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PREFACE

Negroes from Africa have been in Amarica since 1620 when twenty
Africans were sold to the white settlement of me, Virginia,

Since that date, Negross have made a contribution to American history
through their blood and awaat;%air songs, end their cultursl heritage,
Yet, a pemlmr institution of slavery avese on American soil, and black
men and wemenmm ‘subjected to a subservient, second-class status.

The ﬁegm as a& 4individual ceased to exist. Iuaﬁaad,'mym and
stereotypes were created about himin part to allow white society a
means of rationzlizing the moral consequences of slavery as good and
virtuous. Such mytis and stereotypss clouded the true acoomplishments
and contributions of the Negro. ﬂmlu&ing jazz and the spirituals--
distinctive American contributions to world culture-~the Negro's cone
tribution in other areas has been shown truly only in more recent times,

C&rtéinly , such a statement {s trus concerning the Negro's
acoonplishments and contributions to American literature. “Until
recently Americans have viewed the Negro through the eyes of white
authors."t Perhaps presenting the Negro as a simple-minded, humorous,
caricature helped underscore the myths and sterectypes already held by
wmme society about Negroes. Much of Negro literature suffered indireotly.,
Many non-Negro readers felt the Negro was not capable of writing litera-
m, or if he could, the publishers and readers forced him to maintain
the character stereotype created by white writers.

Liames A Emanuel end Theodore L. Cross, eds., Dark Symphonyi
Negro Literature in America (New York, 1968), p. ix.
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However, this is no longer a true assesswent of Negro litera-
« « » vhenewer we read ebout the Nepro as conceived by
our traditional writers, we sense that his dialect, his
laughter, his sorrow, his life style--sc often close to
caricature, 50 often touching upon fm'ta&ysﬁ-uobgm. his
complexity, diversity; and essential humanity.

Lately, there has been much controversy about Negyo writers and
their literature. Many intellectual and literary critics have tried to
make a vilid assessment of both, but they frequently tend to feel that
Negro writers are more often propagandists than serious litevary artists,

But almost ény literary work, without exception, iz a form of

coapts the

propaganda to & greater or lesser degree if the reader

el

ganda as an attempt to persuade or indoctrinate,

Yet, it is this writer's view that propaganda is not the true veason

for the condemnation of Hegro writers and their literature, Dogstoevgkils
Crime and Punishment, Voltaire's Candide, Milton's Paradise Lost,
Shakespam's,m‘m 1V, or The Bible.-these are ﬁazm of propaganda
as defined abowe. Certainly aritics do not hesitate to call these great

works of litereture.

If propagenda per se is not the determining guideline that
critics use in evaluating Negro writers and their literature, perhaps it
is the subject matter of the propaganda. Possibly when Hegroes propa-
gendize about Negroes--whether in written or spoken fmn»»tmy eonfine
themselves only to articulating the injustioes of vace without any
conscious attenpt at style, tone, mﬁ forms In such a case, this litera~
ture is indsed at the bottom of the genre hierarchy. Howewer, if a work
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has mach artistic merit to recommand 1t--regardless of subject matter--
then indeed it righ‘t:fulh: deserves to be called literature, But not-
able Negro artists have been ignored, although their writing deseres a
place in American literswy antlologies. What eccounts Ior ignoring such
contributicns to the American literary scena?

Perhaps the nswer lies in the psychological f’xémmm in which
white critics and readers have aspproached Negvo literature, White
critics end readers have felt mivetly thaet Negroes have oreated good
litereture only rarely and acclidentally., Dven then, there have been
meny who refm%ed to accept the true nmerits of it. Therefore, it is
important that non-MHegre readers begin reading and resssessing Negro
litersture. Richard Wright end Ralph Ellison are poed ewamples of
Negro writers swho congsciously work at perfecting their ayt--their
novels--to & point where it hes influenced ocontemporary writers.

| ‘Who else can speak for the Negro? The Negro problem in Amerdca
is such an obsession of Neyro authors that it seems hardly possible that
they would attempt sny literary creation whese aubiect matter would
e apart from race, They feel their job is to present Negro life with
all of its happiness and despair and to meke it a pevmanent tremsplant
in ‘the minds of the yeaders, especially white readers, The Negro writer
wants to commnicate his bladkness to the shores of an alien white
soclety,

Wright and Ellison have produced moye then works of art, Their
novels help the reader define rore gpecifically the history, the tradi- |
tion, and horrors of Negro life in Arerica. Until the raclal scene

becomes nore harmonious, Negro writers will continue-~-as they have gince



the first Negro literature in 1760--to play the role of America's

‘social and noral consclence.
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CHAPTER I -~ TWO LIVES
Richard Wright

On September 4, 1608, Richard Wright wes born on a plantation
near Natchez, Mississippi, in a cyude, rustic shack which stood over
him in mocking tribute. Ha was born into a world of hatred, where Negro
men, women, and children bowed their heads in hurbleness and suffered
the indignities of Anerdican white society. He was born into a race
whose only salvation lay in the belief that some cold, Christian white
God would descend from Heaven to caress tear-stained black faces to
his breast. In time he would realize the nightmare of being borm black.
However, a young Richard--somewhat sengitive end devilish--did not yet
realize the burdens that American Negroes had to bsars For him life
was happiness and mirth, laughter and gaiety.

In 1914, Richard and his family moved to Memphis, Tennessee,
where they lived hag)@ily at first in their small apartment just off
Beale Street. But happiness was only a romentary experience. Cramped
in the Negro ghetto, the family became disunited. Tensions and fruse
trations, typical of ghetto environments, became an integrel part of
the farily 1life. Finally, the inevitsble happened. Richard's father,
Nathan Wright, deserted the family to live with a woman he had met at
a local saloon.® Ella Wright was forced to work as a cook to support
herself and her sms. Often left to themselves all day, Richard and
nis byother Alan roamed the neighborhood, and many evenings Elle had to
search the streets for them. She disliked the effect phetto life was

3Censtance Webb, Richard Wripght: A Biograrhy (New York, 1968),
p. 28. This book is the Basic source of the blographical material on
Wright eontained in this chapter,




having on hor boys. Yet, she wes powsriess to rectify the situation.

| On the brink of extyeme poverty and unable to pyoperly care for
her me,v Eila kept Alan but placed Richard in a settlement howme supe
ported by the CoMcE. Church. He hated living wnder the harch and
wyvemicsl rule of a Mies Simon, the head sdstress, end envied his
VOUnRLRY Wﬁi"a who yemained at hops with Ella. iow he wished he was
home. Life wuld have been such & omtrast t the constant fight for
suyvival against the other children st the settlement hone,

But Finally, the great day arrived vhen Ella came to ges him
and informed him that the entim fm&.&y was zzmﬁng to Elaine, Avlansas,
to live with her siater, Maggic. Horeover, Ella informed Richard, the
family would vwisit hor sother and father firgt. "Trerbling with excite~
went, Richard ren about gatherdng his regped clothes

Whon Richeyd arvived et his grendparents' howe in Jeckson,
Missiesippl, he wap 50 heppy that he falled To notice the sustere
atrosphare thats pervested the Wilsen hove, Like many Negro women,
RMahard's grandmother reflsctad the severity of religlous feanatictam,
Reliplon gave ner something thet white socisty denied her, especially
in the South. It peve her a sense of raclal pride and dignity in being
capabie of bearing her oross among her enemies, Uxtremnly harch and stern
in her religious fervor, the made her 1ife a continual purgation of the
souls When the fexdly Jeft to continua thelr trip to Blaine, Arkences,
Richard vowed ho would never enbrece any religion swhich would meke such
demands on his life,

MIbidey pe 824
5%&&;; Pe 33,



In Elaine, Richard loved his Amt Magpie, his mother's yowmnger
glgter, In contrest to Mys. Wilson, Magpie wes warm and friendly. He
1iked her husband, Fred Hoskins, a big, stout, bladk man who had a
strong sense of pride end cwurage. Richerd lowed him and adepted him
a3 a supstitute father.

Fred ownad & saloon in the town's Negro ghetto. He made guite
a profit from it according to Negro opinien. But his pride, couvage,
and profite from the saloon made him many white enemies who wers ex-
trepely envious of him They hated Fred Hosking mey. Bacausae
he knew himeelf m be in mmmm ﬁmmv, he never slliowed sny of the
farily to come near the saloon, He slways carried a pistol with him
when he left to work there. One night tyragedy -a”ﬁm@:. Its effect on
Richard is vemenbeved years mmwm his autobiograph: mi noval,

ma roming [Richard] avakened to leam that lhale
Hoskins had not come home from the seloen,  Aunt Magpie
~fratted and worried, She wented to visit the saloon and
find out what had heppened, but Uncle Hoskins had fore
bidden her to come to the place. The day wore on and
dinnertire cane, '
o "I‘m @mg to find out if myﬁ\ing 8 happened,” Aunt

S vaybe » you oughtn't,” [Ellal said, “Maybe it's
m

c!m
food was kept hot on the stowe and Aunt Maggie

amﬁmmfmtwm staving into the deepening dusk,
Again she dsdlared that she was @in&tcaﬂwﬁﬁlm, but
{Ellal dissuaded her once more, It grew dark and still
he had not come, At Magele wes silant and regtless,

"I hope to God the witite pecple didn't bother hinm,”
she said.
[ K BT T R BT S N AR BN BN T I BT AT R B R N BT R BN Y N IS T SR N 2R A

M hour later there was the sound of heaw footateps
¢n the front pordh and a loud knode came, &mmmggism
to the door and flung it open, A tall bladk stood
sweating, panting, end shaking his head., He pulled off

his cap.




"ir. Hosking . o o he done bean ghot. Done been ghot 6
by a vhite man,” the boy gasped. "MHrs, Hosking, he dad.”

In foar snd terror, Ella, her two sone, snd Hapglis flod to
Jacdkson o live for four ponths with the Kilsong, The white people 4id
not allow HMaggie to claim her husband's body or inherit any of his
ettatu,

Richerd was angry at vhat he thought his mther's ad aunt's
‘refussl to revenge themselves for the grave injustices those white
people in Elaine had done t them. s wother tried patiently to ex-
plain that sny recourse was useless sincs white Hustice was often onew
sided in favor of the white man, Howover, Richerd did not believe her
excuse, Years latar, he wondored if wndomeath his mother's explanation
there were not years of fear snd snxiety induced by 2 paculisr American
tradivion,

Such fear is part of the fesr-hate-fear syndromss Hegross
through fear of whites allow thamsslwes To be opprmesed, As the fear
increases, so does Hegro hatred of Nepro socisl conditims created in
part by white society, Uhen the negative psychic iwpulses within the Id
outweipgh the suppression of them by the Superapy, Negroes retaliate
againat vhite society with anger and viclence, Yet, such action causes
stronger revalistion by white society, Therefore, Hegross like File and
Haggle, fearing tragic wonsequonces, suppress theiy hatred,

Negroes in euch a condition tend to channel their negative psychio
impulses into physical action which will not endmger thom, ‘They develop
the striking abillity to laugh essily, denoce, balieve in illusions that
one day conditions will be bstter if they just endure, acospt relipion

5&&&1@@ Wright, Black Boy (Now York, 19%6), ppe 47-48,



which will help then endure certain trials and tribulats

woridd end finally, exploit sox for what monentary happinesa and ralease
of negative psychic impulses they can achieve. The only altewnative is
t keep the lnpulses comfined within, Such permons ave ewxtrensly
frvitable ahd maladjvsted. They mlease their anger on their fadly,
friands, or thunselves. In either case, the Fegro suffers a newwlogical
breskdown, ‘This neurosis, a breskdesm of parsonality, is a basic anad
integral part of the Amerdcan Negro traditicn,’

Howerthelsss, the intensity of feeling caused by Frod Hoskine's
death é@iﬁaﬂ. Tived end overcore by Mre. Wilson's continuous tirades,
Ella and Maggio searched for a home of their own, They found oms in
West Helens, Mississippl. "Ihe neighborhood swarmed with rats, cats,
dogs , fortunetellers, oripples, blind ren, whores, ssleanen, rent
wolloctory and children,"® Acrons the street wee & locomtive round
house, Ridhard often had thrilling adwntures while sitting in the cd
of these looomptives, Also, this vouwmdhouse marked the texritorial
border betwaen Hogro and white boys. Any boy on the wong slde of the
roundhouge wes peltad with vooks ond clndere. Many tims, Richard's
mother spanked him for entaring Into fights with white bovs. He thought
this unfair, but his mothey always clalned that she spanked him out of

fear end love,
By the tire Richard wes elaven, the first Wordd Wer was in pro=
At this tim Magple bepan sesing a Profassor Matthews, "HMatthews

ZLEBA.

e theory is the uriter's own based uypon hiy expusure to
peychology in spacifisd classes end experience frop paychological interw
pretation of literature,

giii’?!’i@?’lt, 31335"5 w; Pe 524



wes on eustere, tall man with thin 1ips end evelids that nover toened

to k&lﬁx% Hle wore dark suits, shirts with high, stiff snesshite collars
and cuffa, and risless octagonal-sheped glssaen, % i peysonality was
not unlike that of a Calvinist mmiaﬂh@m Richapd did not 1ike hinm, One
night Maggie slipped avay with this gtrenger to Detroits Richard hated
loging his second mother, but vhat could he do?

Tha next day, the sherdff cape énd questionad the Wright femdly
about Professor Matthews. Ho hed bean acoused of breaking recisl taboos
by keeping company with a white woman: When she heawrd that he was plane
ning to marry Maggie and go to Detroit, this woman claimed thet Matthews
had reped hen i’ |

Although Richard had had no plysicel oontact with the brutalities
opr injusticee of white wen, he nurtured, nevertheless, & hatred of tham.
To him, these people vemsined undesireble, invisible forces which detere
mined his 1ife.

In 1920 the social omnditions of Negro 1ife begwn taking thedr
toll upon the Wright family. Ella suffered the fivst of recurring heart
sttacks. At this time Ridhard wes twelwe and his brother, Alan, wig
Two years younger, Retuming to Jadkeon with the family, RHidcherd wag
foread to work after school tw help support his mother and grandparvents.
Howaver, the jobs after school did not deter his incressing desire to
leam, Professor Lanier, one of Richard's teathors, remarked that he
wes & bright and industrious young o, 2

ﬁ%ﬁy Ps 4.
lﬂmﬁﬁs s D HO=U,
Lbide, e 52



In spite of his busy schedule, Richard found time to sssociate
with his new friends--Joe Brown, Conky Booker, Bipgy Thomes (vhe was
® bocons the Blgrer Thomas of Hative Sond, Bigey's drother William,
and Prenk Newsomz, to nons just & fm%n Unlike moot teenagers ¥ho are
gurious asbout sex and sex tebbos in Negrowwhite relationships, those
young boys in thele probing questions and discussions of such questions
showed an underlying fear, Thsrefore, it is not surprdeing thet much of
their conversetions alout sex was permested with vindictive remaxks sbout
white society which they felt suppressed Hemroes,

Richard neared the end of the ninth pmade--hie last year in
gchool--and found hirself class valedictordan. "One moming ho was
summoned into the office of Professor Cobbine, whom be had nicdmamed
Pacnut Head' and YGoober Mead' hecsuse the young assistant prineipal
wore hie hair shaved close to the scaly and two pmall cowllicks wade lunpy
inpressions @ove hie forehesd,"*? Professor Cobbing teld him thet he
had a epeech alveady propeved for meporigation, but Richard, always stube
born and f@mfu}b, sald he had his own speach which he wanted to presant

on graduation night., Cobbins gave him an ultinmatums either the speech ov
no graduation. R&mm rawe tha speech snd finally, greduated,

Aftar pramrar school, Rlchard sought Hull-tire employment, He
mlgreted from job to jok. On sach, "no matier how often Richard wetdhed
his employers’ behavior toward Negroes, he oould mot see it {en act of
white superiority] without becoming envaged. Afreid that his white toss

oo

-y
453

12nid,, pe 60,
Wnid, , po 68,



would see his anger, he kept nervously on edge trying o hide his
emotions."? Afreid of his emotions, he knew he must leave the South,
With friends, he produced neighborhood talent shows and salvaged what
money he could from such endeavors and h%s job. Finally, he had enough
money to purchase a ticket to Memphis. K » « «» he walked down the hall~
way to his mother's room. Ella crieds told him to teke care of himself
and to send for her as scon as he could,™S

On a Sunday morning in November, 1925, Richard, ncw seventeen,
arrived in Merphis. He found an apartrent close to Beale Street, where
he had lived as a small boy. The landlady, Mrs. Mss, was perhaps the
friendliest person he had known, In a few months, Mrs. Moss encouraged
Richard's affections for her daughter, Bess (who was to become the Bessie
Smith of Native Son), but Richard stopped short of marriage because he
wag not sure of his emotions end did not have any future to offer Beas.

" Becoming more capable of handling his emotions, Richard began
patronizing secondnand bookstores and discovered periodicals like

tHaxpe ris _Magazzim, the Atlantic Monthly, and the American P;ifammty.ls

One morning he read an editorial attadk in the
Commercial Appeal against H. L. Mencken, The name was
Tam iilar to him as the editor of the American Mercury,
but he had not read eny of Mencken's WDLLINgS.  TIRG
article was a furious denunciation of Mendken, conclud-
ing with one, hot, short sentence: 'Mencken is a fool,'
Richard wondered what Mencken had done to call the wrath
of the South down upon his head; he knew he was a white
man but the editordial cursed him as if he were black, Were
there, then, people other than Negroes who criticized the
South? Richard's sympathies and auricsity were aroused.

14%7pid., p. 68
lSIbiﬁo’ p. 7’4-
¥1bid., p. 77



How could he get hold of books by or shout Mandien? He had

often gone to the lbrexy for white mn at work but ity

psegvepated end thoere were no facilities for bladk men.

Howaver, one of the vhite workers was synpathetie toward Richerd
ad losned him & library card, With it, Richand checked out booke ap i
he were doing an exrvend for one of his white co-workere, However, ence
he cbtained the booke, he read them hirself. He entwed a new world, )
He read fmatole France, Joseph Conred, Sincledr Lewis, Sherwood Mndarson,
Postoewiki, Tolotoy, Tweln, T,5. Bliot, Thoms Mamn, Dumes, Poe,
reiser, and emmsw Later, ha seid; "all sy 1ife had shepad e for
the veslism, the naturaliss of the nodemn novwel, snd I could not mead
snough of mwﬁ These authors wrote of gociety's share and dishonor
in the world, espocially America's sheme and dishonor, Thay called for
socdal changs, They wented a newer and batter soclety wihidh would seek
all ron's cquality with one another, It is little wonder that Richard
fe1t a kinship to such thought, S
But within his heart Richard wondared 1f such a reslization were

pessible in the South oo long as thore were thoss few vho refused to
destroy the seciel darviors between Nogro and white, With reflsttions of
what iifa promised %o be but was not in yeality, Wright went north, He
thought that Chicage mdght pousibly be the best place tw go. After all,
his Ant Haggle was living there, It would be like gﬁﬁazg horg to his
second mother. In Chieago, 1ife would be diffarent than in the South.
Perhaps, through his fictimmalized persons Richerd in Blad: Boy, Weight

1hbid.
3’%3&1@; s Do 78,
Waright, Black Boy, p. 219,
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expreases his feelings sbout the whits South, 0

The white South said that it knew “niggem, and I was
what the white South called a "nlgper.® %Hell, the vhite
South had never known mew-fRover known what I thought, what
I felt., Thw white South gald that T had a "place” in lﬁ’m
mn I hed never fult wy "plam®; or, vather, ny deope

zzmka had always made me reject the "place™ to which the
w&w South had essiped nme, It had never ocowrred ‘t@ e
that I was in eny way an inferdor baing. Mnd no word that
I had ever heard fall fronm the lips of southem shite nen
had ever made me really dodt the worth of ny own humanity . & .

Hot enly had the southern whites not ¥nown me, but, more
Lmportant still, & I had lived in the Scuth I m:& m‘& had
the chence to leam who I was, The presmure of southem
living kept re from peing the kind of person that X might have
beens I had been shet ny surroundings had demended, what oy
ford Jy~ecomforming to the dictates of the whites above thofme
had exacted of m, and vhat the wvhitas had said thet I met
be. Hevor being fully able to be myself, I had slowly lsamed
that the Bouth mw recognize but a of the man, oould
BT afhw,mm WQM&RMW:;W

acuipt but & fragw
o i, LI e e
orawhat the invisible nan, sesn and not seen, Wright plimssed
(hicags end wes dsmayed, Chicago's South Side was no better econorically
and physically for the Negro than cities in the South, Even in this
northem city, he found hisgelf sublected to acts of white superiority.
But such acts did not deter hin from striving to isprove himself in 1ife,
Shortly after his arrival in Chicapo, Wright took Civil Serwice Exams
hoping that they would ssoure him 2 job,
In time Wright learned that life was not bad in Ohicagp, and at
tines he wao pomswhat surprrised to Find that in spite of certain social

Zﬁmmwm %?zﬁ.mk*s eritlics and his biogrepher, Constanca Hebb,
heve provided evidence that portions of Bladk Boy are flctionalized,
thers are meny true blogrephical peralle 15 Detwoen the Blchard of mm
Boy end the author, Therefore, it is possible that the hero of ﬁlla&

! s the true sontiments of the author.

Zlgright, Bladk Boy, pps 227-228,




and eccnomic problems, the racial barriers that he had ewpected were
not obvious at all, Negro and white rode the stmeém, walked the
astreets, used public fecilities, and even talked and visited in each
other's hones together. But Wright was puzzled., For all its seeming
1iberaliém, Chicago still had a deploreble Nepro ghetto on its South
Side, Wright wondered how people could liwe in such deplorable condi-
tiong ad still have pride.

He was distraught that Negroes exploited themselves for money
and profit, As an insurance agent for his cousin's burial service,
Wright often saw the more dismal side of Negro 1ife,?? Many of his
custorers, especially his women customers, were inable to pay their
premium when it was due. Instead, they made their sex availsble to
Wright If he would congider the premium paid., At first he resisted,
but finally he succurbed to ﬁ&a’ir offers, Afterwards, he questioned
the integrity of Negro dignity and pride. szm was the glowing hope
o end this terrible nightmare? i

Wright found such hope in the Commnist Party. During 1829-30,
he was introduced to Party activities by Jan Wittenber (Jan of Native
Son), who was a menber of the John Reed Club, a Gommnist affiliate for
painters and writers. He met this Canadian Jew while attending a joint
meting of the John Reed Club and the Community Center in Chicago's
South Side. Wright 1liked Jan whom he found sympathetic taward the Negro's
cause of emancipation and equality. For once, he believed that there
"did exist in this world an organized search for the truth of the liwves

of the oppressed and the isclated. . . . It was being done in one-sixth

22yabb, p. 98,
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of the earth already."2d After learning more @m the doctrines end
policies of the Commmist Party, Wright summed up his feelings as

It was not the econcnics of Commmiscm, nor the great
power of the trade unions, nor th: emcitement of underw
grownd politics that clained me; ny mﬁm wos caught

by the ginilarity of the experiencss of workers in other
lands, hy the possibility of uniting scattered but kine
dred people into a wholes It seemad to me that here at
last, in the realm of prewoluticnary expression, Negro
exparience could find a home, & fnetioning value and role.
Out of the magamines I read cam a passionate ¢all for the
experiences of the disinherited [a major reason for Wright's
bacoming an author], and there wes none of the lame lispings
of the missicnary in it It did not sayi "Be like Us and
we will like 3«;&% mﬁmﬂ It gald: “Xf iylgﬁfpmaeaa enough
courage to spesk out t you are, you w ind that you
are not alone," It urged life to mnew in 1ife,2¥

Wright read avidly all the Communist litereture he could obtain.
One day h}:s mother enteved his bedroom and inquired sbout the magazines
her son wes reading., On the cover of cne of them she saw a cartoon of
a Negro wcrmrméﬁ in ragged overalls and holding a ved bamer.s The

m'a eyes hn}.gad, his mouth paped open showing his teeth, and the
me&eﬁ of his face were like ropes. Following him were non-distinek
individuals.? Ella Wright, somewhat aghast at such a monstrosity on

a magazine cover, demendad who these (onmuniats were md &&m were they
trying to do. Her son tried aswering her, but his m:gma Were poor,
“That picture's enough to drive a body wazy,” Ella said a8 she left the

room, 26

331?&3.d- » Pe 3»33*

2Upss Richard iﬁz—»s. . God That Failed, ed,, Richard
Grossmen (mﬁ% » 1950), pe 8- » he Sod That Talled, ’
z%bbg Pe 120.

