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Denial, Large and Small: 

Bradley’s The Chaneysville Incident

Man’s amazing cognitive abilities can sometimes come at a steep price. Comprehension of the beautiful and the wonderful comes with comprehension of the terrible as well, and this can be hard to bear. Often it is safer to employ defense mechanisms to suppress the truth, or deny it, instead of trying to come to terms with it. Denial is “a process through which a person attempts to protect himself from some painful or frightening information related to external reality,” distinguished from other repressive behaviors by the fact that it “deals with problems emanating from the outside…” (Shlomo 257). In contrast with the internal form of denial, this essay deals with a different facet: external denial, in which facts are suppressed or “softened” in their presentation to others. Denying a fact does not necessarily have to be an outright lie, it can also involve euphemism, distracting, misleading based on technicality, or other forms of manipulating facts to distort or lessen their impact. Uncomfortable truths are all around us, whether it’s the horrific events that occur in other parts of the world each day, or the very realities of, say, racial inequality in modern society.

David Bradley’s Chaneysville Incident is a novel in which black historian John Washington leads a relentless search for his past, returning to his former home in western Pennsylvania to discover more about a father he never knew. John’s whole life is steeped in, and shaped by, denial. While John frequently wields an amazing aptitude for history, combined with an acidic wit, to take on the denials of others, he frequently fails to see where it exists within himself. Denial runs prominently through The Chaneysville Incident; it shapes the world John lives in, his home town, his youth and adolescence, and his internal conflict. Given that the story is told from John’s perspective, it’s not surprising that his internal conflict shapes the story, conflicts which happen to be heavily laced with denial, the very same denial that the world around him had been exhibiting all along.

One of the very first mentions John makes of denial comes after the opening scene, when he spends time talking about society as a whole and the class sentiments inherent in it: “one of the primary functions of social institutions is to conceal the basic nature of the society, so that the individuals that make up the power structure can pursue the business of consolidating and increasing their power untroubled by the minor carpings of a dissatisfied peasantry” (Bradley 6). John then goes on to compare three forms of transportation (air, train, and bus), and how each of them displays inherent class-based characteristics. While society attempts to deny its class structures, John says, it can only hide so much in the end. A similar bit at the beginning of the book’s sixth segment, in which John describes historical discussion of the slave trade as both a way for white historians to project objectivity, and a way for black historians to escape the patronizing attention of senior faculty members (Bradley 206). As John sees it, both groups are using discussion of the slave trade in order to deny their parts in racial inequality: white historians to deny their privilege resulting in part from the slave trade, and black historians deny their lesser position by affecting a momentary escape from scrutiny.


This denial on both sides of the racial coin (“white” and “nonwhite”) is explored in detail in Charles W. Mills’ The Racial Contract. As he describes it, it is an “epistemology of ignorance,” which “precludes self-transparency and genuine understanding of social realities,” perpetuating its own false reality by denying the existence of that reality (Mills 18). Within this epistemology of ignorance, the subjects of Mills’ conceptual “Racial Contract” deny the reality of the system they are in by agreeing to participate in certain cognitive dysfunctions. John views the traditional discourse about the slave trade this way, with whites pulling out frank facts and statistics to prove their raceless objectivity, and blacks hiding behind one of few areas in which they are unlikely to be criticized. This two-sided aspect of denial is also addressed in Shlomo Breznitz’s essay The Seven Kinds of Denial, which differentiates between “denial of vulnerability,” in which a helpless person pretends to be able to deal with an oppressive situation, and “denial of responsibility,” in which a party with some objective control over an issue pretends not to be able to do anything about it (261). Just as Mills stated, both sides of an oppressive relationship deny the circumstances they are in, to help mitigate them.

Also up for discussion is the atmosphere of John’s hometown which, though he did not know it at the time, was more or less built on denial. His father, Moses Washington, the infamous moonshiner, sold denial like whiskey straight out of the still. Judge Scott, formerly one of the town’s most popular men, chose to describe it like this: “You could be a public teetotaler and a private drunk; nobody knew but you and Moses and God Almighty. That was part of what he charged for. ‘The ability to maintain public illusion and private delusion’” (Bradley 198). Moses allowed them to hide the reality, projecting perfect consistency even while practicing abject hypocrisy. In return, Moses was protected from the powerful men he shielded, because if he were made angry enough, the folio containing his business transactions would be released. However, the dreaded folio turned out to be completely bare of any incriminating information, a fact that Judge Scott denied when John revealed it to him (Bradley 230). Perplexingly, denial had come full circle: The Judge denied the truth about the fragility of the denial he and others had practiced in the past. However, it wasn’t just at its upper echelon that the Town exhibited a denied reality.

One of the memories John recalls when he walks up to the Hill, the primarily black section of the town, was white children running after him, shouting curses. He ran away from them “imagining that all the house windows were eyes staring at me: that they knew, somehow… I had done nothing besides close my eyes and ears, trying to pretend it was not happening” (Bradley 15-16). John here exhibits denial of vulnerability, in which he both refuses to acknowledge that he is really being victimized, and pretends that his patience and nonviolence in the face of victimization will matter at some point. Later on in life, his mentor Old Jack tells him that certain racial aspects of the town were hidden from him by the adults as well. John had previously believed that there were all kinds of reasons that his hair had to be cut after a long drive away from home, but the real reason was, as Jack put it, “‘so you young boys wouldn’t have to set there an’ hear some damn peckerwood tell you that you was such a strange kinda animal that the same pair of scissors that cut a white man’s hair wouldn’t make a dent in yours’” (Bradley 66). The atmosphere of denial that sustained what little optimism was left in John’s life followed him throughout his entire life, even in his home.

