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Abstract 

This study analyzes James (2024) by Everett through Scott’s theory of hidden and public 

transcripts and  Belsey’s method of textual analysis. It aims to examine how enslaved 

characters use language to manage surveillance, conceal knowledge, and resist domination. 

The study asks how James’s shifts between public and hidden speech reveal resistance and 

how these transcripts change across the novel. The analysis focuses on register shifts, code-

switching, Signifying, literacy, surveillance, and the final confrontation with Hopkins. It 

shows that James develops a public transcript for survival while maintaining a hidden 

transcript of knowledge, identity, and resistance. The study concludes that the novel presents 

a gradual movement from concealed speech to open expression. It also shows the political 

power of language. Future research should apply Scott’s framework to other contemporary 

neo-slave narratives and examine register shifts through comparative and corpus-based 

studies. 

Keywords: Hidden transcript, public transcript, code-switching, African American 

Vernacular English, slave speech. 
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1. Introduction 

Everett's James (2024) opens with a sentence that could serve as an epigraph for 

the whole of subordinate political speech: “It always pays to give white folks what 

they want” (p. 16). The line belongs to James himself, delivered in the register he 

reserves for instruction rather than performance. It names a calculation that 

plantation life forces onto every enslaved character in the novel. What follows 

across is a study in exactly how that calculation gets made, moment by moment, 

syllable by syllable, in a book that has already attracted a fast-growing body of 

criticism for its dialogic structure and its self-aware minstrelsy (Booker, 2025; 

D'Amato, 2025; Kocić Stanković & Stamenković, 2025). 

None of that criticism, strong as it is, has yet reached for the theorist 

whose work most exactly predicts what James does with language: the political 

scientist James C. Scott. His Domination and the Arts of Resistance: Hidden 

Transcripts (1990) argues that subordinate groups under close and continuous 

surveillance develop two distinct discourses. A public transcript performs the 

deference the dominant group demands. On the other hand, a hidden transcript, 

spoken only in spaces sealed off from the dominant gaze, carries the anger, the 

calculation, and the intellect that the public transcript is built to conceal. Scott 

developed this model from historical and ethnographic material drawn from serfs, 

untouchables, slaves, and colonized peoples across several centuries and 

continents. He returns often to American plantation slavery as one of his central 

cases. Everett's novel, published thirty-four years after Scott's book, dramatizes 

the same structure with a precision that borders on the illustrative. James names 

the mechanism himself: he calls it his “slave filter” (p. 52), a phrase that could 

stand as a plain-language gloss on Scott's own vocabulary. 

This article reads the selected novel as a sustained fictional working-out 

of Scott's hidden and public transcript. It tracks the novel's formal choices, its 
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register shifts, its scenes of communal instruction, its treatment of literacy, and 

its climactic confrontation, against the specific mechanics that Scott lays out. The 

reading draws on Belsey's (2005) post-structural method of textual analysis. Since 

Belsey's attention to the ideological work performed by a text's smallest formal 

choices, a dropped consonant, a withheld sentence, a corrected syllable, gives 

Scott's largely sociological framework the close-reading procedure it needs to 

operate on a literary text. The article's guiding claim is that Everett's novel follows 

Scott's own account of what happens to a hidden transcript over time: how it is 

built, how it is transmitted, how it hardens into a durable record through literacy, 

and how, under specific and dangerous conditions, it breaches into the open. 

Selected novel stages all four of these stages in sequence. Reading the novel 

through Scott's framework recovers a structural logic to the book that a purely 

dialogic or purely postmodern reading tends to treat as scattered evidence for a 

broader claim about doubled voice. 

The stakes of this reading extend past the individual novel. Scott's 

framework has become a standard reference in historical work on slavery (Camp, 

2004; Cornelius, 1991) and in sociolinguistic accounts of African American 

speech (Morgan, 2002). Yet literary scholarship on the contemporary neo-slave 

narrative has been slow to bring Scott into direct contact with a specific text's 

formal choices. Given how much recent fiction, James (2024) prominent among 

it, stages exactly the kind of surveilled, doubled speech that Scott's theory was 

built to explain, this gap is worth closing. 