?61nidg,



13

Wright, defeated by his inability to answer his mother satis~
factorily, theught carefully of her quastions. Slowly, he realized that
mich of fzesr misunderstanding of the Conmnists resulted from her ine
ability o react pesitively to the sgrous distortion of Hegroes m;mw
sented on the cuver, dlthough ehe would have been in synpathy with the
Party’s goals.

; Uright malimﬁ that if the Commmists were going to icommni cate
with bxaﬁa people, their methods must be more vealistie, 'ﬁaﬁ Qonmanists
had conoeived of bladc people too abstrectly. Wright felt that he, &=
a Hegro, could synthesize Negro 1ife with the idealism, the self.
s&mﬁﬁw; m«i the hope for a futwe of equality promised by Commmism2’

With mounting enthusiasm, Wright became an integral part of the
Jobn Reed Cluby Although much of his aﬁs&ys writing-mostly poetrye |
ladked the polish and finesse of a wore em writer, his naterdal
did have @ energy and freshness sbout it, The editor of Left Front, a
Commnist magazine, sccepted much of this early postry (“Rast for the
Weary," "A Red love Note," smfi "Everyshere Buming Weters Rise™, %
Erent published the three poers during 1934, "Evarphere Buming Haters
Rige® %pﬂm tha spirit of Wright's emptional intensity durding its pesk,

Everywhere,

on tall end smokeless stackpipes;

g: ?Et?mﬁﬁ glggaﬁ?ﬁf iimia axe

“on the sooty girders of wnfinished skyscrapers,

the cold dsnse clammy fog
of dacontont is esttling 4 & «

Ewryihere,
on tmemted muntaing of hunger,
in g}mt‘m gwanps of mffax*ing,

i”»’ma.. pe 121,
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in breadlined forests of despair,
on peonized plains of hopelessness

the red rpisture of revolt
is oondensing on the ld stones of humen
need . . ¢ »

Everyvhere,

men ave pgatherxing in groups talking, talking, tiny
red pools are forming: ,
hundreds are joining protest parades marching,
marching,

small red rills are trickling;

thousends are surrcunding food-stores storming,
storming, rising red rivers are flowing

till on the lowlands of starvation meeting

and swelling to a roaring torrential tide

&nd becoming strangely transformed into waters
of fire

and blazing thelr way to the foaming sea of rev-
olution + » + »

Sweep on, O red gtream of molten anger!

Surge and seethe like liquid lava .
into evexy nook and cranny of this greed-reared
temple
and blister the rottening walls with your hut
cleansing breath!

Lick and lep wi’t’n vour tongues of flame
at its gpolden pillars of oppressive privilege,
lick and lap wmtil they melt,

melt from the fury of yvour heat!

Shower and sprinkle the foul aiyr with sparks of
white hate and eterilize this hellishly ine
fected floor
wtil the last goym of decadence is dead!

Eat with your fiery teeth
at beams and pafters of exploitation,

- eat, eat until they crunble to powdered bladk ashes!
Burn and buwm end burm quickly!

Em;
for a chafing mdtitude is waiting,

is wmting to build en the cleared and conguered
gmmﬁs"—

However, Wright's enthusisom for the Commmniet Party was short
lived, Soon after joining the John Reed Club, he noticed & bitter feud

28R1drsam Wright, “Everyvhere Buming Waters Rise," lLeft Front,
No. 4 (May-June, 1934), p. 4.
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batween the painters snd the writers within the olub, The writers did

not wish to be zctual morbers of the munist Party, vhile neny of the
painters were Commnists vho tried o Hotate club policiss in line w&m‘
thoss of the Conmnist Party iteelf, Mnewing that one would net vote
agedngt & Negyo, the weiters nowinated Richapd Wright for clid seoretarys
He won the offics and for a while succeeded in easing the growing tensions
between the painters and writays, BDut teneions vesppesvad, The Commmist
Party--somawhat spprehansive of the uriters awway--dacided to curtail
the mﬁam* fmedon of expression. Dut the writers meietad, Finally,
the Party wted to abplish the John Reed Cab. Wright, wihio strongly
swrrts

supported the elub, opposed such drastie measures. Hut his arg
supporting their literay endbavors. Saddned as he wasg he wwed that
he would continue his quest altne, "During eunner md fall Richard
worked on a sevies of short stovries he had bggwn and o & novel about
the post office workers. He was oartain that m Farty would not approve
portraysl of Hegroes-~they had to be hevoes, not higsan
belngs. Working s}l day snd writing &t night drought on a serfous ille
ness. Lo » o1 He was foreed to stay in bed for several weoks, for he had
worriad end worked himself into ;:mmmi&“zg

my 1936, his chest had hesled, and the Hew
Haspes, & Consunist megezine, asked him to write an erticle sbout the
upeoulng Joo Loulse-tax Desr fight, When Joe louis knocked out Max Baer
on Septenber 24, 1928, bladk people were in ecstasy.

vt that bladck authors now had no orgenization
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The calebrutions following the Louls viectory were not
only tributes 0 the man vhio the celabrents beliaved hed
proved Hegyoes are not inferiors; they were a‘im dorons tra-
tions apainst the whole systen of white chauvini Ay
thing that tonds to widen the breadh betwesn t?m ﬂam oand
white masees is, of course, dangevious, but the grouD=
golidarity fult by Hegmes cannot be wished out of existenco.
They ere not only workers, thay are bladk workerge-henoo
toubly exploited, The %ﬁam are a people, a nation whithin
this nation, mad this cannot, must not, be owerlocked, It
mst be mw into amm“: mﬁ e mm&m of rempving this
datruet felt by Hegrons for whites rust be bome chiefly
by the latter, The Conmmnist Party, congisting of Hegroes
as @il 28 whites, hed mode waliant %g&mﬁagm R & 1
is apparent too ‘t}mﬂ if the Qmumgs vented by Hegroes ofter
the louls tedurph cany be directed against their real enenies,
the MWMM%MMWMW%&%.MM&W

valuable in the comron strpgles @ﬁ' all opprassed, white
mﬁi bladk, that lis shwad,

Although Wrdght adsired this new spivit in Blad: men and capw
tured it literally in his articls in much the senc tone as the editors did
in their prafecs, he was still dlamsyod by the %mi%m' attempt to
attract thousawds of Hegrees by creating an atmosphers of hero worship
around Joe Louis, Finally, Wright wmnted to e fime of the Cowmnis
Party. He wentoad Yo be free to write in his oun style and through his own
achisve a realization of Negroes es huwwm individusle, Durdng
1837.38, Richard Wright cessed essociation with the Conmmist Party. It
did not of ficially disown him wmtil 1942 decause during the 1837.38
period, public conflict with a Nepgro as noteworthy as Wrlsht would have
darampd the (ormmnists' image with Hegrovs,

Durdng the Fall of 1937, Wright began to devote much time to
questions conceming the role of Hepro wiiters In fAmerdca, As & rvesult,
he formulated the “Blusprint for Hegro Writing” which defined his thoughts
concerning the Hegyo writers' role. In effoct, he sald that most Hogre

30zaitorisl Preface to Richard Wright's "Jos Louwla Uneovers
Dynuwite,” How Massos, Vol, WIX (Oct. @, 1935), 18.
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writers had risen from the Negro bourpenisie. A% such, these writers
felt themselves a2 privileged sect and ellled themselves with the stenw
dards of a white society rether than a black me. They failed sadly in
not writing ' a Negro sudiencs or dapicting the reality of black lifa,
Thay did not tell of the hunamity of their proletarden bladk brothers
noy the injustices done to them,

Wright sav that the new Negro writer had to re-evaluste himself
and his role in society. In short, he needed to realize his oun cultural
heritage as manifested in the Hegro church and the folklore of his
people. From the black religion, which made black pecple capsble of
tolerating vhite injustices, to the folldove with its superstitions,
blues end spirditusis, end tales, the Hegro writer had vast yesouroos
from which to create his literature, Wright felt that Hegro writing
should present the Negro as he wes i reality mﬁmut ay vestrictions,

He claimed that the purpese of the Hegro author was to present
the sociel, pelitical, end economic themas inherent in Hegro life and
reflected directly or indircotly in the veligion and folklore of the
Hegro, The black writer must act as Arerica’s socisl consciousness,

He nust remind Americans of the dichotomy that exiots between black and
white citizens, and he must 9o it in guch & way that the readers could
not cry and then feel happy afterwards. The resders must vespond to
Hogro literature S.nvvawh a way that they fesl themselves a paxt of the
gullt and sheame of Amevdcan injustices to the Negro. "By his [the Nepro
author's] ability to fuse end make articulete the axperdences of wen,
because hie writing possesses the potential cunning to steal into the
inmost reocesses of the human heart, becnuse he oreates the mythe and
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gynbols that inspire a falth in life, he may epoect either to be cone
simed to oblivion, or to be recognized for the valued agent he i‘ﬁ;ﬁ3&
Said Wright: "Henoa, it is through o Mayxiet omeoeption of
maality and soclaty [realistic understending of the proletariat] that
the maxdnum dapree of fresdom in thought and feeling can be pained
for the Hegro writer, Further, this dremetic Marxiet vision, when cone
fously applied, endows the writer with & sense of dignity vhich mo
other vision can give, Ultimstely, it megtores to the wiiter his logt
heritage, that is, his role as a creator of the world in which he lives,

and a8 a creator of hinpelf,®32
Vright felt thet the Negro writer, having sssimilsted the

blusprint for himself, need only be sware of mintsining good, balanced

peraspective, The Hegro author mst not veer oo

close to or too far

away from his subject materiel, He must uge enotionalism, but he mumt
subject it to a waticnal, calm chiscrivity, keeping theme in focus always.
He followed his oun advice as he thought of verious themss for a
new noval he would write., Somhow, he was filled with growing enthuni-
asm at the m&mm of a novel concerning black life, As pregnant
thoughts bagen to wrystellize in a erude way within his mind, he nerw
wusly worked st his typeuriter day mnd night tryving to dliver his
crantive product onto paper. Finally, in 1839, he had finlohed the rough
draft of Hative Son, Little did ho dreem that its main d
Thomas , would thrust hin to the forefront of American writers and gain for

him the acclaim of critics end the reading publio--both black and white,

racter, Bigger

%mmm Wrignt, "Blusprint For Hegro Writing,” New (hal
Vol. II (Fall, 1837), 55, ~ #e" How

32108d, , po 804




Ralph Bllison
In contrast to Richerd Hright's views end experiences, Relph

Ellison's views mnd experiences stem from the wurbar
Uklahoma City whewe the confilots between Negro and white men wore

not so sharply digtinguished. Althouph segregstion existed, it was
muted and subtles Therefors, it is not swpriaing that one of young
'Ralph's best friends wes a white boy nemed Hoolfe.3® This boy loved
dismentling and reduilding homs vadic sets, Thrilled by his friend's
bery over such conplexity of purts, Ralph eaperly wmﬁwa, listened,
and leamed from Hoolie how to diemsntle and rebulld radio sets, In
time Ralph wes &3 capable as his teacher,

Such an endeavor led eventually %o Ralph's inverest in building
his ocwn crystal radio sots, which ware then s nowalty for a oy aged
nine, In &ﬁéﬁﬁmﬁ Ralph (bom 1914) mead the dlscarded books and
listened to the records his mother, a domestic, brought home, Elidison
sadd yeare later that "these mogezines and recordings snd the f}immm_
bovks ry mother brought homs to my brother and me epoke to re of & life
mive:h was broader end move interesting, end although it wes not really
a part of my own life, I never thought they were not for we simply bee
cause I hoppaned to be a m;gm«."%

environment of

Balph wanted to be a part of what wes Amerdca. His perents,
who arrived in Gklahoms City at the same time white settlers arrived,

33Raxph Ellim, Shadow ad Act (Hew York, 1084), p. 4%, 'This
tock is the basic cource of the blogrephiosl materisl on Blliscn cone
tained in this chapter.

BInidey pe Se
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refused to be subjected to segregations They fought stubbornly against
segregation and instilled a strong sense of pride and courage in Ralph.

Ralph's father, who died when the author was only three, named
him Ralph Waldo Ellison after the famous Ralph Waldo Emerson. Ralph's
father loved reading, and in time Ellison understood " . + « the comec-
tion between [his] name and [his] father's love for reading."S° later,
Ellison suspected that his father " . . . was aware of the sugpestive
powers of names and of the magic involved in naming. w36

Ralph loved Oklahoma City and his Negro friends. He loved the
childhood jokes he and his friends told each other, Sometimes, some of
his friends went south during the summer months to work in the cotton
fields. When they mﬁmed, Ralph was one of the fivst eagerly awaiting
the news of their experiences in the fields. He enjoyed théir stories.
The wordd of his friends was much more real to him than " . . , the
Hegro middle~class values which were taught in school."37 Ralph re-
ceived his primary and séwnciaw education at the Frederick Douglass
School, a well lmawn Megro school in Oklahoma City.

It was there he first came in contact with any formalized study
of music. Against the wishes of his parents, teachers, and minister,
his growing interests in music created an interest in the emerging jazz
articts of the Blue Devils Orchestra, the forerunner of the Count Hasie
band. Jimy Rushing, who became one of the band's famous singers, was

an extremely good friand to Ralph., The more he heard jazz, the more

35Ipid., p. 151.
361bid.
371bid. , pe 8.
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desirous he was to create i{t. 4As his svareness of the classieal nusie
in school becare infushed with the jazs of his friends whe played on
the ﬁmét comers and in the local night spots, Ellison becams an
active jarz musician, slthough he wes far from being & pmfessional,
vhen I reaced higm school I knew Dr. Luddig Hebestruit,
a onductor wWho formed the nucleus of what bacame the
Uklahona Synphony-w-s Cevmen for whom I used %o out mous
in exchange for trunpet lessann. But these lessong were
about everything else. He'd talk o me about all that lay
behind musio, and after I'd perforsed ny trinpet lesson
and m mmmé he'd say, "Wou iike such and such a
conposition, dn't you? And I'd say, "ias," and he'd
git w; m: the plano with a plece of scoving paper and
in a few minutes he would have written out passages of
the orchastvation and ghow e bay by bar how the scunds
were blendad,* f
As Ralph grew older, he found his worid an ever Incressing ene.
Hew ocpportunities were constantly opening wp for him. Fore @d mOYS,
e had further opportunities to read books, aweng them the Haldewsn
Julius Biue Books, the syndicsted colums of O. 0. Molntyre, and oopies
of Vanity Yair end the Literary Digest.™ e slso had the influmes of
his adopted grendfather, J. D Randolph, castodian of the law library
of the Cklahoma State Capitel. Through his, Relph oaw nany of the white
legislators of Oklahoma who came B discuss points of law with
Mr. Rendolph.”? About this time he had the cpportwnity w read
"+ « o« Shaw end Haupessant, [his) fivat Harverd Clessics in the home
of a fxﬁmﬁ whose parents wers products of that streem of Hew Englund

education %ﬁﬁéﬂz had baen brought to Mgwma by the young ad enthusiastic

332’&&&:5., Pe 13
3Bmids, pe 165,
#1bid,, ps 155,
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white teachers who staffod the achools set wp for the froedren after
the Civil War,*

Ellison sadd later that theve was a rich oral iiterature of
¥ o ¢ « the churches, the schoolyawis; the barbershops, the cottone
pleking canps i places vhere folklore and gossip thrived, . . « long
before T thought of writing, I wis oleimed by weather, by speech whythns
by Hegro woices and thelr different idicws, by husky male voloss and by
the high shrill singing voices of certaln Negro women, by mmics by
tight spaces end wide spac

paces in shich the eyes could wender. ¢ . "2
#nile in high school, he resd additional literature wnder the direction
of his grade school teacher, Mrs. L. C. HoFarlmd*® Iie leamed of the
Hardem Renaissance, Langsten Hughes, Countee Cullen,
Weldmn Jubnson and others.

Although he lowed literature, muwic wes still his fivet love,
After graduating from high school, Relph, now nineteen, wented to con-
tinue his musical education at collsge, In 1933, the year the Seottsbore
boys wers rotried,’" Ellison begem his study of msic st Tuskegee
Institute in Alabama, siare he arrdved after buing thrown off e freight
train in Maoon County. By 1936 he had becons an outstanding sasic major,

E

ﬁ%ié. » Phe 15657,
“mnid.y pe 287
483p44,, pe 159,

““*l’zse Scottabore boys were seven brothers who were tried for
the supposed rape of two young vhite women of dibious weputation. Much
of the ovidnoe wes false and iavalid, Hevertheless, the boys were cone
victad and yetried again in 1933, Feychological testy prowed thet sone
of the brothars wore mentally weterded snd incapahle emotionally of
comaitting rape.
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with & definite intercet in composing Accidentally he camm
Te 5. Biot's "ihe Vosteland,® whdch aparked his passion |

find by and sbout Bliot, Dventually, he read works, Including

¥ . W« Pound and Ford Hadox Ford, Shenwod Anderson and Gsrtruds Stedn,
Heuingeay and Fitzgeveld . » « Melville and Beain,”*® gut due to &
financlsl problemw-icss of his sdwlarthip due to low gredese~during his
funfor year, Ellison left Tuskegee and went noxth to gt 2 job. lLabtar,
he plammed to return and conplote his education,

In 1336 he went tw New York, hoping at least to continve his
interost in muic end soulpture, 4 new intevent., There, he worked for
s time as cowterman at a ¥MCA and & clerk and receptionist for
paychistrint Harry Stack Sulliven.™ fecsuse Cllisen falled to sam
snough mney to retum to Tuskegee, he remained in Mew York and supported
nlmself a8 2 professional photogrepher, othey of his varfeus capabild
ties, 8

One dsy he } ned to read a poam by Richard Wright dhich had
wrtain strdking sirdiaritios to "Ohe Yastelend,® The poen g0 daspired
him that he had to gst in touc with Wrdght, which he maaged thanks to

fow, April B, 1882, p. 32&

*‘ﬁimm, Bhadow .@g M, pe 160,

YTpnehelle Giveon ﬂmmww on ¥nvisibility,” Seturday Review.
Mareh 7, wsa, pe 20, ' '

“8rbid.




24

Langston Hughes, whom he had met on the steps of the Harlem YMCA, Hughes
was a good friend of Wright's and vhen he heard of Ellison’s interest

in meeting Wright, he made the necsssary arrengements.*® When they met
in 1937, they liked ecach other imsediately. Wright thought Ellison an
intyiguing young men, He encouraped Ellison to road the works of

Jogaph (onrad, the letters of Dostoevski and the prefaces of Henry James., >0
A3 he said later in 1ife, " . . . I practiced writing and gtudied Joyoe,
Dostoievsky [gicl, Stein and Hemingway. Especially Hemingway; I read
him to learn his sentence structure and how to orgenize a story. nSl

Ghe two became good friends and latar they assisted each other ag they
jointly published a magazine called New Challenpge vhich published

Ellison's first review.52 As Eilison's oonfidence grew, Wright encourn-
aszezeﬁ him to write short stordes,

In & vary short tims Ralph handed a short story to
Richard while they were having coffee in a café, Circlets
of shadows drooped undey his gensitively wary eves and
Richard believed that the handsome youngster was between
anguish and joy--a state vhere he could as easily tear the
story to shreds of emult that it was spproved, Richard
put the story avgy in his biriefecase t read later and he
kept it for two months., When Richard finally read “Hynmies
Bull," an imeginative story in the style of Hemingway, he
was very satisfied and warmly enthusiastic, 53

Wright responded fammm;z to the story. FEllison was at last
given the enocouragenent which he needed to launch hin on a suceesgful

literary career.

9 3onn Corry, "An American Nowvelist Who Sonetimes Teaches,"
New York Times Mapazine, Nov. 20, 1866, p. 181,

S01bia,

51z31i8en, Shadow and Act, p. 168.
S29abb, p. 146,

S3bid,
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In time, Dllison formilated bis oun theory of ert.  Although he
was influenced during the Dapression ly certain asocial philoscphers 1ike
Marn, he sdhered rather tv Malrauz, whom he thought move of a humandst
than nany of the Maradst writers of the perled, In his Shadow end Act,
a collection of essays published in 1955, he noted that “moot of the

ial, realists of the period (the Depreseion] wers concemed less with
tragady than with :ﬁnﬁu&ﬁm#‘m Proteats , Cllison beliaved, siwply

prasentad the cnsequances of bumen actions without portraying what is
tic end uniweraal dn thetm, @mwﬁy is dremetic, and Ralph Ellisan
- portyay the miversdal significence of tragedy. He sald,

", . I falt it important to explore the full renge of Anerlcsn Hegro
hwmendty and to affinn those quslities which ave of velue beyond any

dpam

wanbed 0

question of sepregetion, ecmomios or frevicus condition of eservituds, S
Yet, when he sought Hegro charactere in twentieth contury
dmeriean literature o5 models, he was despondent at what mz*wm. Ha
said, "after Twain's mmming image of bladk and white fratemity,
appears from fietdon a8 & roundad humn bedng.
Mnd Lf dlready in Twain's timm a novel shich wen optimdstic concorning
a danporacy which could include al) men could not escape being banned
from public libracies, by our dery his grest drems of interwracisl freterw
nity hed becons, for noot Amriosns st least, s amming boy's story and
nothing more, 6 Tilisan felt thet by the tine Willisp Fau

1 omevped

upon the literary scene, ® 4 o o e Negro, both as men and as syibol of
ﬁhuxiama Shadow and Act, p. 168,

881nida, pe 3%
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many fhadl been pushad inte the underground of the Amerfcan amsciencely]
that Hemdngway missad conplataly the structurel, sysbolic and movad
nocessity for that part of the plot in which the boys vescue Jiv, Yet
it is procisely thie part which gives the novel its simificmos. Withe
out i1, excopt a8 & bay's Tale, the novel is mming&%m“w
For Ellison, Nepro characters weye far too gtereotyped and rap-
resented the extromely mited end narmow exprosalon of just the authorts
viewpeint of realitys Tha larger reslity, the universality of a charsos
tarts iife was lacking, This was the Flaw of the "lost seneretion™
writerss They falled to transcand Umir cwn peremnal problems of puilt
md shama of the Negro fmevican socletys Elliscon sew & failure In authors
writing about the American dresm of damooracys Ellioon salde
The msajor Jifference between mwm and teentinthe
cantury wiiters {s not in Ue latter's lack of porsonal
ritugis-~a property of all fiction worthy of bedng tersed
diterature-but in the goclsl effent spoused within their
vespactive readsra, Melville's vitusl (and his vhetordie)
wis based wpon paterdials thet were sore easily eveilabla
aay, then Homingwey'se They rupresented s blending of hfts
perscnal myth with wiversel nyths e treditional w my
used by Shedespesra or the Bible, while untll For _;_»; :
Ball Tolls Homingwey's wan wedghtod on the perconal Side.
ine difrerence in terms of perspective of bellef in mm
mmzws belief could still find a public object, ¥hat-
aww%mhﬁ&mm are “dbout” Gey also mmaged to be
wt denocrady. Bt by owr day the derceratic drsaw had
vetows oo shaky & structure to gyppore the furfous
ﬁmsaum of the artist’s doubt,
But before Ellison hed ordginetad hie litevary theories oy wiy
capeble of wrbaliving thew by apprepriets rhetorio, he had the hasie

ideas of his theory in mind even while wder Wright's influence, He

{"?Ibiéu pe 3
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realized that folklore had literary value. He realized the cultural
dualism in his life-~living one life as a social stereotype and the
other as a quest for self-identity. 58 Hewever, he did not know how to
put these idess into any literary, ertistic expression.

