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In reading the recent work of three preeminent feminist literary and cultural
studies scholars— Imani Perry, Susan Fraiman, and Leigh Gilmore— I am
struck by the fact that they are all invested in a critical reanimation of what we
might call, drawing on terminology from Gilmore, tainted key terms and con-
cepts, namely, patriarchy (Perry), domesticity (Fraiman), and women’s testi-
mony (Gilmore). All three books are ambitious projects that emerge out of
literary studies but move beyond the literary to ask substantive interdisciplin-
ary questions about both world historical events and everyday experiences.
All three also demonstrate innovative reading practices for moving critically
between macro- and microstructures and provide many examples of how for-
mal experimentation can create new social and political imaginaries.

Let me begin with Perry’s Vexy Thing: On Gender and Liberation because
its critical reanimation challenge is perhaps the most daunting and audacious
of the three. The “vexy thing” of the title is apparently patriarchy. It seems
emblematic of the problem of reanimating this very sticky term that a book
about modern patriarchy and how the figure of the patriarch is “created
through three juridical forms: sovereignty, property, and personhood” (21)
cannot name the concept in its title. Vexy Thing as a title is itself a vexing
thing: frustrating in its imprecision. Yet, Perry’s argument about what she
calls “the architecture of patriarchy” (57) in modernity is impressive in its
scope and detail. In Perry’s complex analysis, gender isn’t privileged over
race, class, and disability; rather, she argues, the “logic of patriarchy” created,
and continues to create, “a form of domination on which the law of prop-
erty and sovereignty rested” (44). This becomes the means by which person-
hood and nonpersonhood—and categories in between—are produced and
maintained. Perry accumulates examples of how patriarchy works, noting, in
a key historical example, that the transatlantic slave trade “made the theft
of labor and land a fundamental part of wealth production” but “still relied
on patriarchy” to create “relations of domination that were both intimate and
public” (47). Utilizing Hortense Spillers’s important formulation of black-
ness as vestibular to culture in Western modernity, Perry describes how the
slaveholder expands his personhood through the labor of slave women who
were worked like men to produce commodities but also raped or forced to
couple to reproduce labor, all of which extends “the scope of the master’s
‘productivity’” (48).
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The “old architecture of patriarchy” (104) continues into the present neolib-
eral times. In relation to property, personhood, and sovereignty, Perry argues
that in the present “there are fewer absolute exclusions yet more intensive
competitive demands that disadvantage those who were once absolutely
excluded” (104). This is the neoliberal call to be entrepreneurial, and Perry
describes the “vexing”—because seemingly unavoidable—problem of the
marketization of identity via a public sphere that “increasingly exists on corpo-
rate or commercial platforms” (108). Again, covering a range of examples,
Perry discusses a privatized “choice feminism” (113) that often leads to “pub-
licized maternalistic or savior-like behavior” (122) that doesn’t actually cri-
tique or challenge the structural violence that disadvantages groups of people
but may in fact grow the market value of certain women through the perfor-
mance of empathy. Relatedly, in a trenchant analysis of the patriarchal
machinery of the security state and mass incarceration, Perry notes that the
gendered care work done by social workers and other helping professionals
is also security work, and she calls this a “cult of true womanhood reimagined
for the twenty-first century” (161). It isn’t simply that women are more likely
to do this work but that this work is feminized and in the service of a patriar-
chal security state.

Perry proposes and enacts reading as a liberation feminist as a practice of
becoming free. A short interlude chapter titled “Returning to the Witches”
functions as a vestibule between the analysis of the architecture of patriarchy
and examples of “creative living work” (176) in which witchcraft and art act
as formal means for undermining patriarchal structures. Perry reads Alice
Walker’s “In Search of Our Mothers’ Gardens” (1983) as showing how sev-
eral potentially radical figures—“witches, Saints, and grandmothers” who
are “unbound from their vestibularity” (173)—create art as an opening to a
“radical feminist imaginary” (174).

