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The Negro novelist in America 1s influenced’ by'both

| the dominant culture of "white" America, which is Euro-

Twpean in origin, and the Negro sub culture, which stans

| from.a heritage of slavery, from.the folk traditions of
¢,

the Southern Negro, from long experience with the separate

institutions of Negro press, church, hospitals, and col-

- leges. He must contend with not only the thematic and

naesthetic difficulties faced by all artists but also with
the social and emotional problems which are unique among

Negroes in a8 soclety which is just beginning to grant
them full citizenship,

'One of the aims of a serious artist is to achieve

wwork.' The achievement of universality 1s complicated for

the Negro artist because ‘the special conditions of Negro

life which prompt him to Speak for his race may also

-_force him to choose propaganda in place of truth and

protest at the expense of his art. Richard Wright James |
'BaldW1n, and Ralph Ellison have had varying degrees of

~ " suecess at solving the complicated problems of the Negro '
author. In his first novel each dealt with the problem
of achleving identityg concerning himself not only with

| the problems faced by any young man approaching maturity

. \




but also with the specific disadvantages faced by the

;yonng Negro. .
Native Son was the first novel depicting the ugly
reality of the 1life of the ghetto-bound Negro to attract
the attention of the American public., Unfortunately, |
Wright ‘in his desire_tg}clearly and forcefully state
the brutal facts of the life of the American Negro of
the 1930'3, allowed hils characters to_become stereotypes,
in order to make his point most vividly, he drew a less
than complete picture of his protagonist, Bigger Thomas.
Hislcommitment_to the thesis that the white world created
sub-human creatures by its’oppreSSion of the Negro, dis-
torted his view of reality. so that his characters beCOme»,
" cardboard characters instead of human beings. Sacrific-
ing a full exploration of his protagonist's character for
the sake of his cause, Wright not only frustrated the
truth of the Negro's individual humanity, but the possi-

bility of universaiity._ s

Go Tell It On The Mountain gives a more complete pic-
of ‘the protagonist, allowing John Grimes

| and his family to become real. Baldwin shows his char-
'Aacters as defined by more than_the attitudes of the whitek
‘world but still depicts the influenoefﬁgfthat world'on‘
the.liyes of his characters. John!s_fumblings,manguish,
and.inability to communicate‘hisneeds to his family link
him with alladolescents,while the specifics of his life

A




"(f”““lmfmake him.most particularly what he is.' a young Negro boy

'trying to find his way in a world in which most young men,
MaS'well as most young Negroes, are lost

In recent years Baldwin's concern for the cause of

f‘ yNegro equality and his feeling that there'will always be

TRy

a lack of understanding and communication between whites™

and Negroes, have made his talent more suilted to the. essay

| rwf“*théﬁ“toffiction, but Go Tell It On The M0untain, little

- e b e et

T marred by the bitterness, anger, and faulty.characteriza-
tion which flaw - his latér works of fiction, gives evidence
of a novelistic talent that has not yet developed.

Ellison's Invisible Man raises anger and agony to the

level of art, His Invisible, nameless hero, unseen not

* only because he 1s a Negro but because he refuses to "run
the risk of his own humanity," to take responsibility Por -
his actions, could be any man., He '1s blind as well gs
invisible because he refuses to look behind the platitudes
and stereotypes that govern his life, During his hiber--
nation the hero begins to realize that he must take re-
sponsibilitv for his actions if he is to achieve a full

and mature lidentity; that there is a role in society for

ety

“"éeveéen an invisible man so long as he is not blind When
the hero makes his final statement to the reader: "Who
knows but that, on the lower frequencies,_I speak for you,
one sees thatlEllison has created a characteg who is in-

visible but who 1s man. Ellison's work portrays a world ;;‘

kN
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and a man in esse so. that though the protagonist 1s a

‘_southern Negro-, he is, as Jor;athan 'Baumbacb_ Stat e's; T _
Ellison's rendering, profoundly all of us." . ; |
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1 o - The good writer seems to be writing about

- — = ——-> - - himself but has his eye always on that

| | - thread of the universe which runs through =
-7~ himself, and all things. | - T

- Ralpb Waldo Emersen

The Negro writer in America labors under the twofold

iilburden of being both a Negro and an artist. That is, he M
rFFeneoanuers\in;his“werk the tnematie'anﬁ aes»heticrdiffia
culties SUffered by artists everjwhere, as well as the
social and emotional problems which are unigpe among Ne-
groes in a society which, until very recently, has given
Negroes the status-of less than full,citizenship. |

The American-Negro euthor must understand the culture
of the American ﬁegre, which, according to Robert A. Bone,
stems ‘ '

. « o from the group past with its bitter -
heritage of slavery, and from the group |
present, with its bitter knowledge of caste.
e o o Irom the contact . . . with the folk
culture of the Southern Negro, which has

left its clear stamp on Negro life in the :
North. . . . from long experience with sep- //
arate institutions: with a Negro press and a
Negro church, Negro hospitals and Negro col-
leges . . from.the fact that most Negroes
still spend most of their lives within the
geographical and cultural confines of a Ne-

- gro community. These and similar circum-
stancés have combined to produce a distinc-
tive minority culture which is neither |

L obliterated from the larger culture nor com-
, | ple tely separate from it.l

The culture of the American Negro, then, iswout of the

mainstream.of American 1life, but 1s still distinCtively_

5 |
o
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-»l//“ Because he 1s a part--and often a critic--of it the |

\
T = o

Amerlcan Negro'writer must also understand the culture of
: "white America,” which, unlike-hls own, has its traceable

beginnings in the history of European culture, and which

13, moreover, a direct outgrowth of the culture of Europe.

“The Negro atuthor!s alienation from the "white" cul-

ture of his country and from his non-Negro fellow citizens‘f'

1s not str&nge. This alienation can be a disadvantage in
that it may keep him from a full understanding of the so- |
~clety which he attempts to,interpretain his work, but, |
| according to Jhlian‘Mayfleld; it can also serve as an
advantage in that it "may give him the insight of the
stranger in the house, placing him in a better position
to illuminate contemporary-American life.as few writers
“ﬁ$“‘ ~of the;mainstream.can."3 Mayfield feels that the aliene}
v ation of the American Negro author can also serve to make
vhtm more sensitive to phllosophical and artistic influ-
ences that originate beyond our national cultural bound;;
| . aries."u | | | D | ﬁ |
| Whether or not the American Negro novelist can under-

"”stand»the dual culture in which he lives, andlﬁhéfher-his

. alienation from tbe malnstream of American life serves to

lem.of approach to his sub ject matter. He must decide

- 1f he will use Negrs life as source material, if he will

‘ help or hinder'hlnh tbere still remains for him.the prob-,__“',pf




E‘,write novels of racial protest, or 1if he will avoid prop-

f

agandistic wrlting and attempt “rather, to 1nterpret and ,a

illuminate the universal quallties of his particular lifeg

and experience., As Bone remarks,

- From the beginning, the Negro novelist has
-~ been torn between the conflicting loyalties
[ of race and art. On the one hand he has
sought %o be a spokesman for his people; on “
the other, to be accepted ox his merits as
an artist, Hlstorically speaking, the issue
has seldom been in doubt: the urge to protest
has all but stifled the urge to create. 5

. Bone notes, however,_that in recent years a controversy
that focuses on the problem of source material has arisen

among Negro literati In the course of this controversy

the Negro writer has been subject to various pressures

He has been urged to concentrate on racial protest and to
‘\avoid it; to eaplolt his distinctiveness as apNegro and
to abandon the materials of Negro life completely.
"Seldom, says Bone, "has he been encouraged simply to

be about his business as an artist, free tochoose'his'v
subject matter on aeSthetio grounds alone."6

 Most critics agree that the aim of any serious artist

is to achieve universality and that the Negro artist, like

| any other, can best achieve the ‘universality he. de31rest.~

through a sensitive interpretation of his own culture.

x Ralph Ellison, one of the wrlters to be considered in

- this study, reflects thls view, remarklng that “Negro: o

1ife is a by-product of Western civillzation, and in it

d ‘ '," -




—_—

~~ff§§iiﬁif;oni§ one‘possesses-the humility and the humanity to

see, -are to be'discovered all those impulses, tendencies,l

l1life, ‘and cultural forms to be foundAelsewherelin;ﬂest-.

7

~ ern society."
- The purpose of*this paper is to examine closely a
.;major work of each of'the three men who most critics

agree are both major contemporary Negro novelists and

. leading American writers: Richard Vright, James Baldwin,

and Ralph Ellison, It is my intent to discover how each
has dealt with the unique problems of the Negro writer

as well as with the difficulties of novelists in general;
to examine their differences and similarities in approach

to subject matter; and to discover the tEemes that unite

them ‘and the attitudes that separate them.
It is to be emphasized that this study'is not pri-
marily biographicsl(although,»certainly, pertinent
-«biographical material will be used)“or historical, ’I‘
shall not attempt to survey the development of the Amer-
ican "Negro-novel" from its beglnnings to the present
- nmor will I examine to any degree the works of other Amer-

ican Negro novelists. Although the major portion of my

discussion will be devoted“to studies of Wright's Native T

_ Son, Baldwin's Go Tell It On The Mountain, and Elllsoxﬁ"

f'Invisible Man, in the light of the problems descrjbed

above, I shall also deel with other works of eech writer

- When relevant to the discussion. The works that will be

hl




| discussed at length have been chosen for several reasons.

The’ problem.of identity, a problem faced by all men but

complicated for Negroes'by'the structure oflﬁmeriean so-
ciety, is central to each_of the three novels. Addition-

‘ally, the novels work well together in tenms of approaches

P

to subject matter, theme, and characterization, and offer
material allowing the widest range of discussion. N

The order in which I have chosen to discuss the‘novf,
elists 1s aesthetic rather thangchronological._ That“is;

although each of the novels to be examined may be regarded

as a "protest" novel in one way or another, and although
each of the novelists has felt the need to be in some

| measure a spokesman for his raee, each has achieved the
artistic ideal of universality onij to the degree that
‘he has chosen to be a spokesman for man rather than a

spokesman for the Negro alone.l

Fr N NP NP |




'RICHARD WRIGHT -

| Even during the 1920's when the ur-
banization of the Negro had progressed suf-

flciently to be reflected in his literature,

the resulting fictional image was shallow

and distorted, To the writers of the Harlem

school the urban scene was symbolized more

by the crowded cabaret than the crowded A
tenement, TFor another decade a shallow o
exoticism prevented the Negro novelist from
_coming to grips with the hard realities of

elty life, It was not until the Great De-

pression, with its strikes and evictions,

1ts bread lines and its hunger marches, that

the plight of the urban masses could no long- - .
er be ignored, Paradoxically, the first Ne- | SR
gro novelist to deal with ghetto life in the Lo -
Northern cities_was a Southern refugee named
Richard Wright.t -

Wright, born on a'plantafien near Natchez, ﬁississip-
- pi, in 1909, spent his boybdbd in a series.of moves fromww.
- one Southern towh to anotber.; At fifteenﬂhe went to
Memphls, where he worked intermittently at various jobs
~until he migrated North to Chicago, where he arrived on\ | % 1
the threshold of the Depression. In 1932 he joined tbe 2
| Communist Party, in which he remained until lguu Harold
Isaacs notes ‘that "the cost of tbis eXperience was heavy.
Though the Communist gods failed him, they did make bim

‘sufficiently over in their image to make him more of a

Vad
'political being than an artist " The influence of the

Party ideology can be noted -in most of Wright's works

(including those which ‘were published aftex his bresk

. 3 | ]
_with the Party) and espeeially in Native Son, - the subject——— —— |
wof the present study. - |
- Wright'!s first published works were poems, articles,

lO | - . B L ,"‘ / '—"K"‘\v
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.l'and stories for the Communist Party press. ln 1938‘

;'Wright published his first longer work, Uncle Tdmﬂs Chil

,dren, a collection of four novellas, 1In Big Boy, of the

first story, "Big Boy Leaves Home," Wright created the

| prototype of Bigger Thomas and, indeed, "of all his he-

roes, who were ever to be angry, bitter, vengeful - vio-

"lently hurling themselves against the walls that barred

them from a life they kneW'was a better 1life than theirs,
belonging to people no better than themselves."

In 19&0,'with the publication of NatiVe Son, the

American reading public was exposed to what James Baldwin
called "the most powerful and celebrated statement we
have yet had of what 1t:means -to be s Negro in America.
Baldwin's statement, however, must be amplified and
clarified Native Son is a powerful statement of what

1t meant to be a Negro in America in the difficult times

after the Depression and before the advent of govern-

- mental concern over the plight of American Negroes.
Further, it is a statement of what it meant and means to

. be Bigger's kind of'Negro—-joyless, humorless, lacking

wit, grace, and intelligence, bitter, angry and filled

£\

" from the gradual revelation of the meaning of Bigger's

1life to Bigger himself For with the knowledge of‘the

- meaning of his life and his crime, Bigger is able to free

himself from.his fears and to begin, at the end of his

'with fear.w Finally, the greatest power of the book comes . “%‘f




life, to live freely.

'~ As Baldwin has noted the book cannot'be divorced

'.from the specific social_climate of the time in‘which it
_ Z “ -

entered the second World War, at a tiﬁe'When the Depres-

sion still influenced the lives of most Americans, it

brought the'oppreséion'of’Negroes likeiBigger and his

ghetﬁo-boundifamily and friends, clearly and sgockinglyl
to the consciousness of 1its readersa' Wright!'s thesis
that soclety was to blame for Bigger's situation and

condition, and his belief that the Communist Party could

help the Negro to achieve his identity and aims, are

responsible for part of the'strength and some of the

limitations of Native Son.

We first encounter Bigger in his family's squalid
Chicago apartment, killing a rat with a skillet. Bald-

Win states that "one may consider that the entire book

e . is an extension, with the roles inverted, of this

chilling me taphor. Bigger's situation and Bigger him- |
| - g

- self exert on the mind the same sort of fascination."

