frank Rich writes, 

“evaporated soon enough. There’s 

nothing entertaining about watching 

goons hurl venomous slurs at 

congressmen like the civil rights hero 

John Lewis and the openly gay Barney 

Frank. And as the week dragged on, and 

reports of death threats and vandalism 

stretched from Arizona to Kansas to 

upstate New York, the F.B.I. and the 

local police had to get into the act to 

protect members of Congress and their 

families.”  (“Rage”)
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 In a sense, then, given the present cultural climate, examining the rhetoric of race 

is a timely endeavor that has never been more of an urgent cause than now, when the 

issue of race is both front and center in American politics, yet remains persistently veiled 

in public discourse.  Much is at stake given the social, political, and economic gains that 

have been made in the nation, and the risks of allowing race relations to regress, rather 

than advance.  A long-running economic crisis bordering on a Depression has produced 

a financial environment stymied by unemployment, a thwarted housing market, 

tightened access to credit, and businesses and families that have been physically and 

emotionally displaced.  As typical, distrust has peaked under such tenuous conditions.   

 That the President has become a central locus for the pent-up frustrations of his 

policy and party detractors, as well as some social and racial malcontents, does little to 

encourage open dialogue between a divided electorate.  The GOP has opposed Obama 

at nearly every turn, even going so far as to back-peddle on its own policies in its 

principled position of undermining his agenda.  Having earned the reputation of being 

“The Party of No,” the Republicans have used threats of the November 2010 elections to 

instill fear and disunity among Democrats, to some success. Not particularly known for 

strength of conviction, Democrats have felt the pressure of GOP opposition, and some 

factions have begun buckling, while the Republican wing has held firm and unrelenting.  

A jobs bill and education reform are also now pending legislation and enactment, and 

charges of racism on both sides have begun to surface.  Republicans claim that Obama is 

intent upon a “redistribution of wealth” because of his commitment to healthcare access 

and the funding of public and charter schools—legislation that they believe would 

disproportionately benefit blacks who have been most affected by poor school systems 

and rising unemployment.  On the other hand, the Congressional Black Caucus has 

expressed dissatisfaction that the process is moving too slowly and is not well focused.   
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All Hands on Deck  

 As a nation, we continue to be haunted by our history—one which is very proud 

and admirable in many respects (that we are a nation of immigrants who have produced 

the largest democracy in the world, among others)—but one which is shameful and 

repellant in others (that slavery was at one point the primary industry for the South, and 

that its legacy continues to loom large). While we are all Americans, there remain 

divisions based upon skin color, ethnicity, economic class, and other factors.  In these 

regards, we seem to never get past our past.  Most telling and troubling of all the issues 

associated with race today is the seeming stagnancy of the circumstances: the subjection 

of blacks to negative racial classification, and the persistent denial by whites of any 

racial identity, and a priori lack of accountability.  It seems the more things change… 

 From perhaps the most cynical perspective, it can be claimed that those who 

hope to make all of the people happy, all of the time, are fairly doomed to make none of 

the people happy, none of the time.  President Obama has continually expressed a desire 

for bipartisanship, even in the face of staunch GOP rebuff and rejection.  Republicans, on 

the other hand, claim that Obama has deliberately left them out of the decision-making 

process, and that they will therefore continue to oppose him every step of the way.  As 

the preeminent potential race spokesman in the country, the President appears to be 

taking the moral high ground by avoiding any entanglement in racial discourse.  He 

insists that he is not the “President of Black America,” but that he is the President of the 

United States of America. The problem, however, is that there is simply not much  

unity to be found.  What then can the manirhetorical silhouette contribute to an agenda  

in which President Obama’s plan for the country is to have “a rising tide lift all boats”?    

How can silhouette, which has historically been used to build dams, now be employed 

to build bridges and get these boats from being landlocked and into the water?   
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 Rhetoric(s) to the Rescue? 