For Perry the house stands in for patriarchy, and vestibularity might be lit-
eralized as being outside, excluded from the house, and thus excluded from
personhood under patriarchy. She argues that the best response to this condi-
tion may be remaining outside while asking questions about the structure,
“about both enclosure and how some are cast outside of its doors” (197). In
Extreme Domesticity, Susan Fraiman asks these same kinds of questions about
spaces of confinement, conformity, and comfort but goes inside the house to
critically reanimate another tainted concept, domesticity. If Perry’s analysis
feels sprawling in its mapping of patriarchy as the macrostructure of moder-
nity, Fraiman’s is tidier, more concerned with “the micropolitics of daily life”
and modes of “make-shift creativity” that emerge from “doing domesticity”
(10). In a challenge to conventional takes from both the Right and Left that
tie domesticity to women, conformity, and sentimentality, Fraiman seeks
to unbundle these “natural” associations while also offering a passionate
defense of “the desire for domestic continuity and security, all the more so
when it arises, as in many of [her] texts, within histories of danger and dislo-
cation” (11).
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Like Perry, Fraiman turns to form as creating an opening for practices of
domesticity that are inventive and dynamic. Fraiman examines the formal
strategy she calls “shelter writing,” a mode of slow description and realism
that “lingers over home renovation as an antidote to deprivation” (20). Frai-
man’s examples are many and diverse, from classic texts like Daniel Defoe’s
“ur-shelter text” (28) Robinson Crusoe (1719) and Elizabeth Gaskell’s indus-
trial novelMary Barton (1848), to “divorce corpus” texts like Edith Wharton’s
The Decoration of Houses (1897) and the magazine Martha Stewart Living, to
“the challenges of immigrant homemaking” (120) in novels like Jamaica Kin-
caid’s Lucy (1990) and Sandra Cisneros’s The House on Mango Street (1984), to
“reflections on domesticity in situations of homelessness” (155). Fraiman
offers a moving account of the structure of feeling in shelter writing: “delight
in putting around one’s things, marking one’s territory, reestablishing
oneself— the urgency and enjoyment of these actions increased to compen-
sate for dispossession” (155). This connects, I think, to Perry’s statement
in her last chapter that she has “never believed in theories of social death”:
“people live in the zone of non-personhood. They may be treated as ‘dead’
before the law. But their creations have always persisted, and they trouble
and haunt the dominant order. Their life and love is defiant” (Perry, 244–45).
Or, we might say, using Fraiman’s terms: they engage in homemaking as an
antidote even in situations of extreme dislocation and deprivation.

Leigh Gilmore is also interested in who has full personhood before the law
and the mechanisms by which some—especially women testifying about the
experience of sexual harassment and assault—are discredited and become
“tainted witnesses.” Like Perry and Fraiman, Gilmore explores formal anti-
dotes, in particular how life writing can provide a more elastic form than legal
testimony “to assert legitimacy, to challenge power, and to enable counterpub-
lics to coalesce around life stories” (9). In Tainted Witness, Gilmore analyzes
a “series of contentious cases” (2), including Anita Hill’s testimony at the
Clarence Thomas confirmation hearings, Rigoberta Menchú’s Nobel Prize–
winning testimonio and challenges to the veracity of the story it tells, and
Nafissatou Diallo’s accusation of rape against Dominique Strauss-Kahn. She
also discusses the “memoir boom/lash” (86), a term she coins to highlight
how memoir became at once a popular and a tainted genre in the 1990s,
as well as more recent examples of “neoliberal life narratives” (89), texts
that offer personal redemption without making ethical demands on the
reader. She concludes with a discussion of the figure and critical practice
of literary witness, which denotes a “mode of carrying the narrative to other
witnesses” (155).

Through her analysis of this figure and critical practice, Gilmore herself
functions as a kind of literary (critical) witness. She demonstrates that testi-
mony is not a single event in time and space but moves across multiple spaces
and temporalities (the law, media coverage, and autobiographical, documen-
tary, and literary forms of witness) in search of “an adequate witness” (70).
Gilmore accumulates many examples and keeps the testimony moving,
“embedding feminist witness in the testimonial network” (164). Gilmore
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notes that the “afterlife of tainting, and the persistence of its attachment to
reputation, forms a microcosm of the delegitimization caused by the com-
pounding of histories of violence and contemporary trauma” (84). As Perry,
Fraiman, and Gilmore all show, critically reanimating tainted concepts
keeps the project of reading as a liberation feminist moving.
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In 2016, Bob Dylan was awarded the Nobel Prize in Literature, and in 2010,
Patti Smith won the National Book Award for her memoir Just Kids. These
events decisively affirmed a place for rock music in contemporary literature
and a larger unity between forms once considered incompatible. While not
always on the same wavelength, fiction, poetry, and autobiography have inter-
sected with the sound and essence of rock and roll to express disenfranchise-
ment. The divergence between these expressions among disparate subcul-
tures is demonstrated in three valuable new books.

Florence Dore’s Novel Sounds extrapolates beyond the standard narrative
of rock history to argue that post–World War II southern fiction shared a sub-
textual “thematic resonance” with early rock and roll (3). The liberating
sounds of African American music represented for the Southern Agrarians
and New Critics alike a degeneration of vernacular (read: white folk) culture.
Defensively, these southern writers, particularly New Critics with influence in
the academy, clung to the ballad as a resource for literature that revered the
past, resisted modernization and intrusive technology, and kept racial and
class lines intact. The ballad tradition gave reactionary cultural producers a
reassuring “racial clarity” that was becoming harder to find on the radio or
jukebox (58). As a medium for cross-racial interchange, rock and roll moved
at a tempo faster than what gradualist critics of integration desired. In
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