'Wright evidently intends that the reader understand

was written. Published one year before the United States

“Bigger's 1ife by sharing his experiences, so that when |

fand guilt 'Yet -although one follows Bigger closely from
~ the time he kills the rat until he 1s in the death cell

one knows very little about him. One knows nothing of

1t reaches its inevitable end one will feel pity, horror;“; o

Miiaacae ;ﬁ;ﬁ;&@?""‘fh WA
" . P




Ihls;hildhoodandollttle'nmreof his young adulthood. One -
‘.vsees the people around hlm through his perception, which |
'~is llmited and thus limiting. Intent on making Bigger a
" social symbol UWright has railed to make Bigger and his '

other characters human beings. Thus, one faces the fol-

lowing stereotypes: Bigger‘s hard-working, ever-patient

| long-suffering mother; his ambitious sister, taking sewing

 lessons at the "Y" in order to better herself; his admir-

ing younger brother. Outside Bigger's family, one meets
pool room.friends who also have no depth (again, perhaps,
because one sees them only through Blgger S llmlted per=-
ception) One meets also Bigger's girlfriend, Bessie, a

less religious, younger verslon of Bigger's mother. The

\.

white race is represented by the Daltons, wealthy and

philanthropic toward Bigger and "his people," but also

the owners of the tenement in which Bigger lives and the“

slunlords of mich of the South Side ghetto which is Big-

ger's neighborhood; their‘daughter, Mary, a Communist

Sympathizer, who is incredibly stupid and insensitive in

her attitude and remarks to and about Bigger; the sneer-

ing private detective, Britten, hired by the Daltons to... ... .

solve the mystery of Mary's disappearance but more intent .

on proving that Bigger has some relaticnship with "those

Jews and Reds" than on discovering Mary's whereabouts.

Because the reader sees Bigger's world largely through

his eyes, the complex motivations for his actions and his




| b ’ .,
-
’ . K :

. ... deeper emotions must be made known to . the reader tbfough | f§mgmm@;mm%~
his thoughts; Consequently, Bigger is often forced to ‘
i J--N% -;’express his feelings 1in langﬁagethat is based on ideas
toosophistieeted for,ﬁis inteliigence and seems to have
an insight that is not consistent with his character. .

Ellison sees this ambiguity as stemming fram.wrlght's
_desire to “translate Bigger's complicated feelings into o ;é
universal ideas. . ...“9 Once agein, stereotyping and ' _ ;3
ambiguity can be tracedte‘WTightfs attempt to make Big- o
‘ger a social symbol, an attempt that results in making
'him‘somethingless than a living character,‘ | B
| In tracing the story of Bigger's rebellien against :

'the white world, Wright makes use of the netUPelistic

ﬁradition'ofiDos Passos, Farrell, Drelser, and Steinbeck.

~ | _' A close peraliel'between Natiye'Soniend'Dreiser'sfgg ’

American Tragedy has been noted. Criminelity--especially
of a kind that is the inevitable product”of a warped so-
ciety--serves as the chief dramatic device of both novels.
The titles of both also point out that the protagonists
are native products of American society, and both authors
suppiement their environmentaliSt'view of crime with a '

SO I o W N e §
gullt-of-the-nation thesis. 0 - |

' That there are similarities between the two novels

e

‘does not mean that Wright borrowed fram Dreiser. Bigger

Thomas has his source in'Wright's childhood where there

was not just one‘Bigger, but many.-“In "How Bigger Was




o a 1 o : o e T
. Born," an article written shortly after the publicatlon
of Native'Sonj’%right cites five eXamplea of the”many
 Biggers of his chiiahood All were.Souﬁhern Negro youfhs *“g:f

| unable to adgust to the rigid rules by which they, as

daily American life,"

Negroes, were eXpected to live; all were unaole to com-

 _promise with an inner rebellion against tbe Jim Crow laws |

under which they had to survive. Each shared W1th Bigger-

. %gwo factors psychologically daminant in their person-

a11t1e47.‘ Flrst through some qulrk or 01rcumstance,-'

Zfac;7 had'became estranged from the religion and tbe folk

~ culture of his race. Second, /each/ was trying to react

to and answer the call of the domlnant‘civilization,whose

glitter came to him through the newspapers, magazlnes,

radios, movies, and-the mere imposing sight and sound of

Bigger is attracted to the "glitter of the dominant

civilization" but is,fearful'of and resentful toward the

| people who inhabit it;u/Threugheut the first section of

the novel, "Fear," Bigger's simultaneous attraction and
repulsion are evident, Bigger would like to be an avi-

ator, but the white world_prevente him from becoming one;

- at the same’ timeberealizesthatitisagoodthing ‘that

t."they"'will not let him fly, "1 Gause Zfz7 I took a plane

up I'd take a couple of bombs a1ong and drop 'em as sure

as hell ... " (20). He plays "white" with his friend |

Gus, impersonating both a clerk talking to.J. P. Morgan




—

: M.and—thePresidentof<thenUnited States, but the'game endsfi“”“”?

~ in frustration when he realizes that "They don't let us
‘do nothing" (22). Bigger explains to Gus that the power

. of the whites and the subservience of the Negroes are

things he cannot get used to: "Every time I thinkfabout

it I feel like somebody's poking a red-hot iron down:my

throat. Goddammit look! We live here and they live

there. Weﬁblack and they white, _They got things and we

‘ain't. oThey do things and we can't. ‘It's just like
living in jall. Half the time I feel like I'm on the
outside of the world peeping in\through_a knot-hole in
the fence . . ." (23). |

The first half of "Fear" shows an alternating tension'.

between Bigger's impotent, rage and bragadoccio, his half-

| articulated search for a meaningful action in an other-

wise meaningless life, and his fear of allowing the full

- realization of the meaninglessness of 'his 1life to come
~into his consciousness. Thus, early in the:novel the

power generated by Wright's portrayal of Bigger's ten31on o

comes into conflict with Wright's inability to deal with

_his portrayal of Bigger's mind, The reader is told that

o

_fl.;_"He éEigge_7'kneW that the moment he allowed'what his life ‘

meant to enter fully 1nto his consciousness, he would

either kill himself or someone else" (1)« One wonders

how Bigger can realize consciously that he must not allow

‘the meaning of his life tojenter"fully&into his conscious-

- c. s |'
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ness" without being consclously aware of what his 1ife
means. Wright accomplishes his intent, which}is'to in;
~Afonn the readef'of the struggle.going on in Bigger's'
mind, more pcrfectly when he has Bigger say less artic-
ulately, "Sometimes I feel like something awful's g01ng
o happen”to me « o« o 1 just feel that way. Everytime I
'me being here and they being there, I feel something
"awful's going to happen to me . . L(23).
Bigger, unlike Gus, cannot help thinking of the
injustice of the white world's control of everything._«
"He is unable to get drunk and forget about his anger be-
“cause he has no money. He cannot rid nimself of the
specter of "white folks" because the& live "right down
here in my stomach"™ (24). He feels the white world "like
fire" in his chest and throat, and hisAfear and hatred
~of it suffocate him so that one can be sure he will
-eventually strike out againsﬁ it.
| Bigger and his friends plan to strike a blow against
the white world and get some money at the same time, by
robbing an old white merchant's store. Bigger, however,
. manages to prcvent the accomplishing of the pian. For,

though fear and hatred tempt Bioger to plan some audacious

act against the whites, fear will prevent him from carry- ,'

the central ambiguity of the book arises: the strength

ing out any meditated act of violence against them. Again,

17 .-'




'of thia episbde of the chapter oomea'from.the'reader's

; ;? knowledge of Bigger!'s fear-produoed inabllity to go through

 with the robbery: Bigger "hated Gus because he knew that
~'-~;M:,.g(z‘ru.-:t was afraid, as even he was; and he feared Gus because
‘ il=he felt that Gus would consent and then he would be com- E |
" pelled to go through with the robbery” (28). Thus, the ST
o'tensionfbetween fear and hatred is maintained (as it 1is “ |
- -throughout most of “Fear"), but the feeling of the tension ”
1is somewhat destroyed af ter Bigger fights with Gus, spoil-
1ng plans for the robbery, and the reader is told that:
"His [figgerﬂg7 conflused emotions had made him feel in-
stinotively that it would be better to fight Gus and spoil
the plan of the robbery than to confront a white man with
'a gun. But he kept this knowledge of his fear thrust

firmly down in him; his courage to live depended upon how

I N A T

‘suooessfully his fear was hidden from his consciousness"

(4Lly). As long as Bigger's Instinctive knowledge is kept | | ;“
hidden from his consciousness, his character is real and |
troubling; again one wonders, however, how he can realize

that he has an instinctive knowledge of something without | fl

having a conscious knowledge of that same thing. When R |
the reader is confronted by suoh a problem, Bigger beoomeslvum‘f - 1

~less of‘a reality and more of a mere vehiole for wright'

thesis.

The reality of the 1njustice of Bigger's life, 1ts

meaninglessness, and Big gger's need to perform some action

o, L. . . . s %
o
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whibh%yill give him.an identity,‘clearlyiexist despite the = .

troubling embiguity between his articulated instincts and
| ~his'inartioalate'oonsoiousness. 'Wright is ereating one .

~ of the first existential characters in literature in his

creation of Bigger '--that is, a character whose existence

18 defined by hisuaotions and eXperienoe rather than'by‘
;religion or cul ture. Although Wright has failed to explain o

 why Bigger is alienated from the religion of his family

and the culture of his race or to demonstrate.how-the
forces that affected Bigger affected his family, it is

quite clear that Bigger lives in a state of almost total

alienation from everything that might offer him an iden-

tity. Bigger can be definedgonly by his actlions since he

lives apart from all the conventional forms by which man

- defines himself': family, religion, folk-culture, and

| even nationality (since he does not feel himself to be an

American). |

Bigger is dimly-aware of the need for meaningful ac-
tion by which he can establish his identity and is also
dimly aware that in hils case, because of the circumstances

under which he'lives, a meaningful action will be one

",directed against the white world, one of suoh soope that
‘the white world will slt up and take notice. Because his - -

fear prohibits him from.committing any premeditated ath,nlmwdmkulé

his nwaningful action will have to_be. almost accidental;

ideally, the first, unplanned, meaningful action should

!




= - -
= release him.frmm his fears and enable him to perform acts a
. §

«”which are planned as well as meaningful. ‘Because of the_

clrcumstances of Bigger's life, his lack of eduoation,

e e e A
A\

"intelligence and opportunity, his only outlet for meaning- '
ful action will be through crime. Thus, his murder of
~Mary Dalton and his subsequent murder of Bessie are almost
 inevitable. .
' AThewhole portion of the'novel‘dealing with Bigger's
emplojment by the Daltons,'his introduction to Mary and
Jan Erlone, the young Communist, his murders of Mary and
fBessie, and his subsequeut capture 1s s oombination;of
'eugaging reading,'tension, naturalism, symbolism, and
~ 1incredibility. The Daltons, by whom Bigger is employed
| as a chauffeur through the city relief agency,eare phil-
anthropic toward Negroes., Mrs. Dalton, who is blind, en-
courages her Negro employees to seek an education and
treats Bigger with uhat can be described only assjmpa-

thetic patronization. Mr. Dalton, also anxious for Ne- ;

groes to'receive'educational and employmental opportuni-
" ties, is owner of the South Slde Realty Corporation;iwhicb
- owns most of the rat-infested ghettd in which Bigger lives.

Mary, to whom both parents are devoted is an only child

________ . . - - -

. ——- . She is a college student who is sympathetlc toward Com- i i
" munist activ1ties and also, fOllOWlng the liberal@at- )

ti tudes of her family ’ devot &d to tbe Ne gro and h is ST ”"

cause.“
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Bigger, introduced to the world of the Daltons, is
frightened and confused by it as well as ‘resentful toward-(,
the_Dalton.fanﬁJy; Mms. Dalton, dres sed,always in white'ﬂ

and moving in a "sort of white glow," is o symbol of those
'liberal‘white people who try to help the Negrobut whd
- are blindlto*hin'as‘a human being and to the real*naturel | '~"¥ 'gf

of his problem. Bigger's first job as'chauffeur intro;

.-ﬂefduces him to Jan Erlone, whomnMaryvmeets secfetly instead

" of attending the lecture to which she has told her parents
she is going.- Jan's job seems to be to recruit young menr
and women into the Party. He and Mary seﬁ about treating i
Bigger‘W1th."equality,' which treatment Sgnsists of an
incredible iack~of_understand1ng of Bigger, indicated‘byi—
T questions about his 1life and his "people" and an urging
for Blgger to "relax" with them;; Bigger's discomfort
grows throughout the evening, reaching its peaktwhen he
is compelled to join Mary'and'Jan for a meal at "Ernie's
Shack," a Negro restaurant. | A |
Bigger's discomfort is caused by. a combination of
- factors. There is, first, his natural fear of whites and
N his”reluctance to associate W1th them.‘ Since he has never
‘had and does not wish to have -any white person as his |
friend, he is awkward and uncomfortable when he is forceo'w'
to be with white people, and even more uncomfortable when
the whites forcehthemselves'into his own, Negroﬁwenwﬁron;

L

mbnt; into a place‘nhere‘Biggef can be seen by friends and\@hs

L
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'acquaintances in the society of the despised whites. Bigu,'

| ger's fear of whites and his reluctance to associate with

them are then combined with the realization that he has
disobeyed Mr. Dalton by taking Mary to meet Jan instead
of driving her to the University as instructed. As Jan

and Mary begin to drink and Mary becomes intoxicated,

| Bigger becomes more fearful of Mr. Dalton and the anger

 that will erupt when he learns about Bigger's part in

Mary!s disobedience.
”Altbeugh‘Mary, and Jan to a lesser degree, seem rath-
er unbelieﬁable in these scenes, there 1s imposed upon the

reader a strong awareness of Bigger's awkwardness to the

point where the reader himself is tense and uncomfortable.

