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Abstract 
The essay focuses on the thematic coming into being of a place mapped 
through practices of listening. Sound, noise, and music are seen as part of 
the racially informed urban “everyday.” The reading depends on the 
isovist narration of The Street (1946) by Ann Petry, documenting Harlem 
during the 1940s. The text develops a narrative predicated on the use of 
aurality as a means of “dwelling upon” the site of a home; a place to live, 
but where the idea of habitation is compromised by the need to reside. The 
figural horizon created by Petry anticipates dwelling as Heideggerian 
habitation rather than as occupation. For Heidegger, the conventional 
edifice of housing illustrates the forced settling of land. This contradicts 
his principle of dwelling as a way to remain in a place, leaving us 
perpetually in search of the dwelling that is more than home. The streets 
of Harlem cite, among other instruments, the nomadism of such residing, 
as it attempts to breach the conflicting boundaries of “white” ownership. 
The trajectory of this subversive foray draws upon the improvisations of a 
Harlem soundscape, as it works out a means of dwelling anew. 
 
Keywords: race, aurality, dwelling, listening, materiality, architecture, 
phenomenology, inequity 

 
 

Our experience of living in a place is oftentimes circumscribed, 
knowingly or unknowingly, by the auditory environment we inhabit. At 
times liberating, as when we allow ourselves the freedom to participate in 
the carnival of sounds that gathers to itself the distinct tones of an 
imagined city. It is sometimes oppressive, when the gathering fails us in 



American, British and Canadian Studies / 70 

 

our endeavour to come to grips with the reality of a place that falls far 
short of what we imagine it to be, where sound devolves into noise. Such 
atonality drives the representation of a particular soundscape in the novel 
The Street (1946), where its citizens face up to the “everyday” in a racially 
segregated urban space. Ann Petry’s The Street is a raw introspection of 
the Jazz Age in Harlem and its aftermath, a stark reminder that the 
celebratory conversations of the “Renaissance” era (1920s to 1940s) in 
Harlem nests within the consumptive routines of habitation. Among the 
routines that shape our experience of a place, the influence wielded by the 
social practice of listening cannot be underestimated. 

The Harlem neighbourhood was a space intimately familiar to 
Petry, as she lived and worked there in the 40s. Her work as a journalist 
allowed her to create a vivid account of a place in decline, far from the 
glory days of the 1920s. The novel centres on the life of a single mother, 

Lutie Johnson, and her son Bub. The beginning of the novel finds Lutie 
attempting to find an apartment to rent on 116th Street in Harlem. She has 
recently separated from her cheating husband and cannot afford better 
options on other streets. The apartment she finds in a tenement block 
marks the beginning of her fierce resolve to improve her finances and 
“leave streets like [116th Street] behind” (Petry 153). The novel traces the 
evolution of Lutie’s understanding of material conditions governing the 
lives of black communities in America and the vast array of systemic 
constraints, both visible and hidden, that strive to impoverish them. The 
Street, in effect, is a jeremiad on the “American Dream” and an early 
realization that the promise of upward mobility remains a myth for its 
black populace.  

 The years leading up to the publication of the novel had seen 
greater numbers of black Southerners stream into the segregated 
neighbourhoods of America’s northern cities. In what would later come to 
be known as the “Great Migration,” almost 6 million black folk would 
uproot themselves over six decades, between 1915 and the early 1970s, 
from the brutally repressive regime of the Jim Crow South, where the 
black minstrel image of Jim Crow represented a culture of social and legal 
restrictions that served to dehumanize and disenfranchise blacks. In her 
compelling account of the Great Migration entitled The Warmth of Other 
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Suns (2010), Isabel Wilkerson traces many such journeys to the 
“cacophonous big cities of the North,” where what awaited the 
newcomers was “higher rents extracted from coloured tenants with few 
other places to go” (250). Harlem was no exception, and, as a 
consequence, it saw distortions in the housing market that skewed rents 
and made living in the streets and avenues that comprised the grid 
prohibitively expensive. This meant that people like Lutie, who was not a 
newcomer and had been born in New York, could only barely afford the 
most worn out and cramped accommodation: “The rent wouldn’t be very 
much. It couldn’t be for a place like this. Tiny hall. Bathroom on the right, 
kitchen straight ahead; living room to the left of the hall and you had to go 
through the living room to get to the bedroom. The whole apartment 
would fit very neatly into just one good-sized room” (16). 

