Some key terms and concepts that should help you better understand Smith’s essay

Essentialism (adapted from Wikipedia.com)

Essentialist positions on gender, race, or other group characteristics, consider these to be fixed traits, while not allowing for variations among individuals or over time. Contemporary proponents of identity politics including feminism, gay rights, and anti-racist activists generally take constructionist viewpoints.  Constuctionists support the anti-essentialist view that gender, race, and other such categories are, to a large extent, socially constructed and not fixed.

Discourse, as discussed in Literary Criticism and the Social Sciences (also adapted from Wikipedia.com)

In the social sciences, a discourse is considered to be an institutionalized way of thinking, a social boundary defining what can be said about a specific topic, or, as Judith Butler puts it, "the limits of acceptable speech" - or possible truth. Discourses are seen to affect our views on all things; in other words, it is not possible to escape discourse. For example, two notably distinct discourses can be used about various guerrilla movements describing them either as "freedom fighters" or "terrorists". Note that Smith argues that Twain was subverting the dominant discourse about race that characterized 19th-century (as well as 18-th-century) America.