This reaetion is caused by annoyance with the doltish and
insensitive Jan and Mary as well as by the sympathy en-
gendered by Wright's relatlon of Blgeer's feelings., Part

of the reaction stems from the problem of language. For

altheugh Wright can make Bigger's language seem realistic,

he has difficulty in doing the same with the language of

the whlte characters in the novel, The conversations of

the Daltons seem.to be more Wright's idea of what the con-

in fact. As in the case of other characters who appeer

later in‘the'novel (e.g., Britten, the newspaper reporter,

,,the'minister)the'unrealityefnﬁhe‘language‘is'related‘to

'_'Wright's_use of his.eharaeters as'symbols. Inhmany cases

“versations of wealthy whites sound like than what they are




J?f-he,is-unable ----- to make his syﬁbolic characters_eeam_real,

“and thus they become stereotypes in language and‘in ac-
tion. 'Yet as noted before, despite the 1ncredibility

of much of the character portrayal in the novel, Bigger's
tension-and fear are realistic and quite believable, . Thus,
bis murder of Mary is a believable act which mmst in-

evitably follow his previous actions. After leaving Jan

. at a-busaStation and bringing Mary home, Bigger finds

that she is so drunk'that he must half-carry her to her
room, Mrs. Dalton enters while Bigger is in Mary's bed-
room, and his fear of being discovered in such a forbid-
den place is so intense that he stifles Mary's low cries
with-apillcw,,thussuffocating‘her. AfteriMrs.Dalton‘n
leaves the room,.unaware-cf what has taken place, and

| Bigger realizes what he has done, he formulates a plan
to-prevent discovery of themurder, Part of the plan
involves stuffing Mary's body into the furnace in the
cellar. He realizes, however, that it will not fit and
that he must cut. off her head in order to get the body
into the furnace. The scene is described in natural-

istic cetail.

- e ] e mmeaTe ke L it W T
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‘He got his knife from.his pocket ‘and
- opened it and stood by the furnace, looking
- at Mary's white throat. Could he du it? He
had t6. Would there be blood? 0Oh, Lordl
-He looked around with a haunted and pleading .
look in his eyes. He saw a pile of old news-
papers stacked carefully in a corner. He ” |
got a thick wad of them and held them under
the head. He touched the sharp blade to the




 throat, just touebed it as 1f expecting tbe .
knife to cut the white flesh of itself, as =
if he did not have to put pressure behind it.

e o« o Gently, he sawed the blade into the "
flesh and struck a bone., He gritted his
teeth and cut harder. As yet there was no
blood anywhere but on the knife, But the
bone made it difficult. Sweat crawled down
his back. Then blood crept outward in widen-
ing circles of pink on the newspapers, spresd-
o . 1ing quickly now, He whacked at the bone with
- o the knif'e. . The head hung limply on the news-
o | - - papers, the curly black hair dragging about
e o in blood. He whacked harder, but the head
e e ... would not come off. |
- o o He got the hatchet held the head
at a slanting angle with his left hand and,
after pausing in an attitude of prayer, sent
the blade of the hatchet into the bone of
the throat with all the strength of his bodya
The head rolled off. (90-91)

| The first book, "Fear," ends with Mary's cremation
and Bigger'!s plan to 1mmlicate Jen in her murder, The
image of Mary's black curls dragging in blood recurs
throughoutuﬁost of Book II, "Flight." Bigger's'guilt |
‘causes him to gge‘tbe image each time he looks at the
furnace; He is not exorcised of the eigbt'until his
”crime,is discovered,

_éBecause Mary hed p;anned‘to leave early the~next

morning for a~trip to Detroit, Bigger feels that he is
safe in remaining in Chicago. He realizes that if he

PRI Y

~ takes her trunk to the depot as planned the Daltons will

SN

*—————‘f*“FﬂIHK“tHEB M@fy*nas 1eff*fbr'Detroit and thus it will be

to her.

- Early in "Fliéht" Bigger begins to have an awareness -

rﬂnsometime before they suspect that something has bappened ‘ '
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R of the significance of his act. Lamenting about the dis- - |
- "parity between the living conditions of the Daltons and | -";"§ 
+ = of his own famlly, Bigger thlnks, "Maybe theylé—is family/

'fwhad to - live this way precisely because none of them in
all their lives had ever done apything, right or wrong,
 that mattered mich" (100). Bigger.is beginning to allow

Mthe meaning of his life to enter fully into his con- o | ”n,‘ L

"*SGiﬁﬁsﬁess,"'but hbw he can do so éafély because "the
thought of what he had done, the awful horror of it, the
i h‘Ldaring associated with such'actions; formed for him for

the first time in his fear-ridden life a barrier of pro-

tection between him éﬁdga world heﬁé%ared. " He had mur-
dered and had created a new life for himself. It'ﬁas
soﬁething that was all his own, and it waé the first
“time in his life he had had anything that others could
not take from him" (101). o
| Although the murder and the subSeqnent disposal of
the body are acts of crime and horror, it is only through
these that Bigger'can begin to live as a human'being. If
- o ayythipg“can release Bigger}from the_net of fear which

entangles binb the act of murder can. It provides the

LIPSV ey s

¢beg1nn1ngs of self- awareness, for "it was no longer a
'matter of dumb wonder as to what would happeh to him and
 his black skin, he knew now. The hidden meaning of his-f

‘life--a m@aning'which others did not see and Wthh he had

- always tried to hide--bad spilled out. {..,. There was in
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rhimfa kind of terrified pride lncfeeling'and thinking that

Some day he would be able to say publicly that he had done ?

it. It was as thcugh he had an obscure but deep debt to

Be31des the growing awareness pf himself and of his
ablility to perform meaningful acts, Bigger also begins to'
gain an awareness of' the blindness of others. He realaywwW%%%%@%%WW%
Zﬁ IR izes that each person has a vision of the world and the |
r o other people in it and that each views other people in

the 1llght of his own expectations. Thus, Bigger feels

that he has great freedom in his choice of action since
he canfpretend to conform to what is eXpected of him by
others and at the sanw time act as he really wishes.. In
Book II Bigger begins to plan the actions which spring
from his crime. Released from fear by his unplanned
mmrder of Mary, he now has the capability to perform
. significant action which is=planned.w With his lover,
Bessie, who is so;ewhat unwilling to participate, Biggef
plots ;he sending of a ransom note. Although Bessie does
not know that Bigger has murdered Mary, she agrees to go

along with the plan.after Bigger assures her that Mary

e __has eloped with some "red™ and'will not return to her
'lparents.

Bigger despises white peOple because they limit his

freedam.both phy51cally and emotionally. »That is, whites
 have giwen the Negro a portion of the city in which he




- ;may live, but beyond the boundaries of*the NegPO 8hett°

they have severely restricted hlS phvsical freedom.

Through the web of hate and fear which the whites create

“in. the Negro, they control him.emotionally, "For he Zfig-'J“

ge;7‘felt that they ruled him, even when they were far
away and not thinking of him, ruled him;by conditioning

~ him in his relations to his own people" (110). Bigger

'begins to break away from.the control exerted by the
white world when he murders Mary. His hatred and his

disgust toward the fear and shame engendered in him by

whites cause him to rationalize his crime, "He felt that

his murder of her was more than amply justified by the
fear and shame she had made him feel" (108). |
Thus, the ransom note through which Bigger planspto

obtain ten thousand dollars is also more than amply

directed against the hated whites who cause him to be
fearful and aShamed; it'is another action Wwhich matters
and which will 1ift him further out of the morass in

which his family and friends live because of their 4in-

~ 8bllity to do "something, right or wrong, which mattered."

A e i 01 At ., P em 4 WaiTey

As Bigger becomes more aware of the cause of his hatred

| of whites, as he articulates his reasons more clearly to

himseli,ﬂhis attitude toward his own people,changesfrom

one of bewilderment and feint annoyance to one of active

contempt. As Bigger becomes bolder through his gradual

|

juStified in. more than ,One.way: 1.2.; it is an action . L
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. to his family, friends,.and Bessie. The fear and awe
..which he himself engenders are both & source of gratifi-

aacationand~a cause of hatred to him. He becomes COnNe

‘temptuous first toward his family for thedr acceptance m/ ,

L.

) the status quo, then toward his friends because of their

.;acceptance and lack of full awareness of their situation, V-
~and flnally towardéfessie because-of- her‘fear, her te-
merity, and her insignificance. Although he inecludes her
as part 'of his plot to gain ransom money, largely because

- he needs someone to help him, he realizes quite early

that Bessie will be, more than anything, a burden to him.'m”
Bigger does not consciously formulate his later plans for
Bessie, but the reader is aware that another significant
action is in the offing. Bigger despises Bessie, who is
to him‘a symbol of everything that is wrong with the Ne-

| gro. And although Bessie has never meant 6o much to .
Bigger,romantically, she now becomes nothing more than an
outlet for his sexual urge; His eventual disposition of

“her is not. much of a surprise to anyone, not even to

Bigger himself,
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As the chapter‘progresses, Bigger's gidnap plan seems

| successful . He implicates Jan, claiming that he left Jan )

- with Mary the night before her disappearance. Bigger~

clears himself of suspicion by acting timid and dumb

preying upon the blindness of those who would not suSpect

car et
1]
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a—fearful Negro of having anything tﬁ}go With‘tne dis-.
appearance of a millionaire's daughter. Althougb Jan is

‘released=from custody,'pending moreevidence, ‘Bigger
Implicates the Communist Party in Mary's disappearance by

signing the crude ransom.note with ‘the hammer and sickle

and the name "Red." = The signature is an obvious contriv--

ance and one which seems incredible (one feels that if
'Mary's disappearance were a Communist plot to help the
party gain nmney, the perpetrators would not WlSh people
‘to»know who was responsible), bﬁt the Daltons,their'f
private detective, and the newspapermen immediately sus- ~
pect the Party. At the "press conference"'which the
Daltons call to inform the alleged kidnappers, via the
newspapers, that they will do as Iinstructed, the report-
ers grill Bigger. Gathered in the cellar, near the fur-
nace, they question him about.the last time Mary was seen
and'begin‘to photograph”him. Bigger again stresses Jan's
involvement in the case by noting that Jan spoke wi th B

him.about Commnism. The reporters grasp at Jan's as-
7

sociation with the Party, his recruitment of Negroes

("These Negroes want to be left alone and these ?ﬁds are

-eign-sounding name ("Is he Jewish?" /2017). While the -
Peporters are questioning Bigger, he is ordered by the -

Daltons! cook (a white woman) to clean the furnace.j Once |

. ”l.j, - again his fear stops him as he realizes that if Mary's

B T




body has not been completely burned, all his careful
i: | | | plotting will bevdestroyed and'he will be discovered.

.- . | The image of "Mary's head lying there bloody and unburnt" o

(20h) paralyzes him as one of the reporters pokes around = -‘—:74
in the ashes. With the discovery of~a piece of bone and
an earring, Bigger reaiizes that he must flee if he
wishes to remain free, The rest of "Flight" details

- Bigger's attempts to hide in the South Side ghetto and.
his rape and murder of Bessie, who hides with him. Big-
ger murders Bessie ostensibly because she 1s too much of

ha hindrance to his attempts to remain uneaptured. But

his sexual assault and his rurder of her stem from a
“deeper cause: ashMafy's rmurder was an act against the

white world, Bigger uses Bessie brutally, and murders her

just as brutally, as an act against the Negro world. For

the white world Bigger feels hatred and fear, and he pro-i

claims his freedom from it by his murder of Mary, for
g; the Negro world Blgger feels contempt, and he proclaims
L ‘his loathing by the brutal murder of Bessie, For, as
noted previously, in her meek submission, in her tired

movements, in her insignificant actions,“Bessie is for 4

—— — mBiggef“a”eymbelmbf“the“Négfﬁjweawtﬁat”BiQQE?Mfa"half¥'
| conscﬁously attempting to crush the entire Negro world
when he crushes Bessie's head with the repeated blows of

a-brlck.' And.after Bessie?s mirder, Bigger feels once

again the power and freedom he felt after the murder of




Mary:

e « » there remained to him a queer sense of  _
power. He had done this. He had brought
all this about. In all of his life these two
murders were the most meaningful things. that
had ever happened to him, He was living,
truly and deeply, no matter what others might
think, looking at him with their blind eyes.
Never had he had the chance to live out the
consequences of his actions; never had his m
will been so.free as in this night and day of e
fear and murder and flight, | |
e o o And yet, whether in running away or in
Fighting, he had felt the need of the clean
satisfaction_of facing this thing in all its
) o fulness /sic/, of fighting it out in the wind
| and sunlight, in front of those whose hate for
‘him was so unfathomably deep that, after tThey
had shunted him off into a corner of the city
to rot and die, they could turn to him, as
Mary had that night in the car, and say: "1'4d
like to know how your people live." (22,-228)

One sees that'thére*Will be no. repentance or remorse
on Bigger's'part.l For how can one feel remorse for an
act toward which one's whole 1ife has beeh directed, an
‘act~thatreleaseS'§ne from fear and bondage? Bigger takes
a qertain pride in what he has done, behaving as if his '
two acts of~de§tfﬁction.wére;acts of creation. And in s
certain sense they are creative, for as Bigger destroys
- the symbols of the worlds that enslave him, he creates not

only freedom but the beginnings of manhood in himself. o

. e e e - A Afarreaas’ o

His acts are admittedly extreme, but a character such as |
S . “ oo . _ o S e R N o S
Bigger cannot do otherwise,

Wrigbt also att@mpts to Showg'in.theflatter portion

" of "Flightfp the extent of ;the white world's degradation

of the Negro. Bigger,‘because of his flight from the




: DaltOns;‘hecomes the prime suspect in Mary's murder. The
police begin to make a house-to-house search of the South

Sidetas the newspapers condemn Bigger as a rapist and

murderer.. Newspaper accognts,note that hundreds of Ne- .
gro employees throughout Chicago are fired from th;ir'
“jobs; in'effect, the entire Negro-population is‘being‘
«'punished-for Bigger'sfcrime; The sordid.conditions, the’-
U fear and shame 1n which Negroes are forced to live, are )
again underscored as Blgger, from.one of his hiding places,
"1ooks into the uncurtained q}ndow of a tenement and sees
atnakeh Negro couple copuiating on a bed while three
youngsters look on. "Theﬁ keep us’bottled up here like
wild animals, he thought. He knew that black people
could;not go outside of the Black Belt to rent a flat;/
they had~to live on their side of the~'1ine.' No white},'
real estate man would rent a flat to a black man other o
than In the sections where it had been decided that black
‘people might live" (233) Bigger later hears twozmen
arguing about whether or not to protect hlm.lf he should

ask for their help. The gist of one man's argument is

that Negroes must help one another 51nce they‘will get

no help from.the whltes, to whom they are 1nd1ut1ngulsh- Lo
able. The other man, caught in the fear which Bigger-has -
come to desplse, states that he would not protect the
'wmurderer who has caused him to lose his Job. He,tells *ix

the first man, "Man, yuh.crazy! Don! yuh wanf a.home




'n! wifewfﬁfcﬁillun? Whut's fightin' gonna git yuh? o
There's mo' of them [ﬁhitej than us. They could kill us

- all. Yuh gotta learn t'live 'n' git erlohgwid péOple“
(236). - ’

As the police get nearer and negrér,wBiggeP runs to

& rooftop to hide and is found there by the searchers.
,After hitting and perhaps killing one of the pollcemen,
~ he flees to the top of a water tank from which he falls
| after flre hoses are turned on hlm, The chapter ends
MW1th a rather obvious bit of symbollsm as Bigger is lying
flat on his back in the snow: "Two men stretched his
arms'odt -as though about -to crucify hlm, they placed a

oot on each of his wrists, making them sink deep down in

the énow. His eyes Closed, slowly, and he was swallowed

in darkness".(ZSB).