It was Richard Wright who taught him how to do s0 by showing
him the styles and techniques of various authors. Wright sald, "you
must read so-and-s0."%0  When Ellisen handed Wright a second short
story, Wright was somewhat reluctant to read it, but Ellison insisted.
Wright had read almost half-way through the story before he " . . . real-
ized what was wrong and had an impulse to stop #nd explain, Instead he
went through to the end and then #mi-sed his eyes. 'Ralph,' he exploded,
'this is my story, my style. You have copied hy idess, my words and ny
structure! You must find your own symbolg--you nust tap the content of
your cwn unconscious and use it! You must dig it out of vourself and
not duplicete somecne else! 1Bl

Ellison aceepted the reprimand without bittemess. He deter-
mined to remain with Wright and conscientiously leamn techniques to
become & good writer. When Ellison was asked what he thought of Wright
during the first years of their friendship, Ellison said that he did not
consclously criticize Wright. He said:

I was too amazed with watching the process of creation.

I didn't understand quite what was going on, but by this
time I had talked with Wright a lot and he was very conscious

587bid. , p. 58.
80uebb, p. 146.
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of tedmique, He taikad ei:mzt it not in terre af mrotifi-
uatim but ap wrdting lenmrhow,

L TN R I SR B TS 2NN JEE 2N NN BN N A Q‘ﬂt‘ﬁi"tﬂfi!b
(@»i!rﬁ;grt palds] You have to m m@ut learning to wrdte
conseiously, People have talked sbout such md such a
lem and have written ahout 4%, You munt leawn how
Cmmé; Joyce, Dostolewky [siel] get their effects « 4 »

3#—#(&&‘.&#5!!&**?“*"“"WQ&(S"T<§¥ﬁ§~"

Of coures I knew that ay own feelinge about the world, about
1ife,; were é&ﬁ%%ﬁ but this wes not even a matter of
gquestion. Wright knme what he was about, what he wanted t© -

T,

o, whide I hm&x'& aven discovered gyselfs I knew only that
.é@éﬁ mﬁ m; tg express would net be an indtation of
Elldson learned mach from Wright's guidance through the virtuss

ad flaws in the best Of litersture, Also, ¥right had esprossed his o
enoepts about Nagro writing end allowed Ellison to 1mad chapters of his
works s they came from the fypewriten ' Tt is not surprising that
Ellison later sald, "all novels ave sbout certain minorities: the Indi-
vicuagl is 2 minoritys The waivergal in the novwale-and foa't that what
watre all clamoring for these daye?--is reached only Hwoush the deples
tion of the specific man in a specific circuntance."®® Ellison feit
the Hegro writer had to be an artist who, through his ability to relate
to the Hegro group, its traditions, cultwe, hietory, snd myths, could
explore one aspect of thet wvhich :ts Ampricas Thyeugh m@m%dﬁaa

therselves in terms of their herdtege, the Hegro writer's chavacters
bacome America’s metaphors.

I feel that with oy dacision to davote ryself to the
nowl I took on one of the respumeibilities inherdited by
those uho practics the araft in the ihited Statas: that of
dascribing for all that fragrent of the hugs diverse Amerdcan
emmnw which ¥ xnow best, end vhich offers me the

62}313»5%&5 Shadow
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possibility of mmmiﬁ%imt enly to the growth of the
iitorature but to the ghaping of the culture as I ghould

..............

like it to be. The Amsricen nowl is in this sense a ome

quest of the frontler; as it deseribes our experdence, it

creates it 4

Both ¥right ad Eldison ererged extrerely good friends after
their peating in 1337, In 1938 Richard Wright (ape 30) omfessed to
Relph Ellison (age 28) that he wented to mayvy a young white woman nemed
&llen Poplar. He claimed thot sho wes the only women he could truly
love 5% However, she wes debating shether or not to marry Wright at the
st of being alisnated from her famdlys Wright told Elldson: "She's
a confused diild who desn't know her own mind,"®®  Finally fvritated by
Ellen's indselsion, Wright broke off &ll relations with hers Then he
met another white woman, an actross and dancer knoun o Dhine, He fll
in love with her almost oo firet sight. Soon he propoesed, and she
accepted, Ralph Fllison eerwd as Wright's best man. But in time Phima's
flawboyant persenality irritated Wright extremely. While in Mexico durdng
1940, Kright decided %o leawe hew, After all, lesving would be no problem
sinee neither was heppy with the other, md my attempt to keep the
marriage togsther wes futile. While Thina was despundent over the dis.
integrating marvigpe, Wright flew to bew York.
When Ralph and Rose Eliisen, his first wife, heard of the

dilorma, they attenpted to savwe the marviage by giving their apartment to
Dhina 8o that she could achieve a veconciliation with Uright. Yet, when

v
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Wripht arrived at the apartment, 'the estrangewent from Ihima had been
growing for wany wonths and by the time he reached New York he was utterly
disinterested and in a nood to be aritical of anyone who had made an
arrengement with a person who had becore a stranger to him, "7

After a brief stay, Wright stormed out of the apartment to visit
Jane Hewton, a clese friend, While telking with Jane Hewton at her apart
ment, he was pleassntly surprisad by the arvival of Ellen Poplar, Wright
had never cased loving her, Yet, he was oool as he deduced her reaction
toward him When she responded favorably, Wright had the encouragemsnt
he wanteds Soon after obtaining e divoree from Ihima, he proposed to
Ellen. FEllen accapted his proposal and married him in a civil ceremony
at Coytesville, New Jersey.®8 The cererony was simple, short, and
gecret, Yright had not told even his best friend Ralph Ellison of the
marviage plans, Wrlght was in one ezsf his secretive periods.

Wright was happily marrded to Ellen Poplar. He had already
published Native Son (1840), However, on April 13, 1942 Richard Wright
was sxious about his wife's condition, She was rushed to the hospital
in extreme pain., Wright remained at her side and held "her hand when
she had pains but she labored on and en and by the end of the twenty-
third hour she sent Richard out to eat something. When he retumed he
beared at his wife and handed her a present, "9 Aftervards, he went
with his wife into the delivery room and watched the birth of "his Isig,

571bid., p. 408, FReference is to footnote 22.
ﬁaﬁ)iﬁa ] {3‘9 3.93.&
591pid. , p. 193,
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eight~pound two-ounce, baby girl.,"’® He named her Julia., Life could
not have been more perfect, He was a suceessiul writer presently worke
ing on his autobiography, Bladk Boy. He had a wonderful family end an
incressing growp of friends., He still maintained hig close relationship
with Ralph Ellison.

life seemed just perfect for Wright until he receivad word of
Ellison's induction into the Merchant Marine, effective January 22,
i9us, He mn*;cactad Ellison and told him that he would see what he could
do to keep him out of services But think as he might, Wright could not
coneeive of a feasible, workable plan. Then he had an idea. Ellison
culd pretend to be psychologically disturbad, "If there were justifiasble
cause , he might be able to got him [Ralph Ellison] a 'psychiatric outt
through his friend Dr. Frederic Wertham "7/l Ellisen agreed to the plan
aid submitted to an examination, While examined, Ellison acted very
peculiar, Dr. Wertham wrote that Ellison was not mentally fit for
military induction. However, the report did not reach the Defense
Department in time to keep Ellisen from serving a tour of duty., But the
tour of duty was shortened, and Ellison retumed to clvilian life, Both
he and Wright suspected that their plah had worked successfully after all,

One day Wright was surprised to find a government agent calling
to inquire about Ralph Ellison's activities with the Commmist Party and
its affiliates. Wright suspected that the agent was inquiring into
Elliscn's background in connection with Dr, memmfs report which had
bean sent to the Dafense Department., When asked quasticns about his

iibid. , pe 228.
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friend Ellison, Wright told the truth,’? Scon the man left, and Wright
- nevar heard from him agsin. Dllison, now free of the Armmed Fovroes and
having a Rosenwald Fellowship from the previcus winter, thanked Wright
for his essistance and left with his wife for Vermont to begin work on
his first novel, The Invisible Man, Meanwhile, Wright published Black
Boy, his autobiography. :

The next time both men saw each other wés later the same year

eboard the liner 8, 8. United States, Wright had decided that conditions

in the United States made it impossible for him to remain as a Negro
indvidual and a writer., Therefore, he was leaving with his family for
Paris to live in exile. Ellison wished his friend good luck and
suceess. /% Ellison returned to Vermont to continue his novel while
Wright sailed to France.

Cn January 17, 1943, Ellison received word that Richard Wright
was the father of a ¥ . . . small, seven~and-one~guarter-pound,
baby . + "7 Wright nawed her Racheel. Ellison cabled congratulations,
While Wright was enjoving the Buropean climate and mellowing from his
bitterness about Negro-white relationghips in the United States, Ellismn
was completing his novel. Wright cebled ocongratulstions from Paris
when Ellisen's Invisible Mm, mﬁalishad in 1852, became the best seller

of the yaar and established Elliscn as a major writer and critic in
Arericas In fact, many critics thought Ellison a better writer and

craftsman then Wright., However, neither let such critical comparisons

721hid, , ppe 23031,
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intermypt or dostroy their close friendship. While Ellisen wyote and
p@ii&h@ﬁ essays and criticism, Wright began touring the European
continent, Now he was not concemed primerily with the injustices of
raclal~conflicts, but with an understanding of varicus peoples end their
cultures over the world. Perhaps the best representative works of this

period were his non-fictional Black Power (1954) and Pagen Spain (1988).

The two books, one dealing with the secﬁiél role of the twentieth century
African end the other the social condition of Sain, reflected a new,
more mellowed Richard Wright,

Then one day Ralph Ellison received a telegram. m:s*iouély, he
opened it and read the shocking message: Richard Wright had died
November 28, 1960.7% To Eilisen, Wright's death was a perscnal loss,
On a gray and steadily drizzling December 3, 3960, [Wright's] body
was cremated at the Pere Lachalse crematory. HNext to his body as it
slid into the flames lay a copy of Black m."?g Later that day while

in her fathep's study, Julia wivte these words
death.

) “‘i'»%’i“@‘ her f&’ﬁh&l‘;ﬁ

Buming out its time,
And timing its own buwmning,
One lonely candle.’’

Mr. Ellison, now a world rencwned scholar and lecturer on
fArerican Negro literature, never forgot Wright and the debt he owed him,
Presently a visiting professor at the University of New York, he seldom
has an interview without being asked about his friendship with Richard

Wright., Cuprently working on his gecond novel, Mr. Ellison ugually

TS1bid., pe 399,
781bid. , pe 400,
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responds with fammbie and memorable comments about Wright., Perhaps

the greatest tribute Ellison gave Wright emerged during & discussion
about Wright's Native Son and its main character, Bigper Thomss. Ellison
said, "I found it disturbing that Bigger Thomas had none of the finer
qualities of Richard Wright, none of the imagination, none of the sense
of poetry, none of the gaiety. . . . I preforred Richard Wright to Bigger

Thomes, " 78

78c11is0n, p. 16.



CHAPEER TX
AN AHALYSIS OF NATIVE SOM

For more then thres hundred yeara, the Arericen advoe
ostes of the vaolal dootrine of ¥hite supramecy pointed
fo the sexwl and sociel conduct of the Anericen Nogro ss
justification for their policies of dacrimdnation and
segrogation, Uatll vecmtly thotse who sought %o refute
these dootrines hed to appeal to velipgious or libersl
idealsj now, howewar, with the srerpunce of Negro soclal
peientiota, there hep been ostablished o vast body of faut
relating to the conditions wunder which Nogross were trans-
ported o the Hew Yorld, the rigove of thelr slowa livesn,
the shatterdng of the tribal structire of their existonce,
end the new, painful adjustuents they wore forced to mike
in order to survive in Arerica. These focte, rethey than
sny sywterious inberent propensities of race, acoount for
the Hemo in Averican 1ife., ¥ short, the way the Negro has
bohawed in America is the way 0 vhich any iike proup vould
hewe bohaved in elmlar circumtoncen. The reactiong of the
Hepro, despite all the heoted assertions to the cnivery,
were elnply in the lmguage of Hiotzache, "HumenwAlleTooe
Hupen”, and a scfentific exenination of this humanity shody
ight not only uon the Negro in Awerdos, but won how mn
in geneval has lived under verying kinds of social pressuve.l

Hative Son de Richard tright's atlerpt at shawing this black
men's humanity to revesl how ths Nsgvo has memoged to suwvive under the
st indereireble sociel conditions which plague Amrica. Wright sees
the Negro's complets emencipstion enly through Marsdem, Wright wos e
adherent of the ninetesnth cantury philosopher Kard Marw, shose doos

Harx's philosophy can be sepavatad into three dstingt olassegs

1, oconomic, and gthical theory.” Professor Bamett Savery

Inlchard Uright, "Praface” to Hupan, ALl Too Hun
Frasier, B3 Hoo 6 (Jaiaryrapdiy T0

Zpichard H, Popkin and Avrun Stroll,
{tlaw York, 1858), p. 64
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explaing Marx's metaphysics very clearly and concisely.

The Marxists explain the doctrine of opposites in the
following way: Everything contains two main oppesing forces,
one is called the thesis, the other is called the antithesis.
These two forces destroy each other, but from the destruction
avises a new situation which is called a synthesis. Even-
tually, this synthesis breaks down into its opposites~~and
we have a new thesis and a new antithesis, And then out of
these opposing forces arises a new synthesls~-and so on. The
Marxists . . . make use of this idea in order to demonstrate
that communism, a8 a society, is ethically superior to all
previcus existing societies, _

The historical King-state societies, according to the
Mamdsts, broke down into its [sicl opposites—-~the King
ruler; on the one hand, and the ciepossessed and slaves on
the other hand. From the struggle batween these opposites,
a synthesis was formed, and the feudalistic society came into
being, Feudalism, then, broke down into its opposing forces,
the lords and the serfs; and this strupgle was synthesized
and modem capitalism was bom. And, now, the Marxists
claim that capitalism has broken down into its opposites; the
enployers, on the one hand, and the emplovees ,on the other
hand. The new society, according to the Mardists, will be
Marpian socialism, The Marwists argue that each new
gg?ety 35.a ethically superior to the society that existed

The firet part of Marx's philoscphy, called the metaphysics,

rests upon the concept that all change takes place through conflict,
The second part of his philesophy is the economic,

In it, Marx claims that " . ., , 81l class relationships are
independent of pen's wills, and in fact are really determined by the
prevailing economic system, o% The class to which a person belonps will
depend largely upon his relevance to material production and personal
income. 8ince this economic relationship follows an historical pattem
or dialectic, it will--in time--penerate its own opposition. This will
cause a major dichotomy in which a few wealthy citizens will oontrol the

3Ibid., p. 66.
“Ipid,
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material production and personal incoms of the worker, The worker will
possess nothing (eoonorically or spiritually) end will be exploited
more and moye by the powerful elite who monopolize power and manipulate
him.

As the dichotomy becomes more prenownoesd, the middle-class will
virtually disappear, being more or less absorbed into one of the two
exiremes above, with the final result being a soecial revolution and
reorgenization of the social structure by the worker or proletarian for
the benefit of 333;,

In the last part, the ethic, Marx clairs that capitalism causes
the decay and destruction of humanity, Humanity in man is replaced by
& inhuman craving for power and paterial profits. Marx maintains
" o o+ that industyry and mﬁuwlagicai discoveries develop much more
rapidiy than do the tedhniques for controlling them [and mwre rapidiy
than techniques for maintaining a humanistic consciousness in scociety,
especially in the mciéily elitel.*® In a capitalistic society, men
becoms islands isolated from each other, C(lass struggles result, and
only Marxist socialism 0ffé-rs a solutia to these capitalistic flaws.

In presenting the black men's humsnity in Native Son, Richard
Wright, more through implication than overt statement, calls for such
changes as Morx described in his philoscphy. Bigger Thomas, the novel's
hero, lives in a world dominated by white mﬁi‘aa&i&ta, Bxploited and
frustrated, denied the economic and spiritual avenuwes of success availe
dble to white American youths , Bigger wants soclal changes which will
allew him to be an American rather than a Negro American. Wright makes

51bid, , p. 68,
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Bigger a living exanple of the problenms of capitalism end the possi-
‘bilities of overconing them Only thowsh the Mersist's principles of
social conflict which results in chenge can the hero adhieve comonic
prospovity and culturel essimilation inte the mainstress of Arerdcan
life., Only ten ave the {11 effects of induwtiidl end tednclogleal
tyrants of a capitalistic society dostroyed. Wright, Ywough his hero
Bigger Thomes, shows himmelf a ronmticiet ot heart,. Seeing Neruwism
arish plaln where there waes "noither

oy nor peace nor certitude « . . ,"5 Wright reaffirme the individual as

the conter of his apt, thus meking Hative Son not only en expression of
bis wigque feelings and attitudes, bul also a representation of the

expardences of a particuler race.

¥From these iters [ovents in Chicapel I dvew ny fist

political ooncluwsions sbout Biggew: I felt that Bigrer,
an Averdeoan producty a native son of this land, caprded

. within the potentialities of either comenisn or fasciam,
I don't mean te say that the Negre boy ¥ deploted in
"Hative Son™ 19 either a Coomnist or & Fascist, He is
neither, But he is a product of a dslocsted socioty; he
is a dispossosged and disinherited meng he is all of this
and he lives endd ﬁmmm% possible plenty on certh end
he is looking end feeling for & way outs lhether he®ll
follow gorme gaudy, hysterial lesder who'll promise reshly
to fL11 the woid in him, or vhether ho'll ocme to an undar-
standing with the willime of his kindred fallow workers
uwnder the trade union or vewlutionary guidmce depends upon
the futuwe drift of ovents in Aneriea, B, srenting the
epntionel state, the intensity, the fear, the hate, the
ivpatience, tha sense of exclinion, the achw for g{mmt
action, the exotional and culturel hunger, Blgrer's condie
tioned corgsion will not becoms an amgrzt,g or ewn &
Jukewarm, supportar of the atatus que.

In the nowval, Bigger Thomes is basically an ewistential here

Sristtnew Amold, “Dovar Beach,” Walter Houghtan and G. Fobert
Strange, ads., Victorien Pootry ond Postics (Boston, 19583, p. 470,

( Richard Wright, "How 'Bigger! Wes Boyn," Saturdsy Beview of
ldtevature, June 1, 1840, pe 1% ‘
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foread to define for himself his world of nightmare. Bigger knows that
he has as much freedom as he decides to teke. But, he also knows that
this freedom is a relative ocne depending won the definitions of bladk
life he accepts end uses to give his life meaning and purpose. In short,
inherent conflicts in Native Son arige when the definitions of the word
Negro by black and white are opposed,

Yet, Bigger achieves self-definition in spite of conflicts
within his environment, He represents that hero of Kierkegaard's
philosophy who would say: *"We are confronted with m:m ' dreadful freedom,!
recognizing that we are completely free to choose our @rld»view, our
way of living in the world, Moreover, since we are mupieately free,
there is no way in which we can find guides for our choice, no way we
ean avoid making a cholice, and no way of escaping from the consequences
of the choices—our basic decisions,®®

Although Wright vindictively indicts the white society for meking
Bigger the murdeyous nonster that he becomes, the author does not fall
into thga trap of a lesser artist by allowing the hero to escape the moral
and ethical consequences of his actions. Such an oversight would produce
only a relodramatic hern viotimized by a particular segrent of society.
The hero would be wnrealistic if held guiltless for his actions. Also,
the wzite: reader would reaset negatively to a portrayal of vhite society
&#s the villain who creates @ Bigger if he did not share the built.

Therefore, Wright makes Bigger realistic by giving him some
responsibility for his crires. But Wright alsc arranges his novel and

its thewe in such a way that the reader, especially the white reader,

®Popkin and Stioll, Philosophy Made Simple, p. 190.




shmjeg in Bigper's criwme and guilt,

The novement of the novel's three books is epic. HNot only does
Bigger become representative of the Negro race in mamners and speech,
but in his desire for complete social emencipation. When confronted
by certain limitations, Bigger, like Satan, refuses to be chained to
a buming lake of second class citizenship, In his pain or neurosis,
Bigger challenges the Universe to be free, He is an eplc hero fighting
against overwhelming odds,

Structurally, the novel is divided into three bocks: "Fear,"
"Flight," and "Fate,” Within the novel's first pages, Wright hes started
the reader on a jowrney into ‘Eiigg;m**s psyche. Through subtlety of ex-
pressicn, Wright presents ﬁha psychological conflicts or newrcsis of
Bigger Thomas, In Book Iy Y"Fear," the true Bigger Thomas mtm&% from
life and white scciety, a dominant force within his life.

Scon, Bigger is thrust into ciramstances (illustrated later)
wherein his actions underscore his newrosis. In a neurotic gtate he
murders Mary Dalton accidentally and Bessie Smith deliberately. Afvaid
and fearful after the first murder, he feels eshilarated and powerful
after the seconds By then he has established his ddentity or at least
part of it. .

After his flight, he is apprehendeds In jail and awaiting his
death sentence by the jury, Bigeer reflects on the sun total of his life
and tries to establish his tyuwe identity in a world of chaos.

The seeds for Bigper's creation were the arystallizetions of
many of Wright's direct or indirect experiences with black and white
men and women, especially in the South. Wright was a keen observar and
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listener, His detall is presented clearly and sharply, almoi;@ there
. is much emotionalism. Wright said, "the birth of Bigger Thomas poes
back to my childhood, and there was not just one Bigger, but many of
them, more than I could count and move than you suspect."S

Bigger HNo. /l was a bully who often terrorized Richard while
both attended school in Missigsippi. Bigper No. 2 was sbout seventeen,
a couple of years older than Richard, This Bigper had a hardness about
him which directed itself against the white society. "He bought clothes
and food on credit and would not pay for them. He lived in the dingy
shacks of the white landlords and refused to pay rent. ni0 Bigper No, 3
was a daring black boy who loved 1o taumt white people. One day he was
killéd while delivering liquor to a customer, Later, it was leamed
that a vhite policeman had killed him.

Bigger No. 4 knew the Jim Crow laws of the South, but he did not
pay allegiance to them. This Bigger often fluctuated between elaticn
and despair, He fownd life full of dichotomies which he tried to recon-
cile, "Ofttimes I [Richard Wright] would find him [Bigger No. 4]
reading a book; he would stop and in a joking, wistful, and cynical manner
ape the antics of white folks,"il Later, he was sent to en asylum for
the insane. Bigger No. 5 rode the streetcars in the South. He was proud
to be black and refused the indignities of second class citizenship.

All thess Biggers becarme concepts and abstractions which Wright's

Swright, "How 'Bigger® Was Borm,” p. 3.
181nig,
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mind fused in;éé}‘ the creaticn of Bigger Thomas. Living in Chicago,
Wright began te realize Bigger "as a meeningful and prophetic synbol.
First, being free of the d&ily m%ums of the Dixie environment, I
[Richard Wright] was abj,% to eome into possession of my own feelings.
Second, my contact mtﬁ the labor movement and its idenlogy made me
see Bigger clearly and feel what he meant [in terws of Marxist sociale
ism]. "2

Although on one level Bigger represents everyman in conflict with
social institutions s on another level, his ;myﬁmlmgiﬂél relationship
to white society is akin to that which Leslie ?‘:’mdiéx* expresses in
"Come Back to The Raft Hudk Honey."'® Fiedler claims that the relation-
ship between Huck and the Higger Jim is a homosexual one in terws of
psychology.

