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between the burned body and the recognizable self, narrate their 
movements as if from the outside looking in. Racine says, “Racine  
is the rough one who still got some pretty to her.” The characters 
function both as narrator and subject, standing inside the body and 
outside of it, begging the question of whether the condition of  
dual consciousness is a condition of black human existence a la 
W.E.B. DuBois’s oft-cited claim. Harris seems to want tie a tether 
between the human history of brutality on the planet and the  
raced body itself. We are left to wonder whether the black body,  
in particular, is always already a site of violence, and thus a split  
self from the moment it takes its first breath.

I cannot help but think, as well, of Adrienne Kennedy’s phenomenal 
one-act play, Funnyhouse of a Negro, which premiered off Broadway 
in 1964. In it, the protagonist Sarah, who struggles with her biraciality, 
is split into several selves—so much so that the other characters  
are each “one of herselves.” Sarah courts her European ancestry and 
is haunted by her African ancestry, creating a fissure of insistence 
that catalyzes a kind of madness. The violence of the attack on the 
twins and their mother in Harris’s play catapults a similar mad-
house of splintered identity.

* * *

A cross of protection hangs dumbly on my mother’s bedroom door.

To make my contempt parenthetical feels safer.

Crevice that countenances the actual.

Special conditions arise when placing the head in the lion’s mouth.

Are we ever safe?

Unanswerable questions abound. Comfort is fiction. To be  
comfortable to is to cut off a portion of experience and live in 
bracketed space. It requires delusion.

* * *

Introduction

What my mother was taught about the story of Cain and Abel,  
and what she believes, is that the “mark of Cain” is not only a curse 
but also the raced black body itself. She is eager to point out that the 
suffering of black people is Biblical prophesy, immutable damnation. 
This flawed exegesis is not her own, of course, but instead on loan 
from the minister at her church who taught Bible study many years 
ago. It’s heavy to me that black people themselves can find solace in 
this rendition of human history in which God, rather than humans 
of their own accord, with their own agency, created black misery.  
It makes the history and condition of black life not merely a result 
of human barbarism, but analogous to the legend of the Wandering 
Jew, endlessly cursed with displacement until the Second Coming.  
A locked door. What’s one to do?

Certainly, Is God Is is a twist on the Biblical story of two brothers— 
one good, one murderous. However allegorical Harris’s play might 
be, it does not purport to put forth any prophesy related to the 
“curse” of the raced body. Instead, we are made acutely aware of the 
universal struggle within and against that which looks a lot like 
evil. This struggle is not exceptional, but is a condition of human 
life. A complicated stickiness inside each of us.

Our cultural insistence on the presumption of the singular self is 
disrupted in Is God Is by irredeemable violence. Violence, like other 
traumas, fragments the self and removes the ground from below us. 
We are left floating and piecemeal in the wake of violence. Before 
the script even begins, our protagonists’ bodies are set on fire. Out 
of flames, the mutant twins Racine and Anaia, fractured by the gap 
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What is the form in which something wants to be said? Why the 
devotion to rigid boundaries of genre? Aleshea Harris’s Is God Is 
defies genre categories and reaches toward a productive oblivion. 
This oblivion is evident in the texture of the surreal narrative, itself 
an incarnation of the brutalizations of black women’s bodies. No 
one is redeemed in Harris’s narrative. No one is simply “good” while 
another simply “evil.” To the contrary, and unlike the dichotomous 
Cain and Abel, the brutal spreads throughout Harris’s genre-defying 
play like a chemical weapon, poisoning everything in its path.  
No easy answers. No fictional safeties.

What Harris’s work undertakes instead of fictional safeties and 
causalities are the problems of utterance, transgressions, and 
violence as a gendered category writ large into cultural space. There 
will be a moment when reading, when you will root for our twins, 
when you will be on their side as they seek what appears initially to 
be a redemptive justice; but this moment will disintegrate and 
splinter into the gasping air. Typography indicates these glaring 
elisions, foregrounding instead registers of speech or feelings that 
are not usually visible in the genre itself but are imposed in the 
interpretation or the staging. It is here that we feel relief, in that 
formal exploration that usurps our ordinary ideas about what a play 
does and what kinds of knowledge discoveries it can make. Aleshea 
Harris’s Is God Is is a rigorous work, a new wave of blaxploitation 
that unearths our deepest fears about humanity and who we think 
we are in relation to ourselves and the divine.

—Dawn Lundy Martin 
Marfa, Texas
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Scenes
A LETTER

BEFORE GOD

GOING WEST

THE WEAPON

IN THE VALLEY

UP TO THE HILLS

THE HOUSE ON THE HILL

IN THE ROAD

TWINS &  TWINS

DRESSING

THE TEASE

ALL FALL DOWN

SHOWDOWN

TWIN?

AGAIN BEFORE GOD

Characters
RACINE African-American. A woman of twenty-
one years. Identical twin sister to ANAIA. Has 
burn scars on her arms, back and neck but a face  
of considerable beauty.

ANAIA Has burn scars on her arms, face and 
neck. Hard to look at. Wears a wig.

SHE African-American. Mother to RACINE and 
ANAIA. Has burn scars over her entire body.

CHUCK HALL African-American. A lawyer. 
Middle-aged.

RILEY African-American. A boy of sixteen.

SCOTCH African-American. A boy of sixteen.

ANGIE African-American. Mother to RILEY  
and SCOTCH.

MAN African-American. A father.
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ANAIA
Anaia wasn’t so lucky. Face look like it melted  
and then froze. Mostly people don’t let their eyes 
meet hers.

RACINE
’Cine used the handle of a rake to shut Tommy 
Danson up in the seventh grade when he called 
’Naia a bad name. Thas the kinda roughness she got.

ANAIA
’Naia is trapped in a prison of sweetness. Girl so 
ugly don’t get to be mean.

RACINE
’Cine does though. She got both their mean.

(to ANAIA) Got somethin today.

ANAIA
’Naia’s too tired for this.
She work in a warehouse packing cold things into 
boxes all day.
She’s too tired for this—

RACINE
In the mail. Got somethin. News.

ANAIA
’Naia keep her head down out of habit.
O, yeah? I got news, too.

RACINE
This big, tho.
Got a letter with some news in it. Big news.

ANAIA
Letter from who?

A Letter
(A blazing inferno. Out of the fire step ANAIA  
and RACINE.

A studio apartment in the Northeast.

ANAIA rubs the scars on RACINE’s back with ice  
as the fire subsides.)

RACINE & ANAIA
Twins.

RACINE
Burnin
Them burnin twins
at home in their apartment
in the Northeast
New York or Hampshire
or Jersey

ANAIA
or
Somethin like that
Somewhere that don’t feel right

RACINE & ANAIA
Twins

RACINE
Racine is the rough one who still got some pretty 
to her. She only got the scars on her back and a bit 
creeping up the rear of her neck. You can barely 
see ’em.