2. Scott, Hidden Transcripts, and the Study of Slave Speech 

Scott's (1990) argument begins from a simple observation about power. He states 

that relationships of domination that are stable over long periods of time are rarely 

stable because the subordinate party actually believes in the legitimacy of the 

arrangement. They are stable because the subordinate party has strong reasons, 
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usually reasons of survival, to perform belief whether it is felt or not. Scott calls 

this performance the public transcript, “the open interaction between subordinates 

and those who dominate,” in which subordinates are expected to display 

“deference, ignobility and contentment” regardless of what they privately think 

(Scott, 1990, p. 2). Set against this performance is what Scott calls the hidden 

transcript, discourse that “takes place ‘offstage,’ beyond direct observation by 

powerholders” (Scott, 1990, p. 4), where the subordinate party can speak plainly 

about anger, strategy, and their own judgment of the people who dominate them. 

Scott's (1990) model departs from earlier accounts of ideology and 

consent, particularly Gramscian hegemony theory, in one important respect. 

Where a strict hegemony account assumes that subordinate groups often 

internalize the dominant group's account of the social order. However, he (1990) 

argues that the outward performance of consent and the inward rejection of it, 

can, and typically do, coexist without contradiction. Since the subordinate party 

understands the performance as strategic. This distinction matters directly for a 

reading of James (2024), since the novel is built almost entirely around characters 

who understand their own performances as exactly that: performances, chosen 

deliberately and maintained at real cost. 

Scott (1990) devotes a considerable portion of his argument to plantation 

slavery in the American South specifically. He treats it as one of history's most 

totalizing systems of surveillance, in which a slave's public transcript had to be 

maintained continuously, in front of an audience with the power to kill, across 

every waking hour. Historians of American slavery working after Scott have 

confirmed and extended this picture with archival detail. Camp's (2004) study of 

everyday resistance among enslaved women documents how plantations 

produced sequestered spaces, quarters, woods, and hush harbors, in which 

something closer to a hidden transcript could be spoken safely. Cornelius (1991) 
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documents the legal apparatus that criminalized Black literacy specifically 

because literacy threatened to make the hidden transcript permanent and 

transportable. Williams (2005) traces the underground networks through which 

enslaved people acquired reading and writing skills despite these laws, often 

maintaining a public performance of illiteracy well into freedom. 

Sociolinguists working independently of Scott arrived at a closely related 

account of the same phenomenon through the study of code-switching. Morgan 

(2002) and DeBose (1992) both describe the shift between African American 

Vernacular English and Standard English among Black speakers as a calculated 

response to an immediate audience. It is a description that maps directly onto 

Scott's public and hidden transcripts even though neither author cites Scott by 

name. Rickford (1999) and Dillard (1972) established, against a long tradition of 

dismissing Black vernacular speech as a broken or degraded form of English, that 

African American Vernacular English is a rule-governed system with its own 

grammar, a finding load-bearing for any reading that wants to treat James's dialect 

as choice rather than deficiency. Alongside this sociolinguistic tradition sits the 

rhetorical tradition established by Mitchell-Kernan (1972), Smitherman (1977), 

and later Gates (1988), whose concept of Signifying, indirection and repetition 

with a critical difference, describes one of the specific verbal techniques through 

which a hidden transcript gets encoded into speech that remains, to an outside 

listener, apparently harmless. 

Bakhtin's (1981) concept of heteroglossia, the coexistence of competing 

social voices within a single language, and dialogism, the orientation of every 

utterance toward an anticipated response, has become the dominant lens through 

which James (2024) has so far been read (Booker, 2025). Bakhtin's framework 

and Scott's framework describe overlapping territory from different disciplinary 

starting points. Bakhtin, writing as a literary theorist under Stalinist censorship, 
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was chiefly interested in how competing social languages coexist and clash within 

the space of a single utterance. Scott, writing as a political scientist studying 

agrarian societies, was chiefly interested in where subordinate speech physically 

and socially takes place, who can hear it, and what happens when the boundary 

between those spaces breaks down. The two frameworks are compatible. This 

article treats Bakhtin's account of double-voicedness as the linguistic mechanism 

through which Scott's political geography of speech gets realized on the page. 

This article asks a  distinct question: where, in the social space of the plantation, 

does each of James's registers get spoken, who is permitted to hear it, and what 

happens at the narrow and dangerous points where those spaces meet. 