 Writing about the popular 2005 film, Crash, in the journal College English, Joyce 

Irene Middleton responds to the director Paul Haggis’ goal to initiate serious dialogue 

on race.  In contextualizing the film’s value for educators, Middleton credits Toni 

Morrison with having begun a similar conversation years earlier by providing a 

rhetorical template for whiteness scholars with the publication of Playing in the Dark  

in 1990.  Middleton refers to the sometime difficulty of getting university students to 

participate in race-talk, and quotes film critic Gwendolyn Audrey Foster, who writes,  

Invoke the word race and you invoke, for most listeners, images of the  
‘nonwhite other.’  In my daily life as a ‘white’ professor, I teach  
predominately ‘white’ students.  Confronted with topics about race,  
most of my students opt out of the discussion, as if they have no race, no 

 ethnicity, and no investment in the stakes of race as social discourse….  (329) 
 

Having helped to produce a film that is not just a pop culture vehicle (pun intended) but 

also a study in racial profiling—Haggis, in cinema, joins countless others in academia 

and politics who are taking part in difficult and uncomfortable conversations about race.   

 For example, at the 2000 Northeastern Modern Language Association (NEMLA) 

Conference, a group of scholars convened in a roundtable discussion on the emerging 

field of Whiteness Studies.  Avy Trager, one of the participants, had this to say: 

 Whiteness Studies can also give us a way of controlling through knowledge, 
 allowing us to become self-anointed arbiters of equality, providing a measurable 
 discourse with which we judge others and with which we can protect ourselves.  
 I know that I have anxiously participated in sincere considerations of whether 
 one should say “African-American” or “black,” or “Native-American” versus 
 “American-Indian,” as if the mastery of these terms offered a mastery of one’s 
 cultural world. As a white woman, I know these terms have not altered my 
 position. Rather, they have granted me an easier whiteness.    (136) 
 
As Trager, points out—and as Flannery O’Connor shows in her fiction—with the use of 

terms like “nigger” and “white trash”—semantics do matter when it comes to racial 

discourse.  And it is not just filmmakers or those connected to Whiteness Studies 

programs that stand to gain from such analysis of race-as-social-discourse.   
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 “Identity”—and the social, cultural, and political capital it accrues—has proven 

to be as valuable a commodity not only within political institutions, and within 

educational settings, but in society at large.  “Identity” permeates nearly every aspect of 

life—in that it shapes and molds experience.  It entails race, gender, culture, social class, 

ethnic and religious affiliation, economic status, educational attainment, profession,  

and sundry other variables.  A large part of the educational mission—even, perhaps 

especially, when it is not articulated as such—is taken up with the formation of identity 

as preparation for work, professionalism, civic responsibility, and domestic and family 

life.  Yet, relatively little academic curricula address issues of individual character and 

personality.  Theme-based learning, however, can be put to that use.  And race rhetoric 

is one such unspoken theme.   As just one instance of this, the phenomenon of whiteness, 

as generic identity, as trope of power and dominance, as racialized otherness, is a subject 

worthy and demanding of not just a conversation, but of careful and meticulous study.  

 Such investigations have particular application in various Across-the-University 

programs and other inter- and transdisciplinary curricula.   More and more, such 

thematic approaches to teaching and learning are permeating classrooms.  In “American 

Origins of the Writing-across-the-Curriculum Movement,” David R. Russell situates 

WAC within a context of the “multiversity”—a variation upon the original unified 

design of the academy, pre-ethnicity, pre-culture, and pre-academic units.  Given the 

large numbers of European immigrants arriving in America during the 1700’s and 

1800’s, there was no absence of ethnic or cultural plurality in academia.  Because of this 

pluralism, and in pursuit of “a more perfect union,” early university instruction 

functioned to constrain cultural differences, and to mainstream students into American-

ness—more particularly into whiteness—orienting across national allegiances, and later 

structured academic disciplines, into systems of academic caste, and into racial privilege. 
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 Integration of public schools following the landmark case of Brown versus the 

Board of Education of Topeka, Kansas in 1954—and the Civil Rights Movement of the 

late 1950’s and early 1960’s—sought to address aspirations of assimilation and 

adaptation, but led instead to deep divisions in the academy.  Standardized and IQ 

testing were used to norm and separate students according to perceived capabilities, 

leading to academic “tracking”—often to the detriment of minority students who lacked 

basic preparation, and who needed remediation in order to compete fairly in the system. 