Thus Bigger becomes at the end of Book II a kind of
inverted Christ, black rather than white, brutal rather
than gentle, violent rather than peace=-loving. He shares
with Christ the label of outcast of the larger community,
a label which he shares with most of his fellow Negrbes;

he shares also the quality of beihg "more sinned against

e l,_ ——than-sinning,™ "Which‘iS‘what Max, Bigger's 1awyer will '

try to prove in Book III, "Fate," |
"Fate," the portion of the novel whicb deals with
Bigger's incarceration and trial, contains the philo-’

sophical crux of the novel. Bigger, at first meek and

4
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,'jtga,féﬁbmissive-- S -

- Having been thrown by an accldental rurder
~Into a position where he had sensed a possible
-order and meaning in his relations with the
people about him; having accepted the moral
oo guilt and responsibility for that murder be- o
.~ cause it had made him feel free for the first
time in his 1life; having felt in his heart
some obscure need to be at home with people
- and having demanded ransom money to ensble
him to do it--having done all this and failed,
he chose not to struggle anymore., . . . (255)=-

5J“ichGs slowly to a true awareness of himself and the mean-

Ing of his crime (within his limited capabilities) largely
because of Max, the Communist lawyer who feels impelled to
‘defend‘him. Bigger is confronted, in the final chapter,
with all the forces that have‘kept him ffom.freedam, and
-Max,abhrough his understandiﬁg and éympatby, leads Bigger
to an articulation,.for the first time, of his confused
but powerful feelings about Bis crimes., 'Bigger is léd
from dazéd action through hope to a greater perception'
than he has shown before. Indeed, the tragedy of Bigger's =
life is that he,éhbws the greatest‘pefception aboqt its

meaning a few moments before he is to die in the electric

chair. This is not to say that

Bigger's awaren

@
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. to full flower. His perception is sti1ll limited by the

e e W

~ various restrictions that first caused his predicament.

- He comes, however, tg'see more of life than the surface,

and when he finally asks Max "How can I d1e?" ke is exe.

“pﬁésSing not so muchla‘fear of»death as a'sadness at having ” f !

to die just as he is learning how to iive. For, although

8 .
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'Biggar-has'again rejected religion and family, he has © L -

accepteahhimself.

\f:” . Max's plea for Bigger's 1ife,‘which contains.many““

L « ' _ e f =Y
4 e profound insights*despite.its'"party-line"-agpects, geems T

e to make. lit‘ble ‘impf'eSsiOn‘ on the white world. It does,
however, make a strong impression on Bigger, who reasons
‘that he must have some worth if someone is willing to

'~ make such a speech to save his 1ife. Again, in Mex's = |

{
speech; one notes one of the contradictions of the novel: o EJ
thosa parts that are:mnst:powarful are also the parts ‘
that contain the greatest wesknesses. In the case of

Max's speech the weaknesses are topical rather than ar-

tistic. Although much of what Max says is still valid,

ﬁ much has lost its neaning today because of the changing,l
times; Trade unions are no longer despised; the riah-vs.-

- poor aspect of phe speech has become almost meaningless;
thara has been a gradual shift in attitude toward prison

as a place of rehabilitation rather than a place strictly

for punishment and educatlonal and social opportunltles

have beaun to open fo the Jegro. Ma“'- peech now-

ever, does not lack eloquence or'significance, for much

e e s e an

ﬁi\of what he says ‘about the stunted growth of the Negro is ,- lg4A:

Tstill valld, much of what he says about society's part in

Bigger's crime is still true. B

The book ends on ‘an almost triumphant note as Big-

ger realizes, ". . . What I killed for, I am! It must've
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~nb§en’nretty deep in me to make me kill! I must have felt
| i1t awful herd to murder. . . . What 1 kllled for must've
been good! + « « It must have been good' When a man |
kills, it's f‘or something. ';_,.q‘. I dldn t know I was Pe&l-;
‘ly alive in this world until I felt thlngs hard enough to

| | ,“ kill for 'em . . " (391-392). Bigger is yet unable to
s — understand the\exact nwanlng of his crime or, for that\n | ifé?~ﬁf*§l
matter, of his llfex But his awareness at the very end of

his life is much more profound than<it was at the height
of his criminality. Allowing for the limits of his un-

developed intelligence, his still incompletely awakened
consciousness, one‘sees that his meaning as a man, the
‘existential nature of his life, has finally penetrated
his consciousness. At this high point of the novel Big- N ‘
ger almost ceases to be Bigger‘Thomas, the symbol of a | o [
- young Negro in the 1930's, fighting the world that the :
'whites have created for bim, and becames, more. universally,‘

the eternal outsider, fightlng a world he never made. The

high point of the novel, however, comes a little too late. |

Native Son, one fears, will soon cease to have any true R |

artistlc value ‘and will have,,lnsteadl only socio-histor-

el Werth° Wright, although displaying (especially tn |

| the latter parts of the book) some eloquence, ‘some mastery

of his craft and some artlstry, is too steeped in the .

social movements of his time, too unable to cast the

necessary objective glance, to be truly free of the prop-
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) aéandiStic '.elé‘ment in his work. Deeply involved with the
plight of his race, strongly influenced by the Communist

Party, his art is hampered by hlS cause.

One can f°110"‘7 the logical and inevitable pr‘ogres-d

'msion of Bigger‘s life, but one cannot empathize or, for

“the:most“part identify with him., One cannot, Tor that

'aamatter, truly 1dentify with any of the characters in the | “jj

novel for although the characters represent a point of
view they dc not live. " Wright's talent is evidenced by
hls abllity to make one feel the force of Bigger's strug-
gle for freedom even when one doesknct'truly helieve in
Bigger, by: his ability to involve_the-reader when the
reader cannot justify his involvement.

Because the forces againat Bigger are so specific,

because the battle lines are so clearly drawn, the mean-

ing of Bigger's struggle and his plight can havegsignifi;”'“f

cance only as long as the particular battle that Bigger

fights continues to be fought. A quarter-century later,

\

Bigger's life has less meaning than when the booh;yaS‘
N

“ first published. As the cause of civil rights qcmes

R ——

slowly and painfully to be won, Bigger's meanlng, hisl'7

,..--._—,-,..11_.._..- -

_mvalue, dlminlshes. In another twenty-five years, one = -~ ..

'fears, Native Son will be only an interestlng period

| piece about a very interesting peried

P P Ve ey
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.’mcharacter;_heterosexual until he meets Giovanni ~is un-

~ able tc give more than physical sustenance to Glovanni,

o

- JAMES BALDWI_N“.A ‘

, James Baldwin, born in Harlem, New Ybrkaity, in l92h,,.;mw;_ X
w —is probably the best known of the contemporary Negro au-
thors." His positlon derives from.his skill hlS prollflc :

'output9 and his ablllty to séize his reader's attentlon,

espec;ally when discussing the prdblems faced by the con=-

"'temporary Negro. Baldwin 1is the author of three novels,

two plays, a collection of short storles and numerous es-

says. BEach of the novels, Go.ggl; It On The Mountain,

Giovanni's Room, and Another Country, focuses on an out-

sider-of‘one sort or another; that is, the'major'charac-
ters in eecb‘book‘either do not fit easily into the es-
tabliehed coﬁMunity, of they belongvto a community that
exists apart from the “"normal" or accepted one, These

same characters are shown niost often trying to establish

-thelr actions'by their inabllity to communlcate W1th one'

another.

2
Giovanni's Room, published in 1956, is primarily

concerned with the inability to love. .David, the'ﬁéjor

" or define their identities and are usually hampered in ‘W”'””””””””'j.

 a young homosexual, when Gliovanni is in need of David's

1°ve7..After Glovanni's de°1lneﬂt0 the ‘point where he coméi

mits a murder to regain the vestiges ofeself~re8pect,

¢

_David is left to confront himselﬁ_with‘the realizatiqn of H”

38 -
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‘his involvement in Giovanni's guilt and his guilt in the - .

 destruct1on of Giovanni's life.

wlished in 19625 is peopled with jazz mnsicians,'wrfters;
'wsingers,aand homosexuals, most of whom.engounter diffi-
5icﬁlty in communicating with andunderstanding those'#ho~ - o ?
 shou1d be closest to them. Like David of Giovenni's Room, “ h.j ._%é
"“~9&cb-of'the:majorvcbaraCters, Vivaldo, Ida, déss, and J
Eric, is forced to an awareness of his own involv$nent‘in,

‘and responsibility for, the lives of those he loves. In o

~of peace with themselves and with each other.

;§P?ﬁggling_taward_selfedefinition and emotional salvation

- and salvation only in religlous terms.

Another Country, DBaldwin's most~reqent novel, pub- }d-'.

Another Country the central character 1s Rufus, who com-

\

“ - |

mits suicide shortly after the novel begins, It is . :' 1
through the degreewof recognition of their failure in o % Q

loving and responding to Rufus' needs, that Eric, Idé,

Cass, and Vivaldo are finally able to achieve some degree'

Go Tell It On The Mountain,u the subject of this

study, has as its protagonist a sensitive adolescent

in the world of his elders, who understand self-definition

- q o it e e = am 4w amt o Ce e eeaain e s e e et R =L = ataias s b - e A Ama—— s —

- great extent by faulty characterization. Another Country

. Gilovanni's Room and Another Counm are marred to-a -

““1s marred even further by Baldwinis inability to control
‘his anger when discussing white-Negro relations. Since

Giovanni's Room has only white characters, Baldwin's

\
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racial feelings play little part in 1ts philosophy. An-

other Country, however, is intimately concerned with both

“Caucasians and Negroes; thus Baldwin's own racial atti-

_i

~“tudes are very much a part of the novel. As he implies

‘in several of his essays, it is his opinlon that whites

and Negroes will never be able truly to communicate, since

- Whites will never allow themselves really to understand

" the 1iVess'th0u8htS: and feelings.qf Negroes, Conse-

quently, Baldwin does not allow any of the characters inAH
the novel really to understand one another, and the reader
nnderstands least of all, While the Negro characters are

sensitive toward others and sinned against, the white |

characters are too often inconsiderate and sinning. |

Paraddxically, Baldwin takes time to explain the actions

- of his white characters, while he leaves the explanation

the feader's intérpretation. In effect, he is saylng,
"you would not wish or be able to understand in any case;
thus I shall not bother to explain." Even those c har-
actens who attempt to lové and understand are unable to

do so. énly Eric,'an exXpatriate homosexual, is able to

- .of the attitudes and actions of his Negro characters to -~ - -

—

i
a

};nis Erle ‘who seems~the least motivated Wbom one finds most

'span the differencescﬁ’raba,'sex,'and temperamant "oniﬁ {‘

Eric can finally open the door to communica¢ion, and it

difficult to understand

‘.‘

sf,gngell It On The Mountain 1s Baldwin's earliest
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novel and,vsnrprisingly,'the novel least flawed by the
imperfections of characterization and communication that

mar his later works. Despite 1ts faults, Go Tell It On

The Mountain is the finest of BaldW1n s three works of T

i_fiction and gives ev1dence of a talent that has not yet .

The action of the novel takes place on the fourteenth

'oabirthday of John Grimes, following him.from.the morning

when he awakens until early the next morning when he re-

turns home with his family after being "saved" at The
Témple of The Fire Baptized, the Harlem church nhere his
stepfather preaches. The novel is divided'into three
parts, and incorporated skillfully into the second part
are three flashbacksz one dealingfwith»Gabriel Grines,

John's stepfather; one with Florence Grimes, John's aunt;

"and one with Elizabeth Grimes, his mother. Through the-

"flashbackﬁdevice'(about-which more will be said later),

Baldwin depicts not only John's history and ancestry, but
indeed, recapitulates the history of the American Negro.
John, like the characters in Baldwin's later novels,

is an outsider. More intelligent than the members of his

other than the superficial His deep sensitivity 1s en-

. family, he is unable to communicate with them.on any level'“”“““*““”“““

dangered by the dU111n8 and WOunding er_genc]_es Of the 7 o

life of the poor 1n Harlem, his life is further complicated

by the need for the love and approval from~an older man,
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" a need which his stepfather either cannot or will not ful-
wfill. Thus, theﬁgh a member of a family, he remains out-

side'Of'it; ‘And although an obserter of the outward forms,

~<-Ahewisunwilling;to accept thewstringent~end unloving re-

ligion of his stepfather. His shy and intelligent de-
'meanor, however, presents to the church elders a picture
-of'him as & religious and "good" boy who will surely soon
be "saved" and born into the church. John, then, though.
Nstill hot clearly defined to himself, has a elear-eut
identity in the minds of those around him. Only Johnfs
mother, Elizabeth, has a half-formed but deeper under-
standing of her son. ‘Only Elizabeth shares John's vaguee
awareness that thesalvation‘for which the troubled boy 1is
'searching mﬁst come from a source other than The Temple/of
" The Fire Baptized. | |
Unlike Bigger Thomas, John isfhot greatly resentful
of the white rece. He feels the need to prove himself
more to himself and to his stepfather than to the white
world. Indeed, it is his white teacher who recognizes =
his ihtellectual abilities and needs more than anyone

within his small circle; it is an elderly white man, who

'*“Emiiee”atmhimmin”GentrelmPefk;wwhocommhnicates‘atfeeling

mefwlevevto‘Jehntthet is stronger to him than. the love he

-...-has received from his stepfather. John needs extension of .