 In fact, as Wilkerson’s stories reveal, many such lives would be 

forced to fold themselves into such rooms, sometimes living out the 
entirety of their life under threat of eviction if they could not make the 
weekly rent, in a “far from enlightened North,” which in many ways was 
no less forgiving, as it forced its new inhabitants to resume the minstrel 
lives they had seemingly left behind.  

Petry, who grew up in Connecticut, had a more New England than 
Deep South upbringing. Though by no means privileged or exempt from 
the conditions of racism, she had merciful advantages including 
education. She began her career as a pharmacist at her father’s drugstore, 
which ensured a life removed from the caricatures of the dim-witted, and 
lazy Negro inflicted upon Black Southerners. The Street was a product of 
her time as a journalist and resident of Harlem, where she had a frontline 
view of the oftentimes tragic unravelling of lives similar to the ones she 
chronicles in her novel. A jazz enthusiast, Petry laces her text with 
auditory cues that dramatise the long soulful blue note of Lutie’s struggle 
to convene a semblance of home for Bub and herself. In Lutie’s reveries, 
flashbacks reveal the circumstances that propel the direction her life has 
taken, including an alcoholic and absent father, who is her only relative, 
and an emasculated former spouse who could not get a job and had to see 
off his wife to be a house maid. The performance of loss embedded within 
personal memory is accompanied by a phenomenological tuning in to a 
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Harlem soundscape reverberating with the discordant tones of tired people 
moving on with their messy lives. Young women like Lutie came to clubs 
such as the Junto to escape “the creeping silence that could be heard under 
the blaring radios, under the drunken quarrels in the hall bedrooms” of 
their rented rooms and little apartments (Petry 144).  

The idea that these reveries owe more to a culture of listening to 
jazz performances finds some evidence in a short story, “Solo on the 
Drums,” written by Petry the year after the publication of her novel, where 
the jazz band leader and drummer Kid Jones broods the vacuum in his 
life, as he performs after his wife tells him that she is leaving him for the 
band’s pianist: 
 

The sound seemed to come not from the drums but from deep inside 
himself; it was a sound that was being wrenched out of him – a violent, 
raging, roaring sound. As it issued from him he thought, this is the story of 
my love, this is the story of my hate, this is all there is left of me. And the 
sound echoed and re-echoed far up under the roof of the theatre. (340)  

 
Playing at the “Randlert Theater at Broadway and Forty-Second Street” 
(336), Kid Jones is the marquee performer. Petry listens in on the 
transformative effect that an altered perception of the sound environment 
creates in Jones. As we accompany Jones on his extended sonic reverie, 

the culmination of which is the wrenching emergence of his story in beats, 
rhythm, and tone, we are encouraged to contemplate the range of 
emotions we tend to associate with our own intimate categorisations of 
sound or noise and everything that falls in between. Like Jones, Lutie too 
indexes the Harlem topography with sonic signposts, discovering in the 
auditory overlay the throbbing threat that is the lack of a place from where 
she can stage her own belongingness.  

This is exemplified by the isovist narrative in The Street, which is 
the space determined by the vantage point from where we can observe a 
given visual field. Lutie’s visual field as she observes and struggles for 
meaning while crossing the urban grid determines the isovist in the novel. 
Her journeys capture the syncopated rhythm and mournful pace of the 
blues’ notes emanating from the various jazz clubs scoping Harlem. 
Significantly, such a narrative maps the chaotic noise of poverty 
embedded within that blues landscape. Petry deals with a decidedly darker 
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version of the streets of Harlem, where women such as Lutie face 
crippling patriarchy and economic exploitation, as the Second World War 
winds down in Europe. Lutie Johnson briefly takes up a singing 
assignment, in addition to her day job as an office typist, at a dance club 
owned by the white mobster Junto, who also happened to own several 
tenement blocks in Harlem, including the ones on 116th Street. 
Discounting the fatigue that could set in with juggling a daytime job and 
singing career, she hoped the extra money would help her “get an 
apartment some place where there were trees and the streets were clean 
and the rooms would be full of sunlight” (151). Lutie’s hopes fade away 
when she finds herself prey to unwanted sexual attention by Junto and the 
bandleader Boots Smith. While Harlem is still the space where someone 
like Lutie can escape from the “hostility in the eyes of the white women 
who stared at her on the downtown streets and in the subway” (57) and 