Affirmative Action offered some redress for that lack.  The last quarter of the 20th 

century saw education reform and a return to a more holistic and foundational approach 

to learning.  Yet, even with education reform, broaching the topos of race has not been 

prioritized in academic settings, and has been shunned in mainstream political arenas  

in which funding and districting decisions about public educations are often made. 

  Theorists such as Paulo Freire and Edward Said have discussed alternative 

approaches to learning from “Other” perspectives—contrasting the educational 

opportunities of those outside “dominant” discourse with that of those secured within 

it—for purposes of sensitizing members of prevailing groups, and to empower “others.”  

In higher education, the “multiversity”—which is gaining popularity abroad in 

countries like India and the UK, offers students a variety of courses, covering a wide 

range of fields that are not strictly bound to rigid disciplinary units.  Likewise, Victor 

Villanueva has referenced the deferred possibilities for a “megaversity.”  And Diana 

George recommends developing “multiliteracies” as an antidote to academic 

homogeneity and staid teaching praxes.   Race scholar Middleton is exemplary of this 

broad-based approach to pedagogy in her capacity as an Associate Professor of English 

at East Carolina University whose research includes the History of Rhetoric, Cultural 

Studies, Film, Feminism, and African American Literature. 
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 The silhouette can be an effective trope for examining rhetorical mechanisms  

of identity studies, such as whiteness.  At the 2000 NEMLA Conference, Trager added, 

Whiteness is usefully inexpressible. It does not easily yield to a comfortable 
terminology or offer us the promise of expertise. It resists being known,  
volunteering only indefinite form. This nebulousness is what I believe makes 
whiteness a valuable area to study.  The pursuit of whiteness is, and must 
remain, unformulated. We benefit from its insistence on process. The danger of 
our work is that it can give us the sense that we know what whiteness is, that  
we’ve located its absolute source and its character.  Whiteness Studies can  
give us a way of constructing a narrative that offers a sense of closure.  (135) 

 
Trager is seconded in her premise that whiteness is an arbitrary signifier worthy of 

academic examination.  In “The Dominant Ethnic Moment,” Eric Kaufmann, Reader in 

Politics and Sociology at the Birkbeck College of the University of London, writes, “If 

white Americans could only understand that they are wearing the Emperor’s New 

Clothes, they would wake up from their hegemonic stupor.  Notice that the White 

Studies argument turns on the notion that whiteness is a free-floating text.  If only things 

were so simple” (Kaufmann 237).   But things are never simple when it comes to race. 

 In “White Means Never Having to Say You’re Ethnic,” Pamela Perry explains 

“the perniciousness of whiteness as it hides in literature, art and popular culture…work 

and educational institutional structures… pedagogy…the law and property rights…the 

values and identities of whites in the historical past…and the historical present” (60).  By 

her account, “…whiteness scholarship cannot be reduced to any small set of theoretical 

currents, but it may be safe to say that it has been preeminently concerned with 

exposing the ways white domination is sustained and reproduced in invisible ways  

(59).  Whiteness as a default is both essentialist and essentializing.  It is a paradigm that 

obscures the cultural and ethnic differences of whites, while it shines a blinding and 

indicting light upon that same category of characteristics in others.  It assumes a fixed 

stability where none exists, and uses that position as a source of privilege and impunity.  

