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For a story that circulates around a brutal dismemberment, the violences of slavery, and 

the devastating effects of grief, Charles Chesnutt’s “Po Sandy” closes on an oddly comic note. 

At the outset of the tale, Julius, the African American caretaker on a postbellum plantation, tells 

his new employers that a shack they plan to tear down for lumber is haunted, having been 

constructed from the body of an enslaved man who was transformed into a tree by a conjure 

woman. Once the owner of the plantation, John, has agreed not to use the cursed timber, Julius 

asks his wife for permission to conduct his worship services in the structure. Irritated by Julius’ 

apparent manipulation, John sarcastically asks his wife how the services can take place, given the 

presence of the “haunt”; unhesitatingly, she replies, “Uncle Julius says that ghosts never disturb 

religious worship, but that if Sandy’s spirit should happen to stray into meeting by mistake, no 

doubt the preaching would do it good” (emphasis in original 22). The ghost—previously a source 

of tremendous terror and poignancy—is transformed here into a bumbling, almost slapstick 

figure who mistakenly interrupts church services, a spirit performing a kind of mock Pentecostal. 

And while we might explain away this vertiginous tonal shift by underscoring its coherence 

within the trickster tradition, some friction remains if we insist on considering the inner narrative 

of “Po Sandy”—the story of Sandy turning violently into a tree—as true in some vital way, more 

than simply a means to an end which, once told, can be disregarded with a laugh. Rather, I would 

like to suggest that by forcing these humorous and traumatic affects to exist in uneasy proximity, 

by positing them as accumulative rather than “canceling” in some straightforward sense, 

Chesnutt draws his reader to a question that lies at the center of his work: what does it mean to 

consume a story like this? If we imagine that Sandy was literally, violently torn apart in the 

service of a white construction project, what, we might ask, is being constructed via the 
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performative reiteration of his pain? And, relatedly, might there be problematic or consolidatory 

pleasures that arrive before the eruption of the “joke” makes them all too explicit?  

 Charles Chesnutt’s conjure tales—written between 1887 and 1899—meditate on the 

complex intersections of construction, pleasure, consumption, and race. A loose collection of 

Southern folklore tales, they propelled their author into broad recognition, with Chesnutt 

eventually becoming one of the most widely read African American authors of the late 1800s.
1
 In 

some respects, the stories rewrote a common genre of the period, in which white (and mostly 

Northern) authors depicted black storytellers regaling an audience with fantastic dialect tales; 

they both borrow from and radically redirect, in a generic sense, one of the most famous 

iterations of dialect fiction: Joel Chandler Harris’ Uncle Remus stories.
2
 Chesnutt was certainly 

conscious of this complex racial and appropriative context, musing on the regionalist writer 

Albion Tougee in an early journal entry, “If Judge Tourgee, with his necessarily limited 

intercourse with colored people, and with his limited stay in the South, can write…such vivid 

pictures of Southern life and character as to make himself rich and famous, why could not a 

colored man, who has lived among colored people all his life…write a far better book about the 

South” (“Journals” Mar. 16 1880). Composed over a period a period of twelve years, Chesnutt’s 

conjure tales do not so much form a definable, unified corpus as an evolving and loosely grouped 

set of narratives. In fact, though all fourteen circulate around the same group of core characters, 

four do not involve conjure at all, and in 1889, determined to drop a plot structure that he 

considered “about used up” (“Letters” 44), Chesnutt briefly interrupted their production. He later 

resumed his work on the tales, making good on his ambition to write “a far better book about the 

South” by publishing seven in an extremely successful collection, The Conjure Woman, in 1899. 

Though his short fiction was lucrative and popular,
3
 most consumers tended to see it “as little 
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more than what one of the time termed ‘a relief from the serious fiction of the day’” (qtd. in 

Fleissner 316), and Chesnutt’s struggle with the “consumeability” of his own work haunts its 

pages.  

 The tale that I study here, “Po Sandy,” published in 1888 and later included in The 

Conjure Woman, is perpetually hyper-aware of its own consumption—and, perhaps, its 

racialized exploitation—even on the level of narrative. Following the same general schema as 

Chesnutt’s other conjure fiction, the story begins from the perspective of John, a white Northern 

man who has moved to the postwar South to establish a vineyard. At his wife Annie’s 

supplication, John decides to build a new kitchen, separated from the house in the Southern style, 

and determines to tear down a dilapidated structure on the outskirts of his property for material. 

But upon hearing John’s plans, “Uncle Julius,” a black groundsman who has lived on the 

plantation since before the war, tells the couple the chilling story the shack they intend to 

demolish—the story of “Po Sandy.” Prior to the war, Julius relates, an enslaved man named 

Sandy worked on a nearby plantation. He was “loaned out” and forced to spend so much time 

away from home that his wife, a conjure woman named Tenie, offered to turn him into a tree, 

thereby allowing him to stay in one place. After Sandy underwent this transformation, however, 

the plantation owner decided to build new kitchen, cutting down the Sandy tree for lumber. The 

wood from this original kitchen, ripped from Sandy’s body, now resides in the shack that John 

intends to flatten for its material, and will remain haunted until the last of it rots away. 

Throughout, it seems, the story is obsessed with the gruesome possibility that John and Annie 

might consume not only the “material” of Julius’ narrative, but the corporal material of Sandy’s 

body. When Annie, mulling over Julius’ tale, wonders how she would “be able to take any 

pleasure” (22) from a space built from Sandy’s body, her question begins to gesture towards one 
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of the story’s structuring concerns: the “mining”/“extracting” logics of white bodily pleasure,
4
 as 

well as the ways that the story itself might be violently absorbed into a “digestable” construction 

project. 

In part, Chesnutt addresses the exploitative bodily desires and energies embedded in 

these fictive spaces through his depictions of architectural building. In the pages that follow, I 

want to examine “Po Sandy” as a work that is fundamentally about construction: the construction 

of built spaces and the coterminous construction of white liberal selfhood through material 

appropriation. In so doing, I depend on the idea that racialized white identity is never “natural” 

or “already given,” but that it is profoundly dependent on the material, embodied manipulation of 

racialized and marginalized subjectivity. Within this identity-building project, furthermore, white 

subjecthood does not merely follow the obvious architectural metaphor, keeping whiteness “in” 

and blackness “out,” but instead on a more complicated schema in which blackness
5
 is brought 

into the walls, mined as constitutive material in a process which seeks to simultaneously 

appropriate and obliterate the energy of these bodies. Here, I follow critic Kyla Wazana 

Tompkins, who contends, “In ‘eating the other’ the white self affirms liberal interiority through 

the metaphor of assimilation and digestion; blackness is the precondition…on which whiteness is 

made material, both as body and as political actor” (Tompkins 92). The white body cannot 

cohere as an agential, legible, or political structure without this violent move to control and 

interiorize blackness. Thus, incorporation, in both a bodily and (relatedly) an architectural sense, 

forms the central logic of liberal subjecthood, a subjecthood which must continually resist its 

own specific, material status as fabricated.
6
 The violent but undeniably libinal urge to absorb 

blackness speaks to a deep desire to root racialized social phenomena in the “natural” body 

itself—the self whose “transcendent,” “pre-social” wholeness regulates and absorbs the other. 
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In making this argument, I am indebted to several of the incisive critical studies that 

already circulate around issues of whiteness, architecture, and bodily consumption. In particular, 

Kyla Tompkins’ arguments have proved indispensible; Tompkins uncovers the intensely violent 

hungers that ground the white body’s relation to the black form, and the related white desire to 

digestively assimilate (and thus, to appropriate the energy of) the so-called “other.” In addition, 

she tracks the moments where the racially “consumed” body refuses to be incorporated, 

rebelliously making its presence known through forms of choking, indigestion, and ineradicable 

residual traces. In my own work, I want to explore the ways that this appetitive impulse radiates 

beyond the site of the body, projecting onto the built landscape itself. That is, I am interested in 

how the libinal project of whiteness becomes literally “built into” the spaces we occupy, encoded 

in the subtle, embodied pleasures of our daily choreographies.  