2.1. Studies on the Selected Novel 

James (2024) has accumulated a substantial body of scholarly attention in a 

remarkably short span, reflecting both its critical reception, the novel won the 

Kirkus Prize, the National Book Award, and the Pulitzer Prize for Fiction. and 

the density of theoretical material it offers a reader willing to look past its plot. 

Booker (2025) situates the novel within a broader field of contemporary fiction 

that responds directly to Twain's Adventures of Huckleberry Finn (1884), arguing 

that James engages Twain's text in a critical dialogue best understood through 

Bakhtinian dialogism. It is supplemented by Jameson's account of postmodern 

pastiche. Booker's reading is attentive to the novel's stylistic register-switching 

and its debt to the African American tradition of Signifying. It remains, at the 

time of this writing, the most theoretically developed treatment of the novel's 

language available in print. 

D'Amato's (2025) approaches the novel from a different angle, reading its 

performative use of African American Vernacular English as a metafictional 

commentary on the literary marketplace's demand for a particular, recognizable 

performance of Blackness from Black authors. He situates James within the genre 
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of the minor-character retelling. He argues that the novel's code-switching 

operates simultaneously as a survival strategy within the plot and as a critique of 

the publishing conditions surrounding the novel's own production. Kocić 

Stanković and Stamenković (2025) extend this line of inquiry through  Butler's 

theory of resignification and  Lott's work on minstrelsy. They argue that novel 

constitutes an instance of anti-minstrel fiction that deliberately mis-performs the 

stereotypical dialect role assigned to Jim in Twain's original. 

Taken together, this body of scholarship converges on a single, well-

supported claim. The claim is that James's dialect is performance rather than 

nature, and that the performance carries a critical charge aimed variously at 

Twain's novel, at the literary marketplace, and at the broader tradition of 

minstrelsy. None of these, however, asks where James's performance stops and 

where an alternative, unperformed register of speech begins. They also do not ask 

what happens to that alternative register as it accumulates across the length of the 

novel. This is precisely the question Scott's (1990) framework was built to 

answer, and it remains open in the published scholarship on the novel to date. 

The wider critical reception of the novel, largely journalistic rather than 

scholarly, has noted the presence of a dual register without theorizing it. 

Reviewers have remarked on the gap between the fluent interior voice James 

maintains in his own narration and the broken dialect he performs for white 

characters. This gap, treated impressionistically in reviews, is the precise object 

Scott's theory was designed to formalize, and its absence from the scholarly 

literature on the novel constitutes the research gap this article addresses. 

2.2. Why This Study? 

This study is limited to James (2024) and focuses on scenes involving four figures 

central to the novel's treatment of speech under surveillance: James himself, his 

daughter Lizzie, the enslaved man Easter, and the overseer Hopkins, whose 
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confrontation with James in the novel's final movement gives the clearest textual 

instance of a hidden transcript becoming public. Its value is theoretical. It 

proposes Scott's (1990) hidden and public transcript as a primary framework for 

a novel that existing scholarship has read chiefly through Bakhtin (Booker, 2025), 

through market theory (D'Amato, 2025), and through performance theory (Kocić 

Stanković & Stamenković, 2025), without bringing Scott's specific political 

vocabulary to bear on the text's formal choices. The scope of the study does not 

extend to a comparison with Twain's Adventures of Huckleberry Finn (1884), 

which the existing scholarship on James (2024) already treats at length, nor does 

it attempt a comprehensive survey of Everett's broader body of work. The analysis 

is confined to the novel's treatment of register, surveillance, and the specific 

moment of transcript rupture in its closing chapters. 

3. Methodology 

This study is qualitative and interpretive. It draws on Scott's (1990) political 

theory of hidden and public transcripts as its primary analytical framework and 

Belsey's (2005) model of textual analysis as its method for reading the novel's 

formal choices. Rather than treating James's register shifts, his choice of 

vocabulary, and his moments of near-exposure as neutral stylistic variation, this 

study reads these choices as politically charged enactments of the transcript 

boundary that Scott's theory describes. The study proceeds from a constructivist 

paradigm, on the premise that a novel's meaning emerges from the interaction 

between its text, the theoretical framework brought to it, and the historical 

conditions the text represents. 

Belsey's (2005) method contributes three specific commitments to this 

analysis. The first is a commitment to reading formal choices as ideologically 

active. When the writer renders James's dialect as “Who dat dere in da dark lak 

dat?” (p. 16) rather than as reported indirect speech, the specific phonological 
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distortions chosen, the collapsed consonants, the dropped final letters, are read as 

deliberate markers of the social role the public transcript demands, not as an 

author's attempt at dialect realism. The second commitment is to intertextuality. 