Such willful lack of self-reflection has resulted in hegemonic practice, in systemic racism. 
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 Perry echoes Morrison’s views on whiteness when she refers to the subliminal 

aspects of whiteness and norming. Whiteness scholar Ashley Doane adds to this caution:  

… examination of popular discourse uncovers both a sobering reality and a 
challenge for progressive and antiracist sociologists.  While academics and  
other intellectuals have developed increasingly nuanced understandings of 
racism, it appears that academic discourse is relatively marginal to the popular 
understanding of racial issues. Recasting what constitutes racism has become  
a powerful weapon in the arsenal of those who oppose the movement toward 
racial justice and who are willing to accept (and benefit from) the status quo.  
At the same time, the persistence of a “structural racism” counterideology…. 
Suggests that academic work can have an influence. If this evolution of racial 
discourse is to be challenged, then antiracist academics must challenge color-
blind racial ideology not only in the classroom, but also in community forums 
and in the popular media. Without such challenges, the ideological under-
pinnings of American racism will become stronger and the struggle for racial 
justice will become immeasurably more difficult.  (271) 
 

According to Trager, those who enjoy the privilege of whiteness must concede its costs:  

The question becomes, then, how do we disclose whiteness, how do we  
explain what it is while keeping the subject open, unsettling and unsettled.  
In other words, my goal is not to resolve the uncertainty of whiteness, but  
to encourage the perpetual disruption of our apparent resolutions.  Whiteness  
is, after all, not only what we say it is, whiteness is also the need to say what 
whiteness is.  (136) 
 

Manirhetorics of Silhouette 
 

 As university demographics continue to evolve as a result of the various 

dynamics of politics, a weak economy, and technological developments—even the 

international events of war and terrorism are affecting academics—universities must 

respond to the needs and demands of their various constituencies. Innovations in 

“distance” and online offerings signal the university’s adaptability to change. More 

pointedly for this study, however, insight into the effects of multicultural instruction 

and communication issues must be considered for their potentially far-reaching 

implications upon university curricula.  Such teaching methodologies can be applicable 

throughout the academy—particularly as immigration continues apace, and as cultural 

and ethnic diversities come to be recognized as the rule, rather than the exceptions.   
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 Theme-based teaching and learning can facilitate “identity” studies in 

multicultural and diverse academic settings—the new “norm.”  Such strategies are being 

embraced in widespread programs focused on Writing-across-the-Curriculum (featuring 

incorporation of writing-intensive courses and other mechanisms for learning-to-write); 

Communication-across-the-Curriculum (building on the use of technologies to develop 

communications literacies); and Writing-in-the-Disciplines (incorporating writing 

objectives and other writing-to-learn activities into traditionally content-only courses).   

 The manirhetorical trope of silhouette would serve especially well in the open-

concept “multiversity-learning” model of instruction, in that it is not limited to any 

particular discipline or genre.  By crossing boundaries of race, class, and ethnicity,  

the trope of the silhouette can be valuable for addressing issues of liminality and 

juxtaposition.  It can be used to counter rhetorical devices—like, ironically, the 

silhouette— that have functioned to profile others—to inculcate and reinscribe racial 

and ethnic values and identities.  The medium is also a means for examining how and 

when rhetorics suppress cultural specificity—how and when group norming occurs— 

as well as when it uses such cultural markers as straitjackets for conscripting identities.   