 In Chesnutt, I will argue, the racial project of consumption and incorporation outlined 

above is literalized in the kitchen, a space that underscores the connection between appetitive, 

desiring bodies and built structures. What is interesting about Chesnutt’s story, however, is that it 

does not simply center around a kitchen as a given space, but rather, as a work in construction. In 

other words, Chesnutt is concerned with architecture, the material, violent, and racialized 

impulses that surround the desire to shape built environment and the body which moves through 

it. In this formation, the kitchen is positioned not as a naturalized site for white consumption of 

the other; it becomes an extension of the white form, a space whose parallel incorporation of 

black bodies provides the white subject with “sovereign” agency over the world around him. 

Architecture and construction—the actual structural formations of space—may seem, at first, 

like an arbitrary way to approach these issues of self-building, pleasure, and the white subject 

who incorporates the energies of the other to establish his own “naturalness.” And yet, I would 
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argue that built structure is vital to a notion of white proprietary relation to the body, in which 

the easy movement through space consolidates both a sense of control over one’s own 

physicality and the simultaneous belief that the surrounding materials and bodies can be 

conscripted to the service of this “whole” form at any moment.
7
 As such, white liberal self-

formation is something that is done rather than something that is purely imagined or articulated; 

the body becomes “a collection of tactile interactions and mobile engagements rather than a 

visualizable outlined form…it is not an open or closed unit but a sequence of actions (pushing, 

stroking, climbing) upon and among specific architectural forms” (Krasner 14). But, as this non-

visual, “in motion” temporality implies, the performance of bodily coherence must be 

continually rehearsed and renewed. In “Po Sandy,” the oddly cyclical schema of the prewar and 

postwar construction projects, which mirror each other from across the boundaries of ostensibly 

distinct eras (prewar/postwar; slavery/reconstruction), points to the perpetual reiteration that this 

type of subjecthood demands. These are bodies that are constantly “under construction.” 

Furthermore, these “architectural forms,” beyond simply helping to construct the 

coherent body and its owner’s control over it, are fundamentally implicated in the formation of a 

raced self. As William Gleason argues, “the built environment is always shaped in some way by 

race whether such shaping is explicitly acknowledged or understood” (Sites Unseen 3). The 

white body achieves its legibility as a raced subject not only through material engagements with 

constructed space, but more particularly with spaces that structure racialized identity and move 

figures “through” in ways that are never neutral.
8
 Thus, I would like to examine architectural 

construction in “Po Sandy” not as the building of natural or static spatial formations, but as a 

process that is profoundly implicated in the “incorporating” logics that produce a certain type of 

embodied selfhood. The closely entwined relationships between the white subject’s 
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understanding of architectural spaces on the one hand and his own body as a “taken-for-granted,” 

articulate, and stable self on the other is a recurring theme in Chesnutt, and will form the crux of 

this essay.  

 Ultimately, tracking these themes of built space and coherent white selfhood in “Po 

Sandy,” I want to suggest that the white liberal subject’s search for a naturalized subjectivity is 

always already bound up in the consumption of architectural spaces, spaces in which racialized 

violences and fantasies are built into the very walls. “Po Sandy” offers a trenchant critique of the 

spatial politics of constructing and naturalizing white selfhood, a process that, as Chesnutt 

vividly displays, involves a brutal coopting black energy and materiality. But Chesnutt does 

more than simply point out the violent construction of whiteness; he also points to the places 

where the breached black body refuses to be architecturally consumed, which is to say, the 

places where haunting and “sticking” in space disrupt the white body’s fluid engagement with 

constructed sites. Just as the fictional name of the story’s setting, Sandy Run, is haunted by its 

violent and active double meaning, “Sandy, Run!” space in this tale refuses to “stand still” and, 

so doing, affirm a fantasy of stable white identity.  

White Disgust, White Desire: 

Built Space as Racial Nightmare/Fantasy 

 

From the very beginning of “Po Sandy,” we see that structures are never simply natural, 

“objective,” or given; by tracing the valences of disgust and desire which continually surround 

buildings in the story, we can begin to locate the racialized logics of consumption that inhere in 

built space. The word disgust (from gusto, taste), I feel, becomes especially appropriate in 

describing these charged architectural relationships, as it gestures toward the visceral manner in 

which structures act on the body, in ways both pleasurably consolidating and threateningly 

disintegrating. The story opens with John’s description of the features of a dilapidated structure 
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that he has found on his newly acquired plantation property; despite his attempt to maintain a 

neutral, unemotional tone, subtle clues throughout his narrative belie a creeping unease with the 

shack. He begins by trying to neatly and masterfully place locate the building, placing it “on the 

northeast corner of my vineyard in central North Carolina, and fronting on the Lumberton plank-

road” (14) in the first sentence of the story. Casually (it seems) foregrounding the fact that it is 

on his vineyard, a part of his domain, he dually orients it, both as a piece of his productive 

landscape and as a structure integrated into the accessible circuits of the roads. Interestingly, 

however, though he almost obsessively maps the location of the building, John himself is never 

positioned; he seems to have acquired an almost omnipresent or panoptic view of the structure, 

as if his body were not involved in his act of witness, as if his interaction with the shack did not 

implicate his physical being.  

But as John’s description continues, his imaginative hold on the building and its 

occupation of space, as well as his disembodied stability, continuously slips. Attempting to chart 

the appearance of the structure, he notes, “against one end of the house, and occupying half its 

width, there stood a huge brick chimney” (14). The position of the chimney becomes vexed here, 

as the word “against” seems to suggest an outside adjacency—that is, something leaning against 

an enclosed space—while “occupy” points towards a fundamentally internal positionality. And it 

is this very slippage, this foregrounding of a materiality that refuses to be coherently located or 

contained, which appears to increasingly unnerve (and even disgust) John. Continuing his 

description of the chimney, John observes that “the crumbling mortar had left large cracks 

between the bricks; the bricks themselves had begun to scale off in large flakes, leaving the 

chimney sprinkled with unsightly blotches” (14). In some respects, this seems like an odd 

description of brick; “scaling” and “flakes” hint at long, thin abrasions, coming off, perhaps, in 
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layers. In fact, John’s account sounds more appropriate for a description of skin, especially when 

we consider that the first definition for “blotch” in the Oxford English Dictionary is “an inflamed 

eruption, or discoloured patch, on the skin; a pustule, boil, or botch” (“blotch, n.”). This skin-like 

undertone only mounts as the charged words flake and scale are introduced, words that have 

biological, if pathological resonances of their own: scale, is described by the dictionary as “one 

of the small laminæ of epidermis which become detached from the tissue beneath in certain 

diseases of the skin” (“scale, n.2”) and while the origin of flake, in this usage, is somewhat 

unclear, we are told that “the senses expressing the notion of ‘something peeled or split off’ may 

be compared with flay v. (to strip or pull the skin or hide of)” (“flake, n.2”). If this is a skin, it is 

a skin that, fundamentally, fails to contain a masterful or healthy body: it is diseased. And while 

it may be suggested that this apparently subconscious comparison foreshadows the revelation 

that the house is, according to Julius’ story, constructed from a violently breached body—

Sandy’s body—I would argue that its more important function is to show a visceral element of 

John’s normative distaste for this building, a building which, “[remaining] unoccupied” (14), 

refuses to cohere within the economy of his vineyard, or indeed, to cohere to itself. The 

“unsightly blotches,” as close to an expression of disgust as we will get from the self-consciously 

muted John, registers the threat of the house: the threat that the body is contingent, vulnerable, 

and falling apart in the very place that, according to the white essentialist mythos, is supposed to 

make “biological” race visible.
9
 Turning the stomach, the shack dispels any lingering doubts that 

built space does not act on the body, and indeed, on the skin. Its illegibility presents a 

fundamental, contagious threat to the coherent and stably “raced” white subject. 

But throughout Chesnutt’s story, though certain structures unnerve, showing the essential 

fallibility of contained, naturalized liberal selfhood, other buildings can, in different 
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circumstances, serve as activators of craving and pleasure: forms of racial “self-making”
10

 

instead of dissolution. The white bodily investment in structure here becomes figured as taste, 

the wish to eat and, so doing, shore up the bodily borders—instead, perhaps, of watching them 

peel off. Thus, structures that successfully bolster a type of racialized self-formation actually 

inspire “disgust’s [constitutive] other, desire” (Tomkins 17). For John, this desirable structure 

comes in the form of a new kitchen that his wife has requested. The kitchen, he tells us, would 

not be strictly necessary, since his current home “[contains] a very conveniently arranged 

kitchen” (14), a room whose foregrounded “convenient arrangement” highlights its more-than-

adequate functionality. But then, the new kitchen is not meant to be more functional; it is a 

matter of taste, a signifier of the couple’s ability to fulfill their own appetitive desires, to 

participate in “willful self-creation, a virtual field of desire-in-motion (Leisure Ethic 244), and—

as I will argue—to shore up a type of stable, racialized identity via appropriation and pleasurable 

construction.  