~ bhimself into.anether world, whether white or black, a

world in which loving,and_understanding will be his. Dimly




aware that the attempts Bybiswbi%e:teaEher tolneach oyt
to him are thwarted by his father!'s hatred of whites,’

aware that he and the elderly'man can have only a- tran- -

cf}&

N

ture of society, John has fantasies of power in which he

is "King of the Mountain" in charge of dispensing love

and forgiveness. These fantasies extend into others in

His father'!s arm, rising and falling, might
make him cry, and that voice might cause
him to tremble; yet his father could never
be entirely the victor, for John cherished
something that his father could not reach.
It was his hatred and his intelligence that
he cherished, the one feeding the other.
He lived for the day when his father would
be dying and he, John, would curse him on
his deathbed. (19)

Jobn's imaginings enable him to relieve some of the
burdens of his adolescence. And'hisadolescentjburdens
are many; his need for an identity, the burden of‘every'
adolescent, 1is eomplicated'by poverty, by his being exﬁ_

pected to find his identity in religlon, by his color, by

his intelligence, and by the preblem of an awakening

sexuality, Jobn, at fourteen, is bound by feelings of

guilt and shyness and is unlike Roy, his younger brother,

'MwHe finds in his first act of mastufbation a conscious'

guilt as well as a subtle method of rebellion against his

father:

7 Heehad sinned. In spite of the sainus,-

>

thlch he avenges himselfl and his mother on his stepfather, L

who can’ accept sex and street violence with equanimity.ww¥m--ﬁ~w

sitory and momentary eemnmnication because of the strue-




hls mother and hils father, the warnings he
~-had heard from his earliest beginnings, he

had sinned with his hands a sin that was :

hard to forgive.s In the school lavatory, -~

alone, . . . he had watched in himself a ‘)
transformation of which he would never dare
to speak., | | )

R Arid the darkness of John's sin W&Slike

the darkness of the church on Saturday even-
ings; . . . The darkness of his sin was in
the hardheartedness with which he resisted

- God's power; in the scorn that wags often his
while he listened to the crying, breaking
voices, and watched the black skin glisten
while they lifted up their arms and fell on

- Their faces before the Lord. For he had made
his decision., He would not be 1like his
father, or his father's father. He would

have another life. (17-18)

John's conscious sin is that he has commi%ted a for-
bidden sexual act, but as indicated in the foregoing pas-
sage, he has‘sinned in a much greater manner and in the
deeper recesses of his mind there is a sfrong awareness
of the magnitude of his sin. In resisting his stepfather,
John has also resisted God. But John is yet aware that
to attain a life for himself that 1s meaningful and re-
warding, he must deny the life offered to him by his
father and his heritage. ~Fox: it is John's heritage, too,
with which he must come to terms; a heritage of which he *

'knows\vefy little is his to accept or denj. John's

present search for identity, his search for the meaﬁiﬁ8 "“;“l o

of ‘'his life as he lives it, must include, whether or not

T R LA 5L TR el A A b s s e e e+
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_éndhis ancestry. Baldwin skillfully ﬁses-flashbacks tdi

‘trace John's ancestry. Interwoven with the praying, sing- |

he knows 1t, a diSGQV?r&:alsothbe’meaningofhis'past.M“«Mﬁt,
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ing, and crying of the worshipers in the etorefront

ohnroh‘are therm@mories of the Reverend Grimes, Elizaoeth,

‘and Florence, which outline the llves of the three from

“early youth until late adulthood In a larger sense, the
lives of the Grimeses, the problems each has had to con-
front, represent the lives and problems of most Negroes
in America. Thus one is aware not only O ERE PETCEs that"

"~ have shaped the lives of John!s relatives and, of course, - "gl

| of John himself, but also of the forces that have shaped_ ¢ §
‘the history of the American Negro. | |
Baldwin uses the flashback to introduce characters

"tho are necessary for a full understanding of John and S

his family, but who would otherwise have no place in the

novel. Thus, one sees not.onij.the headstrong and sex-

ually obsessed young Gabriel but also his deeply religious

motherjand his equally religious but sexless first wife, | 3 %
~ 7 7 Deborah. One sees also the youthful, innocent Elizabeth, |
. and the sensitive Richard, John;s natural father, of

whom John has no knowledge, believing throughout the novel

that Gabriel is his true father. George E. Kent states

&

that the novel unfolds

. in a series of major movements . . . the ” | '.%,!
fourteen-year-old John Grimes for identity,. IR o |
a fearful, faltering reach, froma boy = MJ

Tilled W1th guilt, hatred, fear, love,
amidst the stern, religious. frustrations of
his elders and the pagan rebelliousness of

" his brother, Roy; the second presenting the :

tragedy of Florence, unable to overcome . . . al




“Deborah, neither is God the focal point of her life. |

', Gabriel“s re;ectlon of Esther,_and more so of Royal is

the concept of the Negro she has internalized
from the dominant culture--and therefore on
insecure terms with herself and others; the
third presenting Gabriel Grimes . . . blocked
from complete fulfillment by his attempts to
. - escape his pagan drives in a fierce, frustrated
"7 embrace of Christianity; the fourth presenting
Elizabeth . . . who after brief fulfillment
in illicit love, retreats, frightened and
awestricken, into the frustrated and frustrat-
ing arms of Gabriel Grimes., The final move-
ment is the questionable flight of John Grimes
| from the quest for identity %nto the ostensible
.. ... safety of religious ecstasy.

The second three movements are perhaps the moet im=-
pertant to the\reeder's understanding of each of the char-

acters. Only after reading the flashbacks does one become

~aware that Gabriel's evident favoritism towérd'Roy is not

due merely todRoy's position as a real son}ratber than a
stepson, but derives from the more complex emotion of
guilt--guilt which stems from.the unacknowledged recog-
nition of and love for Royal, Gabriel's first and il-
legitimate son by Esther. Esther affirms W1th1n_her all

that Gabriel seeks to deny; passionate, with a natural

1

end free attitude toward sex, she has yet "a firm con-

cept of her dignity and humanity, and what is life-

B nb

affirming and life-negating. . . . Although she does

not deny God and the religion practiced by Gabriel and

a rejection of his humanity and in a sense, the rejec-

tion also of understanding and love, It is Baldwin's

[

[
b
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i -thesis throughout hiS'works that sex (hetero- or homosexual)
* is the major means of communication between people, of
q true,involvement in the life ofyanother human being..'When
'»onerejectssex, or‘sexuality,‘therefore, one also rejectS» [ |
one's responsibility towerd bridging the gap that exists ‘
between people. Gabriel begins the pattern of reJection
of his humanity with his marriage to Deborab, who, raped
~ repeatedly by a group of Southern white men when sixteen,
is sexually unresponsive as well as 1nfertile.' Although
Gabriel is fond of Deborah, his marriage to her is primarily
a means of repentance for.his youth and for his sexual
‘ ‘drives and Eﬁ announcement of himself as a true man of God--
an adoption of amotlonal celibacy, as 1t‘were. His rej:c-
tion of Esther and his son firmly fixes the pattern, one
by which he continues to live so strongly that when he
wishes to break it, to love and communicate‘with Roy, so
| 'like Royal and himself, he is unable to do so. Esther,
% Roy, and Royal affirm life and love; Gabriel deniesmlife_;- i
é and, unloving, is. also unloved. . q | f
; Again, after reading the flashbacks, one better under- f
g stands both Elizabeth and her deep love for John, and '
_i - Florence and her strong antagonimn toward Gabriel. For |
:‘ HwElizabeth, John is not only a son, but a living part of jwywijwwﬂf
*& ———heP fatberandof Richard, her dead Tover. Mueh of Fllza-:»- | ,_,,,ﬁl
E | beth!s flaShback concerns Richard, and his.characterization :
g “. S is a major flaw in'the“novel. He is not quite real, not
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f’quité believable. One feels that Richard is perhaps Bald-

~

win' favorite character, and thus 1s not treated quite
so objectively as the othen{characters in the book. -One

‘agrees with Wallace Graves who states that

the failure of Baldwin to maintain an:
artistie distance between the narrator
and the character of John's father
Richard explains the failure of this
character, and the technique which re-
veals this lack of objectivity is the

o

presence here, as nowhere else in the
book, of a rather mawkish use of irony
toward Elizabeth which causes the nar-
rator to intrude as a controlling per-
sonalltyo It is as if, in this section,
Baldwin is incapable of treating John's
natural father with the cool honest eye
80 apparent elsewhere, thus Richard, in-
stead of b@lng allowed life as a separate
character, is surrounded by a cocoon of
the artist's protective sentiment, so that
the emotional center of the book beoomes

disturbed.’

Richard is portrayed as a victimizeg; sensitive young
b

man whose attitudes are indicated by his decision "to get

to know everything them'white'bastards Knew . « . and . . .

to get to know it better than them, so could no white son-

;*”of-a-bitch nowhere never talk me down, and never make me

feel like I was dirt, when I could read him the alphabet,

back, front, and sideways. Shit--he weren't going %o beat

_my ass, then. And if he tried to kill me, I'd take him

with me, I swear to my mother I would" (1Ll). Although he

S L g e — a1 ST

Ancient Rome, museums, and "things dead." His flnmness,

certainty, and intelligence are a source of strength to

haS ‘had 1ittle fomal ‘education, his 1nt9rests extend ST -
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_and quiet dignity are not truly sufficient, for aftep

Elizabeth, but her inability to understand his drives, his
moods, andﬂthéfpowerful,hate that motivates him, causes ;:X
‘ him to be a source of confusion to her as well. In turn, v

her simplicity seems to strengthen him, although, since
the reader sees Richard through the combined sentimental-
1ty of Baldwin and Elizabeth, 1t is difficult ﬁoknow ex-
actly why Richard does choose Elizabeth. Her simplicity

Richard's humiliating experience with the police, who ar-

rest and beat him for a crime which he did not commit,

T
his spirit becomes broken:

The courtroom seemed to feel, with some
complacency and some disappointment, that
it was his great good luck to be let off
"~ 80 easily, They went immediately to his
room. And there--she was never all her
life long to forget it--he threw himself,
face downward, on his hed and wept.,
: o o o ohe tried to hold him, but for
a long while he would not be held., His
body was like iron; she could find no
softness in it, She sat curled like a
frightened child on the edge of the bed,
her hand on his back, waiting for the
storm to pass over. It was then that she
decided not to tell him yet about the
child. , ”
By and by he called her name. And
then he turned, and she held him against
her breast, while he sighed and shook. He
fell asleep at last, clinging to her as

~for the last time, - -

And it was the last time. That night -
he cut his wrists with his razor and he

‘..though he IWGPG going down | in‘to the water ‘, — -

was found in.the morning by-his landlady, ————

his eyes staring upward with no light,
dead among the scarlet sheets. (150)

Elizabeth believes that she might have prevented



‘and pride in the face of the white world

;waORES-nmde by@hépolicemen,and 1eafﬁéofDe56raH'sirépe

i

Richard's sulcide if she had told him aboyt the child she

| . was eXpectiﬁé. It is perhaps true tbat Richard wduld»have'

chosen to live had he known about Elizabeth!g pregnahCy;;wL,

~ however, Richard, although somewhat sustained by Elizabeth, -

has subsisted mainly on the nourishment of his hatped for

« To remain alive
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arter his utter humiliation by wbitevmen;would’bffer |

“ﬂwwﬁﬁﬁiéhard”é‘meéﬁiﬁglé§ém§Xistence, which even the promise of

a child could not alter.

The presence of the white'world, although not so

'blatant as in Native Son, exists subtly, but.powerfully

in Go Tell It On The Mountain. As Ihab Hassan notes in

Radical Innocence, !

| The story does not focus on what |
social workers call "interracial-tensiOns"
--these merely crackle in the air every-
one breathes, trickle unnoticed in the :
water they drink, are part of the gritty
- bread they eat. |
| « « o The white world is kept at g
distance~-we have only glimpses of a Negro
soldier mutilated by the city riffraff, of
Richard, Johnny's Tather, beaten up by
policemen, of a,wh%te man spitting in front
of Gabriel's feet, | |

The reader also sees Elizabeth as the center. of crude

by white men. The theme of "ihterracialténsiOns" is
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| .f.humiliatioh looks fl. | . R

out into the. Quiet, sunny streets, and for = —

the first time in her 1life, she hated it
all-=the white city, the white world, She
could not, that day, think of one decent

white person in the whole world. She sat B

there, and she hoped that one day God, with
tortures inconceivable, would grind them
utterly into humility, and make them know
that black boys and black girls, whom they
treated with such condescension, such dis-
dain, and such good humor, had hearts like
human beings, too, more human hearts than

Thus the undercurrents of racial tension, the quiet
outburstéof anger and hatred,»create a mood aé'efféétive |

and as gripping,‘in a more subtle manner, as the con-

tinual anger and shouting of Native Son. The influence
of thepwbite Wbrldxon the Negro is sbow%"througb more than
‘acts of cruelty that cause hatred. )

The white world motivates through jeaiousy‘aSAwell

~as through hatred, and Florence is motivated as strongly

~as Richard. Accepting the white idea of blackness as a

- source of evil, Florence does all in hér power to emulate. -

. >

the white world and tries to live as white people doo
Her money 1s spent on bleaching creams and hair-straight-

eners, and her idea of respectability is not merely the

~_ddesn of~respectability,*but*reSpecthilitY"aé;tﬁé“Whité“'””“”““

world sees it. Her desire to have a better life than herlw

R LT

 mother's is a desire with which one can sympathize, but

her desire to live according to the nebulous standards she

_ attributes to the white world mekes her a pathetic figure.
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She attends "Uplift Meetings" where prominent Negroes”

speak aboﬁt the future ahd tbe duties of the Negré race.
She objects to the "common andvdirty niggers" her husband
brihgs home, nagging bim'untiiwhéwﬁust'ésﬁwin rage, "And ‘v
what do'you'want me to do Florence? You want me tbhtu?n
whife?“ (75). She. is never fully aware.of_the_COnfrol she

 has allowed the white world to exert on her~ahdhis finallﬁ |

. humility, but from fear of death. Yet while she prays in
The Temple of The Fire Baptized and recalls her life, she
is contemptuous of it and of the people who attend it.

