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Abstract

Ishmael Reed ( 1938—) is an important African American
novelist, poet, playwright and critic, with 10 novels, many poem
collections, 11 essay collections and 6 plays under his name. Reed has
established his trademark Neo-HooDooism which features postmodern
literary characteristics and cultural symbolism. As a controversial
writer, Reed has been approached as a subject of study from different
perspectives. Unfortunately, his achievement was underrated by
critics. It underlies my choice to examine Reed’s Neo-HooDooism and
his multiculturalism ideology.

My study draws on postmodern literary theories and African
American cultural criticism, and analyzes Reed’s Neo-HooDoo
narrative strategies in relation to his multicultural thoughts and practice
to unravel the political aesthetics of Neo-HooDooism. Five novels,
Mumbo Jumbo ( 1972), Flight to Canada ( 1976 ), Reckless
Eyeballing (1986) , Japanese by Spring (1993) and Juice! (2011)
are selected to elucidate the characteristics Neo-HooDooism. Besides,
Reed’s poetry, plays and essays are referred to explicate Neo-
HooDooism and its multicultural ideology.

The present study concentrates on Neo-HooDoo cultural
construction, history revision, political signifying, multiculturalism

reflection, and discourse critique. The five chapters reflect how Reed
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has developed and improved Neo-HooDooism among the social,
political and cultural tumults of half-a-century. As I would contend,
Reed alluded to Hoodoo religion and advocated Neo-HooDooism in late
1960s and early 1970s; then he turned to more cultural and political
allusions as Neo-HooDooism matures. The study illustrates Reed’s
revolt on authority from Neo-HooDooism’s earliest cultural construction
and history revision in 70s, political signifying in 80s,
multiculturalism reflection in 90s, and the latest critique of power
discourse,

The study falls into five chapters. Chapter one is a discussion of
how Neo-HooDoo cultural poetics is constructed from African
mythology and theology in Mumbo Jumbo. By examining the novel’s
anti-detective genre, 1 contend that Reed investigates African
American culture, combines the religion and detective story to break
the boundaries of rationality and irrationality; he applies the diaspora
of African culture to manifest Neo-HooDoo cultural vitality and its
unique historical perspective. Chapter two mainly analyzes the
historical perspective of Neo-HooDooism in Flight to Canada. 1
expound that Reed rewrites slave narrative, uses Hoodoo synchronism
and Neo-HooDoo anachronism as narrative strategy to challenge
American mainstream history, and establishes African American
identity by rewriting history. Chapter three discusses Reed’s signifying
on sexual and racial politics in his most controversial fiction Reckless
Eyeballing, a “ trickster novel.” It shows how Reed uses African
American folk culture, trickster signifying and “two-headedness” to
challenge establishment. The fourth chapter explores the Neo-

HooDooism reflection on the multiculturalism paradox. 1 propose that
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Japanese by Spring, centering on the Culture War of 1990s, reflects
on the connection between academic politics and global
multiculturalism. Neo-HooDooism further leads Reed to reflect on
media discourse, so the last chapter is devoted to Reed’s critical look
on discourse power. Juice! uses the Simpson trial as a mirror to
examine the power of American media, by juxtaposing fictional
narrative and news narrative, forces readers to question the media
discourse manipulation from the perspective of discourse construction.

In conclusion, Neo-HooDooism in Reed’s fiction represents the
unity of narrative strategies and cultural critical ideology. This study
focuses on Reed’s technical complexity and postcolonial “write back,”
to reveal the importance of multiculturalism practice. Originated from
African American hoodoo practice, Neo-HooDoo multiculturalism
applies syncreticism and anachronism to disrupt the center/margin
binary and advocate the coexistence of different cultures. Reed
deconstructs western-centrism and promotes critical multiculturalism in
the United States and the world. Guided by the principle of “writing is
fighting,” Reed as a true iconoclastic is developing a multicultural

political aesthetics.

Key Words: Ishmael Reed, Neo-HooDooism, multiculturalism
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