In fact, I would argue that John and Annie’s desire for the kitchen circulates around 

identity politics, politics in which the kitchen’s architectural features libinally attract them as 

forcefully as the other structure has repelled John. As John explains, “for some occult reason my 

wife wanted a kitchen in the back yard, apart from the dwelling-house, after the usual Southern 

fashion” (14). The word “fashion” could simply refer to fact that the separation is a Southern 

habit, but I think it also points to the aesthetic and socially conscripted aspect of the decision—

the fact that this is an architectural style that signals a social value. The external appearance of 

the new kitchen, as a representation of John and Annie’s ability to spend money in order to fulfill 

a purely decorative and consumption-based desire, seems to replace the interior-based 

“[containment]” of teleological features that characterized the replaced, “inside” kitchen. By the 
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time that John, at the end of the paragraph, concedes, “Of course I had to build it,” the reader has 

reoriented in relation to the meaning of “had to”—that is, to necessity.
11

 A winking appeal to the 

ostensive universal experiences of white male bourgeois domesticity, John’s playful irritation at 

the “need” to build—which is based not so much on material requirements as with the 

requirements of solidifying his own social (husbandly) and consumer identity—makes obvious 

both his economic power and, simultaneously, his “civilized” and chivalrous pliancy, his 

tempering of this power at the pleas of his wife. In fact, given that the “I” of the “Of course I had 

to build it” will not be the one “building” the kitchen in any sense of the word, one wonders what 

is being constructed here: the kitchen or the “I” (which is to say, a self who fulfills racialized 

roles vis-à-vis consumption, identity, and family). Throughout John’s justification of the 

kitchen’s construction, then, the new kitchen becomes not so much a physical structure as a 

disembodied gravitational center around which self-making desire and pleasurable, identity-

bolstering consummation circulate.
12

 

In “Po Sandy,” then, spaces are figured not as natural or necessary in a fundamental 

sense; they are absorbed into the logics of construction that, in a food-like schema, attempt to use 

appetitive desire to build the self. As we have discussed, furthermore, this architectural taste is 

always already aimed with libinal intensity at the energy of the so-called “other,” as the black 

subject is always both created—which is to say, fashioned as monolithically other—and 

violently conscripted into these consumption-based politics. This is no less the case in John’s 

new kitchen; particularly, I am interested in the fact that the house is built, “for some occult 

reason,” “after the usual Southern fashion.” As John’s mention of his wife’s “occult” reasoning 

in constructing this house reveals, the Southern building habit is linked to a kind of romantic and 

mystical, if fundamentally irrational and “non-white,” type of building. Indeed, John’s attitude 
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toward the American South has a distinctly racialized, even imperial aspect; in an earlier tale, 

John explains that in seeking a “foreign” climate, “[he] thought of sunny France, of sleepy Spain, 

of Southern California, but…it occurred to [him] that [he] might find what I wanted in some one 

of our own Southern states” (3). By the time he describes his adopted region as “Sabbatic in its 

restfulness,” having a “somnolent exterior” (4) and “the native infection of restfulness” (5), in 

fact, John seems to have acquired an almost ethnographic attitude towards a place that he 

considers crudely, if romantically, “backwards.”
13

 And upon closer inspection, the description of 

the new kitchen itself begins to gesture towards these same “transportive” qualities, which is to 

say, its promise to pleasantly infect the white subject with an exciting and energizing form of 

racial difference. Not only is it “apart from” the day-to-day functioning of the main house,
14

 but 

it almost seems to accrue a kind of belated temporal logic: it resides in the “back yard,” situated 

“after” rather than “in” the Southern fashion, and in relation to a dwelling-house. The slightly 

archaic word “dwelling,” with its roots in the word for “lead astray, hinder, delay” (“dwell, v.”), 

indicates a kind of languid, primordial lingering. But rather than devalue the kitchen as a social 

signifier, its occult, exotic, and “primitively anti-modern” status may well be the very foundation 

of its desirability and “fashion”—not to mention its value in an appropriative project of white 

self-construction. The logics of this move would, in fact, be familiar to an American of this 

period, as recreation theorists were explicitly outlining the ways that cultures seen as “primitive” 

could be mined for the pleasure and energy the white body needed to construct his own healthy 

identity.
15

  

In a sense, then, what John and Annie’s building “Southern kitchen” provides is an access 

point to a culture that is excitingly, and even racially, othered. As the rationale for the new 

kitchen reveals, the white liberal subject as a contained identity paradoxically gains a type of 
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energized authenticity from his ability to structurally consume the other. But though a type of 

fluid, identificatory mobility seems to occur here, allowing John and Annie to literally “inhabit” 

aspects of a romanticized and “foreign,” non-white identity, the kitchen also represents their 

ability to masterfully control the terms of this identification. This is to say, this new kitchen is 

diametrically opposed to the dilapidated shack that so disturbed John, as its impermeable walls 

dismiss the possibility that the skin might become permanently ambiguous and porous. In fact, as 

Tompkins argues, the removal of the kitchen “apart” from the “dwelling house” (Chesnutt 14) 

was never a neutral aesthetic decision: the separation was, at core, tied to an attempt to contain 

the fluidity of raced boundaries.
16

 “As middle-class culture increasingly identified itself with 

disciplined and regulated front-of-house performance the kitchen receded from polite discourse 

and took on associations with labor,” Tompkins asserts, and the resulting move to hide the 

kitchen from company served to spatially underscore “the difference between black female labor 

and white female leisure” (51). That is, the separated kitchen mapped out, in very literal terms, 

the fantasy of essentialized bodily difference, a difference embedded into the built landscape 

itself; it polices the movements of certain bodies in space and attempts to root a type of 

theatrical, public pleasure in the white body. Thus, John and Annie’s dream kitchen not only 

offers the possibility of a nutritive, desire-activating physical space, but simultaneously attempts 

to contain and direct the incorporating process. You will not, it promises, become what you eat.  

Ultimately, the kitchen that John and Annie desire becomes infused with “the activity of 

citation,”—in this case, the citation of a certain “exotically”-figured architectural style—which 

“marks a desire for identification and translation across nations, lexicons, and systems of 

hierarchies [as well as] the mobility of categories of privilege and subordination” (Berlant 7), the 

temporary erasure of specificities of self and embodied historical inscriptions that would 
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foreclose such an occupation. But this fluidity is just that: temporary. The white consumer 

always returns to the separate dwelling house after his energizing encounters with the black 

body, always controls the terms of the movement in and out. Thus, paradoxically, these 

encounters actually serve to protect the purity and coherence of the so-called “white subject,” 

offering access to a desired form of difference, but without the threat that whiteness itself might 

be absorbed. From the crumbling shack with pocked “skin” to the Southern kitchen whose 

culinary production seems to include its architectural features, structures in Chesnutt become 

charged sites, sites that contain the power to both build up and disperse the bodies that encounter 

them.  

The Violent Pleasures of Architectural Incorporation: 

Building Black Bodies into White Walls 

 

  We have established the collection of intense, identity-based desires—even hungers—

that circulate around kitchen spaces in Chesnutt. Here, as in the rest of my analysis, the kitchen 

forms a central framework for my thought, given the way it joins embodied, appetitive impulse 

and architectural built space. But it is only by examining the actual construction process 

surrounding the kitchen more closely that we can identify exactly how a type of consolidating 

white pleasure is generated through the violent and material consumption of the black body. As 

the story’s emphasis on construction reveals, the mechanics of the white appropriative gesture 

are complex, involving not simply an imitative move toward blackness but an incorporative one. 

