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Abstract:

This paper conducts a critical discourse analysis of Paul Beatty's novel "The Sellout™ to examine the
ways in which power dynamics are constructed and maintained through language. By closely
analyzing specific instances of power exertion, the formation of knowledge, and modes of resistance,
this paper seeks to reveal how the novel both reinforces and subverts power structures while
highlighting the role of language, institutions, and identity in the perpetuation or disruption of
control. Through this Foucauldian analysis, the paper will uncover how “The Sellout” reflects and
critiqgues the complexities of power dynamics in contemporary society. Drawing on Michel
Foucault's theories of power and resistance, the study analyzes the various forms of resistance that
emerge throughout the novel and demonstrates how Beatty's novel challenges dominant discourses
surrounding race, identity, and power, and offers a powerful critique of contemporary American
society.
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In the conclusion to his Tanner Lectures on Human Values, Michel Foucault tells us that “Where
there is resistance there is always Resistance,”. For Foucault, resistance is not just a reactionary
response to oppression but rather a fundamental aspect of power relations. He argues that power is
not held by an individual or group but rather operates through networks of relationships, institutions,
and discourses. Resistance, therefore, is not a straightforward opposition to power but rather a
complex phenomenon that emerges from the interactions between different forces, agents, and
structures. Michel Foucault's work is often associated with his ideas about power, knowledge, and
how they interact within society. While he did not explicitly discuss the phrase "Where there is
resistance there is always Resistance,” his ideas can be applied to understand the dynamics of
resistance and power in a postcolonial context. Postcolonialism, on the other hand, is a theoretical
framework that examines the legacy and ongoing effects of colonialism on societies, cultures, and
individuals (Foucault). It highlights the power imbalances, cultural hegemony, and subjugation that
resulted from colonial encounters. Paul Beatty's "The Sellout” is a novel that delves deep into the
intricacies of race, identity, and power in contemporary America. Through its unique blend of satire,
humour, and social commentary, the novel provides a trenchant critique of the various forms of
discursive power that shape our society (Beatty). Drawing upon Michel Foucault's theories of power
and resistance, this paper will examine the ways in which Beatty's novel illuminates the insidious
nature of discursive power and the various forms of resistance that can be mobilized against it.

For Foucault, power is not held by individuals or groups but rather operates through diffuse networks
of relationships, institutions, and practices. Power is not something that can be possessed or wielded;
instead, it circulates through society, shaping and constituting subjects and objects alike. Discourse,
in particular, plays a crucial role in the exercise of power, as it produces and disseminates dominant
narratives, norms, and values that shape our understanding of ourselves and our place within society.
When Michel Foucault said, "Where there is power, there is also always resistance,” he was
expressing the idea that power and resistance are inextricably linked. In other words, wherever there
is an exercise of power, there will always be some form of resistance to it. This means that power is
never absolute or totalizing; it is always contested, challenged, and limited by various forms of
resistance. Foucault's understanding of power is not as a fixed or hierarchical structure, but rather as
a diffuse and complex network of relationships that permeates society.
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Power operates through multiple channels, such as social norms, institutions, language, and cultural
practices. It is not held by an individual or group but is instead distributed throughout society.
Resistance, for Foucault, takes many forms, including both overt and subtle acts of defiance,
subversion, and rebellion. Resistance can come from individuals, groups, or even institutions that
challenge or undermine dominant power structures. It can take the form of dissent, civil
disobedience, protest, artistic expression, or alternative ways of living. Furthermore, Foucault argues
that resistance is not just a reaction to power, but is also a productive force that shapes and
transforms power relations. Resistance can limit the reach of power, create new spaces for freedom
and autonomy, and open up possibilities for alternative forms of social organization (Foucault, 141).
This perspective highlights the dynamic nature of power struggles and emphasizes the importance of
continuous critical engagement and collective action aimed at creating more equitable and just
societies.

Resistance, however, is not futile in the face of such pervasive power. According to Foucault,
resistance can take many forms, from overt challenges to authority to subtle acts of subversion and
sabotage. Resistance can also emerge from unexpected quarters, as marginalized groups and
individuals seize upon moments of weakness or contradiction within dominant discourses to assert
their own voices and perspectives.

“The Sellout” and Discursive Power

In "The Sellout,” Beatty offers a scathing critique of the ways in which discursive power operates in
contemporary America. The novel focuses on the story of Me, a young black man who grows up in a
predominantly white neighbourhood in Los Angeles. Me's experiences serve as a microcosm for the
broader struggles faced by black Americans, as he navigates a world that constantly questions his
belonging and legitimacy.

Throughout the novel, Beatty highlights the ways in which language and discourse are used to
reinforce existing power structures. For example, Me's father, a controversial sociologist, is obsessed
with proving that racial inequality is a result of systemic factors rather than individual prejudice
(Rusche). His work is meticulously researched and argued, yet it falls on deaf ears, ignored by a
society that would rather not confront the harsh realities of racism.

The character of Hominy Jenkins in "The Sellout” by Paul Beatty resonates with the themes of power
and control in the novel. Hominy is an elderly black man who was once a child actor in racially
offensive media and is fixated on the idea of returning to a time of racial segregation. He symbolizes
the complex dynamics of power and control in the context of race and identity. Here's an illustration
from the text that highlights Hominy's relationship with power and control:

“Hominy Jenkins, despite being black himself, internalizes the notion that being a slave and living
under racial segregation somehow grants him a sense of power and purpose (McGann, 97). He
becomes obsessed with the idea of being owned and controlled by a white master, viewing it as a
form of recognition and validation. He actively seeks to become Bonbon's slave, even though
Bonbon initially rejects the idea”.

