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ABSTRACT

The proposed paper intends to critically analyze gtominent issues of race, gender and genre imirstery
writing of Barbara Neely. The chosen text is a pgrant political and creative space that subversstereotypical notions
attached to black women .The writer uses the vaim# experiences of a black female domestic workandhe White
against intra-racial attitudes of African Americamciety. The writings of Barbara Neely could beateel as a multifold
record of detection, racism and women’s oppressitie. proves that any genre could be used to fth#llpredicament of

African American writers and genre and plot asextst used for the empowerment of any marginalizedy
KEYWORDS: Mystery Writing, Barbara Neely and African Americéfomen Writings, Genre, Race
INTRODUCTION

Literature relies upon various discourses to unidadsthe definition and condition of women. Fentitieorists
view literary texts as documents that operate owegpcstruggle between men and women. Male dominatrigpchal
ideology in literary field represents women as objeeither as good or evil — such as angels, gssdde whores, obedient
wives and mothers. Through these representatidres,téxts naturalize the oppression of women; thesder is
ideologically constructed. Women writers aim anfiokating a new language and a new way of writinthwitelligence to
inscribe their experience, reason, suffering, visimd skepticism. The women’s texts suggest ali@maxpressions to

politicize their conditions, desires and experience

The connection between gender and genre has piayatbvitable role in establishing gender hierardtpic like
genres are considered masculine as they treattétivalues of heroism, war and adventure as itgesybwvhereas lyric
like genres are more often seen as feminine thareeges private emotions. However, women writepgement with all
genres to assert their intelligence and to estaltfisir feminist concerns; one such genre is detdiction. During the
beginning, detective fiction was considered to benale domain as it handled with crime, police itigegion and
judgments. However, the peculiarity of detectivargeis that it appeals to both genders. In ordesstablish the fact that
women writers belong to marginalized racial groegperiment with theme specific detective genre &extal space to
inscribe their strategic practices to uplift thesice, community and gender, African American womeiter Barbara
Neely’s Blanche Among the Talented Tetidis been taken as the subject of study for thpempa o analyze the text, its
genre and its feminist concerns, it is mandatorpdwe background knowledge about the diachronidysti detective
fiction and as this study deals with African AmamncWomen writer, it is important to understand tifiigdy marginalized

status of African American Women.
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Thus, this paper introduces the definition, origind development of detective fiction, and the stgrEcal
images of African American women in section |, andsection Il, it takes up the chosen text for elgsading.The
structure of detective fiction is akin to that ofiddle or a crossword puzzle which has to be sblwethe use of analytical
capacity and logical deduction with knowledge anggy work. The central character in any detectiveehis the
detective who always emerges victorious towardsette of the novel. Women detective writers notiteaxpress the
issues of female concerns and it has become agrahtpart of the history of crime writing. Femaletective fiction
originated during Victorian period and it estabdidhitself as a major genre during twentieth centliryhas a long
unbroken tradition that consists of god-mothergrihe stories Agatha Christie, Dorothy L.Sayers] &D. James and

even the rebellious grand-daughters Sara PareSsieyGrafton, and Patricia Cornwell.

Nineteenth century detective fiction is frequersiien as traditional and conservative in which #ses are neatly
solved and moral orders restored. Female deteabivikss period, however, operate their missionveusively. When they
solve a case, they re/establish moral certaintielsgeender role expectations. The first well-knowaf@ssional detective
characters in fictions are Andrew Forrester’s, Mis. G_, who appeared in the casebdble Female Detectivim May
1864 and William Stephens Hayward's Mrs. Pascaliciwlappeared six months later The Revelations of a Lady
Detective.Golden Age (1911) female detective fiction is oftmmcerned with human relationships, contemporacyas
culture, and women'’s positions. One of the mostificant younger women sleuths of this period isr@by L.Sayer’s
Harriet Vane. Female detection has its own gengalcigaracteristics and subgenres. The women’s cwniténgs since
the early 1980s established its styles in a mixafr&Cozy”, “Hard-Boiled”, “Forensic”, “Humanist”;'Gay”, “Lesbian”,
“Ethnic”, and “Historical” genres. Women mystery iters have established themselves as authors ofecfiction
featuring female protagonists in nontraditionabsolTwenty - first century female detective ficBarontinue to proliferate
into variants and they ensure the continuatiorsubfenres like cozy that deals with elderly amafennale sleuths; hard-
boiled that deals with private investigators, histal female detectives burgeon, and forensic dietex Three elements
prevalent in twenty - first century feminist defgetfictions are the construction and represenmtatibfemale characters,
issues relevant to motherhood and finally violeagainst women. Based on the investigation donehenhtstory of
detective fiction, it could be concluded that teenfnist detective fictions are taking possible rexatars by interweaving