And a central dynamic of this appetitive impulse involves literally, obsessively shaping the black 

body as a site of white pleasure.
17

 Like the wood of the of the construction project, black bodies 

here become malleable objects of gratification, transformed by the spectacular white gaze into 

the materials of the white body’s desire.  
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This fetishizing dynamic is continually at play in the construction of John’s new kitchen; 

when John, Annie, and Julius arrive at a mill, hoping to purchase the extra lumber necessary to 

build the new kitchen, John becomes quite attentive to the workers’ movements, which he 

interprets as signs of luxurious enjoyment or ease. In an oddly confident, and seemingly 

unfounded, conjecture about the man’s activities, John observes, “the foreman had gone over to a 

neighboring farm, probably to smoke or gossip” (15). Interestingly, John’s imaginative 

surveillance seems to fixate on orality—the worker’s gossip and smoking—and particularly, 

pleasurable orality. These are activities are fundamentally “non-productive,” especially 

compared to the mill work which is actually happening; as Tompkins notes, in smoking, the 

mouth becomes a “site in which a commodity of pure luxury[,] inasmuch as tobacco contributes 

no nourishment to the body” (164) is consumed, and gossip, connected as it is with “a 

stereotypically feminine penchant for [the] ‘pointless’” (Merish 149), would have been 

considered a merely self-gratifying distraction produced in and through the mouth. It seems, 

then, that John displaces his own desire to consume the workers’ labor, to make a kitchen, onto 

the black body itself. He voyeuristically fixates on the workers’ mouths as loci of unlimited 

desire, following an unmistakably minstrel logic by exaggerating their ability to “take in,”
18

 even 

as this warping gaze allows him to forget his own limitless and exploitative “eating.”  

In a sense then, what Chesnutt points to throughout the literal construction of the kitchen 

is the perverse entanglement of the black body at work, and perhaps even in pain, and white 

consolidating pleasure. In fact, only a few sentences after John describes the mill hands, he notes 

that his wife takes a “deep interest in the stories of plantation life which she hears from the lips 

of the older colored people” (15, emphasis mine). In this formulation, the physical production 

that the storyteller preforms—his lips themselves—seems to constitute a central part of Annie’s 
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entertainment-based desire. The hyper-material flesh of the lips (as opposed to the gaping 

absence of the mouth) here forms a threshold to authentic and capacious “otherness” for Annie, 

whose “deep interest” becomes almost penetrative in its intense bodily surveillance. Critic Eric 

Lott helps to illuminate the exploitative erotics of this passage, writing, “minstrel songs and 

dances conjured up not only the black body but its labor, not only its sexuality but its place and 

function in a particular economy” (122); minstrelized pleasure is always bound up in consuming 

black labor that, in the white gaze, becomes figured as bodily indulgence. Thus, in tracking the 

material, mouth-based transformations that occur during this scene of architectural construction, 

we begin to uncover the disturbing imbrication of black labor, material production, and pleasure 

performed by the white racial project. Returning to John’s own puzzling obsession with the 

mouths of his workers, we find that Chesnutt has exemplified this complex, violently desiring 

phenomenon through John’s misrecognition of “the leisurely movements of the mill-hands” (15), 

even as the term “mill-hands” recalls the violences of slavery and, on another level, gestures 

toward the part of the body most likely to be mutilated by this dangerous type of work. 

Ultimately, throughout the process of constructing his kitchen, John echoes the broader white 

tendency to fantasize about the pleasurable capacities of black bodies—even when they are 

inscribed in moments of deep exploitation, if not outright pain—in order to solidify his own 

desiring subjectivity. 

Though it is relatively easy to track the transformations that the white spectator enacts on 

the black body in this literally “constructive” scene, it is also important to maintain a sense of 

how the white appetitive form responds to this moments of exploitative pleasure—that is, how 

the white body is being built alongside the kitchen. As John watches the production, his 

manipulation and absorption of the black form allows him to perform his own body as universal, 
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unmarked, and untethered to time and place. For instance, as John listens to the saw “[eating] its 

way” (15) through the wood, he continues to find an entertaining and nutritive sensory 

experience in the dangerous work of the African American laborers, figuring the noise as music: 

“The sound rose and fell in a sort of rhythmic cadence,” he describes, “which, heard from where 

we sat, was not unpleasing, and not loud enough to prevent conversation” (15). In these terms, 

the tones of the mill at work achieve an enjoyable musicality via their unobtrusive but hypnotic 

aural effect.
19

 Seeming to accrue a doubly negative logic, the noises are “not unpleasing” and 

“not loud enough to prevent conversation”; they can be passively “heard from where” John and 

Annie, in a particularly audience-like image, “sat” (15). In other words, this type of “music” is 

characterized by its ability to go down smoothly, to be easily absorbed by an innocent consumer, 

who need not even interrupt his conversation to enjoy its pleasurable undulations.
20

 

Thus, throughout his engagement (or lack thereof) with the sounds of construction, 

John’s body becomes figured as “not-present” in some fundamental way, oddly uninvolved in 

the embodied “taking in” that it performs. Furthermore, the fantasy of the double negative, of a 

“rhythmic” (15) music that can be unconsciously absorbed without an act of committed listening, 

harkens back to what a contemporary leisure theorist patronizingly called “the rhythmic 

instinct,” praised for its ability to recall an earlier stage in human development and for its role as 

“the mightiest ally of the belonging instinct” (Joseph Lee qtd. in Leisure Ethic 217). The 

specificities of white bodily selfhood are erased here; John not only seems to uncouple his 

physicality from the listening process, but through the rhythms of the working other, transforms 

into an “original” social being, a figure based in vague “belonging.” The construction of the 

kitchen, then, given that it involves the violent “molding” of the black body’s materiality and the 
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simultaneous production of unmarked white embodiment, follows a distinctly alimentary or 

“incorporative” metaphor.  

Perhaps unsurprisingly, the threat of being literally consumed by whiteness circulates 

most intensely around Sandy himself, the man who is built into the walls of another white 

property owner’s kitchen.
21

 Even before his dismemberment, the threat of internalization looms 

around him and his family, revealing the grotesquely appetitive circuits of white desire that 

structure certain violences. Early in Julius’ tale, the plantation owner, a man named Marrabo, 

sells Sandy’s wife to a speculator without even giving him a chance to say goodbye; Julius wryly 

observes, “Sandy tuk on some ‘bout losin’ his wife, but he soon seed dey want no use cryin’ ober 

spilt merlasses” (16). The fact that Sandy’s wife is figured as lost food, and particularly as 

molasses, makes the scene especially disturbing, underscoring the way that the white body 

depends on producing and consuming an “other” in its own consolidating project. Furthermore, 

the substitution of molasses for milk has a distinctly racialized undertone, as brownness is traded 

for whiteness, but the logic of the phrase does not seem to fully survive the transformation. That 

is, the temporal schema of “spilt milk,” an instantaneous rushing out, does not cohere when 

applied to molasses, a substance whose viscosity rewrites the phrase’s orientation to intention 

(insofar as spilt milk is presented as an unavoidable mistake) and progressive time itself. Perhaps 

this “stickiness,” then, points us toward the fact that “spilt molasses,” the violence done on the 

black body in the name of pleasurable sweetness, is never simply coincidental or unintentional, 

but is fundamentally written into a system in which “sugar and molasses were…inextricably 

linked to the slave trade, both in colonial British North America and in the early republic” 

(Tompkins 97). The nutritive “naturalness” of white milk becomes replaced with a substance—

violently pounded and boiled from cane in a process which foreshadows the sap-blood leaking 
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from Sandy’s breached tree-body—whose very constitution seems to embed its historical and 

racialized fraughtness. Julius’ point, then, begins to emerge: the uneasy marriage between 

sweetness and racialized violence is built into the deepest structures of white incorporation, an 

incorporation that is always already bound up in a “sticky,” lingering history. 

With this constructive and taste-based schema in mind, Sandy’s attempt to finally escape 

the system of violence becomes especially poignant. Exhausted from being circulated amongst 

Marrabo’s friends and family, and now remarried to a conjure woman who has offered to 

transform him, Sandy ruminates on what he would like to be turned into:  

Den [his wife] Tenie ax 'im ef he doan wanter be turnt inter a rabbit.  

Sandy say, ‘No, de dogs mout git atter me.’ 

‘Shill I turn yer ter a wolf?’ sez Tenie.  

‘No, eve'ybody's skeered er a wolf, en I doan want nobody ter be skeered er me.’  

‘Shill I turn yer ter a mawkin'-bird?’ 

‘No, a hawk mout ketch me. I wanter be turnt inter sump'n w'at'll stay in one 

place.’ (17) 

 

I see this exchange—which ends with Sandy being turned into a tree, a presumably 

“inconsumable” item—as uncovering Sandy’s desire to move outside of the cycle of eater and 

(more often) eaten, exiting the logic of violent internalization which characterizes his existence 

on the plantation. By telling the story of Sandy, then, Julius reveals that the pleasure of white 

self-building, as displayed in moments of architectural construction, is intimately entwined with 

the systematic and exploitative incorporation of black bodies. As the vexed circulation of milk, 

molasses, and blood suggests, the nutritive building of bodies, racially charged “sweetness,” and 

dismembering violence begin to coalesce in terrible and entangled ways.  