 Manirhetorics stand at the forefront of dialectic—the type of conundrum Georg 

Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel has characterized as the process of melding the seemingly 

apparent contradictions of thesis and antithesis into a “higher truth” which he called 

“synthesis.”  Achieving synthesis in the academy can ameliorate challenges surrounding 

identity, and the arts of rhetorics can serve these purposes.  The author/artist’s role in 

the production of silhouette can embody such a synthesis in art—although not without 

much debate.  Moreover, this debate is deeply rooted, and as ancient as Aristotle—

whose theory of “poetic correctness” invokes the author’s aesthetics, and possibly other 

motivations (such as character), as variables for receiving and interpreting the work.   
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Arts of Manirhetorics 

In his Poetics, Aristotle suggests that the “means” of art—which can refer to at 

least three of the five canons of rhetoric—its invention, its arrangement, and its style—

may be justified by the “end” of art, which can refer to the other two canons—its style as 

well as its delivery—so long as the standard of “art” is attained.  Throughout the Poetics, 

Aristotle sets a high bar for this standard, and his use of fairly mechanical terms such as 

“means” and “ends” to refer to art might seem to suggest a factory assembly line.  Yet, 

he is a thinker of a far subtler imagination.  In his Nichomachean Ethics, Aristotle further 

refines his discussion of means and ends by referring to arête’, a search for truth, virtue, 

and excellence.  He acknowledges that this search is necessarily one of relativity, “a kind 

of moderation,” and that it is therefore important to weigh the various elements that 

make up a work of art.  The artist, Aristotle suggests, is principal in this system of 

weights and measures.  Tediousness and buffoonery are two of the poles of extremity 

Aristotle warns the artist against, while wit would represent the mean—the excellent.  

 Aristotle is also central to an understanding of the manirhetorics of silhouette, 

which can be used to create, embody, as well as to critique artistic representations of 

culture and ethnicity.  His works with physiognomy and taxonomy are instructive in 

identifying some of the roots of racial and ethnic profiling, and the “poetry” used to 

convey them.  Aristotle is taken up in his philosophical debate on the author/artist’s role 

by literary critics such as Roland Barthes—whose essay “Death of the Author” in Image, 

Music, Text—seeks to clearly sound the death knell for contemporary artists.  In positing 

the text as alienated from its message—as alienated, in fact, from all messages—he 

attempts to free the author from entanglement with the work, fairly immunizing him  

or her from either praise or blame. Likewise, his dismissal of the author also immunizes 

the work from any real social or political accountability, or potential impact.    
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In suggesting that writing is “the destruction of every voice, of every point of 

origin” Barthes situates art in the nether regions, beyond critical accessibility (142).  

Rather, he purports, it is language itself which is evaluable, translatable through signs 

and symbols—many of which, by his own account, are vague and ambiguous.  Still, 

Barthes insists, it is the raw substance and materials of the work which merit our 

attention, not the esoterica of meaning, and certainly not the maker.  Barthes’s theory 

signals the literal denouement of art.  He writes, “we know that to give writing its future, 

it is necessary to overthrow the myth [the author]: the birth of the reader must be at the 

cost of the death of the author” (148).  And while “other” philosophers, such as W.E.B. 

DuBois and Alain Locke, have urged artists to politicize their arts, in her Collected Letters, 

Flannery O’Connor expresses similar caveats to Barthes’ on the author’s minimized role.  

It is also significant that while O’Connor’s art evokes politics in its search for truth and 

meaning, she defers to group, rather than individual, identity to explain its making. 

Aristotle’s major contribution in understanding rhetoric, according to James 

Murphy in “The Metarhetoric of Aristotle, with Some Examples from His On Memory 

and Recollection,” is his “holistic” approach, encompassing the wide array of variables 

that impact communications.  Among these, he includes the three components of 

persuasion: pathos/ethos/and logos, as well as the five canons of rhetoric: invention, 

arrangement, style, memorization, and delivery.  In addition to these elements of 

rhetoric, Murphy highlights Aristotle’s attention to phronesis, which he calls a “practical 

wisdom.”  The topoi—the commonplaces—are examples of this practical approach to 

rhetoric in that they allow rhetors to represent knowledge in symbols and images which 

are appropriate and easily accessible to specific audiences (219).  Silhouette is a trope 

which meets those requirements for “common knowledge” and “common sense.”  At 

the same time, it affords the production of new and unfamiliar ways of thinking.  
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Teaching Race, Speaking Silhouette 

At the same time, race is a topos that is aptly accommodated through the 

manirhetorical trope of the silhouette.  This is true even though sometimes, as Barthes  

has written, “…It is not answering which is difficult, it is questioning” (Critical 203).  