innovative twists in the elements of climax anddimhax.

Besides characteristic features, subgenres andtivaripatterns, detective writings have well knotiwames of
their own. The various themes of mystery genresargl killers, drug dealers dealing with policeraption, crime capers,
adultery, betrayal, ghost towns, sadism, sexualatee, genocide plots, interracial relations, munasteries, family
relationship, attorneys, child molestation, repeessiemory, gangs and gangster, psychopathic killexdercover police,
people with disabilities, racism, race riots, dotitegiolence, medical malpractice, vengeance, coptaary life, drug
addiction, coming of age, escaped slaves, andrstoigtories. African American women writers, wholdmg to the
marginalized group in mainstream American literatuapart from challenging the inherent patriarchaices and
re/channelizing the direction of African Americaromven literature, write more detective fictions eganting female
detectives. These African American female protagfsrio not only solve the crime but also exhilifear eccentricities
and strengths. African American women mystery witgave made a mark in detective genre. Among tKiki Baker,
the pseudonymous author of a mystery series featoigck lesbian Virginia Kelly. Eleanor Taylor Btis mysteries

coalesce police procedurals with existing Africamekican themes. Grace Edwards also has writtenemgstthat feature
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savvy female ex-cop Mali Anderson and brought Haideworking class neighborhood to life. To add mootour to

women mystery writing Barbara Neely too has contebl a series of mystery novels.

Generally, African American women writers verbatiztheir conflicts and emotions to uplift their raaad
community. Their themes vary from African Ameridaistory to contemporary culture. Women writers wanbreak the
stereotypical images of black women and to createnter discourses to construct realistic imagesietdienth and
twentieth century stereotypical image of African émsan women portrayed black women as joyous, naivgerstitious,
ignorant, mammy, sapphire and jezeddte common stereotypes of black women in the twdinty century are gold
digger, independent black woman, and angry blacknam Gold digger image suggests the negative inodge girl
appears in pornography videos. The angry black woimaften depicted as dissatisfied and irritatedspn whereas an
independent black woman often infers a narcissiatitbitious, and financially successful person simel also emasculates
black males from her life. Racial stereotypes ofrgg, super human black women are used as theidnatimyths in the
minds of the readers, allowing them to pay no &tiarto their humanly qualities. Besides, the whitemen play their
role strategically to maintain and uphold their exiqr position simultaneously suppressing black womThus, black
women are positioned collectively at the bottonthef occupational ladder, and their overall sodiius is lower than that

of any other racial group in America.

Barbara Neely is a novelist, short story writemiieist, community activist and author of Blanche it¥lseries of
mystery novels. Barbara Neely's writing is a ndtotggrowth of her down-to-earth nature and hercecommitment to
political activism. Barbara Neely joins the grodgoowing number of African American female mystevsiters who gain
ample audience with their compelling whodunits scan Barbara Neely's fictional detective protagbilanche White

and her concerns for human condition can be cordgareangston Hughes's classic character, JesSerBple.