« « o« one knelt before the altar once only,
in the beginning, to ask forgiveness of
sins; and this accomplished, one was bap-
tized and became a Christian, to kneel no
more thereafter. Ewen—1f the Lord should
lay some great burden on one's back--as He
had done, but never so heavy a burden as
this she carried now--one prayed in silence.
It was indecent, the practice of common
“niggers to crj‘aloud at the foot of the
altar, tears streaming for all the world

to see. (58)
Florence's contempt is for the low,‘common, and dirty;
for'the “nigger" that she geés in Negroes. It 1s self-

contempt as well as contempt for others, and 1t is, finally,

""Mpart of arx‘overwhelming hatred for her brother, Q@briel fghim;ﬁ"“"ém

For he is, to Florence, the symbol of all that 1s worst-

—in—the- Negro, ~andy moreever, in any—man. He~ésmselfish7m4t

cruel, dishonest, and unloving. "He 1is the favored .child

 who does not (in Florence's eyes) deserve the love of his
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.mothef,‘fbe leve”WHiCh, glven to Gabriel in such a large'M

degree, shut Florence out._

While Florence sees Gabriel thus, and Elizabeth sees

,him.as a stern but good husband and father, Gabriel thP

self Pecalls his past and sees hlmself as a man who has

"walked before God in true repentance” (100), a man who

has denied sin,end whe‘is WOfthyIOf God's recognitién;

Viewing himself thus, he cannot understand why of his two

__bas never truly répented for her sin in giving birth to

‘real sons, the sons who would fulfill God's promise, "who

would carry down the joyful line /Their/ father's name,
. | 4 HE S _ b

and who‘would work until the day of the second coming to

bring about His Father's Kindom /sic/" (100), of his two

hopes for some kind of immortality, one is .dead and the
ogher is far from his father and God. He sees the lives
and failures of both the dead Royal and the living Roy in

terms of sin. The death of Royal, conceived in lust and

‘born in sin, is to Gabriel a just death, the payment for

the sin of his parents; but the hardness and hatred that

are a part of Roy,cohfuseehim, Roy is a son of holy mar-

‘riage; Roy was concelved 1n a holy bed. Thus, Roy's faill-

ure must, for Gabriel, be attributed to Elizabeth, who

~John. Gabriel sees John as "the living proof of her sin,

he who lmelt tonight, a very interloper among the saints,

B I
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 Z3tanding7betweem her soul and God" (99-100). Toward

John there is directed a hatred too teep and terrible for
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Gabriel to aeknowleﬁge,.which has i1ts roots in & profound

| Jealousy. For John, "the son ofra weak, proud Waman"and

some careless boy" (lOO), is all that Gabriel's son is

‘not. He is intelligent and gentle, and, “Worse, now stands T

before the altar of God a potential saint, while the liv-

ing son of the "royal line" of Gabriel Grimes lies at

.heme, bloody and bandaged, recovering from a street fight, -
... Wwith the curse that he has flung at his father still hang- =~ 7 F

ing heavily in the room. - :

Interrupted in his reverie by the cry of a youné'man,
Gabriel fears that John has begun to aecept the "power of
the Lord." He is'reiieved to discover that it is Elisha
who has cried and turns back to his thoughts. The fear

- that John may gain salvation, that John may lead the life

that Gabriel has planned for Roy, is a fear Which is a
controlllng factor in Gabriel's life, Gabriel is unable
to see his fallures as a father, his failures as a man,
his failures in his relationships with other people. It

is sufficient to repent his sins; he sees no need to make

amends for them. The grave fallure of his refusal to

acknowledge his son, Royal, is not a sin of any magnitude

 to Gabriel, nor does he realize ‘that he ‘has never forgiven

E&izabeth for her sins, the 1argest and most troublesome

£

- saint but lacks the essential Christlan quallties of

charity and love. Gabriel loves only Gabriel. He loves"




his sons, Rcyal and Roy, chly insofar as‘they are projec-
tions of himself, the necessary instrument to carry out
the "rcyal line" that istpart of the cne-sided'covenant
he has made with his 1dea of God. He loves his stepson,
John, not at all.
John, deSperately in need of a father, turns to the

~wwa"W»»axawramale he knows well Elisha. It is Elisha with

——— .whom -John "horses- around * Elisha to whom He tells his-wwww~wwcwwm S |

‘thoughts (insofar as they-can be told to anyone), and
Elisha who must "pray John through" while Gabriel stands
watching. Elisha, then, to some extent, takes the place
" of the father John cannot find in Gabriel, and John thus
has two stepfathers. (
It is a weakness of the book that Gabriel is John's
. stepfather and that John 1is never aware of this fact
John is thus relieved of all responsibility for Gabriel
and for Gabriel's sin in not loving him. Yet, sihce john
is not aware that Richard ever existed, he cannot come to |
terms with his actual parentage and the actual ‘heritage
‘that Richard might have glven him, Gabriel's role as
"John's stepfather works out well in ternm of the dramatic

__ fremework of the book, but there seems to be no actual

necessity for him to be a stepfather rather than a real

“t“father (other than Baldwin's need to create Richard as a'

5B
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character and to show sympathy for John) One agrees with

Marcus Klein's statement that




- Baldwin's tenderness for John’. %+ . extends e
to curious shifts. It is Baldwin who . . T
| N . quite beyond_John's knowing -anything about it o
el L . /makes/ his father really only his ~
. stepfather@ His real father, safely dead,
was . . o loving, understanding, graceful,
and intellectual, and the victim of irrational
injustices, And this is a little fault, a
small softness in the story, but a large |
_Symptom., If tenderness will substitute for
pursult of character and action, then there
will be nothing to do but explain circumstances
‘and bemoan.?

S oo The difficulties in understanding and communication
that usuallyiexist between an adolescent and his father
are complicated by Gabriel's character and further by the
somewhat unneoessary burden of Richard looming oven the.
relationship, rarely thought about by Gabriel and complete-
ly unknown to John. In addition, the fact of Richard, a
fact which John should know about In order to achieve a
full identity, and John's lack of knowledge of him is a :
weakness of the novel which is 1ndioative of another simi-
lar but larger flaw--a gap in John's knowledge of his
Tamily's past and his heritage--a flaw which, oddly enough,
stems from one of the most skillful elements of the novel,
the I'lashback. .

The 1nterweaving of the memories of Elizabeth Gabriel

)Mand Florence with theAehuroh services is handled so that" T

John's salvation is played out against the memories of his

S T

“elders. Tt is so well done that the services in whioh

ﬁ . : John and his family take part and the memories of John' s

? family'become\one. Further, the section, called "The




é - EKg;ayerSOf The Saints," is'well‘arranged éymbolically in

! that the first section belongs to Florence, whose relation-

: _ship to John is the least intense; the second to Gabriel,

% ) who 1s closer to John than is Florence; and the third to

% Elizebeth, whom John loves the most and to whom he is

% closest. At the end of Elizabeth's section'she remembers

?* Jdbn's.cry'as a baby, - just as she hears a different cry

: | | |

EW .. from him as he is beginning to be a man: - - o

; « « «» not the cry of the child, newborn,

g before the common light of earth; but the

é cry of the man-child, bestial, before the

§ -light that comes down from Heaven. She

§ opened her eyes and stood straight up; all

| of the saints surrounded her; Gabriel stood

j staring, struck rigid as a pillar in the

; temple., 0On the threshing=floor, in the

g center of the crying, singing saints, John |

: lay astonished beneath the power of the

: Lord. (163-16L) ﬂ

§ Thus, at the end of Elizabeth's section John begins

é to aécept the mode of salvation and identity designated

; for him by his family. Yet, for all the dramatic effect-

| iveness of this entire section, the flaw exists which, 4
though hidden in the drama of the flashbacks and John's
turning,toward‘religion, is perhaps the méjor flaw of the
novel, |

| “Ifwbgﬁwpeenwstﬁt@gwbhatmthe.nwmo@ies~e£wFlorence;~

G&briél,and Elizabeth present a recapitulation of the

history of the American Negro; at the same time, they pre-

sent John's ancestfal heritage. Thus, the section*célled

"The Prayers of The Saints" is the dramatic center of the




~ booke.-

The novel is in that ‘way John's exploration
of his history. . . . The triple flashback
| K - allows Baldwin to hold within a single
] | vision the experiences of a long history of
| | the Negro in America. He can incorporate
into it slavery and abrupt emancipation,
» | | the frustrations and the extremes of the
: life of the peasantry of . . . /The South/,
the battle within the peasanthB and inti-
mately within the family, for order, con-
tinuity, and moral stability. At the same
time he contains within the vision the de-
velopment of a religion that is an instrument
~at once of ethical prohibition, of premise,
hatred, and of emotional deliverance., In
the same moment he can contain the Negro ex-
perience of the trek to the North, the il-
lusory promises of the North, with its
- sharper frustgations and its greater
desperations.

If the novel through the device of the flashback, is
"John's exploration of his history,' as it, indeed, seems
to be, then John's eXploration and discoveries will lead
‘him to accept or reject the mode of 1life offered to him by

his elders. Because so much emphasis is placed on John's

% history, one 1is led to believe that John must understand
| the meaning of his 1life within the context of the meaniﬁg
~of the lives of his family. For the historj‘of the Negro,
as recapitulated in the flashbécks, and the history of
B John's family, are ‘responsible for® the presence of Florence,
g,“u‘ Gabriel,_and blizabeth in the Temple of The Fire Baptized

their personal and racial histories are respon31ble for
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bring John to his present moment of decision. Thus, John's

; what they are at present and in turn, they have helped to -
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salvation, his tim@ on the "threshing-floor,' means more"

than that he has come into the church of his fathers, that

he has turned to Gode It means also that John is ohoosinge'

to“acoept‘his.anoestry, that he is choosing to define him-
self in terms of his family, and it means, most important-
ly, that he is accepting not only the immediate identity
being offered to him through the church, but an identity
thab~enoompasse8mGabriel*sWlust““Florence's weaknesses, -

and Elizabeth's and Richard's gentleness and grace. John'!s

acceptance of a family—deflned identity could be acceptable

to the reader except for the very important fact of John's
lack of knowledge of the events that have shaped his life
and that he is supposedly accepting. Although John's sal-

vation is intricately involved with the flashbaoks con-

<<y

\ cerning his family, John is completely unaware of these

[N O OU—

memories, his and his family's past, and the knowledge that
Gabriel is not really his father., Therefore, if'Baldwin
intends the reader to regard John's religions involvement
as a symbolic aceceptance of his family and fhe life their

past has forced them to offer him, as the internal evi-

dence of the novel indicates, he seriously mars: his intentkwmugmw;w‘me

| by keeping John in utter- ignorance of what his religious

salvation aotually signifies; for John cannot truly acoept

O s -
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that of Wthh he is entirely unaware. Thus; the value of_;i_"

John's salvation is greatly lessened

_—

The valldity of John's salvation is also lessened
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when one considers how intimately bound in John s mind are S
religion, God, and Gabriel. John identifies God with his

father, in disobeying hlS father's wishes, he feels he

offends God; in disobeying Godfs law, he is alsodisobey-'
' ing his father, and he uses this almost‘unconsoious knowl-

edge to rebel against his father. Thus, if John acceptsu

Gabriel's religion, if he accepts salvation in Gabriel's

church, he is, effeotlvely, aocepting Gsbriel. One feels B
é | that the acceptance of Gabriel whether conscious or un- T

conscious, would be\completely_alien to John at this point
in his life. His sensitivity, helghtened by his adoles-
cence, his distaste for the religion offered him by his

family, his hatred for Gabriel, make his salvation a stop-

e rn
T T

gap solution--at best, only a temporary\means of self-
identificetion, compounded both of emotion and of emula-
tion of Elishe. The surface dramatic action of the novel
seems to justify John's aooeptance of the church, but the
underlying action, the tensions beneath the surface, make
John's aotion a weakness of Baldwin's, as if having reached
- the climax of the book, he could see no other way out than

to have John accept the church, no matter how invalid a

“W“sensitivewrea&ing"ofwthe“novsl'wouldwshow-thiswaetionmto~~ww~¥et~tf¥*

justified when one oonsiderS“that the religious fervor

that overtakes the members of the church at a prayer-

Pt
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meeting overtakestohn as well,mthat'his emOtional'state

is such that he is most susceptiblé to a dramatic reli-

‘gious gesture, to the polint where he is gripped by reli-

gious passion and reduced to tears and moans, one still

feels that John's intellectual makeup will not allow his

‘..religious conversion to be permanent; that the identity

that he will finally discover will have very little to do

with the church. The résolution made at the end of the

novel, then, can be considered as a resolution that is

justified by the dramatic action of the book but that,
because of the intellectual and emotional character of
John Grimes, can be a resolution for only the'time of his
youth. John, searching for his identity, hesitating be-

fore manhood, and finally taking a step toward it, has

‘not yet become a man; has not yet found his real identity.