And the reluctance to address racial issues well illustrates this point.  Edward Tufte,  

of graphic arts fame, has said that the task of art is to “express the inexpressible.” In so 

remarking, he echoes the sentiments of artists who, in turn, use the silhouette to “speak 

the unspeakable” (Morrison, “Unspeakable” 3); “see the unspeakable” (Shaw 36); and 

practice “distortion, not abstraction” (O’Connor, Habit 115). These juxtapositions of  

de-familiarizing the familiar, of re-visioning, or re-contextualizing, both signify and 

articulate a new way of entering into and understanding the discourse on race.    

The quality of being “unspeakable” appears to defy description, visualization, and 

articulation. Yet, that is what the manirhetorics of silhouette have the potential to do. 

In this study, “the unspeakable” refers to the horrors of chattel slavery in 

America and its racial—and too often racist—aftermath. Demonstrating that the varied 

configurations of the manirhetorical trope of the silhouette—the literary, visual, even oral 

aspects—are well suited to speak to the racial quagmire in this country encapsulates 

such analysis of racial and cultural rhetorics.  Manirhetorics of silhouette is a viable tool 

and method for conducting this academic inquiry on race because of its complexity and 

inherent copiousness—another homage to Aristotle.  Its layered richness offers a depth 

and breadth of understanding which the field of race rhetoric encompasses and calls 

forth.  Utilizing manirhetorical analysis as a methodology for informing the work of 

selected artists provides entrée into racial dialogue, as the artists in this study have  

done in their own inimitable ways. There can be artistry in the most commonplaces of 

language, and many routes can be taken in the analysis of rhetoric. 
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Yet, a manirhetorical approach can be most effective in advancing the premise  

that the artist/rhetor’s self-reflexivity in relation to his craft can immensely—though  

not completely—inform the work.  Further, drawing upon manirhetorical analysis to 

illuminate the trope of the silhouette can solidify (and to some extent continue the re-

appropriation of) its standing in the commonplace—however reluctant—of racial 

discourse.  The manifold schema of the silhouette or cutout is a model metaphor for  

race relations, with their inherent boundaries of interiority and externality, darkness  

and lightness, back and foregrounding, profiling and outlining.  Each of these artistic 

principles and maneuvers applies proportionately to the interactions between races, 

cultures, and ethnicities—even classes.  Viewing the trope of the silhouette as one with 

manifold applications, operating on multiple levels, and able to accomplish various 

rhetorical goals—as one that is in fact already meta-rhetorical, already a commentary  

on commentary—can provide ample research and publication opportunities based on 

readings and interpretations—a testament to its suitability for broaching race-talk.     

There may, in fact, be no better analogy for confronting the lingering vestiges of 

American slavery than the manirhetorical silhouette.  In exploring the works of Flannery 

O’Connor and Kara Walker through letters, interviews, essays, public talks, and the like, 

a narrative of race and race rhetoric has been developed which, though palatable, will 

undoubtedly leave a bit of an aftertaste in the mouths of readers.  The “racial profiles” 

these artists have produced through their fiction and cutout panoramas have made, and 

continue to make, indelible marks in American arts, judging from their numerous prizes 

and accolades, including Guggenheim, Kenyon, and MacArthur awards.  So there is 

definitely extensive interest in the themes they explore.  Notwithstanding its turn 

through the shady corridors of racial discrimination (a la Lavater), the form is rooted in 

folk culture and therefore carries the imprimatur of a commonsense commonplace.   
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In contemplating ways to bring the rhetorics of the silhouette into the classroom, 

there are numerous possibilities.  Presently, the form has no real presence in academic 

curricula, in spite its pervasiveness in society at large.  As a rhetorical medium, or 

container, the silhouette pertains not only to paper cutouts and profile portraits, but also 

to caricature, literary parody, satire, irony, and drama.  Yet heretofore, transdisciplinary 

venues have not been made available to afford the synthesis of these varied components.  