Barbara Neely, like Walter Mosley has written aieseiof novels which explore the nature indeed ttiude of
black community during the time when the idea ofied blackness has been discredited. Barbara Nefdynale sleuth
Blanche White is an outspoken, dark-skinned domesbirker. She is a self-governing, confident, iigeht woman who
uses her knowledge to observe the domestic enveahmnd human behavior. She uses her female oriuénd her

capacity that are generally unobserved or undenagtid by others in solving crimes

Barbara Neely’s detective fictional series haveupegith Blanche on the Larand she has published four novels
in the series. Her novels deal with African Amenicomestic worker and female sleuth Blanche Whiig their themes
foreground on racism. Unconventionally, in all fietional series, she subverts the negative impaftacism to positive
strategies; her colour of a black woman and hera@la domestic worker provide her a space for @iltavisibility that
aids her in solving the crimes. Barbara Neely ukesvoice and experience of a black female deted@ianche White to
create a multi- layered series. Barbara Neely'®msg@movelBlanche Among the Talented Temtbwvers the life of the
privileged people of Amber Cove, a black resort wie a pompous life as their ancestors are tls Aifrican Americans
to achieve high-status in American society. Shesdmond generic boundaries of detective fictioth enitiques on intra-
racial conflicts and feminist concerns in this nowBdanche White a female sleuth is opposite todbtective heroes like
Sherlock Holmes, Hercule Poirot and Sam Spade.déars for solving crimes are personal experienaesyork of
friends and family. Blanche White is not a deteethy profession but she probes into crimes notwealth but for her

concerns for black community and her friends.
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Amber Cove, a black resort on the coast of Mainenmwn for its back history. It was built by Josi@oghil, a
black tycoon. Blanche White enters Amber Cove gsiest with her children. The moment when her foathes Amber
Cove, she senses something has gone wrong indbe.@lanche White is keen to know about the bitaskrt where the
black community leads an elite life. The nick nafBég House” (17) is appropriate to black resort igipg that
everything is big even the secrets of each inmatelack resort is “big”. The people in Amber Coyeesd lavishly to
maintain high status. Blanche observes the changkim tone as a result of environmental and gerfiatitors. Apart from
this, their marital relationship and partnershiwénanade everyone to be light skinned in Amber Cdle elite black
community in Amber Cove is more racially prejudidbdn the common folks. Blanche often considers éntbove as a
place for investigation rather than relaxation. Fkeletons in Amber Cove are concealed without thabd speculations

as their lives are shattered and betrayed. Thel@edips are locked everlastingly to keep theitre¢s as secrets forever.

The death of Hank makes Blanche White to detecttimmection between the death of Faith and marstsaaf
Mattie and Robert Stu, the brains behind everydiewi at Amber Cove. Hank is the Godson of Mattiel lae happened to
be the first full-time black professor, who is mat, bright, inquisitive and funny in nature. Herds his wife Carol, a
dancer on west coast and they lead a happy lifeceder, sometimes the ego plays more than love leetvifeem. Robert
Stu has attended pharmacy school and worked in AHeyoften changes his attitude that suits theecdast Stu kills his
wife Susan Moon and escapes from law by statinghaaas killed her in an unconscious stitgth is not interested in
societal transformation but interested in otheseteand seeks pleasure in her life style. Moreostee has stolen Robert
Stu’s anklet, which is the most important clue attbe murders. Blanche White observes Mattie, arfestnwriter who is
married to a white professor. Her education, wgiimnd involvement in social activities and soniakts have made her a
“proud queen”. There is a close bonding betweemdia and Mattie and they both share their knowledgperiences,
problems apart from mutual love and care. This shtwe typical female bonding in African Americamtaxt. Collins

commands on the African American female bonding as:

In the comfort of daily conversations, through sesi conversation and humor, African American worasn
sisters and friends affirm one another’s humardpgcialness, and right to exist....This shared ratiogroften operates
among African American women who do not know onethar but who see the need to value Black womanhood
(Collins 102-103)