feel human, she is conscious of the toll placed on black folk when forced 
to live economically and socially segregated lives. This fact hastens her 
departure from the place Harold Cruse, the Black social theorist famous 
for his cultural polemic on the “Civil Rights” and “Black Power” 
movement, declared to be the “black capital” of the world in The Crisis of 
the Negro Intellectual (1967).  

Interestingly, Lutie’s departure at the end of the novel responds to 
Harold Cruse’s laudatory assertion “of the pivotal characteristics of 
Harlem as a community” (The Crisis 13). These characteristics relied in 
large part on the “community consciousness” (4) that he felt had been 
crafted by neighbourhood organizers, social activists, and cultural icons in 
theatre, literature, and music, since the peak of the Harlem Renaissance in 
the 1920s. It was a feeling that he felt had only strengthened, despite 
crime and economic stagnation in the 1940s, when he returned to Harlem 
after the war. Such fellow feeling, while undeniable and instrumental in 
activating the slow march to the Civil Rights Movement, is absent in 
Petry’s seething pathologization of the “ghetto.” Lutie’s city within a city 
is the site of innumerable personal contestations, a ricochet of racial, 
sexual, and economic violence that echoes through the streets with a 
persistent tenacity that belies facile declarations of the cultural capital 
invested. The insidious embrace of the surrounding metropole built by a 
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different cultural elite encroaches upon the very promise of an urban 
homestead available to all. For Lutie and others like her, the city is hardly 
the place, the mainstream tribute that Here is New York (1949), paid by 
journalist and writer E.B. White, makes it out to be. He contends that the 
City “makes up for its hazards and deficiencies by supplying its citizens 
with massive doses of a supplementary vitamin – the sense of belonging 
to something unique, cosmopolitan, mighty and unparalleled” (White 33). 
In so many ways, Petry’s Harlem is the antithesis of White’s broad 
magnanimity. Lutie forces us to ask, “What is the nature of such 
belonging?” Her city is premised upon social and economic exclusion and 
un-belonging. The city shows itself through a lack of opportunity, of 
community, and, most significantly, of information on working out a 
semblance of belonging. Herein lies the most obvious lack, namely 
Lutie’s inability to get over the pretence of place manifested by streets 

that belong to somebody somewhere else.  
A key concern revealed by the street view of Harlem is the haunting 

spectre of an estranged and oftentimes antagonistic relationship with 
modernity’s architectural vogue for horizontal surfaces and linear 
extensions. Such mappings are prioritised in their function for scalability, 
sorting, and distribution of land parcels. The urban grid epitomised the 
efficiency of the economic principle that governed late-nineteenth and 
early twentieth-century American cities of the North. It is this pre-existing 
Harlem grid that black families begin to occupy during the time of the 
Great War. In The Architecture of the City (1982), the post-modern 
architectural theorist Aldo Rossi critiques the “naive functionalism” 
attributable to ordering mechanisms similar to the grid, a corollary to the 
capital deployed in land speculation. The increasing attempt to extract 
higher and higher value from the built environment limited the capacity of 
urban artefacts, such as the grid, to be able, according to Rossi’s estimate, 
to “reform and renew themselves simply by establishing new functions” 
(47). The limitation in variables, a hallmark of naive functionalism, 
straitjackets a city’s capacity to craft something as elemental as a culture 
of belonging. To put this in tangible terms, something as essential as 
housing falls victim to the artificial inflationary pressures of speculative 
capital. In his essay, “Building, Dwelling, Thinking” (1952), based on an 
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earlier lecture delivered to German architects at a symposium meant to 
address post-war housing shortages, Heidegger warns us against losing 
sight of the fact that humans build to dwell. He suggests that we have 
forgotten the originary unity of building and dwelling, thereby 
increasingly treating the geographic space as a commodity to be owned or 
possessed. This desire to colonise physical space triggers risk of losing the 
quality of sparing or forgiveness, which is essential to peacefully 
inhabiting (residing) a place. We, through the built environment, have 
become more accustomed to merely, and rather tragically, occupying 
space, ensuring that we live in a permanent state of alienation, at odds not 
only with the architectural outside, which remains in the domain of 
dwelling, but also with the idea of dwelling or residing, or staying itself. It 
is in this context that Heidegger advocates a transition from “Building as 
constructing,” where the abstract notion of dwelling has limited play and 