He will have to come to terms with his feelings for his
father; he will have to gain a more complete knowledge of
the past that is so important to him and come to terms

with that; and he will have to place religion énd the

61

kind of life his family leads in a perspective arrived at

by deep introspection before he can be said to have truly

 achieved his identity, to have truly become a man. . .

B e e
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RALPH ELLISON

= f_ : _Ralph.Ellison is the least prolific butmperhap3~the~w~mﬁw“~m¥¥“w?

most significant of the writers herein discussed. Although

he has written several short stories and numerous articles
and essays, the subjects_of'which range from jazz to lit-

erary criticlism, his fame rests largely on oné novel, In-

visible Man. In 196l Ellison publlshed Shadow and Act, a

T book of essays written between 1945 and 196&, 8ll of which
had been previously published elsewhere. He describes the
essays as being "concerned with three general themes: with

~literature and folklore, with Negro musical expression--

especially jazz and the blues--and with the complex rela-
tionship between the Negro American sub-culture and the |
North American culture as a whole." Ellison's personal
history is ﬁery often a large part of the subject matter

- of the‘essays. It 1s interesting to note that Ellison's

father, who dled when his son was three years old, had

hoped that Ellison would become a poet and gave him the
ﬁ middle name of Waldo as a kind of assurance that his hopes
g | ;' -5;weuld be fulfilled.' Ellison, however, planned to be a

| w ~musician even until after the first of hlS'WOPkS had been B

PV

published,‘at Wthh time he reallzed that he “had been -

devoting as much time and energy to reading and wrlting as

to mu31c, and was passionately engaged nlght and noon in

R T R A T ey e e T T IR T e SR R
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acquiring the basic knowledge and skills of the novelist, "3
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T Eilison‘s}mﬁticuldus créftsmanship'is perhaps the
'réaéon for-his small output.'-Since‘1952 he has béen work-
'ihg on his sécondnovel, which‘has yet to be published as

> a finished'wbrk;falthough éxcerpfs from it have appeared
* as short stories in several»publications. - .

BEllison's precision and care are quite evident»in,ggf<

visible an,4the most skillfully written and the mcst uni-ﬁ_

versal in'underljing theme of the three novels which are
- the subjects of this paper. Unlike‘Baldwin and Wright,
Ellison makes extensive use of symbolism and mythology.
And although the protagonist of the novel is Negro, it is
important to note first that he is unnamed, and second that
he is invisible man, not- the invisible man or an invisible
man. Thus, the title; the reader's first introduction to
. the novel, is most significant, for it gives the first clue
toﬁthe character of the protagonist, a character extending
~, beyond racial characteristics, a character that in many
’»Ways symbolizes all men who struggle against an impersonal
and overwhelming society in their efforts to achieve some
~  sort of individual identity. Ellison notes that he struc-

tured the novel

I . o ‘Wlfh”éfbﬁart”dfwﬁhé"ﬁﬁ?éélpéfﬁ”aifi§16ﬁ:wm1fwm

i .~ Was a conceptual frame with most of the ideas . . . ..

and some incidents indicated., The three parts
represent the narrator!s movement from o o o

—purpcse to. passion-to-perception. These three
major sections are built up of smaller units
of three which mark the course of the action =
and which depend for their development upon
wWhat I hoped was a consistent and developing

o

Y.
-~




ﬁ¢tivation. However . . . the maximum insight
- on the hero's part isn't reached until the
. Final section . . . it's a:novel about inno-

- cence and human error, a struggle through il-

lusion to reality. BLach section begins with a
- Sheet of paper; each plece of paper is exchanged
-~ for another and contains a definition of his
identity or the social role he is to play as
defined for him by others. But all say es-
sentially the_same thing, "Keep this nigger
boy running."”

The "nigger boy" is kept running through a number of

'initiatory experiences, some surreal in nature, until he

runs (literally) into a hole, where he decides to hibernate
while he thinks out the meaning of his experiences and
plans for future action. “As Ellison notes,
Before he could have some voice in his own
~ destiny he had to discard /his/ o0ld iden-.
~tities and illusions; his enlightenment
couldn't come until then. Once he recog-
nizes the hole of darkness into which these
papers put him, he has to burn them.
The novel begins with a Profogue, which 1s, in effect,

an Epilogue. The protagonist, speaking from his cellar,

which is illuminated with 1,369 light bulbs7 explains his
‘present thoughts, recounts a dream, and then begins the

hovel., The book is, in essence, a flashback, with only

the Prologue and the Epilogue taking place in the present.
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themes of the book, the narrator's philosophy of history

and time, and some of the mythological elements used

ThﬁmE?ngguﬁ_glsg,ggrvgswtcwintrodu@ewsamemefwthemmajormmeu —

‘throughout the book. The protagonist also explains his

invisibility, which arises not because he is




_ of bhose who speak of the spiral of history; they are pre-

SN a spook like those who haunted Edgar Allan Poe;
o . « « for/ one of your Hollywood-movie ecto-
plasms. I am a man of substance, of flesh and
bone, fiber and liquids--and I might even be
~8aid to possess a mind. I am invisible, under-
stand, simply because people refuse to see me.
Like the bodiless heads you see sometimes in
clrcus sideshows, it is as though I have been
surrounded by mirrors of hard, distorting
glass. When they approach me they see only
‘my surroundings, themselves, or figments of
thelr imaginatiog-windeed, everything and any-
thing except me., |

Invisibility, which the hero feels has been forced upon
him by those who refuse to see him, has led him into his

warm, well-lighted cellar, where he begins to understand
 the necessity for hibernation as a means tg rebirth. Stat-

ing that "a bear retires to his hole for the winter and

lives until spring; then he comes strolling out like the
Baster chick breaking from its shell" (9), he at once con-

nects the ancient mythological idea of rebirth with the

Christian belief in ressurection; at the same time the

mixed metaphor (bear to chick) denotes his own belief in
and desire for rebirth with a new identity.
B Involved also in the hero's sense of invisibility is

his sense of time. He states that the world moves "not

like an arrow, but a boomerang" (10), and warns, "beware

paring a boomerang. Keep a steel helmet handy" (10).

Invisibility acts scomewhat like a drug, giving one a dif-

ferent sense of time: ". ., . you're never quite on the

beat. Sometimes you'!re ahead and sometimes behind, In-,“
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’*stead sf“the safe and imperceptlble flowing of time, you

are aware of its nodes, those points where time stands

'lstill or fram.which it leaps ahead. And you slip into_the

breaks and look around" (11). Like a hallucinogen, in-
visibility allows one to “enter“ music, hearing in space
as well as time; allows one ts hear the silence.of sound.
And the music most important tQ the hero is a recording by
Louis Armstrong called "What Did I Do to Be So Black and
Blue?" The hero wonders if "perhaps I like Louis Armstrong
because he's msde poetry out of being invisible," or if
"it must be because he's unaware‘thaf{he is invisible"
(il). In any case, it is entirely possible that “this
compulsion to pufinvisibility down in black and white
[Is/ an urge to make music of invisibility" (11). Musiec,
history, time, blackness, and whiteness are elements that
will enter into the hero's rebirth. 'The narrator does not
intend to remain in his'bellsr forever., He states that
"A hibernation is a covert preparation for a more overt

action" (16), and it is important to note the hero's def-

inition of hiberation, for although the reader cannot be

_sure what'action i1s planned until the Epilogue, action,

it 1s important to recognize,’ls the protagonist's final

'choice. The explanatlon of "how the hero arrives at his

e

-:»-f&&'bi-'@:?’l:*a*l"&@"*'m’aﬂ”bﬂ‘w&rt”‘ﬁntrl— the end of the ~ —
story ("slthough the end is in the beginning and lies far
ahead" /[ 9¥/); the reader must first learn the answer to




- the narrator's question "But what did I do to be so blue?"
lf'h(l7)o o - | N ! | | . -

As the narrator states in the Prologue,‘“the:end is .

J l.

In the beginning." Thus at the beginning of the first
chapter the narrator relates the sum of the knowledge he
- has gained from his painful experiences:
It took me a long time and much painful
boomeranging of my expectations to achieve
a realization everyone else appears to
have been born with: That I am nobody but

myself. But first I had to discover that
I am an invisible man! (19) | «

Séarching for the meaning of his identity, like Bigger and
- John, the hero looks to those around him.for some clue of
what his life means and how he is to deal with his knowl-"
edge., The first to define the terms of existence for the
hero is his grandfather, Wwho, on his deathbed, announces
that he has been a traitor all his life in his dealings
with the'white world and advises the narrator's father on
 how to carry o; the treachery:

| I want you to overcome 'eﬁ.with yeses,

undermine 'em with grins, agree 'em to

death and destruction, let 'em swoller you
- »till they vomit or bust wide open. (19-20)

iThe grandfather's advice remains a source of confusion

-anﬁ‘diszgmfgffJ£5M£Hémﬁé£awfgfoﬁghbut the novel. TUnable
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to accept his grandfather!'s doctrine, he is also unable to

 the narrator believes that humility is the best method to

use in dealing with the white world, he is puzzled by his




matead of. belng allowed to- 1eave at- the ~~~~~ end of “the" dance,

- grandfather's definition of humility as treachery, and is
" afraid that his own humility will cause him to be looked

upon &S a,tra tor by both Negroes and whites. Worse

‘Stlll ~he finds that each time he tries to use his grand-

father!'!s advice to his own ends he becomes the victim
instead of the v1ctimizer. The narrator's graduation
speech, in which he attempts to follow his grandfather's
instructlons, leads to the first of his 1nitiatory ex-
periences. The speech is one |

e-e o 1n Wthh I showed that humility was
the secret, indeed, the very essence of
progress. (Not that I believed this--how
could I remembering my grandfather?--I only
believed that it worked.) It was a great
success. Everyone praised me and I was
invited to give the speech at a gathering
of the town's leading white citizens., It
was a triumph for our whole community.
(20-21)

Before he is able to give the speech, however, the

.narrator must participate with nine of his schoolmates

in several degrading experiences, Flrst, the boys are
issued boxing gloves and led into a large ballroom, where

they must watch a nude white dancer. Terrified as well

..as sexually excited, several of the boys cry, but in-

they are fOI’ced lntO 8. bOXing ring’ Where they are blind- e

folded and:made to partlcipate in a battle royal. After .

. the boys have fought each other, they are 1ed, sweating

and- bloody, to a rug scattered with gold coins and are

- told to-pick,up their money. As they jump onto the rug

2z ssdlhe o i e g - = remeerye =




and grasp at the coins, they find that the rug is elec-

trified‘and tbat'the ooins'efe siugs. It is only after
the narrator has gone through each of these experiences
bhat-he is alloweo to deliver his speech. His willing-
ness to perform the degrading acts and still advocate |

humillty earns him a 1eather briefcase and a scholarship

to a leading Negro college.

The three first initliatory eXperienoes in the novel
foreshadow and parallel other situations throughout the
book. Each of the protagonist's experiences anticipates
a later one, 'Henee»the nude white‘oancer anticipates the

white women who throw themselves at the narrator after he

}joins*the Bfotherhood, a group resembling the Communist

Party; the battle royal anticipates the Harlem race riot,

in which Negro'potency is once again turned against it-

self by white men; the electrified rug anticipates the

quasi-lobotomy performed~upon the narrator in the factory

hospital. The scholarship that serves to open the world

of education to the hero serves also to open the way to

- further initiation.

b Each of the chapters in tbe novel 1s a blend of The

real ‘and the surreal, and-in eacb chapter the surrealism

seems to become more intense, As Jonathan Baumbach notes,

)

" The invisible hero undengoes an 1ncrea31ngly |
§ntense succéssion of dlSlllusionlng eX =

periences. o . o The hero's final irremediable-
loss of illusion forces him underground into
the coffin (and womb) of: theeaartb to be
either finally buried or finally return.




The narrator's'career at School goes wellwin the

- beginning, for despite‘bis degrading experiences at the

smoker, the protagonist still sees himself as a poten-

" tial Booker T. Washington, and his humility and intel-

cliéénce gain him the favor of the school aaministration.

When Mr. Norton, a Northern white trustee who sees his

future in the Negroes he has helped to educate, visits

“the school, the narrator is assigned the honor of escort-

ing him around the campus. In first allowing Norton to

meet his alter ego, Jim.Trueblobd, a tenant farmer who

1s the community pariah, and, then, taking the trustee to
the GoldénDay Saloon, the\narrator precipitates bisAex-
pulsion from school and the next of his initiatory ex-
periences. In having sexual intercourse with his own.
daughter, the Negro Trueblood has committed the sin of
incest, the sin that the white Norton has unconsciously
desired to commit. By first performing the act and later

recounting the story, Trueblood frees Norton from the

stigma of the desired but unperformed action. Thus, once

again, as at the smoker; the Negro has become the white

man's‘potency:

70

T "You did and are unharmedl"™ /Norton/ shouted,

i

- hi8 blue eyes blazing into the black face

with something like envy and indignation. . . .

"You have looked upon chaos and are not

T avhent Ve o i e

But the actual knowledge of the cormmitted horror is too

terrible for Mr. Norton, and hé becomes faint. The hero

[~




| realizes that the stimulant requested by Mr.fNorton can be

 obtained at the Golden Day, a "kind of sporting-and-

n

gambling house™ uSed as a place of éecreation;for shell-.
shocked Negro veterans who are inmates of a local asylgm.
Nerton's fright and anger when he views the actiVities of
the dfunken inmate-veterans at the Golden Day result not
only from the fear of phy31ce1 violence, but from the
knowledge that these Negroes do not conform to his image
of Negroes and are thus uncontrollable by him. The re-
sponse of the supposedly insane doctor to Norton's state-
ment that he feels that bie‘destiny is somehow tied up
with that of the school angers Norton because it implies
that the destiny of the students at the college is-not
un}ike that of the madmen at the Golden Day. Norton is

afraid to face tbe knowledge that the doctor's statement

1s true and becomes even more upeet. Predicting the

lobotomy scene at the hospital, wherein the protagonist

becomes an extension of a machine, the doctor states the

 bald faets of the hero's condition:

"You see,”" he said turning %o Mr. Norton,
"he has eyes and ears and a good distended
~ African nose, but he fails to understand

the simple faCtS'Of“lif@o‘MUﬁdePSt&ﬁde” e

reglstere W1th hlS senses but saert -clir=
cuits his brain. Nothing has meaning. He |
.. takes it in but doesn't digest it. Already ..