It reads James's speech against the sociolinguistic and historical record of AAVE 

and antebellum code-switching (Rickford, 1999; Morgan, 2002; DeBose, 1992). 

The third commitment is to reading absence and hesitation as meaningful 

presence. It is a commitment particularly suited to a novel built around a character 

whose central skill is knowing what not to say. The moment James catches 

himself mid-word, correcting “'Cessity” back into performed dialect (p. 22), is 

read under this third commitment as a formally significant event rather than a 

minor stylistic tic. 

The primary data for this analysis is the complete text of James (2024), 

read in full before passages have been selected for close reading. Passages have 

been purposively sampled for moments in which the novel stages a shift between 

registers, a moment of surveillance or its absence, or a direct engagement with 

the mechanics of concealment that Scott's theory describes. Secondary data 

includes the sociological, historical, and sociolinguistic scholarship on plantation 

slavery and African American speech cited throughout this article, used to ground 

the analysis in a documented historical record rather than in the novel's fictional 

world alone. 

4. Theoretical Framework 

Scott (1990) organizes his account of hidden and public transcripts around several 

structural claims that map with unusual precision onto the plantation setting of 

James (2024). The first claim concerns the totality of surveillance under 

conditions of extreme domination. Scott (1990) observes that the more total the 

surveillance a subordinate group lives under, the more elaborate and disciplined 

its public transcript becomes, since even brief lapses carry severe consequences. 
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Plantation slavery represents, in Scott's own account, one of history's most 

extreme cases of this condition, a system in which an enslaved person's public 

transcript had to be maintained not occasionally but constantly. Since the power 

differential between master and slave included the power of life and death 

exercised with near-total legal impunity. 

The second structural claim concerns the sequestered social sites in which 

a hidden transcript can be safely spoken. Scott argues that hidden transcripts 

require, at minimum, a physical or social space cordoned off from the dominant 

group's direct observation. Subordinate groups characteristically develop such 

spaces, work songs sung out of an overseer's hearing, gatherings held after dark, 

coded language shared only among insiders, specifically to protect this second 

discourse. Camp's (2004) historical account of clandestine gatherings in the 

woods and quarters of southern plantations documents precisely this kind of 

sequestered site, and James (2024) stages a fictional equivalent of it repeatedly, 

most explicitly in the scenes where James teaches his daughter the grammar of 

Signifying (p. 26) and where a change in one speaker's diction functions as a 

warning system for an entire group (p. 20). 

The third structural claim, and the one most directly relevant to the climax 

of the novel, concerns what Scott calls the political explosiveness of the moment 

a hidden transcript crosses into the open. Scott (1990) argues that because the 

public transcript depends on a fiction of consent that both parties, at some level, 

understand to be false, the open declaration of a hidden transcript in the presence 

of the dominant party carries a disproportionate destabilizing force, precisely 

because it withdraws the fiction the entire relationship depended on. This is not 

primarily a matter of the content of what gets said, since the dominant party has 

often already guessed at the hidden transcript's substance, but a matter of the fact 

of its public utterance, which Scott treats as a distinct political act separate from 
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the transcript's content. James's climactic confrontation with Hopkins, discussed 

in detail below, stages exactly this distinction. The novel states directly that “it 

was not the pistol but my language, that had so disturbed and frightened him” (p. 

253), naming the specific mechanism Scott's theory predicts. 

Scott's fourth claim concerns literacy and the durability of the hidden 

transcript. An oral hidden transcript, spoken and then gone, carries less risk than 

a written one, since a written transcript survives as evidence independent of the 

speaker who produced it. It can circulate beyond the sequestered space in which 

it was first spoken. This is precisely why, as Cornelius (1991) documents, 

antebellum law treated Black literacy as a capital offense in a way it did not treat 

the mere speaking of forbidden sentiments. James (2024) encodes this distinction 

with unusual precision through its recurring image of the pencil, discussed at 

length in the analysis that follows. 