where the process is mechanical and artefactual, to “Building as 
cultivating,” where the process of contemplating dwelling is foregrounded 
(Poetry, Language, Thought 145).  

Heidegger restrains himself from providing actionable details with 
regard to the transition that he feels is imperative. Under the 
circumstances, one may consider the Indian architect and spatial thinker 
Charles Correa’s remarks formulated in his collection A Place in the 
Shade (2010), where he phenomenologically works through ideas of 
equitable living. His remarks allow us to flesh out the Heideggerian 
discourse, not as brute regulation or crude schema, but as a hermeneutic 
attempt to nuance urban experience. Correa enables us to recognise the 
fact that Heidegger’s “Dasein,” or “being there (in)” the world, is not just 
a rational subjectivity. It is in fact “Denken,” where purposive action is 
embedded in the process of thinking, which translates to the social 
theorisation of this process as praxis or, in Heidegger’s words, as “re-
gioning” (Discourse on Thinking 83). For Correa, a point of departure 
would be the democratisation of the language of theory that transacts 
practice, thereby allowing us to see the figural landscape of the city as a 
dense accumulation of social and aesthetic impulses. This leads us back to 
Heidegger’s “Building as cultivating.” In case we were initially confused 
by the farm imagery, our minds are put at rest when we see the possibility 
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that building as cultivation can realistically be extended to a cultivation of 
practices which populate the domain of the “everyday.” This simultaneous 
rift and reconciliation between the hard infrastructure of the city and the 
soft informational overlay of its social process is captured in Correa’s 
pithy and axiomatic “Great City, Terrible Place” (214), in which he 
considers the city of Mumbai. Correa’s notion of the city leans towards 
the social accumulation of symbolic capital and the aestheticization of the 
routines and practices of the urban “everyday,” where we accept and 
understand that these are diverse, varied, heterogeneous, and not 
singularly autonomous, as some urban planners are wont to believe.  

The spatialization of place presents its own set of problems, as 
design and building can never fully account for the different ways in 
which people can make use of a place far removed from the originally 
intended function. Chaotic lives spilling out of apartments into hallways, 

staircases, vestibules and onto the streets in Lutie’s Harlem are a case in 
point. The inflationary opinions of modern-day dwelling encourage a 
hypostatization of the urban surface into “transparent” grids of 
information that make themselves amenable to control, denying those at 
the margins an equitable access to place, as they do not fit into the norms 
of that order. In the words of Heidegger, such an “‘in-authentic existence” 
(Being and Time 222) places the notion of dwelling under erasure, leaving 
the inhabitants of The Street, and perhaps even us, at odds, in a state of 
covert and perennial conflict with the sites we forcibly and never-endingly 
continue to occupy. 