. In Huck's homosexual embrace of Jim, he comes at last to such

a synthesi; of conflicts. Huck finds his humanity and individuality in
accepting Jim as an individual. Psychological homogeneity results for
Huck, Yet, to imply that Fiedler or Twain is speaking strictly in terms
of a particular vracial issue would be a misinterpretation. HNeither
Fiedler nor Twain is dealing so much Qﬁ.tﬁ a particular social phenomenon
of race in the South as with a unique representation of mythical and
archetypal conflicts within the white psyche as it seeks salf-:i.dentity.
Both writers are trying to understend certain pattems of Westem culture

thmgh & very specific representation of it. In Twain's South, white

R2ynia,

L3arens Klein, "Ralph Ellison's Invisible Man,” §. L. Gross, ed.,
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citizens denied Negroes their culture and propagated upon them wndusti-
fied myths. Although white soclety knew it was committing en injustice,
this society-~due to guilt, shame, envy, or contempt--abused Negives by
forcing them into mythical and archetypal roles. Negroes became the
scapageats for gll the negative thoughts and desires within the dhite
psyche eoncerning sex, social status, and relipious doctrine.

Yet the Negro endured. Apart from the discussions in Fiedier's
essay, the Negro endured the %nﬁfmtims. He becare something of a Christe
like fipure. In him, many white people saw glimpses of the salvation of
their own humenity. If the Southern white men heted the Nepro, there
were moments when he loved him--spirvitually or physically, But the
desire to love was not enough to outweigh the desive t hate. In many
cases the Megro was forced to endure the Southern white man's sadism,

Ag Fiedler expresses quite clearly, Huck is not the traditional
Southemer. A boy, he is innocent of the hatred Southemn white society
has for the Negro. His basic desire is for friendship with Jim. This
desire for fa::*imdéhip and Jim's acosptance of it reflect the possibility
for racial hawmony in the South. To achieve such a state, Huck hes to
gquestion and understand himself. Huck's dilewma iz to find o synthesis
of opposing conflicts within his psyche. Tradition demands that he hate
Jim, but his heart desiresg the opposite., Symbolically, Hudk and Jim
reprasent the possibility for socisl gynthesis of opposing classes.

Although Wright is speaking in terns of race and is indicting
white society for its treatment of the Negro, he too, is exploring certsin
cultural pattems inherent in Westem culture. But he does so through

the black psyche rather than the white one. Yet, the universal under—
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standing of the self revealed in both cases goes beyond just recial
significance in that the Hegro becones Amerdica’s metaphor. America’s
mataphor in that the problems (the in ﬁ@timﬁ) he encownters reflect
cartain ills whose effects are not just detrirvental only to the Negroe
a particular race--but to Arerioca ées a pation,

White characters in the novele-the Daltons, Jan, and Ma~-assume
roles akin to Hudk's. Each tries to find himself through gratuitous
acts towards Bigger. But they fail because theily acts, unlike Huck's,
a:re not altruistically of the hesrt. They b not comsidar their actions
in terms of benefit to Bigper, but in terms of benefit only to themselves.
Bigger senses this, That is why he canmot have a growing relationship
with them, The incapability of establishing relationships with others
is in part a factor which contributes to Bigger's world of chacs. If
chaos makes Bigger a ronster, then the characters, especially the vhite
ones, must share Bigger's crime and guilt because they, in part, are
responsibie for it. The sam is true of those vhite characters who meke
Henry, & Negro handyman, & mongter in Stephen Crane's short gtory,

*The Monater."

Through identification with white characters who share in create
ing Bigger, the monster, the white reader finds his own identity on
questionable ground, Although he cannot deny the validity of the impli-
cations about himself in the nowel, he cannot accept them either because
doing so will foroz him to accept unfavorsble interpretations of himself,

Wright mads Bigger a rebel bedause his envirenment demendad that
- he be suchs. "It was not that (hicago segregated Negroes more than the
South, but that Chicagoe had more to offer, that (hicago's physical
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agpect--noisy, crowded, filled with a sense of power and fulfillmente-
did so much more to dazzle the mind with a taunting sense of possible
achievement that the segregation it did impose brought forth from Bigger
a reaction more cbstreperous than in the South.™!  Then segregation
becomes not a localized or regionalized issue but a reflection of the
entire nation, |

If interpreting Negro life had been the primary reason for

Wright's creation of Native Son, then the reception of his earlier work

Uncle Tom's Children was the second, Wright says:

I had written a book of stories which was published
under the title of "Uncle Tom's Children," When the re-
views of that book begsn to appear, I realized that I had
made an awful naive mistake, I found that I had written a
bookk which even bankers' daughters could read and weep over
and feel good. I swore to myself that if I ever wrote
another book, no one would weep over it; that it would be
80 hard and deep that they would have to face it without
the consolation of tﬁgm. It was this that made me get to
work in dead ermest.™

Wright imew what he wanted to say in his content, but how would
he end his novel? It would not be encugh just to indict white society
for creating Bigger without probing the morals, ‘the ethical consequences
of all the participants and their action in the novel, and the effect
that their action bears upon the entirety of Bigger's life. At first
Wright could not resolve an ending for the novel., Finally, he said,
"At last I found out how to end the book; I ended it just as I had begun

it, showing Bigger living dangerously, taking his life into his hands,

lt‘ww:‘ight, "How 'Bigger'! Was Bom," p. 17.
157bid,, p. 19.
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accepting what life had made him. The lawyer, Max, was placed in
Bigger's cell at the end of the novel to register the roral--or what

I felt was the moral~-horror of st_gm 1ife in the United States,"15

The Commmnistic scenes bear peculiarly strong autobiogrephical parallels
to Wright's own experiences in the Commmiet moverent in Amerdca.

In the nowel, the hero represents all black men caught in the
environment of white injustices. Wright in his theme and naturalistic
tachnique echoes much of John Steinbeck and James Farrell in that the
hero of the novel fights againgt the restraints of social institutions
which threaten his humanity and individuality. All three authors have
heyoes whose identities emerge from semi-violent or violent action,

Wright constructs the novel so that the reader sees that Bigper
is sware of American ideals and hopes, but knows that he can never
realize them. The reader is immediately drawn into the couwrse of events
through Bigger's eyes and iz forced to accept Bigger's psychological
viewpoint of the world, Bigper is aware of such a pavadx of the Americen
system as he stands talking with his friend Guas. In a noment of anger,
Bigper says?y

Yeoddammit!®

What's the matter?

"They don't let us do nothing."

rdpic 41 | LS

"The white folks."

"You talk Like you just now finding that out," Gus said,

"Naws, But I just can't pet used to it,” Bigger said,
"I swear to God I can't, I know I oughn't think about it,
but I can't help it. Every time I think about it I feel
like somebody's poking a redwhot iraen down my throat.

Goddammit, look! We live here and they live there. We
black and they vhite., They got things and we ain't. They

1nid., p. 20.
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do things and w can't, It's just like living in jail.
Half the time I feel like I'm on the outside of the mrm
peeping in through a knothole in the fence, o . "7

Jamss Baldwin says, "When he [the Negro] viclates this image
[the white conecept that Negyoes have certain attributes and social roles
in society], therefore, he stands in the greatest danger (sensing which,
we [white people] uneasily suspect that he is very often playing a part
for our benefit); and, what is not always so apparent but is equally
true, we are then in some danger ourselves--hence our retreat or our
blind and immediate retaliation."18

The novel's outline is siumple. It begins with Book I, entitled
"Fear," It is morning in a rat-infested tenement on the South Side of
(hicago. In one room, Mrs, Thomas, shose husband was killed in
iﬁﬁsi%iypi, is arcusing her children from their moming slumber, S&he
tells them to prepare themselves for school or work., In the room are
Mrs. Thomas, Bigger, Vera, and Buddy.

While all are dressing, a sickly looking ret enters the room
and causes a few minutes of panic, especially for Mrs. Thomas and Vera.
The following scene is extremely violent, and Wright's descriptions of
the rat approach grotesquencss.

"Hit 'im, Bigger!" Buddy shouted,

YKill *im!" the womsn screamed, :

The rat's belly pulsed with fear. Bigger advanced a
step end the rat emitted a long thin song of defiance, its
black beady eyes g}.a'tmmng, its tiny forefeet pawing the
air restlessly. Bigger swung the skillet; it skidded over

the floor, missing the rat, and clattered to s stop against
a wall,

iTiright, Native Sony p. 17,

18 ames Baldwin, "Many Thousends Gone: Richard Wright's Native
Son," Images of the Negro in American literature, p. 234,
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"Coddam "
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"Gimme that slcillet, Buddy ," he asked quietly, not
taking his eyes from the rat, A

Buddy extended his hand., Bigger ceught the skillet and
lifted it high in the aix, The vat scuttled across the
floor and stopped again at the box and searched quickly for
the holej; then it reared once more and bared long yellow
fangs, piping shrilly, belly quivering.

Bigger aimed and let the skillet fly with a grnnt. There
was & shattering of wood as the box caved in, The woman
sorsared and hid her face in her hends. Bigger \tipmed forw
ward and peeped.

91 got *im,” he nuttered, his clenched teeth bzmaci in a
smile, "By iSmi, I got *im

He kicked the splintered box out of the way and the flat
bladk bedy of the rat lay exposed, its two long yellow tusks
showing distinctly. Bigger tock a shoe and pounded the rat's
head, crushing it, wfging, hysterically:

*’Ym sonofabitch!i™

This violent scene is a m@t&g}hwzmai microossm of the more violent
one in which Bigger Thomas, like the rat, seems monstrous énd is crushed
by white society. This society does not underetand him and fears him as
he feared the rat. 7The rat, grotesquely described, synbolizes Bigger in
his state of neurosis,

After breakfast Bigger leaves to interview for a job with the
Daltons, a white philanthropic family who want to hive him as chauffeur
for their daughter, Mary. On the way he meets his friends, Gus and
Jack, All three discuss a plan to yob a white owned store in the
neighborhiood., They meke tentative plans as to the time and method of
their robbery. Since they have a free aftemoon--~the robbery will not
theatre showing "The Gay Woman," & film depicting the grandeur of
America's wealth end prestige, which is denied bladc men. As they watch,

:!ﬁwr.ig}‘ﬁ’ ”&tiw “S“% s PPs 5wB,
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the boys realize that here is an America that they will newer share
with white peopla.

At the appointed time, Gus fails to show up. Bigper, pre-
tending to be furious, suggests that they go tm ne's pool hall since
their plane for the robbery have heen ruined. Wwhile the two are thems,
Gus enters. Bigger, covering up his own fears about the robbery,
initiates a fight with Gus. |

- YQuit, Bigger!® Cus spluttered, choking, sinking to

Mﬁ inmees, ) ‘

"on't tell me to quitl®

The muscles of his body gave a tightening lunge and he
saw his fist come down on the side of Gus's headj he had
struck him really before he was conscious of doing so.
thonbioto#btgonta, * & & & &« ®

He stopped again and placed a kn&fe &‘t &zs'a throat,
Gus did not move and his large blacdk eyes looked plead-
ingly, Bigger was not satisfied; he felt his muscles
tightening again,

"Get up! 1 ain't going to ask you no morei
GOOOObh'ilﬁﬁiﬁvﬁiiﬁiiltittnﬁﬂ

He put the tip of the blade in Gus's shirt and then
made en aro with his arm, as though cutting & circle.

"How would you like me to cut your belly button out?"

Suz dld not answer, Sweat trickled down his temples.
His lips hung wide, loose,

“Shut them liver lips of yours!™
$ F 4 B 5 & & N &5 % 8 € & 0 0 @ ® & & 5 » & 8 & & & b

Gus shut his mouths Doc l&u@wd. Jadk and €, H,
1&&%&&&.2 g’lmn Bigger stapped badk and locked at Gus with
a2 swiie, ‘

In abusing Gus, Biggey geeks to amnthilate the feap within
himself, The anger he releases becomes self-destructive. Also, Bigger
enjoye the temporary power that he has ower Gug, The hero enjoys
, tamﬁng Gus because it makesg him ingmmam for a brief roment or two,
Like some god, Bigper has achieved briefly an identity through violence.

207hid, , ppe 3234,
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Only through negative, violent, expleoitive actions can Bigger's life
take on purpose and meaning.

After the incident, Bigger reports to the Dalton home vhere he
is awed by the lavishness and richness. This is a world as foreign to
him s that depicted in "The Gay Women.” He is apprehensive of Mo, and
Mrs. Dalton and their t:axmaﬁmg questions. He is especially frightened
of thelyr dém@mm Mary , who taunts him in front of her parents. He has
nevay been face-to-face with white people before this evening, and he
feels extramely insecure es he faces them, the Daltens, symbols of
America’s wealth, prestige, and power,

His fear leads him to hate these people, Suspecting such a
reaction from Bigger, the Daltons try to put him at ease by insisting
on the sincerity of their desires to help bladk people overcome the
devastating influences of the ghetto.

But Bigeer instinctively does not trust their declamations.
Later, he has justification, He leams that Mr, Dalton, a real-estate
agent, Mé many buildings and tenemants in Chicago's South Bide. 'The
Hegroes living there are starving, and the tenements are in desperate
need of repairs. Yet, Mr. Dalton charges high rent to the Negroes living
there. 7This white men ignores the plight of these unfortunste poor, but
he thinks he is helping the Negroes by offering just one of them a job
as chauffeur for his daughter. Although Bigger resents the job, it is
better than no job at all.

Biggar's assignment on his first evening as chauffeur is to
drive Mary to class at a local college. On the way, she tells him to
drive to en old, dilspidated house where she meets her Commnist boyfriend,
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Jan, who weloomes the opportunity to meet Bigger and tells him of the
Qommunists' supporxt for the emancipsation of Negroes throughout America.
But Bigger, when urged to join the Commmnist orgenization, is reluctent,
reserved, and shy.

Desiring to convines Bigger of thelr sincerdty, Mary end Jan
suggest that all three eat at a Nepro restaurant, Bigger wondars if they
are not trying too hard to appear sincere in their treatment of Negroes
as eguals. As he drives thern into the Negro gection, he is defensive
toward them. To him, all white people represent death. To trust them
is to strip avay all defenses of survival,

In the cafe, Bigger's friends give him cold, icy glances as he
sits with Mary and Jan. Bigger feels like a’treitor to his paecple.

But the two white people are completely oblivious to the reaction their
prosense with Bigger is causing. To them, this evening is novel and
romantic,

On the retum trip, Bigger stops the limousine, and Jan leaves
Maxy, Then Bigger continues driving to the Dalton home. bhen he arrives,
he has to carry Mary to her room because she has been drinking end is
too intoxicated to walk., While they are there together, Mre. Dalton, who
ig blind; comes to the door. Afraid that she will enter the room, Bigper
tries to keep Mary quiet by placing a pillow over her face, Perhaps
Mrs. Dalton will think her daughter asleep and leave.

In the few seconds of agpny that Bigger m&rggp@s, an eternity
of sexual myths end their consequences for Hegro men overwhelm him, He
knows that discovery with Mary in her bedroom would bring envy and
hatred of his supposed sexual prowess. He knows that the white women
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must not be viola‘ted or even threatened or else there is nothing but
death for the Negro male,

Although he does not have sexual intercourse with Mary, he
realizes thet ciraunstances would be enough t© convict him if he were
discovered,  Finally, Prs. mlf!:g:g leaves, Like a eomered raty Bigger
reacts instinctively to his &aﬁ. - With the pressure released, he is
capable of reasening again. But to his horror, he discovers that he
hes accidentally srothered Mary, She lies before him dead,

He has smthered a white girl, a white virgin who, perhaps like
her Biblical counterpart, mmains; unvioclated., She had offered Bipper
the hand of friendship from an alien shore, but Bigger had mistrusted
such friendship. Perhaps unconsciously, he wanted to kill Mary--such
was his fear of white society. In any case, he is not sure of anything
now, Yet, there is double irony. Although Mary's death precipitates a
series of actions which eventually lead to Bigger's annihilation at the
novel's end, it is precisely the consequences of her death that give
Bigger's life a new meaning and purpose. In this nightmarish world of
chaos, Bigger finds himself (gives himself identity) only through assers
ting hinself, Ircnically, in his phetto envirenment, his assertion takes
en the form of viclenoe-~the result of the emotional yeleasse of the
anger and frustration within him

Vhen gquestioned about Mary's etrange dissppearance, Bigper
amningly places the blane on Jan, end clroumstantial evidence seems Yo
swpport Bigger's accusation. When Jan heavs the accusation against him,
he cenfronts Bigper snd demands to jqiow why he 15,@«;3. However, his efforts
to cbtain the truth from Bigger are futile. Bigger's story is accepted,
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as truth because the white people believe in thelr false stereotypes
of Negroea., Such beliefs do not allow them to picture a Hegro as
shrewd enough to successfully complete such a bold deception, Bigger's
awarenese of this white blindness helps him to give himself order and
identity amid chacs., At last, he ig learning the possibilities of |
identity in his naturalistic environment.

Book I dramatizes Bigger's fear and his violent reaction to it,
which results when he is placed in a fear-producing environment, Begine
ning with the apéﬁﬁng rat scene, increasing during his fight with Gus,
and oculminating in Mery's morder, Bigger's violence is an attempt to
mm‘iilﬁt& the source of his fear, yet at the same time to give himself
identity. Ralying; primarily on instinct, Bigger can reason the sup total
and gignificance of his life in retrospect. In short, Bigger becomes
a synthesis between the cumning irvationality of the animal (the rat)
and the rational control of man {in this case the hipster, the con man).

Therefore, what critics have often tsken as Wright's weakness
in presenting & Satanic hero vhose environment would not allow him to
see himself in such grand, epic magnitude as he does is completely
fallacious. Perhaps the ordered presentation of thought and dialogue
are more in keeping with Wright's sophisticated badkground mﬁmﬁ than
the hero's limited c:m{, but the desires, the heopes, and the frustrations
are these of any man living in an environment of didhotomies. Wright
was forced to use an ordered presentation to intellectualize the philo-
sophical significance of Bigper's 1ife in order to meke that life more
meaningful to the reader,

In Book II, Bipper is apain contrasted to his family and friends
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as was the case in Book I, However, the relationship has changed., In
B?ek II, Bigger is now a money eamer, his job has a certain prestipe,
and he has found that he has possibilities amid chaos., Feeling the
regpect of hig family end friends and knowing that at last he has &n
identity, Bigger is more dvnamic. He is human hecause he has polarities
_ «of personality. He has virtues and faults which make him human,

Aft'er Mary's disappearance, the Daltons have Detective Britton
investigate the circunstances surrownding her absence. The private
detective questions Bigger, but is convinced in his blinchess that Bigger
would not be capable of committing such an atrocious act and then feipne
ing innocence of it o aunningly and successfully.

But if Bigger feels a pomentary sense of power am:s exhilaration
in revenge, he also feels an unshakeable gnawing fear that at any
roment his crime will be discovered, As the hours pass , he becomes an
extyemely striking parallel to Milton's Saten in Paradise lest, The

basémnt., shrouded in darkness, seems & nightmardsh Hell where Marv's body
is slowly consumed by the fumace; Bigger's guilt forces him t» shovel
coal into the red glowing furnace ‘wh@se thimst for blood seems unquenche
able,

One day, the detectives, visiting the Dalton home, poke into
the furnace ashes while Bigger is present. When they find bits of bone,
Eiggar flees the scene in wild desperation once his self-conposure is
gone.  Again, he relies upon instincet and cunning to survive, Alone
and desparate, he wants someone to share his fear and guilt, so he flees
t0 his sweetheart, Bessie, and forces i;am to become his acconplice,

He takes her and hides in some vacant apam:mant buildings in the Negro

section,
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$yaﬁwlically, Bessie functions as a possible soul symbol. Like
the Bessie Smith in Edward Albee's The Death of Bessie Smith, this Bessie
‘reflects the sadness, the melancholy, the loneliness inherent in black
life, She becomes an extension of Bigger--what he is, what he loves,
and what he hates within himself--in short, the "blues." In the violent
and passionate love scene where he brutally mekes love to her, Bigger
attempts to commnicate with his soul. He attempts to resolve the con-
flicting tensions within himself.
In the cold, wintry, vacated apartment where they lie on skimpy
bed clothing which they brought with them when they fled the police,
- Bigger's need for Bessie overwhelms them both.

He flung the cover back, ignoring the oold, and not
knowing that he did it, Beszie's hands were on his chest,
her fingars &pmdmg protestingly open, pushing him awa;y.

He heard her give a soft moan that seemed not to end even
when she dreathed in or outy a mosn which he heard, too,

from far aray and without heeding, He had to now. Imperi-
ously driven, he rode roughshod over her whimpering protests,
feehng acutely sorry for her as he galloped a frenzied horse
a steep hill in the face of a resisting wind, den't
dm't don't Bigper, And the wind became so strong that 1t
Tifted him :m% ﬁ?@ dark air, tuming him, twisting him,
hurimg himg faintly, over the wind's howl, he heard: c%:m"‘é:
Bigger dsm"t dn’t at a roment he oould rmt mmxzimgl

had farlen: ehd now he lay, spent, his lips parted,

Bessie whimpers afterwards and complains about the circumstances

Bigger has forced her to accept, She knows that Bigger is using her.

But she does not know that he is wsing her as a means for coming to grips
with his own internal conflicts, However, Bigger does not find his soul
through Bessie. Bigger is still exactly what he was before--a boy/man
searching for identity. |

217bid, , pp. 198
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Suspecting that Bessie might threaten his escape through some
inadvertent clumsiness, Bigger murders her brutally by crushing her
head with a brick found inside the aspartment. After all, Bessie.no
longer has any usefulness to him as a woman or syrbolically as a means
of finding his soul, his identity. In her failure to help Bigper
find himself, she reminds him of all that is negative and stagnant in
his life, in himself, He must get rid of her, The murder is cold and
deliberate, Whereas the reader's ayupa’chy was with Bigpger when he
accidentally killed Mavy Dalton, the same sympathy is destroved when he
kills Bessie. Wright, of cowse, deliberately inserted this scene. In-
stead of presenting a sentirental, stereotyped, (hrist-like herc, &
would be the case if Bigper had murdered enly Mary Dalton, Wright pre-
sents an individual who can obtain the reader's sympathy one moment and
the next arcuse his hatred, Bigger can love, but he can hate., He can
kill. Wright makes Bigper humen by presenting hizﬁ with extremes of
potentials, Yet, the reader cannot love or hate Bipger without feeling
respongible for contributing to and sharing in his creation., Viewing
this metephordcal faﬁ.mmméf a peculiar American social scene, the
reader (sspecially the white madam' 'mn@es a reflection of his own soul,

It is ironic that a hero who seeks so desperately for love and
security finds both so hard to establish In his chass., Rather than love,
Bigger hates because hate is a by-product of his envircnment. He has no
devotion, loyalty, or trust because these qualities only make him wilnere
ai;le to more pain, Ewen religion, which offers lowe (symbolized in the
o0ld colored preacher who visits Bigger in® jail) also offers violence

(depicted when the white people bum a cross outside Bigger's cell).
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Again, the hero must face conflicting tensions. The Christian religimm
which has made Negroes hunble and docile has allowed for white society's
aggressiveness and brutality towards Negroes in the name of rightecusness.
In lowe's absence, the hero experiences only fear, insecurity, and frus
tration, How can a boy foreed into menhood by the pitiless circumstancss
of his envizonment respond to others with compassion? Dchoing vhat the
environment has made him, Bigper responds to others with just as much
hate snd brutality as he receives from them.

After a frenzied chese at the close of Book II, Bigger ig cap~
tured and taken to jail v await trial., Hig brief period of self identity
is disrupted, Again, his world becones chaotic end he mugt search for
a new identitv. .