In one instance, Hominy confronts Bonbon and insists on being owned: "Listen, I know you’re
gonna say no, but I’ve been going over this in my head for a long time, and I’m not just going to let
you say no, so just don’t, you know, say it. Say yes."

This passage illustrates Hominy's desire to relinquish his agency and be controlled by Bonbon,
demonstrating his twisted interpretation of power and control as tied to a history of racial oppression
(Beatty, 76).

Hominy's behaviour reflects a disturbing aspect of power dynamics—how the oppressed can
sometimes internalize the values and attitudes of their oppressors. His actions reveal how power
imbalances can warp an individual's self-perception and lead them to seek validation through
embracing their own oppression. In the larger context of the novel, Hominy's character serves as a
commentary on the complexities of racial dynamics and how historical power structures continue to
influence individual perspectives and desires.
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Through Hominy, Paul Beatty explores the intricate interplay between historical legacies, personal
identity, and the quest for power. Hominy Jenkins in "The Sellout” embodies the paradoxical
relationship between power, control, and oppression. His character underscores the ways in which
societal power dynamics can shape individual perceptions, leading some to seek control even within
the confines of their own oppression (Beatty).

Resistance in "' The Sellout"'

Despite the bleak picture painted above, Beatty's novel also offers glimpses of resistance and
subversion. One notable example is Me's relationship with his neighbour, Miss Lily. An elderly
white woman who has lived in the neighbourhood for decades, Miss Lily represents a peculiar form
of resistance to the dominant discourse. She is fiercely protective of Me and his family, often
standing up to the racist vitriol spewed by her fellow neighbours. Miss Lily's actions challenge the
notion that resistance must always come from those who are directly affected by power structures.
Instead, she demonstrates how even those who benefit from privilege can use their positionality to
undermine dominant discourses and support marginalized communities. In "The Sellout”, Paul
Beatty explores the theme of power and control through the protagonist Bonbon Me's experiences.
Bonbon lives in a predominantly black neighbourhood in Los Angeles and struggles with alienation
and disconnection from his community. He feels like an outsider within his own community, and this
sense of dislocation leads him to question the nature of power and control. Throughout the novel,
Bonbon grapples with the idea of what it means to be black in America and how that identity is
shaped by external forces (Beatty). He faces discrimination and racism, which reinforces the idea
that whiteness is the norm and that blackness is "other." This dynamic creates a sense of
powerlessness for Bonbon, who feels like he lacks agency in his own life.

At the same time, Bonbon also struggles with the idea of cultural appropriation and the
commodification of black culture (hooks). He sees how white people profit from black music, art,
and fashion, while black people themselves remain marginalized and disempowered (Miller, 319).
This creates a sense of anger and frustration for Bonbon, who feels like his culture is being stolen
and used for someone else's benefit.

Ultimately, “The Sellout” suggests that true power and control come from within and that individuals
must define their identities and values on their terms. Bonbon's journey toward self-discovery and
empowerment serves as a powerful commentary on the importance of autonomy and agency in the
face of systemic oppression (Spivak, 76)

Surveillance and monitoring are significant themes in Paul Beatty's novel "The Sellout." Through
various narrative elements and character interactions, Beatty portrays how surveillance and
monitoring are used to exert control, enforce societal norms, and perpetuate power dynamics.

In the novel, the character Foy Cheshire introduces the concept of the "Whisper Wire," a surveillance
device he installs throughout the town of Dickens. This device allows him to monitor and eavesdrop
on conversations, leading to a pervasive sense of being watched (Rusche and Kirchheirner). This
echoes Michel Foucault's concept of the panopticon, where individuals modify their behaviour due to
the possibility of being observed, even if they are not being watched constantly. Hominy Jenkins, a
former child actor who once played a racial stereotype, willingly places himself under surveillance
and reenacts racial subjugation (Geertz, 4). He desires to be whipped and takes part in scenarios
where he performs subservient roles, reflecting a form of internalized surveillance where he actively
participates in his monitoring.

In the novel, power imbalances are vividly depicted through the character of Hominy Jenkins,
an elderly black man who voluntarily acts as Me's slave. Hominy's willingness to embrace this role
and his belief in racial hierarchies illustrates the deep-seated impact of historical power dynamics
(Butler). This reflects how individuals can internalize and perpetuate oppressive systems even within
marginalized communities. Another form of resistance is through the creation of alternative spaces
and communities, where marginalized voices can be amplified and validated. In the novel, “Me”
creates a "black™ farm in the heart of Los Angeles, which serves as a symbol of resistance against the
erasure of black culture and history. This farm becomes a space where black people can gather, share

Page | 25 Copyright @ 2023 Author



Juni Khyat ISSN: 2278-4632
(UGC Care Group I Listed Journal) Vol-13, Issue-11, No.03, November: 2023
their experiences, and build solidarity, providing an alternative to the dominant discourse that
renders them invisible.

Conclusion:

In conclusion, Paul Beatty's "The Sellout™ offers a powerful critique of the ways in which discursive
power operates in contemporary America. By examining the various forms of resistance that emerge
throughout the novel, we can see how Foucault's theories of power and resistance continue to
resonate today. As we navigate a world that seems increasingly defined by division, bigotry, and
xenophobia, Beatty's novel reminds us that resistance is never futile — even in the face of seemingly
insurmountable odds. We must continue challenging and disrupting dominant discourses, creating
alternative spaces and communities, employing counter-discourse, and using humour and irony to
subvert expectations and imagine alternative possibilities. Only then can we hope to create a more
just and equitable society, where all voices are heard and valued. By delving into the intricate ways
in which satire operates in "The Sellout,"” this research paper will illuminate how the novel serves as
a mirror to contemporary society, reflecting the consequences of power imbalances, cultural
manipulation, and the control of narratives.
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