The feeling of chronic deprivation or lack, with reference to Lutie’s 
sense of place, is partially the result of her “tenacious embrace of middle-
class values, values she literally cannot afford to put into practice” 
(Shockley 443). The ideological rift infiltrates the architectural interior, 
exiling Lutie from the space of her own home and forcing her to inhabit a 
contradiction whereby dwelling is defined by its absence. As Michel de 
Certeau states in The Practice of Everyday Life (1984), individual 
trajectories in the planned city consistently “refer to the absence of what 
has passed by” (97). The stairs, hallways, and basement represent 
marginal spaces staging the confining and noisy closeness of absent life 
pausing between the street and the home. This unplanned interlude in 
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Lutie’s residing stands in stark contrast to a notion of place encouraged by 
her access to the house of the Chandlers, a wealthy white couple, where 
she used to work as a house maid prior to her time in Harlem: “For in 
those two years with the Chandlers she had learned all about Country 
Living. She learned about it from the pages of the fat sleek magazines Mrs 
Chandler subscribed for and never read. Vogue, Town and Country, 
Harper’s Bazaar, House and Garden, House Beautiful” (50, original 
italics). 

The ideological roots of several such magazines in America, 
dealing with the design and interiors of houses, can be traced back to the 
poet Edith Wharton’s contribution to the field, The Decoration of Houses 
(1898). She provides an exhaustive compendium of strategies to gather 
light, air, and tone in a house, insisting on approaches where “laws of 
rhythm and logic” (16) allow us to “distinguish architecture from mere 

construction” (10). The living spaces accessed by many of the residents of 
The Street exhibit no such compulsion to follow the protocols laid down 
by either Wharton or those who follow her. 

For Lutie, the “thickness” of her living condition is an abomination, 
a constant absence of the “ideal,” the “miracle kitchen” (28) revealed in 
her aspirational consumption of home improvement advertising. While 
Lutie is sensible enough to not get carried away with this seeming lack, 
the images reinforce the grinding poverty that she rebels against: 

 
She set the table with a slam-bang of plates and a furious rattling of knives 
and forks. She put the glasses down hard, so that they smacked against the 
table’s surface, dragged the chairs across the floor until the room was 
filled with noise, with confusion, with swift, angry movement. (Petry 326) 

 
This performance of deep-seated rage, which, in effect, is analogous to 
Kid Jones’ wrenching display in “Solo on the Drums,” has the unintended 
consequence of driving her son Bub into the scheme of the building 
supervisor Jones. The scheme finds the boy stealing letters from 
apartment mailboxes in buildings across the 116th Street for Jones, 
believing it to be part of some elaborate detective work Jones is doing for 
the police, so that he can earn some extra money to help out his mom. Bub 
is eventually caught and in danger of being separated from his mom, 
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something which Lutie has to reconcile with, as she is involved in the 
murder of Boots Smith, a band leader at Junto’s club. Boots had initially 
offered Lutie the singing assignment and hoped she would show her 
gratitude by sharing his bed. He is forced to give up on this plan when 
Junto takes an interest in Lutie. Lutie rejects the assignment when Boots, 
on Junto’s behalf, makes it an unpaid apprenticeship. Towards the end of 
the novel, Lutie is forced to approach Boots again, as she wanted two 
hundred dollars to pay her lawyer, hoping that she would thus get Bub out 
of juvenile detention. Boots invites Lutie to his apartment on Edgecombe 
Avenue, the part of town where the Harlem elite resided. On arriving 
there, she finds the “squat white” Junto, along with Boots, who tries to 
convince her to “be nice to him. And bein’ nice to Junto pays off better 
than anything else I know” (Petry 421). Lutie refuses and Junto is made to 
leave after Boots assures him that she will come around. But Boots, who 

has no intention of that sort, attempts to rape her. Lutie kills him as she 
fends him off, blaming Junto, “a piece of that dirty street,” because “the 
playground for Bub vanished, the nice new furniture disappeared along 
with the big airy rooms. ‘A nice white gentleman.’ ‘Need any extra 
money’” (Petry 420). Lutie decides to escape to a “big city” like Chicago 
before she is found, leaving Bub behind, for she thinks it is better than 
living with a mom who is a murderer.  