Throughout Books I and Ii, many synbols have enphasized the diffi-
culty end desperation of Bigger's search. Blade, for example, has become
an adjective symbolic of Bigger and the hopelessness, frustration, death,
and decay which he confronts throughout the novels #An even nore powerful
symbol is the ret--grotesque, sickly, and fighting against awmihilation.
The rat causes fear and panic in the Thomages fust &5 Bigper's crimewe
his bladmess of skin and self assertion rather than his actusl crimes
of mrderw-cause fear in white soclety, In ipgnoremos and fear, this
society attempts to annihilate him vether then re-ewamine their false
and mythical concepts regarding Negro-white yoles in socdety,

In such conditions, the family unit hes gone sour and is on the
edge of. conplete disunity except for a camivorous dependence which holds
it together by the thinnest threads, The religion which Mrs. Thomas,
like the colored preacher in Bigger's ‘cell, verbalizes becomes an irenic
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synbol of corruption and emploitation when its use by Negroes and vhites
is for the sole purpuse of keeping Negroes humble and docile,

In Bessie, Bigger seeks a soul synbol. In her, Bigger hopes o
find hingelfs He hopes to find & spiritual substance which will make
him whole as Heathcliffe hoped to find wholeness in yielding himself to
Catherine in Wuthering Heights. In both novels, if the hero is a man

full of passions, then the woman he loves becomes an extension of hime
self, the spiritual essence which allows the hero to transcend the
wortality of the flesh, But in both cases, the woman fails her calling,
especially in Bigger's cese. In "meking low™ to Bessie, Bigeepr finds
only temporary phyéiea& elation and satisfaction in sexual intercourse,
Sex sinply beoones another means of humen expleitation in this dogeat~
dog world., Again, the Hegro's pamcgw becomes a self-destyructive,
ewploitive force,

Other effective symbols are the white characters wvhe beoome
synbols of death, decay, and stoicism. Literally, non-living, none-
changing creatures in their attitudes and viewpoints towards Negroes,
they {the exception being ha;ry, Jan, and Max) offer black people only a
darkling plain like that in Amold's "Iover Beach." They, too, are
axploiters of Negro will and desire.

Mary Dalton (pbrhaps a syrbolie Virgin Meaxy) becomes a synbol
of hope and salvation in & negative manner in offering to befriend
Bigger and lead him to Jan (Jesus?) Perhaps Jan's mole is a Christ-
like one. He shows compassion toward the hero end forgives Bigger for
acousing him of Marv's disappearance earlier. He also sucoeeds in
obtaining legal aid for Bigger. Jan twms the Biblical otherwcheek
w0 Bigger,
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Max, a Michaeel after the sin of Eden, is a synthesis of two
aultures in that he--as & Jew--has experienced life as a white person .
capable of obtaining economically the living stenderds of the average
vhite person in America, yet, he has been cultwrally segregated like
the Negro from the maingtresanm of American life. Viewing life realis
tically, he is @ble to deliver a powerful speech of truth--Bigger is
a product of nis enviramente-which falls on deaf and alien ears in
the witite courtroon filled to capacity with white people vho demend
Bigger's annihilation,

Howavar, as much as these people offer Bigger friendship-~and
however much he wishes it--he cannot accept friendship., Warped by the
envirenment in which he lives, Bigger belisves vhiteness is a sywmbol
of his enemies. He rejects all vhite péag:la, even Mary, Jan, and Max,
Nevartheless, these people have allowed Biggar $0 realize a small part
of himsalf which he did not know was within him,

The wlors black and white are extromely effective synbols.
Traditionally, black represents evil and white, good. But Wright
through his presentation shows the ivony in such a traditional concept.
There iz a3 mach evil in white a8 good in bladk, Bligger and his environ-
rent are always shrouded in blackness. Thus, blackness is effective
in creating the imegery of despair, frustration, and death. Bigger ie
bladky, and so are his friends and family. In fact, the entire ghetto
is permeated by black people vho iive in bladk, dirty tenerents. There,
the atmosphere of }.;L,‘:e is dismal and for all practical purposes, bladk.
Blad< like Satan, Bigger's gﬁil?: makes him a living inhabitant of the
Dalton basement (Hell?). 1In this dark Hell, he showels black coal into
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a fiery red fumace. He has driven Mary earlier in a black limousine

in which she drank and became intoxicated. It iz this car that brings
Mary home in a state which precipitates her death. The description of
the long, black, sorber, hearse~like automcbile scems in itself prophetic
of impending doom. In her bedroom, Bigger murdeys Mery in daximess--
blackness. Yet, it is bladmess (Bigger) reacting to whiteness (white
society) which is the basic issue here. If white is good, it is also an
evil corrupting force. Bymbolically, these white people represent death
for Bigger Thomas.

Also, there ig the recurring imagery of blindness, represented
in the novel by ¥rs. Dalton, who is physically blind, She is a physical
asxmézmnt cf the ’bl:‘iﬁéhass to reality manifested in the nmost synpe-
thetic of white characters in the novel, So deep are the roots of this
blindness that it has not failed to have its effect wpan Negroes them-
selwes, Therefore, Negroes in the novel fail to see the true gignifi-
csnce of Bigper's actiens as he awaits trial and punishment, If they
have oonceptions of the significance of Bigger's actions, they refuse
to admowledge them because they will place their am standards, valuss,
and myths in oonflict with white society and initiate their own chaos.
I the security of oneself and one's family must be mainteined by living
a lie, then that i what they will do. For many, the lie has been lived
for such a long tine that it hes indeed bacome the reality.

Book IIT consists of a series of attempts by Bigeer to find his
true identity. Although he has had vardous altematives to help him
realize his identity, they have failed him, He rejects his family, fellow



61

prisoners, race leaders, ministers, and religion.?? He rejects them
because he cannot relate to them. But of all the people he must reject,
he finds it hardest to reject Jan and Max, These two come closest to
wnderstanding Bigger end his aims in 1life. They come closest to repre-
genting for Bigger spiritual selvation. bdilgper realizes that they are
the last synbols of relatedness to which he clings es he stands in chaos
desperately extending his hand into darkness hoping that sonecne w:ii's.l
be walting there to gresp his hend in retwm. The main conflict of the
nowel ocours between his need to accept them and his deepest experience
as a Negro--his distrust of whites, his Negro natim&liam.m

Parhaps Max's speech surs up Bigger*ts life quite appropriately:

This Negro boy's entire attitude toward life is a crime!
The hate and fear which we have ingpired in him, woveh by
our civilization into the very structure of his cmscious-
ness, into his blood and bones, into the hourly functioning

- of hia personality, have become the justificatien of his
existence,

Every time he comes in contact with us, he kills! It is a
physiological and psychological reaction, embeddad in his
being., Every thought he thinks is potential murder, Ex-
cluded from, and wnassimilated in owr society, vet longing
to gratify impulses skin to our own but denied the cbijects
and channels ewolvad through long centuries for their social
axpression, every sunrise and sunset make him guilty of sube
versive actions. Every movement of his body is an wnoonscious
protest. Every desire, ecvery dream, no matter how intimate
or personal, is a plot or a cwnspiracy. Every hope is ? plan
for insurrection. Bvery glance of his eye is a threat.?"

In his grim thesis, Richard Wright-~using much detail and
symbolism which reflects his own personal experiences and viewpointge

implies that eny black man or white man in the same environmental

22popert A Bone, The Negro Novel in Amerdica (Mew Haven, 1958),
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conditions as Bigpgey might travel the same path. Finally, Bigger must
accept at the nowel's end what life has made him. In the closing pages,
he accepts t:eihg a murdorer--his heritage, his identity. Although
ladding the technical mastery of his protégs, Relph Ellison, Wright made
his thesiz so captivating that his technical flaws are notiosable only
in retrospect, Ewen then, they seem minor, for they are m‘twaigmé by
the thematic merits of the nowel,



CHAPTER IIT
MY AIALYSIS OF INVISIBLE MAN

The title of Mr. mliaém's nowel is appmpmate because it
expresses the novel's theme. "Ralph Ellison's invisible men spesks first
of all for himself, a Negro whose career, because he is a Negro, has been
a search for a primary, existential sense of himself,"l The hero, a
bladc youth, travels through the novel's pages from naiveté in the South
o awareness and self-definition in the North;' He is invisible because
white people see him with a éﬁﬁtamédvisimn. Any attempt he makes to
refute the vision is quenched by white violence. Yet, under tyranny and
suppression, there are a fow individuals who, like the hero, achieve
self-assertion.

Yet, Falph Fllison's nowel is not one concemiing just Negro life,
although the main characters and plot concemn primarily Negroes. The
novel, like Richard Wright's Native Son, trmscends being just a novel
that indicts white society for its treatment of Negroes. The novel
explores various situations vhereby the hero trdes to assert his self
and his individuality. In searching for it, the hero destroys in the
process the illusions end distortions that many have of him and Negro
life, He destroys much that is part of the American tradition, the
Arerican dream. Although meny of his endeavom.end in violence, the
hero comes to a full realization of his own exdstential definition of
life by the novwel's end. "He is rempved into nightmare not because it

may be that in the ordinary ways of being, men are inevitably determined,

1&1&&&, De 248,
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ner because there may be no such thing as an existential self, nor
because the gratuitous act may be really gratultous and without sense
except in dreanms. "? He is removed into nightmsre because in achieving
his individuality, he fails to reslize until the novel's completion just
how much freedom for self-definition he has. By the end of the novel,
the hero asserts his self, but he does it subversively. Step-by-step,
he learns to project a false delusive imape of himself,

He brings his grandfather's curse (the mask of appearance) upon
white people. To clarify the }gem‘s invisibility, the novel explores
traditional history, réc:ial taboos, and sociological end psychological

rvituals in the arena of black and white life, "Invisible lMan, then, is

a stubborn affirmation of the worth andﬁismity of the individual in the
face of forces which oonspire to render him invigible. The novel is
dedicated in spirit to the suffering, mangled, helpless, plucked victim
of Authority, whose only defense against power is his own hmani‘by.“a

Basically, the novel travels a circular path, From the ritual
of the hero's initiation, a test of his masoulinity, to his final aware~
ness of himself and white society, the hero's progression is very much
like that of a beomereng. The end of the novel is really the beginning.
Each episode serves to reinforce the hero's invisibility. Invisibility
becores a resounding metaphor throughout the novel,

An wnderstanding of jazz composition vields a vital key to the
reader's full wnderstanding of the nowl. "Bvery jazz musician must strike

a balance between tradition and experimentation, for 'jazz finds its

2ibid.

38one, The Hegro Novel in Amerdca, p. 197.
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very life in an endless improvisation upon traditional materisis.' It
follows that no jazzman is free to yepudiate the pest. The jam session,
where he must display a knowledge of traditicnal techniques, will see
to that. He must master "the intonations, the mute work, the menipulation
of tinmbre, the body.of t;f%ditimal si:yitﬁs»i before he can presum to speak
in his own. ¥oice, “The path, in short, to self-expression lies through
what is given, vhat has gone ‘b@fam.“"' Mr. Ellison, like the jazzmen,
réties on the past. However, it is a particular past of Negro folk tradi-
tion. He conbined this tradition with the wider literary culture which
exposed him to an extrerely wide renge of literery genves, styles, and
techniques of authors.® He " . . . appropriates folkloristic slements
from Negro culture, esbrolders on them, adapts them to his literary aims,
and 1ifts them to a level of conscious art, "0

The struggle *{:m';im:rm experiences is the same as the hero's
strugpgle in the novel, Both are struggles for identification. Within
the confinements of the melodic pattems of a score, the jamme;n expresses
his freedom of inprovisation. Through his instrument he expresses his
uniqueness of the melody yet canforms to and wndergcoyes the melodic pat-
tem in hamwony with the othep jnstrurents. ~The gtruggle is basically
one of yoking together opposites. Within confinement, there is freedom
of expression, yet this freedom is expressed so subtly that it blends
into the whoim When & jazezman plays the blues, he is expressing a

haunting tension v ., . . betwesn drowstance and possibility. The fimm

¥Robert A Bone, "Ralph Ellison and The Uses of Imagination,"
Herbert Hill, ed., Anper, and Heyond (New Yori, 13966), p. 90,
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reality that gives them [blues] birth bespeaks the limits snd restric-
tions, the baryiers and thwartings, which the universe opposes to the
human will, But the tough vesponse that is the blues hespesks a woral
wurage, a spiritual freedom, a sense of humen posgibility, which more
than balances the scales."’

Ellison's hero becomas more then just a protest character. A
protest chavacter in a protest novel merely manifests his eondition.
He is gimply the victim of sgents outside his mn‘ﬁml. Therefore, any
existential definition of life is futile., But Ellison's hero i3 an
adventurer, He, by realizing his potential in spite of society's
atterpt to dafine his limitations, becomes a plearesque hero full of the
grandeur of a flesh-and-blood man who tests * . . . the complexity of
the known and the giwan;“g

Mr, Ellison further says that the blues is basically an attempt
to neutralize one emotion with its opposite. "It is not & question of
laughing away one's troubles in any superficial gense, but of gazing
steadily at pain while perceiving its comic aspect. Ellison repards
this tragicomic sensibility as the most precious feature of his Hegro
heritage. From it stems his lyrdcal intensity and the complex interplay
of tragic and comic elenents which is the distinguishing mark of his
fiction."®

The hero is firet a high-school student in a Southexn town, next

a college student, then a laborer in a Northem factory, a leader in

"tbide, p. 91,
81bids, pe 22,
gl'bid. s Pe 93,
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the Brotherhood (the Commmnist Party), and finelly, a dweller in an
wderground cavemn beneath the earth. In the beginning of the novel,
he claims that he must have light. Without it, he believes he ig not
only invisible but without form. He must hawe illumination if he is to
d&efine and give dimension to hinself.

Between his grandfather's curse at the beginning and his accepe
tance of it in the Epilogue, the hero explores the relationships between
Negroes and whites. The relationship between these two racial groups,
although it may seem superficially complacent, is extremely charged with
energy. The slightest provocation may cause extreme violence betwsen
them.

In high school the wunnamed hero is veledictorian of his class.
He jo asked to give a speech for a white audience conpoged of the prom-
inent male citizens of a-small Southermn town. The hero decides to spesk
on humility and progress for Negroes who feel themselves part of the
fmerican society. However, when he arrvives, he is virtually stripped
nude, made to wear boxing shorts, and teken to the front of the audi-
wrium. Here, he is joined by other black youths and made to watch the
prowcative moverents of a nude white woman., The all-male audience
taunts him and the other youths if they do or & not look at the nude
women, One of the boys cannot control the stiffening of his sex organ,
He knows that discovery of his enlarged penis protruding within his
boxing shorts would bring violent mpamﬁ.ms upon him, s0 he tries
desperately to hide his erecticn with his boxing glows. His sexual
prowess is encouraged, yet in its peak of intensity, the white audience

forces this boy to suppress his normal responses. He is forced to yoke
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together opposing emotions which leave him nurb and neutralized., In
this state, the youth suffers the pain of the blues, yet he manages to
endure the first of meny initiation rites into 1ife, |

Later, the hero is told that he must grepple with the other
boys for money placed on an electrified yug., A8 the boys battle each
other for possessiocn of the money, they are shocked. The hero realizes,
amid the turmoil, that the white audience is forcing Negroes to destroy
themselves for the audience's pamwtaé sense of entertainment., This is
the same desire that caused the audience to force these boys to fight
each other in the boxing match.

Benubed by the entire experience, his first with white people
per se, the hero accidentally says “sociel equality" instead of "social
responsibility."0 For a terrible instant, the silence of the rvom
underscores the viclence that is about to erupt fmm the audience,
“Smcml eﬁimw" implies equality where Negroes nd whites enjoy the
$«ame pmvileyas regardless of olor of skin pigment. This, acmmﬁ:mg, o
white opinion, is deadly for whxte sm::iety. Cultural and historical
patterns distinguishing the *::wo races would be destroyed and obliterated
much to the disadventage of tm-: white race. ‘Therefore, the hero is
forced to quickly correct his error by saying "social responsibility"
which ls ambiguous. The statement is a relative one depending upen the
interpretation of the individual involved, ' Although the hero sees "social
responsibility” as his duty to progress toward the standards of white
society and eventually, to be equal, the white audience sees his "social

respansibility® as his vemaining on an inferior social stratum and

" mmiison, Invigible Mang ppe 24-285,
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upholding the illusions of the American dream, He is forced to assume
the ambivalence inherent in Negro life.

- At college, Ellison's hero is a very intelligent and eager youth,
and is among the top students. As a result, he is given a job as chauf-
feur for a visiting Northem trustee, Mr, Horton, who feels that his
destiny is reflected in the Negrves who attend the college. Indeed it is,
for the oollege is another neans of continuing Mr. Hoxton's dream, The
Neproes thers manifest the dream. The Negroes support the dream that
fmerica's political and social system is without blemish, However, the
heyo immwantly d@stmya the illusion, He makes Norton's destiny a
darkling plain because he undercuts Novton's illusory view of the Negro
condition,

fs chauffeury the hero takes M, Norten to a crude, rustic shadk
outgide the limits of the mllege and its capus, There, Jim Trueblood,
being true 't:m his blood and to nature, reweals an incestuous story
concerning a very evantful night when he had gexmual intercourse with his
daughter. M, Norton, like other white males, experiences Trusblood's
sexual prowess vicariously. But unlike the conmmancement &%@dienw, Norton
makes no attenpt t© emasculate .fim as the audience did the hero and the
other black boys in the auditoriums However, Trueblood has already been
emasculated literally by his wife's stroke of the axe. After his sin,
Trieblood waits, perhaps like Oedipus, for the hand of pmismntmdaaﬁl.n
At the last noment, he decides that he is not quite ready for the grave.
Having remowed himself from society into exile, his "true blood" tells

Msetma Fraiberg, "Two Modern Incest Stories,” Partisan Review,
Nos. 5 & 6 (1961), p. 657.
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him to return home to give chads order and to make his loss gain and
assertion., Here again is an echoing of Ralph Ellisen's blues.

Jim has faced reality-~his chaos~-~and prospered by committing
an incestuous repe., Previously, Mr. Norton described his own daughter
in a manner that makes the reader wonder if he dees not want to partici-
pate actively in the saﬁ@ experience physically that he experiences
vicariously through Trueblood. Mr, Norton, after demmding to hear
Trueblood's story and marvelling that Trueblood has sinned and survived--
endumdd»lﬁéws in a state of shock. Norton is affected because " . , .,
the myth reversal also functions by removing the name of chaos from
what convention calls sin and attaching it to the convention itself. ni2

Before returning to collepe, the hero knows that he must do some-
thing for Mr, Norton, who has suffered a heart attack after hearing
Trveblood's story. The hero knows that he camnot return Mr, Norten to
the oollege in his present condition, Themforwfe, the unnamed hero takes
Mr, Norton to a local saloon which this day is entertaining Negro veterans
from a local madhouse. While the hero and Mr. Horton are there, a riot
erupts. The attendant, sup@cargc, a large black man who suppresses the
actions of the Negroes as the superego of the mind suppresses 'nagative
psychic impulses, is brutally kicked and beaten by the Negro customers.
Free of any matmcrtimé at last,‘they" g0 on a rampage. Mr. Norton finds
himself the victim of a nightmare. However, the hm\fé is &ble to get
Mr, Norton upstairs to safety. There a Negro veteran with medical ex
perience administers o Norton's wounds,

When Norton awakes » the Negro veterasn plays a cat-and-rouse game

lzRaymnd M. Olderman, "Blues and Invisible Men," Wisemsm
Studies in Contenporary Latemtum, Vol. VII (June, 1966), Ds
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with him. He bluntly tells Horton the truth of Negro-white relation-
ships. Thus, he destroys the illusions Norton has concewming such
relationships. The NHegrc vetersn is @ spokesiman for all those Negroes
downstairs in the ¢olden Day.
They are enblematic uf the repressed Negro middie class
their spokesman is a forger surpecn vho was dragged from
his home and beaten with vwhips for saving a humen life. It
is thus (Trneblood-inwreverse) that the white South rewards
genuine acoomplishyent,
In the light--or perhaps one should say the darknesges
of Trueblood and the Golden Day, the irony of the Southern
Negro eollege, the irony of its very existence, is revealed.
Its function is not to educate but to indoctrinate with a
myth, This is why the vet calls Ho , "a trustee of
consciousness " "a lyncher of souls.>
By driving e, Noyten boyond the college campus, the hero heas
betrayed a myth by expesing Norton to truth and thus initiating chiaos.
When the pragmatic Dr. Bledsoz, President of the NHegro college, hears of this
incident, he has the hero expelled., Bledsoe is a reincamation of the
hero's grandfather, but in a different form., Bledsoe does overcone
white pezaple with yeses, but not in ssserting his om individuality andg
self. Instead, he overcomss them o obtain a false sense of power over
plack people. "He possesses power without dignity, though the trappings
of dignity are in ample evidence. It iz the only kind of pover available
to the black man in the Daep South, 1" ‘
Like all black men disillusioned with Southem society, the hero
migrates to the North. He obtains a laboring job in a paint factory.
‘There he finds that because he ie a Negro, he is a scab, and as such a

catalyst again to violence, The hero has visited, previously, influential

Y30me The Hegre Novel in Amevica, p. 205,
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persons upcn the recomrendation of Dr. Bledsoe, who claimed that he would
still try to help the hero obtain jobs in spite of the Norton incident,
However, the hero leams in an interview with a Mr, Emereon that

Dr, Bledsoe Has betrayed hims The letter of rewmmendation says in
effect to “keep this nigger rumning." Mr, Prevson hates the tyremnical
rule of psople like his father and Dr. Bledsve, who literally keep people
running. He pities the herw and tries to help him see reality.

Hewewver, the hevo thinks, most impurdently, that life will be
different at the paint factory because Dr., Bledgoe and his letiters of
recompendation will hawe no negative inflwences there. Little does he
realize that the paint factory in the Northe-in fact, most industries in
the Horth--represent only the pwmise of econoric equality to the great
masses of Negroes from the South. Yet, the depiction of industrial '
exploitation goes further m’:%hat of race, Jt'also ;;em:a:ins to
particular classes. In industry, the socidl elite control the businesses
and mpaliza power while those on the bo‘t:‘bmnef the class hierarchy
must lebor and be exploited,

. Ellisen's revival of the picavesque reflects his group's
belated access to the bagic oonditions of bourgeois exis-
tence. These oonsist economically of the freedom to rise
and psychologically of “the right and opportunity to dilate,
deepen, and enrich sensibility.” The Southem Negro who was
taught from childwoed to "know his place” is denied these
basic freedoms., He is deprived of individuality as thor-
oughly as any sexf: “The pre-individualistic black commnity
discourages individuality out of self-defense, . . . Within
the anbit of the bladc fapilly this takes the form of training
the child awey from curdosity and adventure, agamﬁ reaching
out for those activities lying beyond the borders.

The unnamed hero is hired because he, es & Negro, will not have

lgacne s, "Ralph Ellison and The Uses of Imagmaticm o Ps 95.



73

t0 be paid regular Qages'. . The fellow union menmbers within the paint
factory want to wnionize him in order to use him as a tool against the
company's  demand for lower wages;: Each episode, although different,
underscores tiifca hero's invisi.b:‘;:i,ity due to his blackness. Each episode
shows the violence inherent in the social condition wherein the Negro
may bring repercussions upon himself by asserting his indivimality‘.
‘Hired by Liberty Paints, the hero is ordered to put ten drops of “black
dope" into containers éf "optic" white paint. This act makes the white
psint seem whiter. as the ten boys earlier in the auditorium made the
white audience seem whii:er and better by comparison,

Mr. Ellison is saying symbolically that the Negro ("black dope')
helps to create the illusions that perfection is the mainstay of America,
The white society absorbs the Negro's vitality in such a manner that
wf‘xiie it may be there, it is never seen,

When the vat runs dry, the hero is told to try one of seven
(lucky seven?) vats. Again, the hero, through his ndivete, makes the
wrong cheice. The vat he chooses oontaing a black substance, paint re-—
rmover, which when added to the white paint, mekes it appear gray. The
paint is not completely pure now. This episode parallels previous ones
where the heyo inadvertently and unoonsciously wnmasked illusions and
showed the truth syrbolically, Although he does not ocomprehend the full
implication of his actions thus far, the hero is becoming more and rore
cognizant of the symbolic implications of his actions. Left on his
cwn, he has once again asserted his individuality, although hé does so
inadvertently and at least in part unoonsciously.