5. Analysis and Discussion 

Everett establishes the mechanics of James's public transcript within the novel's 

opening pages. He does so through a character who names the calculation directly 

before performing it. “It always pays to give white folks what they want” (p. 16) 

functions as a statement of method before it functions as narration. The scene that 

follows enacts the method the sentence describes. James adopts the dialect: “Who 

dat dere in da dark lak dat?” (p. 16). It is a line built from systematic phonological 

substitution, the collapse of the voiced dental fricative into a stop consonant, the 

dropping of word-final sounds, the flattening of standard syntax into a shape that 

signals exactly the incapacity a white listener has been trained to expect. This is 

Scott's (1990) public transcript rendered at the level of individual phonemes. 

Deference performed for an audience holding power over the performer, with the 

performer's actual intent withheld from that audience entirely. 
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The performance intensifies under conditions of anticipated surveillance. 

When James senses that white ears may be listening, his dialect thickens 

deliberately: “I guess I jest gwyne set dese old bones down on dis heah porch” (p. 

16). Scott's model predicts exactly this kind of calibration, since a public 

transcript under close observation typically becomes more elaborate rather than 

less, as the cost of a lapse rises with the attentiveness of the audience. The 

archaism “gwyne,” associated with the minstrel tradition Everett is working 

against, and the self-description as “old bones,” a phrase built from the same 

tradition's stock image of enslaved decrepitude, together constitute a public 

transcript engineered for a specific listener's expectations rather than a natural 

feature of James's speech. 

The library exchange makes the strategic character of this performance 

especially legible. Asked about a library, James answers: “In his what? / His 

library. / You mean dat room wif all dem books?” (p. 18). Deliberate 

misdescription substitutes here for actual ignorance, since the exchange 

demonstrates enough familiarity with the room's contents to describe it accurately 

through a performance of not knowing what it is called. Scott (1990) treats exactly 

this kind of feigned incomprehension as a standard technique of the public 

transcript. It allows a subordinate speaker to withhold competence from a 

dominant listener without the risk that an outright refusal to answer would carry. 

The labor required to sustain this transcript reaches its most granular 

expression in a single interrupted syllable. James nearly lets the word “necessity” 

slip, then catches himself mid-word, correcting himself to “''Cessity, I corrected 

myself” (p. 22). Scott's public transcript operates, in this scene, below the level 

of the sentence or even the word, extending into the opening consonant cluster of 

a term not yet fully spoken. The novel stages here what Scott's theory implies but 

does not itself dramatize. It is an implication that maintaining a public transcript 
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under total surveillance is not a periodic act of self-censorship but a continuous 

physiological discipline, exercised syllable by syllable across a lifetime. 

Against this public performance, Everett constructs an interior register 

that James names explicitly, using a phrase that could serve as a plain paraphrase 

of Scott's own terminology. James describes his fear “of Huck coming back and 

hearing my thoughts without their passing through my slave filter” (p. 52). The 

filter James describes is Scott's (1990) transcript boundary made into a cognitive 

mechanism. It is a translation process standing between an interior discourse, 

unconstrained by white surveillance, and an exterior discourse built entirely 

around white expectation. 

The vocabulary of this interior register carries its own evidentiary weight. 

In a fever-dream passage, James's mind poses a question in language his 

performed dialect systematically excludes: “What would they do to a slave who 

knew what a hypotenuse was, what irony meant?” (p. 49). Both terms carry Latin 

roots and belong to a formally educated register, precisely the register the public 

transcript is constructed to conceal. Scott's (1990) framework treats vocabulary 

of this kind as more than incidental characterization. The gap between 

“hypotenuse” and “gwyne” is the gap between the hidden and public transcripts 

made audible in a single character's mind. 

The danger of this gap becoming visible surfaces when Huck notices a 

shift he cannot fully name: “You weren't talkin' like you talk to me. Why is that, 

Jim?” (p. 129). James's response floods the exchange with performed dialect, “I 

only knows one way to talk, Huck. Naw you got me scared” (p. 91). It is a line 

that repairs the breach in the public transcript at the exact moment it threatens to 

open. The accompanying interior admission, “I was panicking inside” (p. 91), 

confirms what Scott's theory predicts about the stakes of exposure. A lapse of this 
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kind is not experienced by the speaker as a minor social awkwardness but as a 

genuine threat to survival. 

Everett names the phenomenon of the boundary failing outright in a later 

passage: “In all my life that was the first time I had ever had a language slip” (p. 