 By examining the details of John’s construction project, therefore, the reader gains 

insight into the complex logics of pleasure and production that continually situate “whiteness” as 

subjecthood. But as we have seen, this move involves a parallel destructive force, one that both 
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creates and consumes a certain material conception of “blackness.” In fact, Chesnutt underscores 

the profoundly damaging effects of this kind of building via his description of Sandy’s own 

house, which undergoes a process inverse to that of John’s kitchen-in-progress. Even as, in the 

frame narrative, John constructs a kitchen that stands in for his stable, properly interiorized, and 

pleasurable selfhood, in Julius’ story, Marrabo’s whims ensure that Sandy’s home is constantly 

and violently breached. To begin with, Sandy cannot control what leaves the confines of his 

residence; as he complains to Tenie, recalling the wife that was sold away, “I can’t eben keep a 

wife” (17) and he resents the way that Marrabo orders him “Sandy yer en Sandy dere…tel it 

‘pears ter me I ain’ got no home” (17). In other words, Marrabo de-sacrilizes the protective 

effects of Sandy’s physical home, with his ability to not only “extract” Sandy’s wife, but to 

control Sandy’s movements in and out of its walls (“Sandy yer en Sandy dere”). Furthermore, as 

in John’s chivalrous yielding to his wife’s demands, Sandy’s masculinity becomes tethered to the 

architectural soundness of his house; the failure of sexual-proprietary ownership implied by 

“can’t eben keep a wife” is explicitly based on his powerlessness to “keep” the boundaries of his 

home. Here again, then, the body’s access to legibility—at least according to normative 

categories—is bound up in space and architectural boundaries.
22

 

But if the story tracks the profound bodily disorientation that occurs as a result of the 

white move to extract from Sandy’s home, it also implies that the movements into the home are 

equally destabilized by violent white desires. In a tale that almost obsessively maps the locations 

and geographical relationships of its scenes, we are never shown the location or exterior of 

Sandy’s house; in fact, the only introduction we have to the place occurs when, in a scene where 

Sandy and Tenie have been conversing for some time, Julius declares that “atter Sandy got thoo 

talkin’, Tenie din’ say naer word, but des sot dere by de fier” (17). In a somewhat jarring 
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moment, the reader realizes that he—along with John and Annie—has been allowed into the 

home without, as it seems, “crossing the threshold.” Our appearance in the house, furthermore, 

has an air of the incidental about it: just as Sandy and Tenie are not described as “in the room” 

but merely in relation to the room’s objects (i.e., “by the fire”), the fact that we are never 

oriented with regards to the structure seems to imply that its interiority has no strict meaning. It 

is almost as if there were no walls at all, or perhaps, like the structure that John first encountered, 

as if the walls were diseased. Thus, through his depiction of Sandy’s permeable home, Chesnutt 

skillfully ties the loss of self to a painful inability to “keep” people both inside and out of the 

domestic space. The appropriative, constructive practices of those around him are rooted in a 

violence that forecloses the possibility of Sandy’s own healthy embodiment, as conveyed 

through his wall-less physical home.  

 Ultimately, then, Chesnutt subtly reveals the mechanisms of white self-construction, 

uncovering the fetishized, material warping of “other” bodies and the disturbingly pleasurable 

sweetness involved in the shaping of built landscape—as well as the parallel shaping of the white 

body. The white fantasy of unmarked, original selfhood becomes intensely dependent on 

imagining the appetitive capacities of those that, paradoxically, the viewer himself is consuming. 

In the process, he attempts to force the objects of this desire (here, Sandy and the mill workers) 

to serve as the constitutive material for his body and for his home, incorporating them into the 

skin-like walls with a grotesquely pleasurable zeal.   

Biting Back: 

Architectural and Narrative Choking 

 

The climax of these twinned phenomena—that is, the concurrent emergence of violently-

constructed racial categories from the consumptive/destructive paradigm outlined above—occurs 

when Sandy, transformed into a tree by Tenie, is dismembered before her eyes as lumber for 
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Marrabo’s new kitchen. In relating this story, Julius starkly rewrites the very scene that is taking 

place outside his story: the lumber-mill where he, John, and Annie sit in the present. But if, until 

now, Julius has focused on revealing the cruelty of white “constructive consumption,” marking 

the places where the desire to shore up a type of stable, racialized selfhood relies on an 

architectural subsuming of the materiality of others, here he begins to show that this 

appropriative project is doomed to failure. That is, he suggests that not only are these practices 

immoral, but they are also fundamentally untenable; attempting to “build on” a foundation that is 

so bound up in a racialized, radioactive trauma will result in structures that cannot cohere. This is 

the point, to use Tompkin’s language, where by “impeding absorption—getting stuck in the craw 

or producing colicky white bodies and thereby disturbing the easy internalization of blackness—

…black bodies and subjects in these encounters fight back, and bite back” (8). In Chesnutt’s 

work, Sandy’s body impedes its own pleasurable digestion by becoming un-absorbable, a form 

that resists white structures from the inside out. Whiteness, far from being safely constructed in 

its encounter with the black form, finds itself undone by its own appetitive impulse.  

Even on the most fundamental level, the kitchen that Marrabo constructs from the Sandy 

lumber refuses to become “incorporated” or integrated into the pleasurable logics of white 

consumption. Standing in stark contrast to the kind of consolidating structure that John and 

Annie hope to produce in their kitchen, the Sandy building not only ceases to provide a smooth 

“movement through” for commodities, but threatens to physically unravel the people that come 

into contact with it. In contrast to the food-like metaphor that attached itself to built space earlier 

in the tale, as white subjects used structures to build a certain kind of self via violent 

incorporation, here the kitchen becomes a wildly dispersive space, a space that deconstructs the 

normatively legible body. For instance, Julius describes how “dey wa’n’t near n----- on de 
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plantation w’at would n’ rudder take forty dan ter go ‘bout dat kitchen atter dark—dat is, ‘ce’n 

Tenie; she didn’ ‘pear ter min’ de ha’nts. She useter slip ‘roun at night, en set on de kitchen 

steps, en lean up again de do’-jamb, en run on ter herse’f wid some kine er foolishness w’at 

nobody could n’ make out” (21). As the preference for “[taking] forty” reveals, there is 

something radically commeasurable about the threat of breached body, breached skin, and the 

threat the kitchen encodes. It is a place, that is, which promises to harm the integrity of the 

contained body. In doing so, furthermore, the structure prompts the undoing of the raced form—

the form that is beholden to the violent logics of power and spatial control established by the 

plantation—as a type of insurrection begins to circulate around it (rudder take forty). If the 

kitchen shows that the enslaved men’s bodies are not their own, it shows on an equally powerful 

level that they are not their “master’s”;
23

 the physical self in this passage becomes too 

ungovernable and unpredictable to be instrumentalized in the service of the white construction 

project. In a sense, the haunted kitchen obstructs the racially exploitative circuits of the 

plantation, threatening the bodily cohesion of those who enter it and “biting back” at the white 

impulse to control space—and other bodies’ movement through it.  

But perhaps the starkest example of this subversive inassimability occurs when Tenie’s 

body begins to actually come apart through her grief, a grief which forces her into strange 

contortions around the Sandy structure. Her embodied dislocation, it seems, is essentially tied to 

debilitating spatial aspects of mourning: the physical shock of finding an absence where a loved 

one used to be. James Krasner, a space theorist who examines the physical, positional effects of 

mourning, writes: 

[Our loved ones’] bodies become incorporated into our body image by the 

repetitive and enduring interplay of reciprocal gestures across and through this 

intermediate bridge of space...When we lose the ones we love, we mourn them, in 

part, by continuing to feel the vitality of this intervening space as the dilation of 
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our body image, and we know terrible confusion when the space turns out not to be 

between two bodies but only around the edges of ours. (43) 

 

In figuring Sandy’s lost body as a kitchen, Chesnutt makes literal the bodily disorientation 

caused by violent loss, as well as the failure of incorporation—the recognition that a supposedly 

integrated part of one’s body image is gone—that predicates this disorientation. Tenie, pushing 

herself against the liminal spaces of the structure as she “[sets] on de kitchen steps” and “[leans] 

up again de do’-jamb” (21), seems to be trying to recuperate her and Sandy’s shared bodily 

edges, to intervene in the profoundly painful contraction which has forced her back into herself. 