Even closer to John, in his very own house, his mother attempted to deny the nature of their family life. While he’s visiting her, John recollects that she “had an inordinate love of photographs. For years she put them everywhere, sticking them in the edges of windows and mirrors, pasting them to walls and taping them to doors the way some people hang up flypaper…. Collecting in it the pictures she believed were most representative of us all” (Bradley 125-126). Photographs were hung all over the “family photo gallery” in the dining room, pictures of John, Yvette, Moses, and John’s brother Bill, set to make them look as good as possible. In one picture, Moses Washington was described as looking “relaxed, calm, his eyes deceptively sane” (Bradley 126). The pictures she had thought were “most representative,” turned out to be the ones that made them look the best, so that Yvette could pretend that she had the family she wanted rather than the family she had. 

The constant pressures of denial from various aspects of John’s life compounded, and helped make him the man he came to be when he met Judith. It is through her that most of his internal conflict is realized. Fundamentally, John’s conflict comes from a mental divide between his “white” self and his “black” self. In the introduction to segment 6, he notes: “…what is really amusing is that even so knowledgeable a historian probably does not understand the African Slave Trade–certainly he does not understand it if he is white” (Bradley 207). This statement implies a tacit assumption that there are different kinds of knowledge, that there are some things white people can’t understand because they are white. This sentiment goes along with an earlier scene in which Jack presents a cold and distant attitude towards John because he won a scholarship and planned to go to college. He claimed that the reason whites now paid attention to him was that “you wasn’t colored no more, on accounta you read enough a them damn books to turn your head clear white…” (Bradley 135). Whereas before, Jack taught John about survival in the woods, drinking whiskey, and hunting (the “black knowledge”), now John is going off to school to learn history, philosophy, writing (the “white knowledge”). This diametric opposition is mirrored in the nature of the narrative itself, a point that Klaus Ensslen made in his essay “Fictionalizing History,” writing: “The narrative text… is differentiated into the spontaneous vernacular voice of the uneducated character Jack… and the highly reflective and analytical voice of the educated protagonist-narrator John Washington…” (283). Jack’s stories represent the traditional African-American tradition of the spoken narrative, and John’s typical narrations represent the predominately white tradition of the written historical novel.

John finds himself in repeated conflict with this supposedly white side of himself, which can be seen in a previously mentioned section talking about the slave trade. He lashes out against the historical establishment he views as being white-dominated, which he has become a part of through his background in history. Verbal altercations between John and his girlfriend Judith, a white woman also appear sporadically throughout the narrative, further accentuating John’s internal conflict. One involves Judith confronting John about his lack of trust for her: “… it’s me, isn’t it? I’ve got this horrible skin disease. I’m white” (Bradley 73). John rejects her for being white, because he has projected his past victimization onto her and all other whites in general, such as a later part of that section where he talks about he had raped a white woman, as a way to symbolically attack all whites for the death of his brother (Bradley 75). This anger and rejection fades away to acceptance towards the end of the novel, in which John introduces Judith to the history of his family, which he spent hours on end trying to discover.

What John is really looking for, though, is his own identity. Norman Harris, in his article “Locating the Self in Family and Racial History,” writes about this pursuit of John’s: “It is of course through understanding his ancestors that John is able to recapture himself…. The novel’s concluding chapters feature what amounts to an initiation of Judith into the tradition-thick world of C.K., Moses, Cawley, and John…” (205). As the novel winds down, John introduces Judith to the world he has been immersing himself in, the world of his black ancestors, both immediate and distant. At the end of his huge historical narrative about C.K. Washington and his exploits, John reveals that an old white miller who, having found C.K. and his party of free slaves, buried them in his family plot, taking care to bury families and loved ones together (Bradley 431). Among other things, this historical conclusion allows John to see that not all whites are as bad as he thinks they are, and that he can trust Judith after all. At the end of the novel, John takes all of the tools of his trade, gathers them up, and burns them (Bradley 431-432). John’s symbolic action of burning his “tools of the trade” can be better understood given what Jack Crawley told him earlier about fire: “It gives a man say. Gives him final say. It lets him destroy. Lets him destroy anything” (Bradley 42). Burning is a gesture of “final say,” a conclusion to the novel and a conclusion to John’s internal conflict. It was a statement that he had finally resolved the disparate parts of himself, becoming one whole and establishing his identity, distinct from that of his ancestors.

The source of this conflict was always John’s denial of any good aspect on the white race. His hatred prevents him from reconciling the two aspects of his life, and from becoming truly close to Judith, the woman he loves. Whereas before John lashed out against whites by doing bad things to individuals, he finally succeeded in bringing both of his disparate sides into balance, shrugging off his previous denial. In a sense, John’s battle reflects that described by Charles Mills at the end of The Racial Contract, that of “The struggle to close the gap between the ideal of the social contract and the reality of the Racial Contract” (132). Even further, a crucial step in this struggle is “Naming this reality…” and making an honest assessment of the facts in order to identify the problems to be solved (Mills 132). Only after shuffling off the bonds of denial can we become like John, and reconcile disparate facts to weave together a coherent identity. Looking at John Washington’s story, we see denial shape and distort the images of all echelons of life: the society, the community, the household, and finally the individual. Denial is a force to be reckoned with in any case, but perhaps if it is possible to overcome the individual denial, it’s possible to overcome denial at all levels, and achieve a true synthesis.
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