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Abstract:
“Countdown to zero”: Systemic Racial Oppression and Black Social Death in Wideman’s
“Newborn Thrown in Trash and Dies”

John Edgar Wideman’s 1992 short story, “Newborn Thrown in Trash and Dies,” is a
response to a specific 1991 death of a newborn at the hands of her mother in Coney Island, New
York, but it is more specifically a challenge to the sensationalistic New York Times article that
depicted the event within a larger narrative of the self-destruction of the black community.
Critical attention has, for the most part, focused on Wideman’s novels rather than his short
fiction, and the few critics who discuss Wideman’s short fiction tend to overlook “Newborn.”
This story, however, is worthy of more than a cursory glance or a quick reference within the
larger scope of Wideman’s work. With “Newborn,” Wideman challenges the dismissive
acceptance of black-on-black violence as an allegory for black self-destruction and instead
provides a counter-narrative by giving voice to the experience of the infant falling down a
garbage chute, who delineates the various systemic forms of oppression the black community

faces. Furthermore, the position of the narrator and structure of the narrative itself allows

Wideman to attempt to confront the concept of black social death and, perhaps most importantly,
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to use this story as an example of how the narrative moment can be used to forestall or disrupt
such social death. In this way, the story is more than a retelling of an event perceived by the
public as horrific or shameful; it is also more than a simple critique of a racist narrative or a list
of external forms of oppression. The story opens up to become an exploration of an ontological
challenge facing the black community and a search for a productive way to confront that

challenge.
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