41). Scott's (1990) account of hidden and public transcripts gives this sentence its 

full weight. A discipline maintained without lapse across an entire lifetime, 

broken here for the first time, measures the cost of the system Scott describes in 

units of sustained cognitive labor rather than in the abstract terms political theory 

typically uses. 

Scott's (1990) theory insists that a hidden transcript requires a physical or 

social space cordoned off from the dominant group's observation. Everett 

constructs precisely such a space in the register James's community uses among 

themselves. The clearest instance of this communal register doubling as a site of 

instruction occurs when James teaches the practice of Signifying directly: “Never 

address any subject directly when talking to another slave. / What do we call that? 

/ Signifying” (p. 26). Gates's (1988) theory of Signifying as indirection and 

repetition with a critical difference describes the rhetorical technique.  Scott's 

theory describes the social space in which the technique gets transmitted safely, 

away from the white listeners who would recognize a direct statement of 

resistance and could not recognize an indirect one. 

The transmission of this skill across a generation appears with particular 

clarity in James's correction of his daughter's dialect: “Miss Watson, dat sum 

conebread lak I neva before et.” / “Try 'dat be'” (p. 19). Scott's framework reads 

this instruction as the deliberate teaching of a public transcript to a child too 

young yet to have developed one independently, an act that functions 

simultaneously as protection and as a formal induction into the system the family 

must survive within. 
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The communal register also functions as a live warning system extending 

beyond a single speaker's protection. James notes that “my change in diction 

alerted the rest to the white boys' presence” (p. 20). Scott's theory treats this kind 

of coordinated signal as characteristic of hidden transcripts under group 

surveillance, where a shared code allows information about danger to travel 

through a register shift alone, without any single statement that a listening 

dominant party could identify as a warning. When the enslaved men speak 

entirely without performance, “Are you worried about the logs you stashed under 

the porch? You saw those?” (p. 35), the syntax runs complete and unguarded, 

offering the clearest textual confirmation that the dialect elsewhere in the novel 

is audience-dependent rather than natural to any speaker who uses it. 

Easter's speech within this communal register carries the novel's plainest 

epistemological claim about the transcript boundary: “White folks don't see like 

we do. They can't or they don't want to” (p. 128). His later observation, “White 

folks watch us work and forget how long we're left alone in our heads” (p. 134), 

names the specific blind spot on which the entire hidden transcript depends. Since 

Scott's model requires the dominant party's inattention as much as it requires the 

subordinate party's discipline. Easter's blunt formulation of enforced realism, “A 

lashing is a lashing. No thought in the world will stop the bleeding” (p. 88), marks 

the communal register's range. It extends from Signifying and coded warning to 

plain assessment of material danger, without abandoning the sequestration Scott's 

theory requires. 

Scott's (1990) distinction between spoken and written hidden transcripts 

finds its sharpest fictional treatment in the novel's recurring pencil. Pierre's 

question, delivered from within the enslaved community itself, “What in hell does 

a slave need a pencil for? You gonna write a letter?” (p. 83), voices the dominant 

ideology even through the mouth of one of its victims. It exposes the specific fear 
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Scott's theory identifies. It is the fear that a written hidden transcript survives 

independent of the speaker and can travel beyond the sequestered space in which 

spoken resistance stays contained. 

James performs the inverse of his own literacy with calculated precision: 

“Mebe I learn m'self to read wif dese books” (p. 67), an aspiration to a skill he 

already possesses, delivered as public transcript directly over a hidden transcript 

already accomplished. The private pleasure recorded moments later, “Dey feels 

good. I likes the weight of 'em” (p. 67), still carries traces of the performed dialect 

even in a moment free of observation. These moments suggest a discipline so 

extensive that it persists past the boundary Scott's theory would predict it could 

relax within. 

The stakes of literacy's discovery appear starkly in a single reported fact: 

“A slave was accused of stealing a damn pencil and they hanged him dead for it” 

(p. 134). Cornelius's (1991) documented history of antebellum anti-literacy law 

confirms that this is not narrative exaggeration but historical record rendered into 

fiction. Scott's theory explains why a pencil specifically, rather than an act of 

open defiance, drew capital punishment. The object represented the durability the 

dominant order feared most, a hidden transcript no longer dependent on memory 

or on the sequestered spaces where speech alone stayed contained. 