Situating herself not in the house but firmly against it, she recognizes her own amputation; in 

this formulation, the walls encode not sturdy and appetizing materiality but an unrecoverable 

loss, an absence or ghost limb.  

Thus the kitchen rewrites the white racial fantasy in which buildings attached themselves 

to a kind of racialized eating, as its structure continually reenacts a splitting, or perhaps an 

indigestive disemboweling, on Tenie’s body. Unable to move through space with her former 

fluency, she hovers around the margins of the kitchen, becoming unintelligible as a body and a 

self: “w’at nobody could n’ make out” (21). And in her own physical dismemberment, 

furthermore, Tenie does a type of alimentary violence to the consumptive logics of the 

plantation. If we consider the kitchen to be a kind of “mouth” to the plantation, “an opening in 

the home through which commodities flowed” (Tompkins 55), then Tenie’s magnetic lingering 

around its edges become reminiscent of choking; she sticks to the borders of a space that is 

supposed to facilitate a smooth movement of pleasurable “fuel” into the white self. 

Consequently, the Sandy kitchen becomes a site of structural undoing, the place where trauma 

takes the place of pleasure and the building starts to consume, rather than consolidate, racial and 

bodily coherence.  
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In the case of both Tenie’s grief and the enslaved men who “would rudder take forty,” the 

“choking” damage that the kitchen performs on white structures of pleasure seems to become the 

central logic of the kitchen. The building, as well as the racialized exploitation that it embeds, is 

fundamentally inassimilable into the spatial and economic circulations of the plantation. Unlike 

“normal” loss, in which a location becomes haunted only for the bereaved, here the violences 

involved in the kitchen’s formation seem to affect—and threaten to dismember—all those who 

attempt to use it. As Julius relates, “De noo kitchen Mars Marrabo buil' wuzn' much use… 

bimeby hit got so Mars Marrabo's wife herse'f wuz skeered ter go out in de yard after 

dark…W'en it come ter dat, Mars Marrabo tuk 'n' to' de kitchen down” (21). The pain and 

violence of Sandy’s death, as well as his incorporation into the building, radiates out to the white 

property-owners, disabling their easy movement through the space.
24

 In a sense then, the kitchen 

redirects the logic of incorporation itself, as Mrs. Marrabo—“skeered” and “scarred”—is 

viscerally, bodily disenfranchised by the strange power of the structure. And if we imagine the 

free movement through space as a sign of the body’s masterful “intact-ness,” then the disabling 

amputation that Tenie represents seems to be mirrored in Mrs. Marrabo: “this is the body as 

broken down into uncoordinated parts and thus as incapable of the type of continuous, 

spontaneous action undertaken by the intact body” (Casey 10), its movement “out” (“skeered to 

go out”) becoming violently curtailed. In a plantation that is fundamentally involved in mining 

materials for “productive” white building and consumption, the Sandy kitchen not only becomes 

radically un-usable, but actually threatening to the white body as such. Thus, Mars Marrabo’s 

move to tear down of a building that he has just constructed, intending to pleasurably feed 

himself and his family, becomes representative of the way that the Sandy kitchen redirects the 

white “bite” towards its own overly-appetitive body.  
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Furthermore, this dismantling of white racialized selfhood that circulates around the 

Sandy kitchen, biting back at those who have attempted to consume it, does not remain safely 

contained within the framework of the story. Rather, it implicates John, Annie, and the reader of 

Chesnutt’s tale,
25

 impeding an easy, racially “nourishing” consumption of the narrative itself. 

This attack from within the walls, from within a narrative structure that promised pleasure and 

easy digestion, occurs most profoundly during the moment of Sandy’s dismemberment: upon 

returning to the place where the Sandy tree used to stand, Tenie “seed de stump standin’ dere, 

wid de sap runnin’ out’n it, en de limbs layin’ scattered roun’, [and] nigh ‘bout went out’n her 

mine” (19). Tenie, losing her senses, appears to immediately see her husband’s violated body in 

the remains of the tree, but the reader occupies a more precarious and mediated relationship to 

the scene. That is, I would argue that even as a reader realizes the stunningly disturbing violence 

that has been enacted, he is also attuned to the valence of utter banality that, objectively 

speaking, surrounds the tree stump. Producing an almost hallucinatory double view of the scene, 

we perform the transformation in our minds—changing sap to blood, tree limbs to body parts—

while retaining a nagging sense of how this grotesquely graphic and horrific scene would appear 

to the uninitiated. The intensely painful failure of containment that occurs in “de sap runnin’ 

out’n” Sandy and Tenie going “out’n her mine” becomes reproduced in the reader’s own sense 

of being “out of” himself, doubled in an unnervingly multiple and unconsolidated way. This 

dismemberment of stable, interiorized perspective is sustained and underscored by Julius, who 

goes on to relate, “De han's at de saw-mill had des got de big log on de kerridge, en wuz startin' 

up de saw, w'en dey seed a 'oman runnin up de hill, all out er bref, cryin' en gwine on des lack 

she wuz plumb 'stracted. It wuz Tenie; she come right inter de mill, en th'owed herse'f on de log, 

right in front er de saw” (20). Whereas before we had accompanied Tenie in her discovery of the 
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Sandy tree, we are now suddenly moved to a place inside the mill, spatially and mentally 

oriented with those who are performing the violence. The vertiginous oscillation between being 

inside and outside certain structures of knowledge (the knowledge that the tree is Sandy) 

accounts for the lines “lack she wuz plumb ‘stracted” and the excessive, alienating revelation 

that “It was Tenie”; we are both with her and witnessing her, destabilized in our bodily position 

as well as any lingering fantasy that we are not implicated in—indeed, culpable for—her pain. 

Standing in stark contrast to the earlier scenes that positioned John’s watching body as somehow 

unbounded or omnipresent, the reader here is almost excessively, if incoherently, embodied. We 

become all too aware of our unstable forms, as well as our own violent witness.  

 Beyond the perspective disintegration it enacts, I would suggest that even on a very literal 

level, the story presents itself as essentially “indigestible”; acting on the body, it ties the reader’s 

experience of its plotline to the alimentary metaphor established by architecture throughout the 

rest of the tale. In the moment of actual violence, when Sandy is cut by saw, the mounting 

emotional turmoil fully disables the reader’s ability to “take in” the events presented to him. The 

mill hands “started de saw up ag'in, en cut de log up inter bo'ds en scantlin's right befo' her eyes” 

(20). The scene has apparently finished, the preterit “cutting” complete. Julius, however, 

continues, moving back in time to a gerundive instant during the chopping: “But it wuz mighty 

hard wuk; fer of all de sweekin', en moanin', en groanin', dat log done it w'iles de saw wuz a-

cuttin' thoo it…Dey greased de saw, but dat didn' stop de fuss; hit kep' right on, tel finely dey got 

de log all sawed up” (20). According to the “consuming” logic we have been tracking, this 

almost appears to be a moment of narrative regurgitation; the event had seemed to “go down” 

easily, but it becomes almost literally “caught in the craw” of the reader, making a “fuss” with its 

“sweekin’, en moanin’, en groanin” and forcing itself before our eyes once more. Ultimately, 
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faced with an event so radioactive that it fails to be digested or contained, the reader must watch 

Sandy undergo the saw not once, but twice in a matter of seconds. Thus, even as the mill workers 

label Tenie as “plumb ‘stracted” (20), the narrative itself (and the listener along with it) begins to 

mirror Tenie’s “distraction,” unable to stay trained on single, coherent plotline. In this sense, 

distraction seems to almost take on the meaning suggested by its origins: “distractus, past 

participle of distrahĕre to draw in different directions, pull asunder, < dis- prefix 1a + trahĕre to 

draw, drag” (“distraction, n.”). As the dismemberment of Sandy ripples outward, dragging the 

reader apart as he attempts to “digest” Sandy’s death, it destabilizes normative—and nutritive—

forms of spectacular attention. Thus, Chesnutt’s work both reflects on and resists its own role in 

a consolidatory racial project, connecting his larger interest in the racialized fantasies of built 

space to the aesthetic stakes of fictional “structures.” 

