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When Chief Justice Roberts delivered the majority opinion in Shelby County v. Holder 
(2013), he gutted the Voting Rights Act (VRA) of 1965’s key provisions on the grounds 
that “our country has changed.” Noting the bill’s success at boosting African American 
turnout, he averred that the law no longer reflected present conditions. Progress, in his 
mind, ironically rendered the Act obsolete. Dissenting, Justice Ginsberg retold the story 
behind the VRA as one not borne out of steady political progress but as an 
“extraordinary” act that realized the Fifteenth Amendment’s “long delayed” promise. 
She countered Roberts’s appeal to progress by noting the Act had succeeded because it 
shockingly interrupted a protracted stasis whereby blacks remained disenfranchised for 
a century after the Amendment’s ratification. Only after acknowledging the Fifteenth 
Amendment’s arrested development, Ginsberg maintains, did Congress finally move to 
enfranchise black citizens in unprecedented numbers with the passage of the VRA.  
 
Untimely Democracy helps us understand Shelby County v. Holder by highlighting how 
frequently the rhetoric of progress rationalized continued oppression from the nineteenth 
century forward. Early in Untimely Democracy, Gregory Laski situates Plessy v. Ferguson 
(1896) alongside turn-of-the-century books trumpeting racial progress. These books 
made it easy to gloss over the regressive separate-but-equal doctrine enshrined by Plessy 
v. Ferguson through the “conflation between change and improvement” (11). No longer 
in bondage, these authors comfortingly assured readers, African Americans now enjoyed 
free citizenship since Reconstruction. These triumphalist narratives, Laski shows, 
nourished Jim Crow jurisprudence for decades to come. Untimely Democracy makes it 
clear that Chief Justice Roberts’s ruling, which resulted in massive purges of minorities 
from voter rolls in states previously subject to federal supervision, could not have been 
more devastatingly unoriginal.  
 
As much as Untimely Democracy enables us to untangle contemporary legal rhetoric, it 
even more powerfully recalibrates how we study nineteenth-century US literature and 
culture at a moment when the field has grown weary of historicism’s methodological 
dominance. “Nadir” conceptually animates this study. Noting that the historian Rayford 
W. Logan originally used the term in 1954 to describe the state of race relations after 
Rutherford B. Hayes’s presidential election, Laski acknowledges that subsequent scholars 
criticized the term’s negative implications. The late nineteenth century, after all, saw the 
dynamic rise of black cultural production and politics. Untimely Democracy itself testifies 
to this fact by its engaging close readings of work by Charles Chesnutt, W. E. B.  Du Bois, 
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Sutton E. Griggs, Pauline Hopkins, and Callie House while introducing readers to an 
astoundingly deep archive of newspaper and periodical materials. Laski, nonetheless, 
appropriates the term nadir for what it connotes temporally as a period of stasis. In doing 
so, he seeks to “untether the politics of racial progress from the precepts of progressive 
time” (27).  
 
This argument turns out to be equal parts polemical and performative, insofar as his 
chapters do not abide by linear progression. Opening with Du Bois’s remarks on Thomas 
Jefferson, Laski then leaps backward to Frederick Douglass and eventually concludes by 
going back to the future with an epilogue that reflects upon Spike Lee, Barack Obama, 
and Reverend Wright. Though such an approach might appear idiosyncratic at first 
glance, what Laski gives us is an intellectually thrilling, exhaustively researched book 
that should alter how we study the long nineteenth century.  
 
Historicism has maintained a static hold over nineteenth-century Americanist 
scholarship, and Laski accordingly charges that “a particular mode of historicism” too 
often obstructs or limits our critical vision (97). His painstaking attention to enjambments 
and repetitive phrases exposes flaws with synchronic, not symptomatic, readings. As his 
readings of Du Bois and especially Hopkins’s Contending Forces (1900) demonstrate, strict 
synchronic readings often fail to recognize the endurance of cultural and political 
phenomena such as slavery’s present-past after the Civil War. For Hopkins’s characters, 
he argues, agitation “is to stand still in protest of the fact that African Americans are still 
suffering slavery, years after the institution came to a legal end” (187). For Laski, these 
realizations mean practicing temporally fluid reading by imagining how Hopkins 
preemptively challenges Du Bois’s anxiety about political stagnation in a later edition of 
Souls of Black Folk (1930). 
 