Adding the component of race further complicates the equation.  Specifically, the field of 

race rhetoric is not widely recognized as such.  There are at present courses in Black 

History, Black Literature, Black Psychology, and the like.  But here again, the rhetorics of 

race cross any and all of those disciplinary borders.  Moreover, titling a course “Black 

this” or “Black that” is a misnomer for the content such a course requires.  The concept 

and substance of race pertains not just to blackness and whiteness, and not just to Black 

or White Studies.  Race is a far bigger animal than such conscriptions can accommodate. 

And even getting beyond the rather logistical uncertainties about where to house 

such a course and what to name it, there is cause for rather grave concerns about the 

audience for it, and its placement and “hierarchy” in academic programs.  As Trager and 

others have noted, the subject of race is not a popular one in university classrooms, no 

matter the make-up of the student body—whether at the HBCU (historically Black 

college or university) or the PDI “predominantly dominant—or white—institution”).  

The subject and substance of race make many—if not most—Americans, and not just 

students, uncomfortable.  Because race is not front and center in public policy matters or 

public discussions, and because many students have grown up in a “racially tolerant” or 

post-race culture, they feel that race, if it ever was a problem, has been solved, and that 

talking only makes matters worse.  Consequently, the underlying assumption is most 

often that race is an issue best left unspoken—even if it is not out of sight or mind. 
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Particularly in undergraduate programs, students are more inclined to favor 

subjects and courses which they feel are practical and goal-directed.  Most General 

Studies courses, they believe, are not.  So there is an almost immediate resistance to 

tackling such philosophical, even metaphysical, concepts as race. Therefore if race is 

featured prominently in the title or course description—unless it is a required course,  

a condition which may cause its own backlash—it is doubtful as to whether students 

would even register for it.  And if the course is not billed as being directly about race, 

students are likely to later feel ambushed, and shy away from dealing with it head-on. 

 A potential course would, like Walker’s work, incorporate some of the familiar 

tropes and images of racial discourse—such as burning crosses, and use of the n-word, 

to serve as touchstones for the audience.  And as with Walker’s art, it would be 

informative to juxtapose “racist” images—symbols of nooses and the trope of 

blackface—into required communications courses to generate discussion and provoke 

students to think beyond their own immediate views and experiences.  Having no  

firm ground beneath them—recognizing, in other words, that there is no one “right” 

answer—students might feel destabilized.  They will need to be reassured that the 

dialogue has value.  They may have unpredictable reactions to being pushed so far out 

of their comfort zones.  But discomfort has always been associated with growing pains. 

And then there is the question of administrative support for such a course.  

Grades are of primary concern to students.  By and large, they do not bear ambiguity 

well, and they may have legitimate concerns about how they are being evaluated and 

assessed.  Curricula of this nature lend themselves to great subjectivity, and without a 

clear rubric to follow, or other quantitative measures, there could certainly be a high 

margin for error.  There are many questions and concerns as to how administration 

officials might mediate between faculty and students as per such subjective matters. 
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Across-the-Curriculum and other inter- and transdisciplinary programs are  

the wave of the academic future, and it is there that guidance and models for teaching 

manirhetorics of silhouette can be found.  Rather than developing a single course to 

encompass the breadth and depth of silhouette, such instruction could facilitate and 

require building coalition among faculty and administrators.  This would also entail a 

shift in paradigm towards bringing race and rhetorics into the mainstream of academia, 

rather than “ghetto-izing” them by relegating these subjects, and their attendant issues, 

to isolated corridors within select departments.  A first and necessary step would be 

“educating the educators” as to merits of such instruction through faculty development 

opportunities, campus workshops, and research sabbaticals.   These activities would, in 

short order, likely pay dividends with the advancement of research presentations and 

publications, as well as additions to university curricula.   Reaching university citizens 

where they are is a common-sense strategy when seeking to make cultural change, and 

faculty and administrators who are familiar with the WAC/WID movement can well 

attest.  Change is necessarily gradual, with faculty support built from the ground up.  