Making Space 

 Ultimately, by uncovering the appetitive, pleasurable logics that circulate around 

structures in “Po Sandy,” Chesnutt reveals the intense and racialized bodily politics that inhere in 

constructed space. Whiteness, in this conception, depends upon a consumptive building project. 

Throughout the tale, the construction of multiple kitchens provides the theoretical framework for 

a process of racial “naturalization” that occurs at the crossroads between material construction 

and bodily consumption; a type of unnuanced racial subjecthood, white and black, emerges as 

the product of the violent white desire to interiorize—to both absorb and destroy—a prerequisite 

“other.” If we accept that John designs his kitchen as a constitutive element of his performance 

of whiteness, attempting to control and extract the energies of the black body in order to build 

the very walls, then we begin to see the broader circuits of libidinal violence that structure even 

the most innocuous forms of architectural pleasure. Under these circumstances, the “un-
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embedding,” de-naturalizing, and disrupting that occurs through the inassimilablility of the 

Sandy kitchen become deeply radical: the building ceases to constitute a temple of unreflexive 

and fantastical whiteness, but becomes a site that reveals the profound contingency (and indeed, 

vulnerability) of the white form. The violences enacted on those who have been appropriatively 

“consumed” refuse to remain safely contained within white walls, white skin, but diffusively 

threaten the coherence of the body that has attempted to instrumentalize them. Haunted, 

disorienting, and strangely eruptive, the spaces that Chesnutt gives us deactivate easy forms of 

pleasure, undoing those—both within and without the tale—who seek to mine the dense 

materiality of their walls.  

So are we, after all, any closer to understanding the strange humor that arrives at the end 

of the tale? In answering this question, it becomes important to consider that as much as 

Chesnutt deconstructs in “Po Sandy,” uncovering the places where the black body resists a white 

self-building project by threatening its very coherence, he is also, in his own way, constructing. 

That is, he builds alternative models—vastly different from those of Marrabo and John—for the 

reader to inhabit structures of “pleasure” and “self,” models that resist uncomplicated 

consumption and the erasure of ongoing racialized traumas.
26

 Much of this re-constructive work 

circulates around Tenie, whose life in wake of unimaginable loss and exploitation is situated as a 

distinctly spatial predicament: as Julius comments, “dey ain’ much room in dis worl’ fer crazy 

w’ite folks, let ’lone a crazy n-----” (21). The question, I think, then becomes how we might 

imagine ways of creating and inhabiting space—“making room”—that constitute radical acts, 

acts always already bound up in the imagination of the body and its affects. Tenie herself offers a 

brilliant template for new and unpredictable architectural configurations. If, as I have suggested, 

the white body in Chesnutt constructs and consumes spaces in an attempt at consolidation, 
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embedding the fantasy of a natural, stable subjecthood that easily absorbs the substance of 

others,
27

 we can understand Tenie’s occupation of place as diametrically opposed to this 

model—as fundamentally material and destabilizing. Tenie’s interaction with the Sandy kitchen 

is never oriented, temporally or spatially; she is constantly open to odd, wildly oscillating 

eruptions of pleasure and pain caused by a past which is not contained, but embedded in the 

walls. As we have seen, there is devastating grief in her movement against the kitchen’s edges, 

with her body recognizing the painful gaps in the self that the other used to inhabit. At the same 

time however, I would like to suggest that there are also moments of ecstasy in her relation to the 

space, moments that foreclose any uncomplicated reading of her emotional position; she retains a 

vital intimacy with her husband’s form, even at the very site of her loss.
28

 

It will be useful here to reexamine the terms of her engagement with the structure: 

“[Tenie] didn' 'pear ter min' de ha'nts. She useter slip 'roun' at night, en set on de kitchen steps, en 

lean up agin de do'jamb, en run on ter herse'f wid some kine er foolishness w'at nobody couldn' 

make out” (21). Certainly there is Krasner’s embodied grief here, a gesturing towards the places 

where the body has contracted and contorted around the emptiness that the loved one used to 

occupy. But there is also something fundamentally productive, even subtly erotic, about Tenie’s 

charged encounter with the architecture containing her husband; under the cover of the “dark” 

she illicitly “slip[s]” around the boundaries of the house, pressing herself against the porous 

liminal spaces—the “do’ jamb”—and “running on.” In this case, then, the holes in both Tenie 

(the mouth that refuses to close, running on) and in the structure (the do’ jamb and front steps) 

remain signs of traumatic absence while simultaneously becoming sites of effusive pleasure, of a 

libinal, material mingling of past and present.
29

 In this conception, built space resists its function 

as an enclosing, stabilizing racial signifier, instead becoming a site where racialized traumas 
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haunt—in ways that elude any orienting binary between the painful and the ecstatic—a present 

that insists they are over and done with. The edges of Tenie’s body are not consolidated by the 

walls; they are racked by them.  

While Chesnutt is critical of white appropriative desire and the spaces these practices 

imagine for themselves, he does not dismiss entirely certain types of unstable, complicated 

pleasures. The embededness of racial violences within the very structures we live in, for him, 

creates a painful temporal play, laying bare both the contingencies of racialized subjecthood and 

the traumas involved in its ongoing construction; at the same time, it opens the potential for 

radical subversion and destabilization of these same subject positions.
30

 Here, then, we might 

begin to make sense of the oddly humorous last lines of the story, in which Julius, having taken 

over the Sandy kitchen for the use of his church group, is ironically questioned by John about 

how the Sandy “ha’nt” will affect worship. Annie relays Julius’ response: “Uncle Julius says that 

ghosts never disturb religious worship, but that if Sandy's spirit should happen to stray into 

meeting by mistake, no doubt the preaching would do it good” (22). Perhaps this is what 

“making room” entails: leaving space for the haunting, “stray[ing]” breaches of our built 

landscapes, and becoming porously receptive to the strange, destabilizing pleasures and pains 

that they might bring. 
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Notes

                                                 
1
 “Chesnutt was not the first author of African-American origin, but he was the first to have a book published as a 

literary work by a high-cultural literary publisher—so that it was through the regionalist genre that an African-

American author first won anything like a position as a mainstream author in American literary culture” (Brodhead 

178) 
2
 Ben Slote reminds us, “The formal similarities between The Conjure Woman stories and those of Uncle Remus are 

precise enough for Werner to argue that Chesnutt is deconstructing Harris” (689). Chesnutt’s overt response to 

Harris was more confrontational then respectfully citational however; Harris’ “Uncle Remus” character was 

essentially a roughly sketched stereotype that played to white fantasies of trope-like racial coherence, “the 

sentimental and devoted Negro who prefers kicks to half-pence” (“Letters” 66) in Chesnutt’s own words. But the 

risk remained that the average reader of the tale would miss the critique implicit in Chesnutt’s work, and would 

consume the stories as avidly and unreflexively as they had the Uncle Remus stories. 
3
 See Chapter six of Richard Brodhead’s Cultures of Letters for more on the literary and economic success of 

Chesnutt’s tales. 
4
 I want to insist in this essay that the politics of pleasure, especially in terms of its relation to whiteness, merits 

further analysis. Pleasure is an affect, I believe, whose very real revolutionary potential at times threatens to eclipse 

moments in which it performs a type of constructive work for sedimented, unnuanced racial categories. See also 

Tavia Nyong’o’s “Race, Reenactment, and the ‘Natural Born Citizen,’” where, in examining historical reenactments 

conducted by the Tea Party, she writes “There is a kind of fetishistic pleasure in disavowal at work [in these 

reenactments], a pleasure activated in conscious knowledge that it is attempting the impossible, even the perverse. 

