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Chapter Two 

Subjectivity and Solidarity in Sherley 
Anne Williams' s Dessa Rose

Kristen Lillvis 

In the neo-slave narrative Dessa Rose (1986), people, places, and times blur 
together as Sherley Anne Williams creates a contemporary novel based on 
two antebellum histories: one of a pregnant enslaved woman who helped 
lead a coffie uprising in Kentucky in 1829, and the other of a white woman 
who housed runaway slaves in North Carolina in 1830. "How sad," Williams 
thought, upon discovering the incidents, "that these two women never met" 
(Williams, Author's Note 5).1 As Williams weaves the histories together, she
also connects the subjectivities of the women, allowing her fictionalized 
escaped slave, Dessa Rose, to shape and be shaped by her fictionalized slave 
shelterer, Ruth "Rufel" Sutton. While race- and gender-based inequalities 
persist throughout the novel, the bonds between Williams' s women suggest 
that relationships rooted in difference can be understood according to solidar­
ity rather than hierarchy. I argue that considering the connections in the 
novel-particularly the interactions of Dessa and Ruf el-in terms of posthu­
man theory reveals that Williams' s characters weaken the systems of white 
supremacy and patriarchy by coming together in solidarity. This new theory 
of posthuman solidarity indicates that even within hierarchical systems, rela­
tional theories of the subject and community indicate a path by which hier­
archies can be destroyed. 

Concentrating on the border crossings that occur within the novel, partic­
ularly the intersection of black and white identities, I assert that the physical, 
psychological, and rhetorical crossings incorporate the other as part of the 
self and, accordingly, diminish the power of white supremacy and patriarchy 
while preserving racial and gender differences. This concept of blurring 
boundaries but maintaining the distinctions of the connected entities relates 
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