However, what individuality he asserts is suppressed when
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Mr, Kirbro, his boss, orders him to rectify the error, ?haxafom, the
hero experiments with alternstives to correcting the existing buckets
of paint rather than making new ones, He se:m discovers that by adding
% .+ . the black drops to the pamt which almady oontaing the black
remver, though the mixture apg:mm gray to him, m: passes for white in
_ Kinbro's eyes. This is, in ax:ﬂaol, the role of subterfuge and infiltrae
tion~~his grendfather's legacy and curge,"® Hauever, the hero has not
reached the point where he comprehends the full significance of his
‘actions,

- Finally, he is sent into the basement to help Lucius (the Devil?)
Brocdkway, Lucius, like Bledsce, ie carmrving on his own particular
subterfuge, He has made hingelf such an asset to Liberty Paints that
his absence would cause chaos. As a synbol, Lucius plays the traditional
role of the Negre now subjected not to white Southem prejudices but
Northern ones. His subterfuge, like Bledsce's, is for x}ﬁammal seourity
at the oost of that of his fellow Negro friends. It is not swrprising
that he is justifiably apprehgnsive of the hero, Later, he misconstrues
cartain clrawstances-~the here's being with white union menbergewas
proof of the hero's attempt to get him banished from Liberty Paints.

He initiates a fight with the hero whidh ends in a violent explosion
because the vat machines are left completely unattended, Ageain, Nég-mes,
left to themselves, will release theiy potency. They will initiate chaos
in attempting to essert thewselwves.

In the explosion the herv is injured and placed in a glass box
(a coffin?) which will presumably cure him. Ironically, the box is

waathm Baumbach, "Nightmare of A Mative Sen," The Landscape
ﬁgﬁi&i (NQW yﬂﬁ‘l, 1365), e 78,
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another method of emasculating and neutralizing nim. In a sense, again
white society attempts to create a docile, submissive Negro whe is in a
living death. The electrified ocoffin~like box and shocks surrealistically
rendered recall the electrification of the rug in the auditorium scene
at the beginning of the book, On the surface a comic scene, "in its
implications (lobotomy and castration) it is a singdarly wnpleasant
nightmare, w7

As in the preceding scenes, the hern's survival at the hospital
is symbolic of the protagonist's rebirth with a new image of himself
after each succeeding wave of ewents which change and modify him, Such
episodes prepare the reader for the following episodes--the Brotherhood
and life in fhe umnderground caverm, The hero constantly ponders his
identity in relation to his immediate environment. Without consciously
realizing it, the hero has been involved in violent circumstances which
demand that he know hinself in order to survive. So far, he has failed
to truly know himself, and his survival has been achieved only accident-
dlly through the blindness of his entagonists who failed to see him
realigtically. He still fluctuates in a chaos vhere he csn establish no
ordar,

tntil now, he has felt alienated from other Negroes, their
custons, manners, and habits. They have presented a realiiy ‘that he has
not known-~thanks to the seclusion of that Southemn college he attended
eaxﬁi&n Still nunbed by the incident at the factory heospital, the hero
leaves the hospital and encounters an elderly Negro couple being evicted

from their apartment becaugse they cannot pay their rent. Obviously,
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they represent the disposgessed people, In an emotional outbwrst, the
hero incites the Negro crowd gathered at the scene to riot in defense
of the elderly couple. Venbers of the Brotherhood see him and think
that he could be of service to their orgenization. They offer him false
friﬂncéhig and compassion, FEllison's protapgenist thinks he has at last
found himgelf--his identity. But he leams later--to his horror--that
as an agent, he is a tool used to incite Negroes to violence only to
leave them prey to theiy own misdirected violenoce which becomes self-
destructive and causes repercussions toward Negroes by white society.

As part of the Brotherhcod, the herp leams that he must reject
his past, especially the warm hospitality of Mary, his landlady in
Harlem. Mary (Virgin Mary?) has been a second mother and 3 guiding light
for the hero in an alien environment. It is she who pgives him the courage
to achieve his potential (complete self-identity) in life. Like Ohrist,
he seeks his destiny amid the trials eénd tribulations that await him.
"Mary is a reminder of his past, stable and conforting, but she demands
some notable achiewement that will benefit the race., As Mary's son he must
seek his gppointed role. Now he can accept his true identity synbolized
in the acceptance of Negro foods . . . This realization, in tum, enables
him to deliver the eviction speech (in echo of Antony's address to the
Fomans) that wins him a position in the Brotherhood, nl8

A rembexr of the Brotherhood, the hexo is asked to speek on the
Hegro problem at a rally. The ore of his speech is blindness, and it
becormes pertinent to the hero's invisibility incorporated within the

imagery of black and white which echces throughout Ellison's novel., In

18p1jen Horowitz, "Ralph Ellison," Richard Kostelanetz, ed.,
On Contemporary Literature (New York, 1964), p. 3ul,
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the arena of light, the hero is blinded by the light (synbolic of white
society) and sees only a bladk pit. The hero tells the audience that
under the Brotherhood's leadership the one~eyed men will join, and the
blind will lead the blind. The irony of the staterent is no less
enphatic than the spesch Reverend Homer (Blind Homer?) Barbes gave to-
the hero the night of his cllege graduation. Reverend Barbee told
the Negro audience to cast down their buckets into society and reap the
harvest of plenty., Based upon Booker T, Washington sentiments, the
basic premise of thé speech was conpletely unrealistic in view of the
Negro's role in American society. Rewverend Barbee was mentally blind, a
fact emphasized synbolically by his being physically blind.

Like Barbee, the hero is blind. Little des he realize that he
is just a stereotype not cnly to the audience per se but to the Brother-
hood and its leader, Brother Jack., It is not wntil a later meeting with
Jadk that the hero discovers that Jack has only one eye, The hero has
spoken in his speech fer greater truth than he knows. The Brotherhood
promigates blindness, After finishing the speech, the hero claims that
next *i:irxa he will wear glasses because the light in the auditorium was
a0 blinding. Unlike Reverend Barbee, who wore dark glasses which hid his
physical blindness~-symbolically, his mental imperception of realityw-
the hero will wear them so that he can see reality and menipulate it by
sssuming various identities. In short, his glasses will becore a mask,

Meanwhile, a favorite of the Brotherhood, he works very closely
with a young, black Negro named Tod QLifton, It sesnms that Clifton is
youth coordinator for the Brotherhood, He has had several encounters

with Ras (Race?), the r}aatmyan; The hero, vhile with Clifton one night,
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encownters Ras. In a vielent fight, the hero stops Ras from killing
Qlifton. Ras, realizing that Negroes destroy their own potency for the
white man's benefit, pleads with Clifton to leave the Brotherhood and
jéim him. Verbalizing Marous Garvey's racism, Ras tells Clifton that the
latter is black and beautiful. In Africa, Ras says such qualities would
have made Clifton a prince. But Qifton rejects such propapanda end
warns Ras that any further encounters will initiate further violence.
Clifton is sympathetic to Ras's motives, but he is |
nevertheless oo civilized to accept his methods. The
Brotherhood, then, with its cant of "historic necessity,"”
represents to Clifton the enlightened altemative to racist
violence through which the Negro can effect his protest.
Entrapped by the Brotherheod through the commitment imposed
by his integrity, Clifton becomes even more than the nar-
rator, a vietim of the Brotherhood's betrayal, Like the
implicit suicide of Conrad's lord Jim, Clifton's death (he
prowokes a policeman into shooting him) is a sacrifice to
a culpability two egregious to be redeemed in any other way,
and, at the same time, a final if gratuitoyw act of heroism.
In giving himself up to be murdered, Clifton tekes on the "*{81“”
regponsibility for the Brotherhocod's betrayal of the Negro.
Because Clifton was an ewtr@mely likesble fellow and an admir-
able worker in the Bmﬁwrhe:m, the hevo thinks nothing would be more
notable for the Brotherhood than to honor one of its dead, In sponsor-
ing Clifton's funersl, the protagonist thinks the Brotherhood can firmly
establish itself as a friend of the Negro. On his ewn initiative, the
here arranges Tod Clifton's funeral much to the dissatisfaction of the
Brotherhood, They claim that the hero is asserting his own individuality
to the detriment of the Brotherhood. Slowly, the hero begins to realize how
blind the organization is to the real problems of the Negro and his striving

for individuality. Realizing that Clifton had to "plunge" outside history

18aunbach, p. 80,
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in order to find his identity, the hero pondsrs to himself the signi-
ficance of Clifton's death.

The hero reflects upon his actions toward Clifton when "%:he latter
had broken with the party. The hero had found Clifton one day selling
dancing puppets which seemed nothing nore than Savbo dolls. The hero
recalled the close similarity between these dolls and the grinning
"nigger’ bank he had when he stayed at Mary's house. Both objects remind
the hero of his past and his heritage which have haunted and mocked him
up until the present. They are parts of his life that he wants to forget
but cannot. VWhether he likes it or not, ha must endure his past.

fngry when he saw Clifton selling the dolls, the hero " ., . . spat
at one of Clifton's dancing puppets, knodking it 'lifeless ," performing
synba}.ica_lly what the policemen does actually--the murder of cliften,
When the hero knodks over the doll, an onlocker laughs at what he thinks
is the likeness between the spitter and the spat-on doll. Just as
Clifron :m selling the obscene doll has beam mocking himself, the hexo
in spitting at the doll has been atrtacking himself as well as Clifton,
though without benefit of wmnessa“m

The acoumulative effect of the Brotherhood's betrayal and his
om feelings of guilt asbout Clifton weligh heavily on the hero as he
walks the streets. Inadvertently, he reads a hmébili lying on the
street and goes to hear a Reverend Rinehart (yind--the superficial
covering; heart-~the soul of the individual?).

iiizwhart is what his [The hero's] history comes to,
and he is its hero. He is the climsx of the progress up

from slawry. (heos is his freedom. He mowes easily in
it, He secures his living from it, and if he has been

gﬁijidug Ile 82.
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condemed t ity he takes fmm it also the implements of
his revenge., He has made chaos a bese of political action,
He is a thiefy a rascal, an wnderground man engaged in the
subversion of society, Like Molville's hero, he undermines
confidence, and thereby the vexry foundation of society,?l

After being mstakexz for Rinehart because of his appearance,
especially his dark glasses, the hern finally sees himself malistically
in relation to society at large. In seeing Rinehart's possibilities,
the hero sees his own possibilities. Rinehart, the preacher in the
carch, hustler on the street, and gambler in the clubs, ap;;ezém differ-
ently in varying circumstances and conditions. Through the limitless
range of personalities, Rinehart does secure and control his freedom
(self-asseyrtion) amid chaos. The herv realizes that he, too, can be a
Rinchart, an invisible man--geen and not seen,

Against a surrealistic and distorted version of the Harlem riots
which cccurred during August of 1343, the hero employs his Rinehartism,
his disguise--dark glasses, big swile, and zoot suit, With it, he
appears neutrel and tskes on characterdstics depending upon the people
he encounters and their apprehension of him, However, during the riot
he loses his disguise. Without it, he encounters Ras and his followers
and is mmentarily defenseless before them, ‘The protegonist pleads with
them to stop the rioting and realize that they are invisible men used as
pawns to destroy their own potency. However, the crowd doas not heed
him, Ironically, although the hero and Ras realize that they are destroy-
ing thenselwes~~in a sense, they are helpless victimg--neither can
successfully countermand the riot scene,

Infuriated, Ras is determined to kill Ellisen's invisible hero.

2l3ein, pp. 260-61,
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But the pmtagania% eludes him by fleeing into a looted store. Res and
his followers pursue the hero, but he escapes them by fleeing out of the
back door of the store and hiding be}ﬁnd gsome shrubbery. There, he
overhears two men discussing Ras, They laugh énd say Ras is a crazed
lunatie, @m hero realizes the depth of blindhess within humen indlvide
uvals, ‘These Negroes--perhaps the bitter irony of it all--fail to grasp
the true significance of their culture, their history, and particularly
of the riot now in progress. To them, the riot is simply an opportunity
to ge‘i some merchandise that they need or can sell to obtain noney.

Ehéy fail to see that the riot is a war for the humenity of the indi-
vidual., The hero, alone and oold, mali@s that white society has known
this all along, .Ehat i why they encouraged race leaders to blind},y
lead the blind, This way if white society cannot suppress Negroes overtly
therselves, they cm do it indirectly through blind, stupid race leaders
who in thier blindhess lead thely own people to slaughten,

When the hero tried to capture the truth of reality through overt
physical action, he was suppressed by white society (the best exanple is
the Brotherhood scene following Clifton's fineral). He was suppressed be-
cause through such overt action-«the goal being to achieve emencipation
and humanity--the here was the greatest threat to the lie of white
society's Amerdican dream. But now having found his self identity, the
hero realizes that he aust play the geme by the rules of the players who
created ity He must be a Rinebarty he must assert himself--but it must

be done subversively, Feeling completely alone and isolated from the

world, he decides W return to Mary's house. There he can perhaps

achieve a new perspective, purpose, and direction in keeping with his
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newly achieved fyeedom, However, he never reaches Mary's house., n
the way, he encounters two shite policemen vho approach him, The hern
flees them in terror, and they pursue. However, he escapes when he
fells accidentally into an open manhole. Underneath the ground, the
hero feels that he is indeed l:‘i.‘temll:;r and syrbolicelly out of the worlid,
isolated, end invigidle in the da?mess. After a series of boomeranging
reversals, he is ﬁ@w an widerground man. When he thought he was moving
upward in his psychological realizstion of himself, he was moving down
literally inte tjhe wnderworld-~that which is mndemeath the mainstream
of lifeweto becore an invisible man,

Such a m::mmﬁt had already been underscored in previous geenes
from the hero's ;§ei# in the paint factory, vhere he is an underground
man with I;&cius Brockway, to his meeting of Sibyl at a Communist gather-
ing at the (hthonien., Even the Conmunist organization itself is an
wnderground one. The hero has been out in life repeatedly, heen frus-
trated beyond endurance, and at last d&éaﬂmc}s into his wnderground
hibemmation, pemaps to emerge move capable of surviving and changing
in his environment, With the reversal of his life, he lecomes meta-
physical. He is an invisible man without form in the wrld. His wnder-
ground exi%e.rgga s 1llustrated in the Rinehart episode, proves that he does
have m‘idenfi;éy and a pleac&e.- Ironically, it is in the underground, He
gives chaos definition and order by tapping heat and light from
Monopolated Light § Power., The hero converts all of his losses into

assertion and gain, At last he accepts his blackness and uses it in all
its advantages to revenge himgelf upon society by asserting his individ-
uality. The "blackness of blackness," the text offered by Reverend Barbee
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earlier is the basic premise of life the hevo has had to learn in effect.
Blackness is the cause of his persecution, ell the wtems and tsboos ‘that
the old Mn. Emerscns of this world read about have been thrust upon

him. His advertures in lightness end darimess have amounted to the
Manicheism of the Anericen racial scene,?? They have provided him with
the lesson that he is Saten, like the Satan of Milton's Paradise Lost,

whose residence in the underground is really a yesideno in chaos. There
he rust be a3 lawless and &8 cunning as Dionysus when it becomes advan-
Tageous,

In the mmhole he is the embodiment of psychological conflicts
in the darikness and the negative hidden just behind the consciousness,
felt but not seen, the echo of the "blues." His presence is & meta-
gnys:ieaal_, twisting force that disrupts the illusions of Amrican history,
'tmc}iti&, and ritual, His life is a boomerang which scatters through
the world's history and comes back again and again, His end is his
embrace of his own diabolism. Diabolism is his politics, identity,
and history in one. His life must be one of "treasson, violence, and
revenge, "2 3

In the manhole he falls asleep and dreams of Jack, Emmm, and
Bledsce., They demand that he return to them, and when he refuses, they
castrate him, They throw his bloody sex orgens over a bridge, but they
catch on the apex of the glant bridge. Slowly, the bridge metamrphoses
into a walking robot clanking the death knell of a false American history.
Ihe hero cries out realizing that the bridge is clanking hig own destruc-

tion also,

225bide, pe 262.
237hid,, pe 263
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In short, Invisible Man i3 & wion of the chief elements of

Negro folk culture (blues, jazz, relipgion, folk spirituals end folk
tales), Mp, Ellison has also borrowed from noted white authors like
Joyce end Eliot end their theres dealing with Westem cultwre.2¥ Like
them, Ellison was and is ooncemned with tradition, myth, snd taboos,
ranging from the pagan to the sophisticated elements in society. Like
Eliot, Bllison is oconcemned with the use of pagan ritual as an obiective
mrrelative for his experience, le msy slso have keen influenced in
_-part by Joyce in the usage of the initistory ewperience as related to
the sense of the artist e ewmile. His hexv, like Stephen Dedalus, is
the rejected, isolated figure on the border of human activity who must
pess through several stages end swvive various tegts before winning
the freedom to create. He is the modem hera, the alienated passive
hero in a non-personalized world who must beém:e an exile first in order
to find himself,

Like Joyce, Ellison seems 1o have &n almost parancic sense of
deception and betreyal. The hero is like a birdin flight. For both
authors, flight is underscroed. Flight {s equated with Dadalus, the
mythic figure of the arftw‘c vhose craftemanghip is potentially the source

of his freedom., The same is true of the hero in ,vaiaible Man,

The spirit of the novel is that of the blues, which Ellisen has
elsewhere defined as the impulse to keep painful detsils alive, to rub
the sore, and to trenscend it not only by philosophy but by obtaining
from it near-tragic, near-comi¢ lyricism, In what alnost becomes Greek

2%Bone, "Ralph Ellison and The Uses of Imagination," pp. 96-97.
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tragedy, Ellison explores what it means to be Nepro. The half-tragic,
half-comic quality of the blues is reflected in the tone of the emo-
tional ambivalence in the novel. Through his hero's varied roles or
identities, the author has acted out the om;,ogiﬁg; mmmgies offered
the Negro, The new vision born out of the hero's conflict seens to be
& attitude of comic anbivalence that allows him to enbrace the com-
plexity. The hero emerges neither black nor white, but invisible, in a

world that is a mixture of extremes.



CHAPTER IV

A COMPARISON OF NATIVE SON
AND INVISTELE AN —

The idea of a protagonist who dis virtually invigible and who
gaeks to establish an identity was not completely original with either
Wright or Ellison. Previous to writing Hative Son, Wright had read

Dogtoevski's Notes From Undergrowmnd whose hero writes of his alienation

from nineteenth century Russien society., "For Dostosveky [sicl, the
tawdry liberalism that resulted from these idsas [nineteenth century
ghilosophy which said man could perfect himself ahd achieve a utepia on
earth] led ina&itably to the most barren form of utopian socialism
founded on man's reason, on his ostensible gpodness and nobility. al
Dostoeveki's hero is disosuraged with man, who has become &
hunan vegetaeble feeling smug and secure in his envirdnwent. In short,
men sought only the mechanical perfection of reality in the hope that
this would give him & world with a rational meaning, The Russian author
felt that man is not basically good nor does he seek to obtain utopla for
himself and his brothers, Dostoevski felt that men is corruptible and
will take any means necessary to exploit and subject others to slavery,

This is the theme Dostoevski's hero in Notes From Underpround reiterates

again end apain.
The protagonist manifests the Rugsian author's belief that
actuality takes place in the mind (psyche) not outside it in the tangible,

extermnal envirenment. For the hero, reality is the emotional screen

» lRalph E., Matlaw, tyans., Fyodor Dostoevsky, Notes From Under-
ground (New York, 19602, p. xii.
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through which extemal objects are perceived. Therefore, the protag-
onist, “striving for a vague ideal, surrendering to pleasant meditations
end feelings, seeking refuge in a supersensory reaim . , . [achieves]
the blunting of immediate reactions and responses to actusl things,
and escapes into daydreaming, meditation, fancy, rejects the artificial,
stoic reality in favor of reactionary change in order to establish his
identity. "2 "The napratorts mépemm solution is to refine the realize~
tion of [his] despicability to such a pitch that the anguish it induces
 becomes an outright gzlaasm.”s The only solution of the hero's dilemma
is the (hristian love of Lize that reosnciles him to the gbuses of his
society., But even ‘i&za% Christian love carnot help the hero overcome
the abuses of reality. ¥ . . . for the narmator, petty motives of venity,
selferevengs, or psychological illness, coupled with the morel illness
that, for all its rejection of reason, cannot in the final enalysis accept
the non-raticnal theory of religion, all these things now asgert them
selwes and render lLiza's offer mamgtaﬁlm"“ The here accepts his
anguish, finds some pleasure ira it, and desires to be an individual
always in a gtate of change. He never accepts stolcism, This is the
only way that he can find his identity and attempt o give his world
meaning and purpose as & Wright's and Ellison's protagonists.

Wright borrowed the idea of a hero in flight from society from
Dostoevski. In a short story entitled "The Men Who Lived Underground"
(1937), the hero is a black man who has eluded the police because he

sfibid. s Pe XV
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shot a man, Having crawled into a manhole, he finds an underground
Mc:a\m*m From this location, he is able to survive by pillaging and
looting the neighboring buildings: a church, a store, and a bank.
Soon, his underground existence becores a game. He likes committing
robberies while remaining undiscovered, He is plessed that his act;ians
leave a visible effect upon conditions and people, By atterpting to
give his life meaning, by illuminating his underpround cavern with
stolen gems so that their light will give him form, the hero attempts
to establish his identityv. The outside world does not define his realid
so much as the herp himself., Like Dostoevski's hero, Wright's resists
permanency by living existentially.

Howevar, Wright's conclusion differs from Dostoevski’s. The
Russian author presented a hexo wno accepted his underground existence
and wented to remain a permenent recluse from seciety unless it developed
into cne that lived ideas (mental yeality) rather than illusions of
tangible concepts (laws end physicel properties of objects which can be
seen and supposedly given rationality) and developed a dissatisfaction
with permenency, In contrast, Wright's here tires of his existence
because he cannot remain indefinitely alienated from the world,

Theérefore, the protagonist of "The Man ¥ho Lived Underground”
goes to the police station and turns hirself in to the police. Uhen
they hear of his experdences, they think him completely neurotic., But
the hero recounts details which make :z:t: avite clear that he is the
maorderer who shot and killed a mm._ Meanwhile, an innocent man has been
convicted of the crime and exscuted., Realizing that this black hero

owuld tum thelr world into chaos, the police jokingly ask the protagonist
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to show them where he has been hiding underneath the ground, When they
arrive at the manhole and the hero descends the ladder into it, one of
the policemen shoots him and lets his body fall into the sewer to he
washed away into oblivion. When the hero stripped away his mask (pree
sented hig symbolic habitation wmderground), he made hirself wdnerable
to destruction by white society,

Howaver, Wright felt that this early endsavor seemad too narrow
to contain the thematic possibilities he desired. This short story
simply attacked vwhite society in terms of only Hegrowwhite relationships
wimoug a@npmying philosophical, psycholegical, or socio-political
explorations of society like those Dostoevski had presented. The dark-
ling conclusion emanating frow the short story was that black man who,
like the hero, ceased esserting their individuality swbversively (hidden
from the mainstream of life) made themselves wulnereble to white destruc-
tion, Such a omclusion failed to extend beyond just a specific incident
of race.

Therefore, uhen Wright begen Native Son, he wes determined to
broaden his theme. Like Dostoevski, Wright did make his hero a recluse
from éaciaty because the hero (Bigger Thomas) camot accept society and
its rejection of folk culture, religion, or socio~political trends
inheyent in Negro-white conflicts. Although Bigger does have the cone
solation temporarily of variows altematives to life in the underground,
he rejects them--living at home, being a chauffeur in the Dalton home,
living in 4s&il hoping that Max can fres him--because such omditions will
not aila:sw him to relate to society in a meaningful mammer. These alterw

natives demand an obedience and permanency which limit and deny Bigmey
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change and ;ﬁgwibility of achieving selfw-realization., Like Dostoevski's
hero, Bigger accepts the morel consequences of his actions, but Wright
cantinues where Dostoevski stops.