Lutie fails in her aspiration to earn enough to afford a larger, 
brighter apartment, one which would be in a place safer than the street on 
which they currently live. She realizes that each place brings with it its 
own stories and the capacity for new ones that need not always go 
according to plan, that would see “the Bub Johnsons graduate from reform 
school into DannemoraSingSing” (390). The material and embodied 
nature of the street presents a reality from which, as a mother, she is never 
allowed to stray: 

 
The traffic he could see and dodge. He was too young to recognize and 
avoid other dangers in the street. There were, for instance, gangs of young 
boys who were always on the lookout for small fry Bub’s age, because 
they found young kids useful in getting in through narrow fire-escape 
windows, in distracting a storekeeper’s attention while the gang light – 
heartedly helped itself to his stock. (Petry 60) 
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She knew from the outset what the street staged for women who worked 
and what lay in store for their kids: “Alone. Always alone. They wouldn’t 
stay in the house after school because they were afraid in the empty, 
silent, dark rooms. And they should have been playing in wide stretches of 
green park and instead they were in the street. And the street reached out 
and sucked them up” (Petry 388). Lutie’s reading of the street reveals the 
inadequacy of relating to the place of dwelling as merely a collection of 
objects. She realizes that her capacity to create a home will be severely 
compromised “so long as the social conditions around [were] not 
significantly transformed” (Davis 42). Her intervention alludes to 
Lefebvre’s polyvocal assemblage in The Production of Space (1991), the 
animated space of a city of routines or rhythms. It comes into being as an 
“extension of the space of bodies” (207) that occupy, among other places, 
the social abstraction of “housing” (314). Housing is distinct from 

residence in Lefebvre’s scheme, but has been conceptually parsed from 
residing. The residence is the traditional domain of the privileged, 
whereas housing accommodates the masses in an endeavour by capital to 
produce profit. People like Lutie are the victims of such housing, where an 
attempt to reside sometimes means “rattling the dishes noisily to cover up 
the quiet in the apartment. The radio was on full blast, but under it there 
was a stillness that crept through all the rooms. It’s these ratty little rooms, 
she thought” (Petry 78). Social interactions resonate with the space of the 
built environment when, as black cultural theorist Albert Murray and 
architect Craig Wilkins separately suggest, we view specific moments of 
experience, as the consequence of a “sonic organization” of place 
(Wilkins 71). In the case of Lutie, her sense of place is predicated on her 
auditory environment. The layering of sound in The Street owes a lot to 
the fact that Petry herself was an amateur jazz critic (Devlin 118) and used 
to write columns on radio programming in The People’s Voice magazine, 
tuning in black listeners on the kind of programming they liked on the 
national broadcasting service (Stoever 262). So, it could be sound or 
noise, or music, or the lack thereof that creates and interprets aspects of 
the world around Lutie’s Harlem. At the beginning of her story, as the 
building supervisor Jones “quietly” shows her around the prospective 
apartment: 
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She started humming under her breath, not realizing she was doing it. It 
was an old song that Granny used to sing. “Ain’t no restin’ place for a 
sinner like me. Like me. Like me.” It had a nice recurrent rhythm. “Like 
me. Like me.” The humming increased in volume as she stood there 
thinking about the apartment. (Petry 17)  

 
Much like the itinerant repetition of a separated rhythm, Lutie 
contemplates her new location within the altered circumstances of the note 
she sought to play for herself.  

 The representation of sounds in the text presence a narrative based 
upon the habitual. While the dominant note in Harlem is that of ragtime, 
blues, and jazz playing all night long, Lutie inhabits an auditory vacuum 
that is more representative of the urban everyday than Renaissance Era 
depictions of Harlem. The reference to a nebulous vacuum does not 
suggest the lack of sound or noise, if you will, and as we have seen, it is 
not the case in the text. Rather, it refers to the emptiness of these sounds, 
much like the law that has taken away Bub, whose jarring and dissonant 
notes leap out “in the darkness” at the unwary resident as she scrambles to 
“listen[ing] for sounds” (405) that would, to a certain extent, restore the 
familiar to her. These distortions fence the architectural and social space 
that blends in the form of the street, forcing its residents to improvise 

means for a temporary escape, even as they remain permanently trapped 
on the street. Such aural insurgency plays out in Petry’s depiction of a 
common enough phenomenon on the streets of Harlem, where people who 
were served eviction notices from their home had to “stand by and watch 
[their] furniture pile up on the sidewalk ... – if you could call those things 
furniture” (Petry 11). As for Lutie, the soundscape is indexed by the 
concealed menace behind the shuffling proximity of her predatory 
building supervisor, Jones, as he moves about his domain. The fierce and 
burning ambition to be rid of him and the shadowy apartment block he 
supervises instigates her on a course of action that sees her lose her son to 
the state and her own departure from Harlem towards an uncertain future. 