This pleasure ought to give pause to any theorist who might hope to assign the politics of enjoyment to the left. For 

those of working in the cross currents of performance studies and queer temporality, there is an occasion to revisit 

some of our own verities regarding the uses of pleasure, the subversiveness of nonchronological time, and the 

politics of surrogation” (78). 
5
 I am not capitalizing “blackness,” here and throughout, because I am referring to a category that emerges as a 

result of a violent, consumptive effort to construct “whiteness”—not in the rich sense in which it denotes Black 

heritage/identity. 
6
 “As feminist political theorists have argued, the subject of liberalism was usually defined as rational and 

disembodied, a construction that enabled the endorsement of formal ‘equality’ at a remove from material conditions 

and contributed to an erasure of the historical and material specificity of subject-positions and needs” (Merish 12). 
7
 As David Eng nicely summarizes, “Hegel defines the emergence of modern liberal personhood in The Philosophy 

of the Right as the development of individual self-consciousness through ever-evolving forms of property. Through 

property, the universal European man established his right to self-possession: of body, interiority, mind, and spirit” 

(44). 
8
 And yet, here again, I do not want to fall into an overly simplistic model by suggesting that the white fantasy of a 

pure liberal subjecthood is consolidated through engagements with spaces that read as “white.” Indeed, if we take 

whiteness as an imaginative “category” based as much on the wish for pure non-being as much as being, what 

spaces would qualify? Rather, I would suggest the construction of the white liberal subject occurs via an 

appropriation of the black body’s materiality and energy, which are absorbed and contained in the service of white 

structure formation. 
9
 “The fetish of colonial discourse—what Fanon calls the epidermal schema—is not, like the sexual fetish, a secret. 

Skin, as the key signifier of cultural and racial difference in the stereotype, is the most visible of fetishes, recognized 

as ‘common knowledge’ in a range of cultural, political and historical discourses” (Bhabha 112). 
10

 The logics of this type of architectural self-making should not be entirely unfamiliar to us; as Krasner observes, 

“Our domestic lives tend to materialize and externalize our subjectivity in tangible self-representations and material 

engagements, located in specific architectural spaces or postural relations to other bodies. In the home, we are 

always in a sort of Temple, in which the embodied self, no matter how profane, is tangibly present” (18).  
11

 “In commodity culture the use of the commodity almost invariably develops other uses, which are connected to 

creating lifestyles rather than merely satisfying basic needs” (Tompkins 173). 
12

Compare this desire/need dialectic to the taste/hunger paradigm which Berlant locates as a central aspect of 

sentimental rhetoric: “As when a refrigerator is opened by a person hungry for something other than food, the turn to 

sentimental rhetoric at moments of social anxiety constitutes a generic wish for an unconflicted world, one where 

structural inequities, not emotions and intimacies, are epiphenomenon” (13).  
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13

 “The South had already, by 1850, been reduced to the region of minor, archaic, and uncanny culture the North has 

used as its plaything and exteriorized bad conscience ever since” (Berlant 20). 
14

 If we accept Andrew Silver’s reading that Annie’s request for a new kitchen “indicate[s] [her] own desire for a 

space of freedom away from, yet enclosed within, John’s control” (140), then its status as a type of “occult,” 

“feminine” antithesis to the white body is even further cemented.  
15

 As Gleason argues, “Recreation theory tended, that is, to imagine the playing American body as an implicitly 

white body to which African Americans and newly arriving immigrants should aspire. What is unique in the case of 

African Americans, however, is that their bodies were also viewed, as we have seen, as potential sources of energy 

for the revitalization of white subjectivity” (218). In one tract 1915 that Gleason details, a theorist named Henry 

Curtis contends that “the nearer we reproduce the original conditions [i.e., the survival conditions of our early 

ancestors], the more intense is the pleasure” (Curtis 6). 
16

 In regards to the insidious but deeply embedded racial logic of the separate kitchen, this passage from William 

Gleason’s Sites Unseen about an 1853 description of Southern architecture is especially interesting: “In his 

discussion of the second expressly southern design, for example, Sloan explains the dual rationale for the customary 

detached kitchen: not merely the southern climate (it is felt to be too hot to have the kitchen attached to the main 

house) but also ‘the peculiarities of construction required by the social and domestic habits prevailing in those 

sections of the country.’ The frequent recurrence of this suggestive term in this particular context perhaps signifies 

not only the silent acknowledgment of slavery’s distorting pressure on the southern built environment but also the 

pattern book authors’ reluctance to call slavery by its real name” (9, emphasis mine). 
17

 Eric Lott’s description of this “shaping” phenomenon is especially helpful: “‘Black’ figures were there to be 

looked at, shaped to the demands of desire; they were screens on which audience fantasy could rest, and while this 

purpose might have had a host of different effects, its fundamental outcome was to secure the position of white 

spectators as superior, controlling figures” (145). 
18

 Tompkins notes, in keeping with the minstrel tradition, “fascination with African American bodies is often 

reflected in the fetishization of their mouths” (173).  
19

 This scene, then, becomes distinctly resonant with white leisure fantasies about black music; as Lauren Berlant 

notes, “the centrality of…music and performance to the scene of spectacular identification” cannot be overestimated 

(16), and Gleason adds that white consumers believed that African Americans “[offered] through their purportedly 

less inhibited dances and music a route back to a more carefree self to which overcivilized white Americans no 

longer had access” (Leisure Ethic 216). 
20

 Consuming this “music,” then, becomes almost parallel to a process that Berlant describes in sentimental fiction, 

involving the “overwhelming desires to inhabit an imaginary space of transcendent identity whose mirror of the 

quotidian allows the utopian and the practical to meet intimately, and in a text you can buy that will give you an 

experience you cannot, at this time, have elsewhere” (Berlant 15). 
21

 The circulation of various kitchens in “Po Sandy” often becomes difficult to track, although I believe this intense, 

semi-convoluted mirroring does an important kind of work in Chesnutt’s project. There is (1) the kitchen that 

Marrabo builds from the Sandy wood and (2) the kitchen that John intends to build. Kitchen 1 is torn down and its 

lumber used to build a schoolhouse, which is the shack that John, many years later, wishes to demolish in order to 

build kitchen 2.  
22

 While I do not have the space here to do justice to these fascinating gender dynamics, I am reminded of Judith 

Butler’s Antigone’s Claim, a work in which she “raises the question of how it is that [gendered] kinship secures the 

conditions of intelligibility by which life becomes livable, by which life also becomes condemned and foreclosed” 

(23). In these terms, the architectural “un-manning” and “un-husbanding” that Sandy undergoes becomes 

threatening to his very status as a living person.  
23

 My analysis here is resonant with Jennifer Fleissner’s incisive exploration of Chesnutt in the context of “clay 

eating,” an addiction that was somewhat common amongst enslaved communities and less wealthy whites of the 

South. “What is happening, she asks, “when a person is rendered ‘ungovernable’ because of his appetite?” (2).  
24

 Marrabo’s wife, it seems, is forced to take on the embodied fragmentation of a mourner—described by Krasner as 

“bodily impairment” caused by the “habitual engagements with our environment [that] create a somatic continuum, 

or perhaps it is better to say contiguum, between ourselves and our lost loved ones” (38)—via her interactions with 

the kitchen. 
25

 Indeed, as Richard Brodhead observes, “Through [identifications between John and Annie and his presumed 

readers] Chesnutt puts his own audience at issue in his work and makes his fables figure a negotiation with a 

dominant literary culture….Genteel hearers form the frame for Chesnutt’s conjure tales because Chesnutt knows that 
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readers like these in their entertainment habits and social interests frame the scene of reception for stories like his 

own” (204). 
26

 Here, perhaps, the subversive and un-directable force of pleasure, as described by Eric Lott, is reclaimed: “It is not 

always the case that pleasure, what Roland Barthes once called the “formidable underside” of cultural products, 

entirely coincides with ideological intention: it has an underestimated ability to take its captives in wayward political 

directions” (145). 
27

 This is self who depends on “the possibility of directedness, of cumulative movement through time synchronous 

with the dominant timeframe of a given social and historical context, [which] is tied…to the temporal force 

associated with the conceptions of origin” (Luciano 9, emphasis mine). 
28

 Jennifer Fleissner tracks these sites of eruption throughout Chesnutt, uncovering the places where “the world that 

is lost surges up and assaults the unwilling subject, forcing [her] to admit [her] continued fealty to a pleasure [she] 

had imagined himself to leave temporally and spatially behind” (20). 
29

 In Tenie, Chesnutt seems to—in the words of queer theorist Elizabeth Freeman—“[imagine] a psyche with 

unpredictable leakages, a body at semiotically and sexually productive temporal odds with itself…the 

past…interrupts the present to trigger eating and speaking is not wholly defined in terms of trauma. Instead, it 

consists of latent excitations not yet traversed by the binary between pain and pleasure” (64). 
30

 Dana Luciano uncovers a similar phenomenon, I think, when she describes the potential of temporal play to 

“[open] slippages that manifest not only as outright resistance to or critique of historical norms but also as subtler 

alternations enabling minute, enlivening variations in the becoming of the human subject and the perpetuation of its 

histories (21). 
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