James's command of formal register eventually surfaces past the boundary 

that has contained it throughout the novel. It roduces “Convoluted and 

multifarious” (p. 95) in the presence of a white interlocutor, a phrase drawn 

entirely from the vocabulary Scott's model assigns to the hidden transcript, 

spoken here without the phonological camouflage that has disguised it until this 

point. 

Scott's (1990) claim that the public declaration of a hidden transcript 

carries a disproportionate political force. Independent of its content, it receives 
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its fullest dramatization in the novel's confrontation between James and the 

overseer Hopkins. James offers to mediate between his two registers directly: 

“Let me translate that. Yessuh, it be's me, Overseer Hopkins” (p. 245). It is an 

offer that presupposes command of both transcripts and the ability to move 

between them at will, precisely the ability the public transcript was designed to 

conceal from Hopkins's view. 

The novel states its own argument about this rupture without requiring 

interpretation: “The remarkable truth, however, was that it was not the pistol but 

my language, that had so disturbed and frightened him” (p. 253). Scott's theory 

supplies the mechanism this sentence names. A pistol belongs to a familiar 

grammar of threat that the dominant order already possesses the categories to 

process. A hidden transcript spoken aloud withdraws the fiction of consent the 

entire relationship depended on, and Hopkins's fear registers the loss of that 

fiction rather than fear of physical harm. 

James names the specific threat a legible, undisguised subordinate poses 

to the dominant imagination directly: “Which would frighten you more? A slave 

who is crazy or a slave who is sane and sees you clearly?” (p. 245). Scott's 

framework treats this question as more than rhetorical provocation. The dominant 

order, in Scott's account, possesses only a limited set of categories for subordinate 

behavior that falls outside the performed deference of the public transcript, 

categories built around madness or, alternately, open and legible rebellion. A 

subordinate voice that is neither mad nor rebelling, merely accurate, fits none of 

these categories, and its illegibility to the dominant framework is precisely what 

makes it, in Scott's terms, ungovernable by the usual instruments of control. 

James's closing declaration, “It's the fact that I don't really care” (p. 246), 

withdraws the final lever, the master's need for the subject's fear or approval, that 

the public transcript had always depended on maintaining. 
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The novel's final exchange completes the arc this rupture sets in motion: 

“And who are you? / I am James. / James what? / Just James” (p. 265). Scott's 

theory reads this final naming as the settled outcome of a hidden transcript that 

has, by the novel's end, become permanently public, no longer requiring the 

sequestered spaces, the coded warnings, or the phonological camouflage that 

protected it throughout the preceding chapters. The written record James leaves 

behind, “With my pencil, I wrote myself into being” (p. 87), stands as the durable 

form Scott's theory identifies as the hidden transcript's most dangerous and most 

lasting expression, a record that survives independent of the speaker and beyond 

the reach of the surveillance that once required its concealment. 

Scott's (1990) theory treats naming as one of the most consistently 

contested sites in any relationship of domination. The novel makes this contest 

explicit from its earliest pages and carries it, deliberately, across the full length of 

the novel. James's own private reckoning with the gap between an imposed and a 

chosen identity appears in writing. The register the novel consistently treats as 

the most secure extension of the hidden transcript: “I am called Jim. I have yet to 

choose a name” (p. 56). The passive construction of the first clause assigns the 

act of naming to an external, unnamed authority, while the active construction of 

the second reserves, without yet exercising, the right to name himself. Scott's 

framework reads the distance between these two clauses as the distance between 

a public transcript imposed from outside and a hidden transcript that has not yet 

found the occasion to become public. 

The imposed name receives its bluntest treatment in the mouth of the 

King, who reduces every enslaved person within earshot to an interchangeable 

string of labels: “Caesar, Jim, April, Boyboy, Mandingo, don't make no diff'ence” 

(p. 121). Scott's account of the public transcript predicts precisely this kind of 

erasure, since a dominant party's public transcript need not track the specific 
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identity of a subordinate individual at all, only the category that individual has 

been assigned. Against this erasure, the novel sets the private and accumulating 

record of a name chosen rather than assigned. It culminates in the closing 

exchange already discussed above, where the answer “Just James” (p. 265) closes 

a transcript that has, by that point in the novel, moved fully from hidden to public 

register. Read through Scott's framework, the novel's naming plot and its speech 

plot are the same plot told twice, once in the vocabulary of identity and once in 

the vocabulary of register, and neither strand fully accounts for the novel's 

argument without the other. 