Not surprisingly, Laski aligns his work with scholarship by Wai Chee Dimock, Cody 
Marrs, Lloyd Pratt, and Cindy Weinstein that forges new approaches to temporality and 
historicism. In sympathy with Dimock’s deep time, Laski situates literary works across 
decades. Like Marrs’s transbellum formulation, he rejects clearly differentiating the 
antebellum from the postbellum by attesting to slavery’s longue durée. As with Pratt and 
Weinstein, he also examines multiple temporal configurations by meticulously attending 
to literary form. But what makes his book so startlingly distinctive is his commitment to 
nonlinear intertextuality. True to the strategic stasis he locates in the narratives he studies, 
Laski plants himself within a single text only to reveal how it converses with other texts 
past, present, and future.  
 
Take, for example, his brilliant reading of Stephen Crane’s The Monster (1898). Conceding 
that Crane’s inclusion might surprise some readers, Laski unmoors this novella from its 
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immediate historical context to present it as a text on the reparations owed to African 
Americans long after slavery’s institutional end. To that end, he first recounts the story 
behind the ex-slave pension movement, which sought to compensate those who may 
have been held a slave with a pension for the rest of their life. Such legislative efforts 
proved ineffectual, but they prompted Callie House—a former slave whose writing plays 
a pivotal role in Laski’s study, to call upon the government to repay the debt with 
compounded interest owed to African Americans who “’ought to have been free’” since 
the signing of Jefferson’s Declaration (109). What distinguished House’s activism from 
her white counterparts’, however, was that she cast ex-slave pensions as compensation 
for past wrongs that remained a part of lived blackness after the Civil War, while white 
advocates hoped the financial plan might bury these wrongs and move beyond them 
toward a future “unburdened by the present past” (113).  
 
Drawing on Jacques Rancière’s political theory, Laski compellingly reveals how Crane’s 
novella renders legible those uncounted—former slaves who suffered the fundamental 
wrong of disenfranchisement and uncompensated labor both during and after slavery. 
The Monster revolves around the fate of a black servant, Henry Johnson, who rescues Dr. 
Ned Trescott’s son from a burning house. Johnson becomes monstrously disfigured, and 
Trescott struggles to repay the debt he owes. The rescued son, eventually comes to 
ridicule Johnson for his appearance. Here Laski emphasizes asynchronous tropes, as the 
narrative does not unfold chronologically. Through repetition, the novella’s beginning 
and end demonstrate that white fathers and sons “can do no reparation” (135). Presenting 
readers with this static image, The Monster can only “make claims for redress count—
worthy of being heard and recognized” (136). Literarily, in other words, Crane’s work 
aims to do what House does politically even if neither one produce what usually would 
be recognized as progress.  
 
When reviewing a book as provocative as Untimely Democracy, one cannot help wishing 
for additional readings. One wonders how Laski might read Black Populism and the 
writings of the Colored Farmers’ National Alliance, given their attempts to wrest 
republican agrarianism from the white populist hagiographies of Jefferson. Within a 
more a radical register, Lucy Parsons’s unwavering commitment to anarchism even after 
traumatic setbacks, such as the wrongful execution of her husband for the Haymarket 
Affair, embody what Laski calls untimely democracy. In scholarship in sympathy with 
his, J. Michelle Coghlan’s study of radical calendars in Sensational Internationalisms (2016) 
also brings Parsons into focus. For Coghlan, Parsons kept the Paris Commune’s past in 
the present in radical political discourse even as she endured anarchism’s static state at 
the turn to the century. Yet to draw these associations, though not examined by Laski, is 
really to attest to his far-reaching and persuasive claims.  
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Rather than reflect upon what intellectual future Untimely Democracy might herald, let us 
instead consider how it recalibrates the past. As with recent work by Marlene Daut, Mark 
Rifkin, Alexander Weheliye, and Edlie Wong, Laski implicitly participates in nineteenth-
century literary and cultural studies’ intellectual decolonization. When contesting 
dominant modes of temporality, the stories we tell about nineteenth-century culture and 
the characters who populate them necessarily shift. Rather than viewing these decades 
as defined by the zenith of US literary realism and naturalism, Laski gives us his 
reclaimed notion of nadir and its accompanying assortment of experimental literary 
works resisting strict chronological containment. The result is less revisionist history than 
an attempt to imagine a reparative historicism where authors and books once deemed 
unworthy of literary study count. 

© The Author 2019. Published by Oxford University Press. All rights reserved. 
For permissions, please e-mail: journals.permissions@oup.com