Blanche White along with Mattie dismantles the miaiots of the deaths that happened in Amber Coatié/
has lack of faith in police mainly for the reasbattthey will either abuse or assist but neverdjirstice. Besides, she is
afraid of the punishment as she reminds the bralirind the plots. Mattie rips the notes of evideoceurder and replaces
it with another note of same kind to conceal tlie tif Faith and Hank. Mattie uncovers everything tltee purpose of
escaping from punishment. The first clue that Blen@hite as a detective finds is the belongingdarik that includes a
bundle and a note that says “Sorry to leave yadifriénd, it's just too much. I'm not sorry | killieher. She was a nasty
bitch. Tell Mattie it wouldn’t have made differendealready knew”. (107).The further clues arededt pictures, birth
certificate, gold bracelet and a clipping from avepaper. At last Blanche White resolves that thatldef Faith as natural.
Blanche White refers to her “Brown skinned” compmend as “talented tenth.” The term “talented tenhdmoted by
W.E.B Du Bois denotes the one among ten black mem i& extremely talented and his thirst for knowledannot be

satisfied by any “industrial training” advocated Wyashington. The talented tenth is a promising greatty who is
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capable of leading his race and uplifts his comityuio, black people need new pedagogical methkesbntinuing and
classical education to acquire full potential andlirectly involve them in social change. Towarlls &nd of the novel,
Blanche White, as readers do, indentifies Matti¢has“talented tenth”. Mattie’s persuasive sensthéshighlight of her
characteristic feature by which she persuades thel reet of any person at any situation. Finallyri@aa Neely

symbolizes Mattie to be the talented tenth who gesss “queenly” qualities.

Blanche’s views Mattie as a queen of Amber Cove whwald foresee everything and whose vision and tate
according to the situation. Through each and ea#ityde, Mattie sets high standards to claim atyualith white women.
Mattie, in this novel, often represents few blackmen who enjoy equal status and top positions th Banerican and
African heritage. There is a strong maternal affecbetween Blanche and Mattie. Blanche has a greatmiration for
her biological mother who has been a source ofiratpn to her. Her mother protects and nurturesnBhe amidst all
hardships. Blanche owes a lot to her mother ashaBegroomed Mattie socially acceptable. Blanchatifies the same
kind of nurturing attitude, perseverance and matelove in Mattie and she compares Mattie to heidgjical mother
“senior diva” and fits in Mattie in her familial ntwer line of “wise old girls”. The novel testifighe contemporary
preoccupation with a colour-coded and class conscigersion of African American experience and Mhistolhe
protagonist approaches the community authentiGally assertively with her personal ideas and a#guabout blackness

and it fits into Collin’s theory of community forrtian:

Through the lived experiences gained within theiteeded families and communities, individual Afiica
American women fashioned their own ideas abouttkaning of Black womanhood. When these ideas faatidctive
expression, Black women’s self definitions enabtedm to refashion African — influenced conceptiafsself and

community. (Collins10)

Intra-racial discrimination is yet another concelpat is critiqued by Barbara Neely Blanche Among the
Talented Tenthintra-racial discrimination is the oppression, mgssion, hate, dislike, or distrust of one persomnother
person or group of the same race based on phydieshcteristics such as skin color, hair textuosgersize, and tribal and
cultural reasons as well differences in caste as<| The intra-racism revolves intensely arounddbiges of skin colour
and hair texture. Ironically, Blanche White expades culture shock in Amber Cove, a black resorstes witnesses
bourgeois attitude of black people. She acknowledge denial and struggles that she undergoes seaz#uher skin
colour: “nly guest present with any true colour...things, beside colour, that made a person black wigher missing or

mere ghosts of their former selves...where none@ttiour codes could be ignored”.( 40,58,227)