6. Implications for the Study of the Contemporary Neo-Slave Narrative 

The reading offered above has consequences that extend past a single novel. 

Scott's (1990) hidden and public transcript was developed as a general theory of 

subordinate political speech, tested by Scott himself against material from 

Southeast Asian peasant societies, European serfdom, and American slavery 

among other cases. It has since then become a standard citation in historical 

scholarship on plantation life (Camp, 2004; Cornelius, 1991). Literary 

scholarship on the neo-slave narrative, by contrast, has developed its own 

preferred vocabulary, Signifying (Gates, 1988), double consciousness (Du Bois, 

1903), the ascent narrative built around literacy (Douglass, 1845), and, most 

recently in work on James specifically, Bakhtinian dialogism (Booker, 2025) and 

theories of minstrelsy and market performance (D'Amato, 2025; Kocić Stanković 

& Stamenković, 2025). Each of these frameworks illuminates a real feature of the 

genre. None of them, on its own, supplies the specifically spatial and political 

vocabulary Scott offers; an account of where speech happens, who is permitted 

to overhear it, and what political consequences follow when the boundary 

between those spaces is crossed. 
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This absence is worth noting because the contemporary neo-slave 

narrative, as a genre, has increasingly organized itself around exactly the kind of 

surveilled, doubled speech Scott's theory was built to explain. A comparative 

study bringing Scott's framework to bear on a wider set of these novels would be 

able to ask, with more precision than a single-novel study permits, whether the 

structure traced here, a public transcript built under total surveillance, a hidden 

transcript sustained in sequestered space, a written record that hardens the hidden 

transcript into something more dangerous, and a rupture in which concealment 

becomes declaration, recurs as a formal pattern across the genre or whether James 

(2024) represents an unusually explicit case of a structure other novels handle 

more obliquely. Either finding would sharpen the field's understanding of how 

contemporary Black fiction stages the politics of speech under conditions its 

authors did not themselves live through but continue to write into being with 

evident historical precision. 

7. Conclusion 

Reading James (2024) through Scott's (1990) theory of hidden and public 

transcripts recovers a structural logic in the novel that existing scholarship, 

focused on Bakhtinian dialogism (Booker, 2025), market critique (D'Amato, 

2025), and performance theory (Kocić Stanković & Stamenković, 2025), has not 

yet drawn into full view. The novel does not simply illustrate the coexistence of 

two registers in isolated scenes. It follows the sequence Scott's theory predicts: a 

public transcript built and maintained under total surveillance, a hidden transcript 

sustained in sequestered communal and interior space, a written record that 

hardens the hidden transcript into a durable and more dangerous form, and finally 

a rupture in which the hidden transcript becomes public, with consequences for 

the dominant party that exceed anything the transcript's mere content would 

predict. 
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This reading carries implications beyond the single novel under study. 

Scott's framework, well established in historical and sociological scholarship on 

slavery (Camp, 2004; Cornelius, 1991) and closely related to established 

sociolinguistic accounts of code-switching (Morgan, 2002; DeBose, 1992), has 

rarely served as the primary theoretical lens for a literary reading of a 

contemporary neo-slave narrative. Given the frequency with which recent fiction 

returns to scenes of surveilled, doubled speech, the selected novel is one instance 

among a growing set. This gap invites further work. A comparative study 

extending Scott's framework across several neo-slave narratives, tracking where 

each novel places its own version of the transcript boundary and its own version 

of Hopkins's confrontation, would test the limits of the reading proposed here and 

would likely surface further formal patterns that a single-novel study cannot 

reach. 

The present study is limited by its scope to a single text and by its 

qualitative method to one researcher's interpretive judgment in selecting the 

passages discussed above. A study incorporating reader-response data, or a 

corpus-based count of register-shift frequency across the novel's full length, 

would supplement the close reading offered here with evidence of a different 

kind. What this study offers in the meantime is a vocabulary. It is a vocabulary 

drawn from political theory rather than literary theory, for a mechanism the novel 

names for itself. James calls it a slave filter. Scott calls it the boundary between a 

hidden and a public transcript. The two descriptions, arrived at three decades and 

one discipline apart, describe the same structure with a precision that neither the 

novel's dialogic reading nor its market-focused reading has yet fully accounted 

for. 
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