Dostoevski's hero is really a z?aat:i‘mist of the intellect only.
But Wright's protagonist reacts not so mdt of his intellect, althousgh
he certainly uses it, but through physical assertion and aggressiveness.
When Bigger faces the possibility of a death gentence, he realizes that
such a sentence will be made in blind vhite hatred snd prejudice. The
enphasis of the conclusion is made more wehement and more emphatic than

in "The Man Who Lived Underpround” or Dostoeveki's Notes From Underw

ground because in neither weye the psychological realms of cause-effect
presented realistically and in depth in the relationships of an outcast
in opposition to society. Therefore, simply the implicaticne-whether
overt or subtle~~that society is responsible for the hemn's character
is weak,

However limited the abovwe works may be, they became mndels for
Ralph Ellison's Invisible Man (1952), Although he had been led by Wright

to Dostoevski's Notes From Underpround, he found rore impact and vitality

in Wright's technique and menner of -expression than in Dostoevski's,

The direct influence of Wright's works is quite apparent.
Basically, the plot of Ellisgon's novel is that of "The Man ¥ho Lived
Underground” with additions and modifications of plot and theme, The
invisible hero through his actions becomes inadvertently a rebel against
scciety. In effect, he carries out his grandfather's curse of subterfuge
by undermining the white society and its illusions of reality conceming

Negroes--a manifestation of Western culture, Vhen the hero tries to
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make himself known through overt action or verbalizaticn of his needs

and desires (those of 21l men), he is suppressed by shite violence which
creates for him a kinship with the herces of Wright's two works. The
invisible hero's progression leads him to existence in the wnderground
cavern, but unlike the hero of "The Man Who Lived Underpround," this
protagenist progresses beyond just 2 literal death. Seeinpg the possi-
bilities of self-definition as Bigper Thomas des in Hative Son, Ellison's
protagonist reflects upon the sum total of his life. After realizing that
his self-definition lies in his being adaptable in life, he makes a firm
commitment to emerge from his underpround existence--his habitation--to
p.léy a vital role in society. As the hero says:

In going wmderground, I shipped it all except the mind,
the mind. And the mind that has conceived a plan of living
must never Msse sight of the chaos armm*r: which that pat-

tern was conceived. That goes for societies as well as for
individuals. Thus, hwmg tried to give pattern to the
chaos which lives within the pattem of your certainties, I
must cope out, T fust emerge.
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I'm shaking aff the old skin and I'1l leawe it here in the
o hole. I'm coming out, no less invisible without it, but
coming out nevertheless. And I suppose it's dem well tinme.
Even hibematicns ¢an be overdone, come to think of it.
Perhaps that's my grestest social orirme, I've overstayed
my hibermation, since there's a possibility that even
invigible man has a socially responsible role to play.®
There are additional similarities between Native Bon and Invisible
Man that demend some attention. Since Wright allowed Ellison to read the
manuscripts of Eight Men and Native Son and lad him to the best in liter-
ature, it is not surprising that there is a notable similarity between
Wright's Bigger Thomas and Ellison's invisible hero, Dach of the novelists

presents an existentisl hero who is foroed to define for himself his

5£1lison, Invisible Man, pp. 438-39,
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wordd of nightmare. He knows that his freedom is a relative one depende
ing wpon the definitions of life he will accept and use to give his life
maaning and puwrpose, Both heroes are in eonflict with white society
whose influences are manifested even thmugh cartain Negro characters
within the novels, Both protagonists manifest what Ellison defines as
the “bl%S.“

But Wright's protaponist ig rore awarve of the realities of 1ife.
Having lived in the slums for x:;:i.namen vears, Bigeer has no illusions
about iifej te him 1life is a living Hell., The harsh and brutel conditions
of Chicago's South Side have destroyed all but the strong who endured
somehow, Bipeer is one of them, and at best, he ce;n only reflect upon
the "ifs" of life. If he wers white, he onuld realize the American dream
or certainly the opportimity o attain it, Yet, &5 oonditions ewist,
this would mean pgiving up his bladmess, which he does not want to do.
If social conditions were more liberal, he eould still ettain the Americen
dream, althoush he is blaci.

Wright's hero knows that the Smerican dream end its false pro-
mises are only illusions for him, Therefore, when the philanthropic
Daltons give him o job as chauffeur for their daushter Mary, Blgger is
extremely apprehensive. He knows that white people do not asct with
benevolence toward Megroes wnless there is some motive other than kindness
wmderlying the gratuitous sct. Chetto life has taught him this, It is
not surprising that he is as cautious as the caged, sidkly rat he killed
at the beginning of Native Son.

Howaver, from the depths of despeir and frustration, DRigeer <lings
to anything which offers the hope of change as manifested in his job es

chauffeur. Bigger clings to this hope~-this dream. Acoording to the
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Creeks, a man must have a dream or else he dies. DBut Bigger acecidentally
murders Mary Dalton, thue destroying his dream. In fear he realizes the
consequence of his act--death,

wWhen finally apprehended, he has committed another murder, this
tire of-his Negro girlfriend, Bessie, Again Bigger ié offered another
h:bpe, another pipe dream manifested in Max, the Communist lawyer who
wnderstands and defends the hero in court. Of all the people in his life,
Bigger thinks Max the most capable of understanding him as an individual.
However, Max fails at his task. At the end of the novel, Bigger faces a
death sentence, or at least the implication. He is left to accept vwhat his
life has been end has wade him. He realizes that he must die a muordererw
the sum total of his life,

In contrast, Ellison's hero is less aware of the realities of
life. This protagonist hes had a goed education in high school and
college~-at least from the Negro viewpoint. But at oollege, he has been
thoroughly indoctrinated with the belief that all a Negro need do is cast
down his budket into white society to succeed in Amerdica.

If Wright's hero is destroyed by reslity, Ellison's protegonist
is almost "d%stmye.d by illusions. Ellison's invisible men is en educated
Bigger Thomas who desperately ¢lings to illusions because they are litar-
ally his reality. This statement seems like double-talk, but in faet it is
very true. Although his life has been an illusion, to the hero it has
been his reality. It has given him an identity. HNow suddenly to have that
illusion dastyoyed ig to destroy the hero's sense of identity. His life
. @8 particular individual designated as invisible man or any other proper
“‘nouwn has no permanency. Lach set of circumstances will give him a new

identity. He will be living in chaos which will be a living death.
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At first, Ellison's protagonist seems unreal when in view of hié
experiences which expose the illusions of his life as shams, he under-
stands the implications of his experiences but is just as ready to accept
the illusions of the next set of circurstances as real. Seemmgly, he
fails to make associations and connections between one set of circum-
stances and the next., ‘There are two answers for such seeming naivets,

Firgt, the hero has been indoctrinated that the American soene
is the best of all possible gocial md&.ti@n&_. If he encowmnters any
discrepancy between his illusions and reality, he does not consider the
universal implications such conditions may have for his identity. At
best he considers only the literal implications of the illusions as they
influence the reactions of those with whom he has dally contact. However,
by the novel's end, the hero begine to Ffathom the underlying implications
of discrepancies between the illusicns end reality. Only then does he
understand the universal implications of the various conditions in which
he finds himself as he searches for identity.

Second, even though the hero begins meking associations and he
understands the discrepancies between illusions and reality, he still
deludes himgelf, He does so unconsciously to thwart the threat of his
search for identity ending in chaos. Without a stable identity, the hero
cannot exist. VWhen the totality of his 1ife follows him into the under-
ground sewer, he finds that it is necessary t tap light, heat, and

power from Monopolated Light & Power to pive himself form. At least

through form he can establish at least a superficial identity.
The basic problem which both Bigger and the invisible man

encomnter is suppression and denial of their identity. Both herces are
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estranged from the religion and folk culture of their vace because
neither religion nor folk culture represents their reality~-neither
gives them a basis for msmblisgging a meaningful identity. In the end,
both see the promises and the potentials of the dominant white race, vet
both know that they will be denied these goals because their skin is
blacdk,

Yet, this blackness becomes a protective shield which makes
them invisible, seen but not seen, mderstood (stereotyped) yet not
understood (not realized as individuals). From their experiences, both
herces learmn to manipulate blacks and whites by their deceptions in
being, yet not being-~the sppearance, not the reality. In short, the
heroes act out the stersotyped imapes demanded by white society while
they amvemive&y assert their individuality. However, the denial of
reality or the degtruction of it, if ovartly asserted, becomes a raw,
infested sore which must be scothed. But in the process, they encounter
resistance from American white society, north and south, and at times
from other Negroes who feel themselwves threatened by the protagonists’
search for identity.

Historically, American ‘white citizens denied black people thelr
culture and foisted ﬁpﬁn them g&wtiﬁad myvthe. In their {hepér (o 1 28
sclousness, however, white people knew vhat they did was wrongs Out of
guilt and shame, and out of envy and é:mmnpt for the nythical attributes
of Negroes, white citizens abused the Negro. All the nepative impulses
white men hated within themselves were attributed to Hegroes in such a
manney and over such a period of time that even ﬁe:;gmes themselves

accepted such concepts as trua. As a result, Negroes developed their own
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neurosis. They attempted to annihilate themselves, other Hegroes, and
finally, the white citizens whom they felt responsible for their condi~
ticn,

One of the myths prevalent among whites stereotyped the Negro
as socially inferior. #As long as he remained at the bottom of the social
hierarchy and did not trv to clinb the ladder to escape his aterectyped
image (which humbled and humiliated him), he was tolerated within the
commnity. Since the Negro's black skin was assoclated with evil, sin,
inferdority, and sexual lust emsnating from the Bible and God's condams
nation of Ham, vhites felt that they had a justifisble reason, based in
part on weligion, to support their certainty of racial superiority., Yet,
this cortainty was not a conclusion based an fact, but an erctional
reaction t© a particular race. So often, white people have had a psycho-
logioal neurvais of *‘tihgir own which prevented them from pursuing a path
of truth in their relationships with the Negro. Such blindness has pre-
vented them from conceiving of the Hegro as anything other than a partice
ular stereotype, Unfortunately, meny whites are not willing or able to
adnit the existence of guch blindness,

Hative Son and Invisible Men menifest four dominant themes of

white exploitation of Negroes--the sconomic, the political, the religious,
and the semuale-thich ave the results of historical conditions. In
Hative Sen the following excerpts illustrate such themes,

Because they are bieacﬁw Biggey and other Negroes are prime tare
gats of economic exploitation. The soral and physiéal descriptiong of
the ghetto in Native Son testify to such a fact. |

Divectly below him . . o through a window without shades,
he [Bigger] saw a room in which were two small iron beds
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with sheets dirty and crumpled, In one bed sat three naked
black children looking across the room to the other bed on
which lay a man and woman , both naked and bladk in the sun-
light, There were quidck, jerky movements on the bed vhere
the man and womam lay, and the three children were watching,
It was fandilier; he had seen things hka that when he wam

a little boy s?&aping five in a yoom®

Certainly, the implication of economic expleoitetion in the pre~
vious passage is steted quite clearly in the following:

The girl came close to him [Bigger] and stopped just
opposite his chair,

"Bigger, ¢ you belong to a wnion?" she asked.

PNewr, Mary!® gald M. Dalton frowming.
* & & & “« @ LN & B & » 9 8 = @ L LJ *« % & & ']

"Yi'm jusat askmg him a question, Father!®

‘™le- can gsettle abmm: the union lateyr, Z%axy ," said
Mr, D&}.mt .

"But you wouldn't mind belonging to a wmim, would you?"
the girl asked.

"I don't know, Ma'm" Bigger said.

Yhiow, Mary, ycm can see that the boy is new,” said
Me, Dalton, “"ieawe him glone.”

The girl tumed and poked out a red tongue at him.

"ALL right, Mr, Capitalist!" She turmed again to Bigger.
"Isn't he a cthafim Bigper

Biggar looked at the: fleor anxd did not answer. He did
not know what a capitalist T was. |

Ferhaps Mary realizes the truth of the relatiecnship between her father
and Bigger as she teases the hero. When Mary aske Bipgper if he would like
to be part of the union, the protagonist is not sure if he would or would
not Decause such an idea is alien to hims He has been separated from his
fellow bladk brothers and pade wulnerable to economic exploitation for a
long period. He camot unite (unionize) his people into eny effective
mrgmizsﬁtim to combat the {11 effects of economic amieitatiqn because

the Mry Daeltons of this world have made their positions secure by denying

Buright, Native Son, p. 209
7Ibidn ] ?‘U 1”5’



98

Negroes the true avenues of leaming and oppeortunity to advence in
Arerdcan séciety. Also, any attempts of Negroes to organize themselves
into a political body would be suppressed by vhite capitalists.

At best, such capitalists hold out only limited tokens of success
to Negroes, No wonder Mary, who is somewhat a radical fighting agninst
the ethics her father represents, sticks out her red (commnist?) tonpue
at her father as she tries to befriend Bigper. Although Bigper does not

wnderstand the definition of the word capitalist, he does realize the

aconomic diﬁt:mpmé.y between the lavishness of the Dalton home and his
in the pghetto, |
He looked yround the room; it was lit by dim lights
glowing from a hidden source. He tried to find them by
roving his eyes, but could not. He had not expected
anything like this; he had not thought that this world
would be so u‘ttzgrly different from his own that it would
intinddate him. ’
Te richness of the Dalton home end the poverty of the tenements vhere
Bigger lives reinforve more emphatically the economic discrepancy
between white and black citizens.

Ellison presente a similar viewpoint. . His hero, the invisible
man, leaves the college at the insietence of D, Bleggce, who expels him
from the institution because he euposes Mr, Norton to the truth of Nepro-
white relationships. In New York, the hero lives in Havlem's phetto
which reflects agsin economic ewploitation of the Hegros As a non-wion
worker at Liberty Paints, he is meanipulated by the vhite union menbers
and the owners of the factoxy in sudh a way that he helps make financial

gain for his employers, yet none for himself.? So thoroughly have vhite

g:hidq E] g)b 39.
98@3 Thesis P« T2,
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capitalists exploited and separated Negroes that it is not swrprising
that Lucius suspects the ﬁgro{af subversion and initiates a fight with
the hero, In short, Negroes like Lucius in sn wnstable environment will
trust no one, especially other Negroes whose fight for survival meke
them extremely dangerous to ene's security.

But perhaps enother incident which better emphasizes economic
exploitation in‘Invisibié“ﬁanziévtha scene in which an elderly Negro
couple are being evicted f&nuxmhair?apartmant, Litarally, they are
the dispossessed Southemerg, economically exploited like the hero., Une
eble to pay the extrenely high rents, they are foreed into the streets by
the gready vhite 1apdlards.lﬁ But the hero temporarily overcomes such
exploltation when he gives a speech on behalf of the elderly couple which
spurs a Negro crowd to the couple's defense. The speech is not a defense
per se of the couple to remain in the spartment as much &5 of their right
to a fair economic, political ; and social atmosphere in which &1l Negroes
can subsist as Americans,

Such a form of awlmitation presented in the novels ;&aham that
both protagonists are scapegoats for Americen vhite society. Both are
denied the drears, hopes, and sspiretions of America, Both are eccnomically
deprived end forced to battle themselves for survival, Such conditicns
meke these protagonists ihcapable of achieving their goal of emancipa-
tion and social equality overtly.

Politically, Wright's Native Son makes a direct attack on another
foruxaf white axylaitatiﬁn in America~-not only the Commmnist Party, but
also the Arerican political structure in general, The only political

10gse Thesis p. 75.
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possibilities of equality which are seemingly, feasible to Bigger would

be his acceptance of the friendship and equality offered him by Maxy

and Jan, who is a member of the Communist Party. Yet, Bigger cennot
aceept Cmmnmiain as symbolized in Jan because the young commnist ig
wnite and the f;ﬁandsh:i.p offered by him is an alien relationship to
Bigger in view of past experiences with white people. Such an attitude
explains why Bigper rejects Maw, the Commmist laiayw, who comes clogest
of all characters in the novel to understanding Bigger's hmity; When
Bigger kills Mary Dalton accidentally, he knows that in the Anerican
political structure legal recourse is futile in a society where white
citizens dominate. The white people who judge him are conscious only
that he is black and that black is evil and should be punished, Bigger
lacks power, and without it In the arena of hatred, prejudice, and
stereotypes which diaﬁcﬁx;t: the Negro's humanity, he m nothing, Therefora,
if Bigger accepts Max's friendship arsd‘aid_, he would be embracing false
hopes of freedom and friendship wmch would leave him wlneréble to the

+ jJury's crushing verdict of death. Then indeed, the hero would be very
tragic, Therefore, Bigger takes the initiative and pronounces a sentence
of guilty on himself, In short, he a@pts the fact t?xét he is a murderer
énd steels himself to meet the consequences of his acts. Seemingly, he
controls his chastic world end escapes the gal;g}tt of a tragic hero
destroyed at the novel's end. Yet, the description makes him seem more
the tragic hero m view that conditions are such that he seems to know
and judge himself a murderer--a conclusion only & tragic hero would
achieve in keeping with circumstences.

Similarly, m.liwn% Invisible Man presents white political
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exploitation, and his hero too becomes involvad with the (ommunist
Party, Dr. Bledsoe, who maintaing control over Neproes by béing an
"ihele Ton® for the Mr, Nortons, the capitalistic bipots of Amerdica,
uses his position as a political sword to destroy those Negres who
thrmataﬁ his security, In many respects, Ii, Rledsoce is én educated
Lucius Brodkway., Being expelled from ¢wllepe, the hero goes north,

This theme is illustrated most effectively in the Commnist
sections of the novel, Affiliated with Brother Jack, a leader in the
Commnist Party, the hero is forced to exploit his fellow blacks for
the benefit of the party image, the party line. Although the herc be-
lieves that the Party should seek to enhencs the Na@zm's'st&tus, the
organization is interested only in furthering ite own goals, not these of
the N@&Iﬂ&ﬁail Politically, the Party so exploits snd divides the hero
ad his bladk brothers (already divided) that, by the end of the nowl,
they themselwes fall to realize just vhat they are doing or vhere they
ere going, |

Jadk, unlike Jan or Max in Native Son, represents the villainous
aide of the Commnist Party, Whexéas Wright's characters, especially
Jan, represent Christ-like figures who have a @ll intendad but dis-
torted view of the hero, Ellison's Jack is thar@ugbiy evil and vindictive,
Both arﬁéts are satirizing Communism and religion simultaneously by
equating the two, for both protagonists at soms point see Commmnism as
the only hope for life on a darkling plain, Such concentrated enphasis
on Communist exploitation represents American exploitation generally.
However,; Ellison explores the politics of the Party in more depth then
does Wright,

1lsee Thesis pe 76,
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In presenting the religious thems, Wright deals more explicitly
with it then does Ellison. Accidentally, Bimm srothers Mayy, a white
virgin, who like her Biblical namesske, remains rezlly unviclated. Yet,
if she has Biblical connotations, Wright does not fail to mke her
humanly sccepteble to the environment of the story. Mary oo ba ooy,

" cute, and deceptive when necessary. But, she can be kind, gentle, and
interested, as seen when she attempts to befriend Bigger end help him
achieve social emancipation, If she does poke out her red tongue at her
capitalistic fathep, it is not the red %m&guammf the avil serpent but
the tongue of virtue, She :mﬁ Jan offer 'Big;g}eﬁ-hﬁp@ and salvation,
Irenically, such hope and salvation ave \ai‘li@n to Bigger and fail to help
him achieve havmony within his environment.

This theme is illustrated in additional scenes in Native Son.
Outside his cell window, Bigpger sees the flaming cross and realizes that
it is bumed by the same people who implore him to accept traditional
religion and its false hopes of love and salvetion,}? He realizes that
he cannot reconclle such dichotomies. VWhen the old oolored preacher
~comes to his cell and implores him to accept God in his final hours,
Bigger has only contenpt and pity for the old men who has failed to see
that religion is just a means of blinding him to his reality as a Negro
ad & a man.l? Such people as the preacher repel Bigger because the
religion they exenplify shows an inherent weskness. Such religion advo-
cates a particular strength only through suffering, Underlying such a
tendency is a fear that other altematives msy end in violence, While in

12500 Thesis pe 78,

1 38&@- Thesis p. 76.
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jail, Bipgger wonders if he has a soul, He questions whether he has an
entity which is immortal. He questions the ethics of his soul 3 however,
he rejects eny definition of such sthics except on his own terms., Bipger,
the exploited, accepts thga fact that he is an exploiter, He ewploits
others in his attempt to find himself. The most ewploited character in
the nowel is Bigger as seen in the spartment scene where he kills Bessie.
Bessie in a sense ig Bigger's ultra-self, his soul. In destroying her,
Bigger literally destroys himeelfil* Like Satan, he conderms himself
etermal damation, yet within this hell, he like Milton's Saten finds
strength and solace.

In Invigible Men the idea of religious exploitation gets a gome-

what different treatment, The hero hears the Rewerend Homer A. Homer
blindly advocate Booker T. ‘Wa,shipg&:mm&nﬁmts during a commencement
exercise, In e\ffadt: E%lim satirizes the ecomomic doctrines of
Washington's "Cast Down Your Bucket,".which implies that Negroes should
stay in thaiz?plaae and ¥, ., . leam to dignify and glorify mmmn labor
éxd put brains and skill i#to the common occupations of life. . oS
The @m'tagmiét has the same problems in accepting religion vhich Bigger
has in Native Son. The unpraegmatic doctrines manifested in religion can-
not and d not have any relevance to either protagmist,

The other major usage of a relipious syrbol in Invisible Man

ocaurs when the hero reads & handbill telling of a sermon to be given by
Reverend Rinehart, Again, the hero becomes aware that religion is a
device for deception. Rewerend Rinehart, like Dr, Bledsoe, uses a

ibgee Thesis p. 58.

158&@3@&3:' T. Washington, "Cest Down Your Budket," in Randall E,
Decker, Pattems of Exposition (Boston, 1966), p. 74,
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particular disguise to feed carnivorously on his black brothers. But if
religion fails to allow Bigger a chanee at finding himself, at least it
offers a *tammmry solution for the invisible man because he ecan try on
the illusion temporarily in hopes that he can at last find his identity,

Strikingly, Ellison uses the names Mary and Jack as religious
synbols. Like Wright's Mary Dalton, Elliscn's Mary, the invisible heroc's
landiady, becomes another Virgin Marv synmbol whose guidance can help the
hero obtain an altemative to going underground. Such a point is under-
scored when the hero, Me fleeing from his pursuers during the Harlem
riots, decides that he will be secure if he can reach Mary's house.
There, he can find security. Mary beoomes a seoond mother to him,

The final extension of the religious theme is the syrbolization
of Hell as depicted by both authors. Wright illustrates this extremely
well when he presents Bigper in the Dalfbon'a bagement shoveling coal
into the open door of the furmace. The basement is dim and dark, and the
air is stale and thick. The only source of light stems from the furnace
door. Bigger stands guard like Lucifer in Hell hoping that no one will
discover his erime. In effect, he beocomes an wmnderground man. Similarly,
Ellisen's treatment of his hero underscores the same point. At Liberty
Paints, the hero works with Lucius (the devil?) Brockway in the basement.
Lucius himself illustrates the game of deception. He has deceived his
employers, He hag aranged his job in such a manner that should he be
abgent, Liberty mnm would be incapable of producing "optic white"
paint. He tells the hero that his life is one of subterfuge, Howevar,
Lucius fails to see that this subterfuge is a form of Uncle Tomism which,

instead of allowing him to discover his identity, robs him of it. At the
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novel's end, the invisible hero recognizes that the only way he can
survive is by becoming an undeyground men--a black Lucifer, However,
this subterfuge unlike Brockway's will allow the her> to assert his
individuality.