Mattie the black woman hides her intra-racial fietaghip with a black man, and she refuses to acletdye her
son who born out of the intra-racial wedlock. Nekeless, she proudly brings up her two sons whdare out of the
interracial relationship with the white professonlike other African American novels, in this noweblack woman hides
her intra-racial affairs and publicizes her interaarelationship. Light skinned African Americargercise their power
over dark skinned African Americans. In this no\Rdbert Stu represents the attitude of light skihA&ican Americans.
He shows his dominance over Blanche White and hetsMaer to throw all evidences that she collectedut Faith’s
murder. This colour prejudice does not subdue Blan&She does not want to hide her racial identity she tries to
educate her surrogate daughter Taifa to celebeatedeial identity. Taifa wants Blanche White toagjhten her hair to

look like a high status woman but Blanche Whiteusek to change her appearance. Moreover, she dxlibat black
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women look more beautiful in dark skin and kinkyrh@aifa’s words hurt Blanche “Well, you're alreadark. It does not
matter if you stay out in the sun” (84). In turnaBche White educates Taifa by stating that irgelice and character
result from brain but not from skin texture of amar a woman. Taifa imbibes a lot of stereotyp@tiitudes such as

nobody respects and befriends a black skinned perso

Barbara Neely irBlanche Among the Talented Temtltiques on being black and the naturalized mictation
and for her intra-racism is always outside the dsrof law. Blanche White sympathizes those whosappressed within
her own race. For her, it “hurt[s] more than anythany white person could ever do.” (128) Ancestvalship plays
another important role iBlanche Among the Talented TenBlanche White calls upon her ancestors for guidanc
whenever she is in critical position. With the atmice of female water spirit Mama Wata who is @sstnuch a trickster
figure as Blanche, Blanche’s spiritual maturatiakeis place at the shore. Mama Wata is an Africeralie water spirit
often referred to material success. Mama Watadsvknto bestow wealth and prosperity upon her folomas a reward of
their admiration and devotion towards her. Mamaa\istrepresented in the novel through many voioésriduals. Mama
Wata makes people comfortable whoever looking fippiness in their pain. Henry John Drewal’s desioripof Mama

Wata gives a crystal clear insight to Blanche’siggl maturation with the help of water spirit:

In their worship of Mama Wata, a water spirit bedid to be “foreign”, African peoples from Senegailfanzania
take exotic images and ideas, interpret them aowprid indigenous precepts, invest them with nevammggs, and re-
present them in new and dynamic ways to serve their aesthetic, devotional, and social needs. Imi@ag, they

evaluate and transform external forces, using tttesihape their own lives. (Drewal 34)

Blanche White's persona of an outspoken, politicalivvy lower class black woman and her way oflraléng
life through spiritual growth reflect her as membé&working class. She contrasts herself from offeple who give up
life for petty reasons such as greed, pride, pawer status. Blanche White represents the inquisidistective nature as
anachronism, implying that investigation and recgvef past political perspectives might be the sohu required at
present. The novel saturated with the issues atgatjon within Black culture based on factors sastskin tone, class
status, and family lineage. She explains the blacknen’s ability to survive without the direct aidl @ male and their
ability to perform tasks that are culturally defines “male” work. Even white and black men viewcklaslave women as
not the “real” women but are masculinized sub-huroagatures. Collins states that: “One is neithenkam intellectual
work of the sort envisioned within Black feminisraquires a process of self- conscious struggle dralb@f Black
women, regardless of the actual social locationrevtigat work occurs.” (Collins 15).Barbara Neelgates Blanche White
to subvert all stereotypical notions of a black veonwho seeks pleasure in fooling those who riditigle Blanche White
is concerned about herself preservation and doewanat to reveal her wits. White female detectilezs/e other jobs and
make themselves committed fully as detectives, edeBlanche White plays dual role as a detectiveredlsdomestic
worker, and she does not want to quit her job. Barheely holds strong views on social issues thatrgoemed by her
extensive work experience in society. She maBksmche Among the Talented Temth a remarkable combination of
genres like detection, history and politics withrétity. Barbara Neely iBlanche Among the Talented Tendpresents
African American community as a divided communitydadetection in the novel is not a murder detectiom the
detection of the social injustice of intra-racisdme concludes that Amber Cave pivots on the pareflity of a splintered

and stressed African American community. BarbaralyNéts detective genre within feminist discoursesl expands the
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scope and conventions of the detective genre.
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