PAGE  
7
Ariyam 


Derick Ariyam

ENG 202 - Essay 2

Prof. Jamie Carr

A Dialogue on Race Between Two Critical Essays

Two critical essays, “Spirit-Murdering the Messenger: The Discourse of Fingerpointing as the Law’s Response to Racism” by Patricia J. Williams, and “Remote Justice: Tuning in to Small Claims, Race, and the Reinvigoration of Civic Judgment” by Valerie Karno, both address the evolved role of race in society.  This paper will address the similarities and differences posited in both of these essays in regard to race.

Valerie Karno's essay speaks on the topic of Small Claims Court Television Shows and how the proliferation of this form of entertainment has had cultural significance. And on this cultural significance, Karno speaks at length on the role of race and class within this context. Williams' essay, on the other hand, is more fixed on the topic of race. She describes how race and racism have been constructed through the subjugation of the "self" by a dominant "other", and she closes on how scarring racism can be to the victim, using a term she describes as "spirit murder", contending its enormity to be equally as vicious as "body murder", or homicide. 

As far as tone, these two essays differ in their approach to their subjects. Williams’ essay is imbued with powerful emotion, using words with images that distend with connotation: 

"...Elanor Bumpers, a 270-pound, arthritic, sixty-seven-year-old woman, was shot to death while resisting eviction from her apartment in the Bronx. She was $98.85, or one month, behind in her rent." (231). 

Even this small excerpt is filled with powerful connotations. Williams uses words like: "arthritic", "sixty-seven", and describes the woman’s crime as "resisting eviction" as opposed to "resisting arrest", or anything else that may seem more apt to warrant an officer to engage a weapon. There is also the mention of the amount of money that this woman was short on, $98.85, or a month’s rent, which would presume the lodging to be less-than modest. And just in her words, there is a bit of sardonic criticism, which she employs liberally throughout her piece. When her opinions are not spelled-out per se, they can be easily inferred and felt just by her cynicism. She's describing racism, and seasoning her reaction with words that poignantly transcend her piece from a mere word-to-sentence description, into a "feeling." Karno’s essay does not invoke the "feeling" that Williams essay does. To augment this effect, Williams puts her own experiences with discrimination in her essay, and describes it with this same type of feeling, which vicariously places the reader behind the devastation of her experience--regardless of race: 

"I was enraged. At that moment I literarily wanted to break all the windows in the store and take lots of sweaters for my mother" (229). 

In this line, Williams is describing the animosity she felt after being discriminated against by a white storeowner. And in the line preceding the discrimination, she writes:

"A narrow-eyed white youth who looked barely seventeen ... glared at me, evaluating me for signs that would pit me against the limits of his social understanding”(229). 

These two lines set up the essay for Williams' analysis on race; the first being an example of feeling "spirit-murdered", and the second is a segue to her discussion on the disconnect in understanding between blacks and whites. 

Williams goes on into a discussion about the concept of "self" and "other" as the primary cause of racism. William's suggests that our society has placed a line separating the "self" from the "other”, making them two distinct, unrelated entities. As a corollary, this segregation between "self" and other makes it easy to dismiss any harm to another, simply by this assumption that "self" and "other" are disconnected notions. This frame of reasoning is deceptive, even purely from a logical stance, since the concept of "self" is only existent because there is a concept of "other". In short, there can not be a "self" if there is no such thing as "other", and the unfortunate disconnect that culture has placed on these two concepts have helped harbor the isolation that would manifest such a thing as racism and discrimination: 

"In out culture, seeing and feeling the dimension of harm that results from separating self from ‘other’ require more work. Very little in our language or our culture encourages or reinforces any attempt to look at others as part of ourselves” (233). 

Furthermore, the extent to which this disables blacks is exacerbated by the dominance of the other--as in the implied dominance of whites over black. Williams suggests that blacks are not just disconnected as an isolated entity in the self-other construction, but they are frequently asked upon to put themselves in the eyes of the dominated, forcing them to evaluate themselves based upon the viewpoint of those that could despise them (233). 

In Karno's essay, she takes this concept of self-in-other, and places it in the context of Court Television shows, suggesting that they seek to point out the contradictory ways that African Americans are portrayed throughout television: "Televised Small Claims Court shows draw from the paradoxical ways, and ambivalence in which African Americans have been represented throughout television history"(266). In essence, she is suggesting that these shows are pointing out that the presupposed notions of African Americans by "others", or society, are questionable and faulty. 


Aside from the misrepresentation of African Americans in network television, Karno goes on to describe the non-representation of this same group in the legal system. Karno suggests these shows place race as something that needs to be considered in legal judgment as opposed to what happens in reality, race being omitted under the reasoning that “justice should be blind”. Karno writes, “… race must be accounted for and noticed for the ways in which it has historically functioned and still does affect our everyday institutions” (268). This thought by Karno is a point of intersection between these two texts. In Williams’ essay, she points to the black identity or “self” as something vitiated by blacks being forced to view themselves through the lens of the dominating white “other”. Similarly, Karno understands and agrees with this notion, and expands on this by proactively suggesting racial identification in the legal arena--that race needs to be considered and not re-costumed or disenfranchised by the dominating “other”.


Both of these essays have distinct voices, however, they are both tuned to the same subject, and share in their understanding of racial representation in our culture. While Williams more plaintively asserts her stance, drawing on powerful imagery and anecdotes to give her essay a heavy dose of emotion, Karno is more direct in tone, however she touches on race within the context of Court Television shows. Both of these writers agree upon the notion that the black “self” is either misrepresented or underrepresented, due to the subjugation of a dominating “other”. 

But when it all settles, these two essays most clearly intersect on the fact that racism has been, and still is, a problem.
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