Both protagonists are Satanic heroes who are forced to assume
their individuality through negative methods such as violence. This is
the only altermative the herves have. They have seen their lives sur-
rounded by illusions created by white society which has labeled them and
kept them in their place. These two herves have seen that when they
tried asserting their indivimality, they encuntered violence., Realizing
that they must mute their a‘smzﬂzim? they become underground men,

Both asuthors present themes of sexual exploitation. Howewer,
Ralph Ellison comes more directly t grips with the taboos inherent in the
;;‘awblém than does Richard Wright. Basically, both authors concern them-
selves with the origing of racial taboos in the South, Historically,
white men imported black Africans to this countyy as slawes, Yet the
conscience of these men plagued them. To ease their guilt, they invented
bioclogical fantasies to swport theories of the Negro's naturel inferw
iority. Reducing him to subhuman status, white men could subject him to
subhuman acts while rationalizing the reality of such social deprivation.
As a deviation of this condition, may Southemn white men congciously
elevated therselves morally, Their Southern white women became the
epitome of chastity and virtue. They were equated with the Virgin Mother
herself. Lustful or sensuwus desires became a sin undesirable publicly,
but a virtue privately cherished, Since white men could not indulpe them-

selves in sexual lust openly, thay perpetrated upon blacks theé sexual

‘o
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taboos which they oould not express themselves. In time, white nen of
the South developed a penis complex, Jealous and angry that their women
might be attracted by the supposed sexual prowess of the black male,
Southem white men threatened Nepro males with death if they looked at
white women or ‘mﬁptee:i them to comit sexual acts. The Negrn male bow
came & scapegoat for the negative impulses the.Southern white man d&id
not pﬁbliely admit,

Jealous of the Negro male, thé vhite man desired to prove hime
self a man by competing sexually with the Hegro male -for the bladk female,
In short, there originated two sets of ethics: one for the white society
and another for the black one, S8ince the relationghip between the Negro
male and the white women was taboo, forbidden, this increased the desire
of the Negro male and the vhite woman for eadh other not only in the
South but in all of America. As their auriosity and sewual desire for -
each other increased, taboos were broken. Wright and Ellison treat the
conflicts of sexual-racial taboos,16

Prustrated and denied the promises of the Amricen dream, Bigger,
like &n animal whose @ﬁd@mw ie inetinctual, finds comfort cnly in having
sexual intercourse with Bessie as both flee from the police. 17 Perhaps in
having intercourse with her, the hero attempts o regress symbolically into
the worb of his. mother where there is warmth, protection, and self-knowledge,
Yet, conditions of life meke it impossible for Bigger to find security,

in the end, he accepts the ethical and moral consequenms of his acts.

In Invisible Man the hero iz forced to aﬁmibit: himeelf in front

me author's own theory.
+75ee Thesis pP. 58,
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of a white audience. 8 Figuratively, the sudience emasculates him,

The same theme is illustrated again when he has to0 box the other hoys
then grepple for money placed on an electrified rug., The hero is left
numb, sterile; and confused-~a fact underscored when he undergoes elec-
trical shock in the coffin-like box in the haospital at Liberty Paints.1®

But perhaps the most striking presentation of sexual myths is
in the Trueblood-Norton episode. Horton is amazed that Trueblood has
experienced his own daughter sexually and suxwvived, - Trueblood explains
that he has sinned and is willing to leave home and wander through the
-badkwoods, However, he decided that this was not what God wanted, He
knew that he must not let his life degenerate into chaos, but must make
a fimn commitment to live and prosper. Acfually, his incest becomes his
financial prosperity. From loss of respect he mekes financial gain end
assertion which, ircnieally, gives him a paguiiar respect., Norton, who
has iepressed hie desire for his own daughter, experiences his lust and
desire t&rmugﬁ listening to Trueblood's story., Exploring the traditional
roles of Negro and white male in terms of the gexual myths originating
in the South, Ellison underscores the hypoerisy and irony of them,

At a party given in honor of Jack's birthday, the hero is propo-
sitioned by the baamziful.ﬁybil, who hag certain romantic but stereotyped
pictures of the Negro male as en oversexed black budk,

"Come on, dear," she e‘said coyly. "I went to ask you
sonething.” , '

"what is it?" the invisible hero said, handing her a
glass end hoping the fresh drink would discourage eny new

ideas. ‘
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1850e Thesis p. 67.
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I sat end hey lips care close to my ear. And suddenly

ghe had drained the starch out of me, I pulled avay.

There was something almost prim shout the way ghe sat

'thera, md ye?‘: ﬁhe haé just mmﬂg a rr%b&t proposal that I

join her in a wery revolting ritual,
The hero is enticed to play the sex game with her., But the prospect of
sexual union with Sybil is repulsive to the hero., After Sybil hecomss
intoxicated and falls asleep, the hero tells her afterwards that he did
commit sexual in‘temumﬁ with h;az:*', but ihcat she was too intowicated to
rexenber it. | |

Thus thmugh ezll four themes, the basic conflict is best summed
up in the word exploitation, Americen white society whether economic-
ally, politically, religiously, or sexually tries to maintain and enw
force soclal segregation to the detriment of the Negro, Although both
authors deal with the issues in &iffamt yet similay form, there is no
mm that their net conclusions are in meny msp&f;:fé the same. They
feel that the Negro has suffered many injustices, The true America can
only be wnderstood through a thorough knowledpe of its minorities and
the universal significence of their conditions in life, |
To reinfores their common themas both authors turn perheps

inevitably t the synbolic use of the adjectives bladd and white,
Traditionally in literature, bladk synbolizes all that is ewvil, low, or
despised while white synbolizes all that is good, virtwus, and pure,
Tharefore, the olor bladk associated with the two protagonists sugpests
evil and all the inherent qualities vhich emenate from gsuch a label.
Their envirenment is dirty, filthy, and despised by them and white people,
Their acts are underground acts, which are emmted primarily in darimess

and violence,

20g11ig0n, Invisible Man, p. 391,
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Both authors treat their traditional concepts of black and
white satirieally., Like Shakespeare does in QOthello, both authors
wmderscoye that biologlcal ooloration of the skin should not be used as
an abgolute to determine the nature of & person's self, Rather then
black suggesting evil, white sugpests evil--a concept vhich Herman
Melville uses effectively in Moby Dick. Whitemess for the herves becomss
a synbol of death. The protagoniste seem gtifled in white society. They
synbolically feel tﬁemalvag being destroyed. Whiteness becomes a cor-
rupting, destroying force! |

Stylistically, Wright is a naturslist. He tends to select and
organize materials which represent a particular stmatmingg of the novel
pattems of ideas which illustrate his wiewpoint toward America. Almost
scientifically, Wright places Bigger in a particular environment like a
laboratory rat where he can test the wvalidity of his ;}mim};w hypo-
thesis sbout the nature and operation of forces which work upon the hero.
The novel tends to emphesize the animal nature of Bigger Thomes, partic-
wlarly durding emoticnal stress. Bigg&r, like an enimal, is engaged in
an endless and bPrutal struggle for survival. Subtly, the author wnder-
soores the socio-economic detexminism whereby Bigger is portrayed as the
vicetim of environmental forces beyond his control. Although the novel
is extrenely ewotional, Wright does maintain cbjaétivity while injecting
human characteristics into hié hero,

In contrest, Ralph Ellison is a surrealist, Smaiism deals
with dreams: those impulses which expose themselves while one is asleep.
During the wMg hours,.the Id is prevented from asserting itself by the
Superego with its stern ideas of morality, end by the Epo with its real-

ization of what consequences may follow unwise or imprudent gratification
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_c;.f ‘inmpulses, However, during sleep, the Egm relaxes its repressions
and the inpulses in it ave allowed to come forth. The contents of the
Id are freed from strict control, However, the Superegp still gtands
guard, and its effects -e?"supﬁmaﬁi,m ave gtill felt s the Id tries to
assert itself, Even during sleep, the I& must still ooneeal truth in a
disguised form go that the dreanm is rarely dimc“t'.ﬂ

In Invisible Man, Ellison ‘tends to emphasize the distorted,

tireless quality of dreams whether livterally or symbelically. For the
invisible hers, his life is permeated by nightmarish dream episodes
vhich reveal synbolically the reality of life as in the scene of the
factory hospital.?? e hero believes that people are good natured,
Howaver, in distorted, 'nigamaxﬁsﬁ soenes like the one at the hospital
where he is numbed and sterilized in & coffin-like box, the scene under-
scores the systematic emasculation of the Negro's assertioms. The hero
fails to wnderstand the significance of the scene until he has gone oute
side and memory of the past slowly returns. to him. Even then, he must
underge other initiation rites into white society before he béggim w
have any true understanding of such soenes as that one mentioned abowva,
Ironically, it is the hero's reality which is trly nightmarish and
wi*tmmﬁ @w&i‘, while his dreams which seem chaotic mv&él synbolically
a truer md nore ordered reality, Yst, the hero overcomes the plight of
the tragic hero who dies pitifully at the end, The invisible hero has
endured his past &ﬁt‘n the pms‘}aeét that he wﬁfﬂ"emr'ge into society &

puch better man capable of coping with his own personal chaos.

2lgric Berne, M.D., The Mind In Action (New York, 1847), passim,

22555 Thesis n. 83.
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The Hegro's life as depicted in the two novels treated in this
thesis has not been enviable. The Negro was brought over from Africa
in 1612 and sold at Jamestoun, virginia.m The Negro was subjected to
en inferior status vhile American vhite society elevated itself and
supposedly, became superior. Therefore, both authors felt that such
s:sécia?x conditions, which they saw @s a particular derivation of Westemn
culture, should be axpz‘essééﬁ avtistically thmugh literature, Both
achieved this goal through mestery of artistic technique. Both have

made their contribution to American literature secure.

ngiamm Bennett, Jr., Before the Mayflower (Baltimore, 1966),

p. 30



BIBLIOGRAFHY
Richard Wright
Primary Sources:
—Wright, Richard., "Adventure and Love in loyalist Spain" (Review of
The Wall of Ven, by William Rollins, Jr.). HNew Masses, XXVI
mm,ﬁgm, 2 5"’"25#

— » "&h Feels It in Mah Bones." Intemational Literature, IV

- (April 1938), €0,

. "Almes! A Man." The Best Short S’t@xﬁ:&s by Negro Writers, ed.
' Langston Hughes. Boston, 4967. |

« Y"Red love Hote." left Front, No. 3 (January-February 1934),

RN AR

Pe 3.

+ "Article™ (On New Masses' Thirtieth Anniversary). New Masses,
XXVIII (February 18, 40UL), 26. ’

. "A Sharecropper's Story" (A Review of I Was A Sharecropper, by
T Hary B, Kroll)., New Republic, XCIII (z}am‘:‘m@rﬁ“w%, s 109,

. Black Boy. New York, 1945,

——

_ . Black Fower; A Record of Reactions in A Lend of Pathos. HNew

gg:tsluagprtm‘t for Negro Writing." New Challenge, II (Fall 1837),
"5 3-65,

_— "Bright and Morming Star," lNew Masses, XXVII (May 10, 1938),
Y7498, 116-124. '

"Ceuvres Africaines." Presence Africaine, VI (Janvien-Mars

TTTTTTTTA8u8) , 70,

o « "Chicapo Slums Are Recreated in Buenos Aires for Film Scenes."
l-:bmy__, VI (Jenuvary 1951), 84-85,

_+ "De La (Ote ¢ 1'Or au Ghena." Preuves, Ho. 75 (Mai 1957),
PPe n“'a-“v

+ "Deux Portraits Africaing." Preuves, No. 45 (Novembre 1854),
BPe 3-8,

« Eight Men, New York, 1940,




113

+ "Everywhere Buming Waters Rise." Left Front, No. 4 (May-
June 1934), p. 8. '

« "Hearst Headline Blues." New Masses, XIX (May 12, 1936), 1u.

"High Tide in Harlem." New Masses, XXVIII (July 5, 1938),
18~20,

. "How 'Bigger' Was Born." Saturday Review of Literature,
“June 1, 1940, pp. 3-%, 17-20. ' ~

"How Jim Crow Feels." Negro Digest, V (January 1947), 4453,

. "I Am A Red Slogen." Intermationel Literature, TV (April
~1935), 35. o ‘
"I Have Seen Bladk Hands." New Masses, X (June 26, 1934), 16.
"Indonesian Notebock." Encounter, V (August 1955), 2u-31,
4 lgsgfoeliéﬁums Uncovers Dynamite.” New Masses, XVII (Octcber 8,

¢ lawd Today: HNew York, 1963.

. "Le Congreés des Hommes de Couleur."” Preuves, No. 54 (Aocut
3.955) s PP 4248, '

.+ "le Jazz et le Désir." Les Cahiers du Jazz, No. ¥ (1961),
DD 53«54, ’ | '

, "Le Monde Occidental a Bendoeng." Preuves, No. 55 (Septembre
“TTTTTTTL955), pp. Hu-55, _

. "Les Noirs Americaing Et La France." France Observateur,

No. 56 (Mai 3, 1951), p. 18,

(Aout 1948), 193-220.

« "Littérature Noire Américaine." Les Temps Modemes , XXXV

o _+ Native Son. New York, 1940,

"Not My People's War." New Masses, XXO{IX (June 17, 1941),

o "0ld Habit end New love.," New Masses, XXI (December 15, 1936),
29, '

. Pagan Spaﬁ;i. New York, 1956.

. "Preface.," Presence Africaine, No. & (Janvier-Mars 18u8),
Pe L7,

"Red Clay Blues." New Masses, XXXII (Aupust 1, 1939), 14,



11y

_ “Red leaves of Red Books." New Masses, XV (April 30, 1935), 6,
~+ "Rest for The Weary." Left Front, No. 3 (January-February
. ' 193“)3 P 3.

o "Review and Comment” (Review of a novel each by Waters Turpin
and Zora Neale Hurston). New Masses, XXV (October 5, 1937,
. "“Spread Your Sunrise!"™ New Magses, XVI (July 2, 1935), 26,

* "Superstition." Abbot's Monthly Magazine, II (fprdil 1931),

- ~_+ The Ethics of Living Jim CGrow." Dark Syuphony: Negro
Literature in America, eds. James A.” Emanuel and ’lheo%m L.
7086, New York, 1958,

+ ZThe iong Dream. New York, 1958,

"The Man Who Killed A Shadow." Dark S ony: Negro Literature

T in America, eds. James A. Emanuel &Nd Iheoddre L. Gross, New
York, .
- + "The Neurosis of (onquest" (Review of Prospero and Caliben, by
' 0. Mannoni). Nation, CLXX{III (October 20, xgégs,%-.s ) I

. The OumiQar. New York, 1353,

; + “Tne Pieaw" The Mgry Bladk, ed, John A, Williams. New York
.zmmm-lg 62, - $ >

o« "Tradition and Industrialization.". Presence Africaine,
Nos. 8-10 (Juin-Novembre 1356), pp. 347-s60.

;Tr'ansmntinental." International Literature, V (January 1936)
52"“ ?’.

. lncle Ibm‘a Children: Five lLong Stories. New York, 1940,

—— "Veg-s Bandoeng, via Séville.” Preuves, Ho. 53 (Juillet 1955),
Ppr. 63, '

_+ "We of The Street." Hew Masses, XQUII (April 13, 1937), 1u,
« "What is Africa to Me?" Encounter, III (September 1954), 22-31,

RS

+ . “Wright to Frasconi." Twice a Year, Nos. 12-13 (19u5),
PP 256"‘261a ‘




115

Secondary Sources:
Adams, Russell. Great Negroes Pagt aend Present., Chicapo, 1963.

fptheker, Herbert, ed. A }k:mnt% History of The Negro People in
The %iteé 3‘&%%3 CW LOTK y e ‘

Beard, Charles A.,, HMary Beard, and William Beard, HNew Besic History of
The United States. Ganden City, N.¥., 1960,

Bennett, lerone, Jr. Before The Mayflower. Baltirore, 1368,

Berne, Eric. The Mind in Action. New York, 19u7.

Blair, Walter, Theodore Horberger, and Rendall Stewart, American
ldteratures A Brief History, Glenview, Illinois, 1955,

Blotner, J. L. Ihe Modern American Political Novel., Austin,Texas, 1966,
Bone, Fobert A. The Negro Novel in America. New Haven, 1958,

Breitmen, George. The Last Year of Malcolm X, New York, 1967.

Butcher, Margaret, Ihe Negro *i_x; American Culture. New York, 1958,
Cleaver, Eldridge. Soul on Ice. New York, 1968.
Crossmen, Richard. The God That Failed. New York, 1949,

Dostoevsky s Fyodor, HNotes from Uhderpround end The Grand Inquisitor,
trans. Ralph EU Matiaw, “New Yorks 1860, .

Gross 4 Seynour L., ed. Images of The Negro in American Literature,
Chicago, 1966,

Hernton, Calvin. Sex and Racism in America. HNew York, 1966.

Hibbard, Addison end Williem Flint Thrall.
Hew York, 1860.

A iimcbock o Literature,

L d

Hughes, John Milton Charles. The Negro Nevelist. New York, 1953,

Littlejohn, David, Black on White. New York, 1966.

Loggins, Vemon. The Negro Author, Port Washington, N.Y., 1858,

Marcus , Sté%n. "lhe Americen Negro in Search of Identity." Commentary,
VI (November 1853), 456463, '

Mays, Benjamin E. The Negro's Cod. New York, 1968,




118

Popkin, Richard H, and Avrum Stroll, eds. Philosophy Made Simple. Hew
York, 1956. -

Salzman, Jack and Barwy Wallenstein, eds, Years of Protest. New York,

YWatkins, Sylvestre C., ed.
Hew York, 1844,

Webb, Constance. Richard Wright: A Biop

Antholog

y of Americen Negro Literature,

New York, 1968,

Ralph Ellison
Primary Sources !

Ellison, Ralph and R@ﬁaﬁ: Penn Warven, “A Eﬁ.&l@m.“ Reporter, XTI,
No, 8 (March 28, 1966); pp. H2-47, wPOELEE

Ellison, Ralph, "A Very Stern Discipline.” Harper's Magazine, CCXXXIV
(March 1967), 76-80, 83-86, 88-90, 9300, .

.+ YFlying Home," The Best Short Stories by Negro Writers, eds
ngﬁm Hﬁg}lﬂﬁa g ig%‘?c ' ‘

, » "Introduction to Flamenco." Saturday Review, December 11,
SSigshy, pp. 28-39,

. 1nvisibl&: Man, New Yovie, 1882,

. "It Aluays Bresks Out." Partisen Review, XXX (Spring 1953)

- ¢ "Juneteenth." Quarterly Review, XXIII (Septenber 28, 1965),

262-276.

. ™o Apologies" (An Exchange Between Ralph Ellison and Novman
o Podhoretz), Harper's Mepazine, COXXV (July 1867), 4, 8, 12.16,

.+ "On Bird, Bird-Watching, end Jazz." Saturday Review, July 28,
SeTUL962, pp. 47-48, 62, | R —

v Shadow and Act. HNew York, 1964,

« "Tell It Like It Is, Baby," HNetion, CCT (September 20, 19635)
] 29135, ’ i ’ '

.+ "That I Had The Wings." Commn Cround, No. 4 (19400, pp. 30-37,




117

"The Charlie rigtian Story." Saturday Review, May 17, 1958,
g}p; “2"*’43; t"ﬁu

o« "The Death of Clifton.," The Angry Bladk, ed. John A. Williams.
New York, 1962,

; . "The Hovel As A Function of American Democracy." Wilson
' Library Bulletin, XXXXI (1966-57), 1022-1027.

. '"The Roof, The Steeple and The People." Quarterly Review of
Literature, X, No. 3 (1960), 115-128, ‘ '

Seamndary Sources:
Adaws, Russell, Great Ne

Apﬁ]‘ 'éke? ﬁ&?‘b&ﬁ‘ ed, ﬁ Do auren tayy ﬁiﬁm ﬁmﬁe o Peop] ;j&

aroes Pest and Present. Chicago, 1963.

[

Barrett, William. "Black and Blue." American Mercury, XMLIV (March 25,
1852), 100-104, '

Baumbach, Jonathen. The lLandscape of Nightmare, HNew York, 1965,

Beard, (harles A,, Mary Beard, and William Deard, New Basic History of
The United States, Garden City, N.Y., 1960, '

Bennett, Lerone, Jr. Before The Mayflower, Baltinore, 1968,

Berme, Eric, The Mind in Action. HNew York, 1947,

Blair, Welter, Theodore Horberger, and Randall Stewart. American
Literature: A Brief History, Glenview, Illinois, 190%,

Blotner, J. L. The Modern American Political Novel. Austin, Texas, 1966,

Bone, Robert A. The Negro Nowel in America, HNew Haven, 1958,

Breitman, George. Ihe Last Year of Malcolm X, New York, 1987,

Butcher, Margaret, The Negro in American Culture, New York, 1956,

Corry, John. ®An Amerdcan Noveliat Who Sometimes Teaches.” New York
Times Magazine, November 20, 1966, pp. 54-55, et gmm'm

Decker, Randall E. Pattems of Exposition. Boston, 1958.

de Lissowoy, Peter, "The Visible Ellisen," HNation, CIC (November 9,
1964y, 334-336, I



18

Dostoeveky, Fyodor. Notes from Undﬂ ownd and The Grand Inguisitor,
tz’ans: Mm g ﬂatx e 3 A Y ﬁ‘g‘é‘t

Fraiberg, Selma. “Iwo Mpdarn Incest Herves.” Parvtigsan Review, Nogs., § &
8 (3.93}.}; e 6uBw-661.,

Girson, Rochelle. "Sidelights on Invisibility." Saturday Review,
March 7, 1953, pp., 20-49, | '

Gross, Seywour L., 2d, Imapes of The Negro in Americen Litepature,
Chicago, 1966.

Hesdkins, Hugh, ed. Booker T. Weshington and His Critics: The Problem
of Negro m%&%‘ﬁ?g Hoston, 1062«

Hemton, Calvin. Sex and Racism in America, New York, 1966.

i -

Hibbard, Addison and William Flint mmm* A Handbook to Literature,
New York, 1960, = ‘ ‘

Hiil, Herbert. 2Anger, and Beyond. New York, 1966,

Houghton, Walter E, and G, Robert Strange, eds. Victorien Poetyy and
i%a’tlw. Beston, 1859,

Hughes, John Milton Chardes. The Negxo Novelist. New York, 1953,

Kostelanetz, Richerd, cd.

pary Literature., New York, 1964,

Kostelanetz, Richard., "The Polities of Elliscn's Booker: Envmiblea Man
As Symbolie History.,” hicago Review, ¥IX, No. 2 T y BedB.

Littlejoln, David, Black on White. New York, 1866,

Loggina, Vernon, Ihe Negro Author. FPort Washington, N.Y., 1959,

ﬁamm Steven. "The Ampyican Negro in Search of Identity.” Commentary,
’ XVI (November 1953), 456~463,

Mays, Benjamin E, JThe Nepro's God, New York, 1968,

Olderman, Raymond M. "Blues and Invisible Man." Wisconsin Studies in
Contewporary Literature, VII (June %7, 19687, 102-180.

Popkin, Richard H. and Avrum Stroll, eds. Philosophy Made Simple., New
York, 1956, ‘ ‘

Salzmen ,1Ja¢k and Barry Wallensteln, eds. Years of Protest. New York,
967, '

Sanderson, James L. and Everett Zimpemmen, eds. Oedipus: Myth and
Dramatic Form, New York, 1968,




118

Warren, Robert Penn. "Ihe Art of Fiction XVIII." FParis Review, No., 16
{Spring-Summer 1857), pp. 113-140, '

Watkins , Sylvestre (., eds SAnthology of American Negro Literature,
New York, l9uk, ‘ ‘

Webster, Harvey Curtis. "inside A Dark Shell." Saturday Review, fpril 5,
1852, pp. 22-23,




	Richard Wright and Ralph Ellison: Master and protege
	Recommended Citation

	tmp.1593634683.pdf.3lCzM