Displacing these characters from their planned narrative of 
affording better housing is indicative of a conflict which finds it difficult 
to reconcile the question of an amorphous dwelling with the static 
rationality of the urban grid. A built and planned environment that seeks 
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to regulate not just traffic, but also sight, smell, and, significantly, sound. 
In The Soundscape of Modernity (2002), Emily Thompson provides an 
exhaustive sonic map of cities like New York in the early twentieth 
century. She details the evolution of legislation and statutory bodies, such 
as the Noise Abatement Commission, which sought to control the noises 
emanating from the city. In several instances, she details white residents 
complaining about ragtime and jazz, as neighbourhoods started to see 
demographic changes in the influx of Black Southerners (Thompson 130-
133). Lutie rebels against such regulations that encourage Harlem 
residents to subscribe to a unidimensional view of the city. She 
rebels against such regulations that constrain Harlem residents in the lives 
they lead. Lutie resents the fact that their homes have become a parody of 
residing, with their stories more often than not spilling out on to the 
streets. Her Harlem is compromised by the need to perform consent to the 

white man’s desire to have a good time. White men like Junto orchestrate 
the lives of black folk as they pack them into the new urban plantations in 
northern cities. Petry realizes that the black metropole has been allowed to 
exist as a site of exception so as to facilitate what has been denied to the 
majority living in the larger and sanitised city. Even then, the 
transgressive space of blocks and streets constitute home, however 
transient, to thousands, including Petry. Lutie is a wake-up call for those 
who tend to romanticize the decades of the Rennaissance, accepting, in 
brutally candid terms, the deterioration of a glory land that perhaps never 
was. All one is left with, as the novel winds down, is the muffled sound of 
“damn it.” “Damn it,” as it echoes through a busy apartment block, is the 
residue of a conflict that captures an angry and hysterical mother giving 
up as her neighbors raise the volume on their radios and “all through the 
house, there was music, tuned up full and loud – jazz, blues, swing, 
symphony, surged through the house” (Petry 391).  

There are strong indications in the novel as to what dwelling as 
habitation would entail. The ability to cut through regulated views and 
sensations of the urban grid, a tactical capacity to mediate architectural 
spaces of the home, and the projection of place by staging the sonic 
environment are perhaps the most prominent in the narrative of Harlem, 
and integral to the evolutionary move from symbolic racial pride to 
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everyday struggle. What is offered to us, readers, at the end is the 
melancholic acknowledgement that an attainment to dwelling remains an 
elusive prospect for the citizens populating the Harlem landscape of Petry. 
Characters like Lutie are the detritus of an ideological conflict between 
“Building as constructing,” and “Building as cultivating.” In terms of 
dwelling tempered by modes of thought, “Building as cultivating” can be 
seen as alien to the purpose of modern capital. We have come to a point 
where the object of capital is an impulse to reify and value place as an end 
in itself. This has been made the norm; and the “truth” of our, as human 
beings, lack of presence in the places we supposedly reside has been 
tenaciously concealed. Lutie and others like her struggle with such a 
negative aesthetics, a consequence of our incapacity to belong. As “the 
city is left behind” at the close of the novel, we arrive at a reckoning of 
the problem of a home, what it means in the perceptual domain of our 

dwelling, and what it turns out to be as we ceaselessly build. Lutie tries to 
“figure out by what twists and turns of fate” (436) she has come to this 
moment of reckoning, as her tired mind balks at the magnitude of the task. 
“It was that god-damned street” (436) is all she could think. 
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