The Final Cut 

Thus, in drawing upon manirhetorical analysis to illuminate the trope of the 

silhouette, it is possible to solidify its standing in the commonplace of racial discourse.  

As an exemplary model of this praxis, the works of Flannery O’Connor include 

numerous references to the post-Civil Rights changes she witnessed taking place in what 

she called the “Christ-haunted South.”  She was struck by, and reflected in her writing 

the oddities of Bible Belt culture.  O’Connor ascribed to, and articulated, a strong sense 

of group identity with antebellum culture, and she produced literary works that reflect 

those oft-times racist views.   Her use of literary caricature is a form of racial profiling.  

Her characterizations/ caricatures of racial types are both humorous and unnerving.   
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O’Connor insists that her works are not naturalistic—not realistic in any 

expected sense of the term.    Neither, she admonishes, is her work abstract.  

“Distortion” is the term she prefers, signaling her self-conscious use of “coloring”  

as social commentary on her subjects, whether white, “nigger,” or “idiot.” Colorful 

characters inhabit her writing, both fictional and non-fictional.  Her methods of racial 

profiling as forms of silhouette are stinging and insightful.  The Southern grotesque was 

her style of writing.  In addition, she was aware of black artistic responses to the Civil 

Rights movement, most notably the works of James Baldwin—of which she strongly 

disapproved. She felt that it would take more time for a true black aesthetic to evolve. 

Kara Walker is an example of a new black aesthetic—the hyperblack.  She was 

born into an artistic family which was also racially neutral.  Her own racial and feminist 

consciousnesses were not fully awakened until years later, when she experienced a 

racial-coming-of-age and found her way to silhouette as an ethnic right-of-passage.  

Walker has written extensively about her motivations for exploiting the form of the 

silhouette in its various configurations.  She has said she wants to explode the myth of 

the innocence or “sentimentality” of the trope.  Her use of the form exposes its “shadier” 

side, and ventures into the murky territory of stereotypes and visual racial slurs and 

hiccups.  Racial rhetorical Rorschach tests is one way Walker’s works can be categorized.  

In viewing Walker’s race-scapes, the viewer’s interpretation often says more about the 

viewer than about the art.  This is by Walker’s ingenious design. Moreover, the allegory 

of the silhouette as litmus test for racial tolerance is quite fitting for Walker’s project.  

 In their way, both artists want audiences to face their own racial countenances. 

The very aim of race iconography is representational, a quality which readily lends itself 

to evaluation and elucidation.  Perception plays a huge role in the reception of these 

works, and ideology shows through.  O’Connor and Walker both know and show this. 
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 Research on this manirhetorical trope of silhouette can be used as part of larger 

studies in inter-cultural communications and collaborative instruction methodologies.  

Similar analyses can be conducted with the works of various literary and visual artists, 

philosophers, and linguists, aligning them with the literary forms of silhouette alluded 

to in Nancy Forgione’s work.  From its humble origin as wall painting to the many 

variations of black paper cutouts, and “racial profiling” in fiction, there have been many 

twists and turns in the development of this form.  Associations with the “hard” sciences 

of biology, anatomy, taxonomy, psychiatry, and psychology, and the “soft” sciences of 

physiognomy and phrenology—as well as the literary genres of caricature, parody, and 

satire, the plastic arts of drawing, painting, black paper cutouts, and collage—make the 

silhouette a prime medium for representing the fault lines in race relations.  

 

Figure 61: Kara Walker, Emancipation Approximation, 2000 
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