N he ig--well bless my soul! Behold! a | * S
walking zombie! Already he's learned to |
repress not only his emotions but his hu-
manity. Hel's invisible, a walking per-
sonification of the Negative, the most
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perfect achievement of gour dreams,_sir'
The mechanical mant”

4Tbe_doctort§'statement is perhaps the core of*the |

- ﬁovel;  Everything leading up To it and everything that
.follows 1t serves only to amplify and reinforce the state-

" ment that defines the hero and explains his dilemma. The

doctor does not‘merely define, however; he goes on to

state what the hero must recognize before he can truly

’achieve his identity, what he will realize only through

a period of hibernation:

\"e « . you both fail to understand what is
r@ppening to you. You cannot see or hear
or smell the truth of what you see=-and
‘you, looking for destiny! It's classic!
And the boy, this automaton, he was made
of the very mud of this region and he sees
far less than you. Poor stumblers, neither
of' you can see the other. To you he is a
mark on the score-card of your achievement,
a thing and not a man; . . . a black
amorphous thing. And you, for all your
power, are not a man to him, but a God, a
~force. . . . He believes in you as he be-
~lieves in the beat of his heart., He be-
lieves in that great false wisdom taught
slaves and pragmatists alike, that white is
right. I can tell you his destiny., He'll
do your bidding, and for t that his blindness
is his chief asset He's your man, friend. o
Your man and your destiny. . ." (87-88) - - -

A8 T have said, the doctor's words, more than anythlno

MTmelse in the novel, tell what the novel is about .For—ltw

is important to note that as other men are blind to the

S

reasons for Norton's attack of illness after speaking to’

Trueblood, and so completely is he immersed in his awe of

!




~

;i9f'~White men that he is unable to understand the men at the

| "GoldenDaﬁ. As other people cannot see the reality of

his existence,»ﬁeither can‘be; further; he camnot see the‘»
reality of the existence bf others and it is this terrible
blindness that allows him to be usediby‘the Brotherhood,
the white citizens at the smoker, and Dr. Bledsoe, the
president of his college. It is more than naivete that
motivates the hero; it is an almost willful blindness which
arises from his refusai to face the ugly, but important,

.facté of his life--to think about and to take responsibil-
ity for his actions. | |

An evidence of the hero's Hlindness is his unfeignedd

surprise at Dr. Bledsoe's reaction to Mr. Norton's un-
séheduled side trips. The hero cannot believe that-Dr.
Bledsoe-is angry because Norton has been allowed to meet
Trﬁeblood Having seen Bledsoe's humility and deference
toward wbite v131tors, he is unable to believe that Bledsoe
would have had him disobéy Norton's-wishes by preventing
the meeting, and that humility and deference are dis-
guises for arrogance. Thus even after his expulsion from

the college because of the NQrton 1ncident the hero re-

tains hlS faitb in Dr. Bledsoe and trusts in the letters

of recommendation that Bledsoe gives hlm,

o LA R RN S

- Interposed in thls portion of tbe novel is one of
~ the "jazz-like improvisations in italics, in which the

'narrator removes himself from;the‘actiOn, extending his
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.consciousness back and forth over ‘the whole sweep of his

life, standing as it were, in disembodied fashion out-
side of it all." 40 Such passages occur throughout’the
novel and are most significant in the Prologue and Epi-
logue. 'Working well within the not completely realistic‘
novel, they serve to freeze time as, almost hypnotic 1n
effect they draw the reader 1nto a frozen tableau of
chaos. Because the writing, eSpecially in the jazz pas=
sages, 1s so 1ntense, however, the reader is unable to
pause and take a breath but is whirled about, like Alice ®
in the rabbit-hole sinking deeper and deeper into the
surreal world surroundlng the narrator. Immediately fole
lowing the dream-like passage 1s a sermon given by Homer
A. Barbee, a friend of the late Founder and an honored
guest on campus. Ironically, but not completer unex-
pectedly, Barbee, who gives the narrator .the "vision" of
the Founder, is'blind.. Thus one becomes aware'that the
characters in the novel are divided into those who are
invisible, those Who are unable to see, and those who are
both.

After his eXpulsion from the college, the narrator

feels that h1s failure has somehow been caused by his

grandfather's curse, Confused because he believes that

“
o
£

[ Y R Sty

ﬁe“bas pehaved in the ‘manner eXpected of himhand is stlll
a failure, he de01des that he must either accept Bledsoe!'s

d601810n W1thout bitterness or admit to his grandfather'

LN
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- wisdom and posthumous triumph. The hero'ﬁherefore exX~-

;plains his feelings to:Dr. Bledsoe, asks for and receives.

letters of introduction to Northern "friends of the school,
ahd ohce again allows himself to be used and betrayed. Dr.

Bledsoe's betrayal of the boy is a gratuitous display of

 power, which is ironic since one of Dr. Bledsoe's_most

admiréd attributes is his pOWer.

Since the novel Aemonstrates that the pfoéeés bf
initiation is a stripping away of illusion, each episode
in the book repeats the process of‘eXperience followed by
disillusionment for the narrator. Thus, each experience,
although outwardly different from all the others, will be
essentially the same as every other experience. Klein
statéé that "the novel'éets out to gain clarity, but no

new discovery. Its end is in its beginning. Therefore
11

with every gain in illumination the novel concludes.”

‘He adds:

Each of /the hero's/ adventures is an at-
tempt at self-definition as they each pre-
sent a seemingly fixed version of the world's
reality within which he might have a place

T for himself. He tries in each version of
reality to make a place for himself. And
then his every version eXplodeg into chaos
and he is exploded out of ift. |

- The hero's testing of different versions 6fmféaiity7in;”

volves a great deal of mobility, both geograpbical and

. 13 -
~intellectual, leading him eventually to the North to a

. job at the Liberty Paint factory, wherein is produced
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| /a/s the hero moves North, madness, -
confusion, violence, the bursting of the
irrational are always the last and the pur-
est expressions of the relationships be-
tween black and white. . . . His proper life
i1s a war, at least a guerilla action, In
“the North of industry and labor unionism,

. then, he finds that black is a disturbing
secret of the white social fabricg a secret
which has been tucked almost out of sight by
a stated ideal of liberty, a secret which to
his peril he unW1tt1ng1y Sprlngs.15

"Optic White" " paint. Klein notes that -

And at the company called Libepty Paint, black is certainly .
an important secret ingredient. The secret of the purity
of the Optic White paint is found in the addition to it of

ten drops of black dope; the mixing of the black dopé into

‘the paint becomes the job of the hero. The allegorical

extensions of the episode, its relationship to other parts
of the novel, are noted by Jonathan Baumbach:

The mixing of the black into the white is of
course symbolic: the ten drops are analagous
to the ten boys in the prize-=ring, and in each
case the white becomes whiter by absorbing the
Negro's virility, by using the black to in-
-crease the strength of the white. Yet the name
Optic White suggests it is all some kind of
visual illusion. When the black dop@ runs out,
the hero as a$prentlce paint mixer is ordered
by his boss, “the terrible Mr. Kimbro," to re-
place it without being told which of the seven
vats has the right substance, Left to his own
discretion, the hero chooses the wrong black
S liquid (concentrated paint remover) which makes
e the white paint transparent and grayish: this
-~ act symbolizes the implicit threat of Negro
- potency left to its own devices,

Yet there is the illusion of "‘another al-
ternative: When the narrator adds the black
drops to the paint whieh &lready contains the
black remover, though the mixture appears gray
to him, it passes for white in Mr. Kimbro's




eyeéj This is, in Symbol; the role~of subter-
- fuge and ingiltration--hismgrandfather's‘legacy
and curse,< |

Baumbach neglects to note that thevpaint“paSSing for white

in Kimbro's eyes also suggests that the color black; like
the hero,.is iﬁvisible.,

The hero undergoes several changes of identity‘in‘the
course of the novel, each entalling a symbblic death and
rebirth. The explosion of the furnace that the hero is
tending heralds one of the most surrealistic scenes in the

novel and one of the most violent identity changes.

Knocked unconscious by one machine, the hero, the "mechan-

1cal man," is putvinto another machine, to be started

agaln. The shock treatments from the latter machine re-

- call the electrified rug on which the hero received his

first literal and symbblic shocks. The hospital scene
implies both lobotomy and castration. Lobotomy is implied
through the neutralization of part of the hero's braiﬁ.
The voice which the hero hears sas he 1s lying on the table
states,

", . + We apply pressure in the proper

degrees to the major centers of nerve

control--our concept is Gestalte-and. the . .

TUPesult is as complete a change of person-
e @l ty as you'll find in vour famous fairy-
o tale cases of criminals transformed into

amiable fellows afterﬂall‘t@g@mbloody”busigﬁﬁm“;
———Ne8s of a brain operation. And what's more

e o o The patient is both physically and
neurally whole." " (206) |




his ¢l

~situation with whiech he is confronted rather than to- the
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~ his being left by the machine without identity, without

potency of self, The machine becomes,.in effect, his

' mother. The cord attached to his stomach node symbolizes,

of course, the umbilical cord cut from him so that he can

- leave the machine. His "elimb out of the case" (213) is -

mb from the womb. While he is in the machine,

o

there comes to the hero an insight into his non-physical
identity which, like the insight of the mad doctor at the
Golden Day, 1s ignored.

I wanted freedom, not destruction. It

was exhausting, for no matter what scheme

I conceived, there was one constant flaw--

myself. There was no getting around it.

I could no more escape than I could think

of my identity. Perhaps, I thought, the

two things are involved with each other.

When I discover who I am, I'll be free., (212)

The hero's insight is, of course, the answer to all

his problems. When he discovers the meaning of his life,
his identity, he will finally be free of the people who
use him as an object, he will be free of the illuslions
and gullibility that make him so ripe for exploitation,
and most important, he will be free of his invisibility.

That the hero can apply his knowledge only to the specific

'Mcentrél”problemjthat is his 1life is a flaw in his per+*“mwmww
sonality, ~that this knowledge comes to him at 211 is a

flaw in Fllison's art. That the solution to the hero's

dilemma is stated boldly by him without his awareness

that it is the solution seems to be a way for the author




19 :
to bypass the narrator in his communication with the read-
"~ er. (A similar flaw is found in Native Son, where, since o
Bigger 1s so much less articulate than Wright, Wright 13 ?“, “5{
forced to resort to some -sort of bypass more often.) Al- o
though bypassing the narrator happens too infrequently fo
be the major flaw which Klein see8, he is partially right
in stating that |
/The hero/ 1s sometimes an ingenu, sometimes
a naive Gulliver when gullibility should be
impossible, sometimes, suddenly, the author.
There is a constant struggle between the two,
Ellison straining not to let his hero know 17
| too much because that will give the book away.
| After the "operation™ the hero finds a room with Mary,
§ a Negro woman who attempts to give him the identity of a
5 leader. Wanting the narrator to be a "credit to the race,"
f she speaks to him constantly of responsibility and lead-
? ership. The hero 1s both grateful for hef solicitude and ;
f resentful of her talk: \ | ’ _~.:ﬂ
‘Other than Mary I had no friends and desired WL
none, Nor did I think of Mary as a "friend"; " .
she was something more--a force, a stable, | o
familiar force like something out of my past
which kept me from whirling off into the un-
, known which I dared not face., It was a most
g painful position, for at the same time, Mary
i o reminded me constantly that something was ex- |
. | o peCted of me, some act of leadership, some.. .. .. X
; ' newsworthy achievement; and I was torn be- ’
" R m i W RGN I‘?esen‘ting her f@ra 4t and 1@vin g herfor-~~* e o
2 | the nebulous hope she kept alive. (225) 4
R e ~ Theunknownthatthe hero "dared not face" is the —— L
é - ~ meaning of his life, and Mary, the ideal mother-figure,
will protect her adopted son-stranger frdm,the painful




knowledge that awaits_him.‘ For knowing ﬁhe.platitudes and -
“stereotypes that govern his life and, indeed, the lives of
J“dll Negroes, the hero is afraid to look for the reality

behind them; he is afraid to examine them in the light of

his own life, afraid, in short, as Ellison says, "to run

w18

the risk of his own humanity. However, the problem of

1dentity does remain irksome for him, and, on a cold winter-

day in Harlem, he thinks that he has begun to discover .

s someé of the answers to his questions. Symbolically and

| literally, the way northward has meant the way to freedom
for Negroeg,'and’a form of freedom comes to the narrator
when he impulsively buys a hof yam from a street peddler.
Stanley Edgar Hyman sees the hero's equation of "yam"
with "i am" as a coming "to terms with his Negro identity
and folk traditidn, while maintaining his quest for a

2 T A P o R R R e gl
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fully developed human consciousness." ~ And in some
ways the hero does come to terms with his "Negroness"
those moments on the street:
e o o I no longer felt ashamed of the things

I had always loved. What and how much had
I lost by trying to do only what was expected

- _of me instead of what I myself had wished to . oroici
~do? What a waste, what a senseless waste.

But what of those things which you actvally

didn't like, not because you were not supposed

to like them, not because to dislike them was
““considered a mdrk of refinement and education--

but because you actually found them distaste-

ful? . . . How could you know? It involved a

problem of choice. I would have %o weligh

many things carefully before deciding and

there would be some things that would cause

i




81

quite a bit of trouble simply because I had
never formed a personal attitude toward so
- much. I had accepted the accepted attitudes
and it had made life seem simple. . . . (232)
The hero!'s reasoning, then, would seem to have led
him to a solution to one of the central problems in his

search for identity: the assumption that accepted at-

)
titudes are correct and should thus be accepted at face
value is a wrong one and should not be maede, His "I yam

what I am" (231) should be a simple but profound state-

ment in that the hero should finally be able to realize | :

that he is only what he wishes to be and not what others

make him. However, the simplicity of the statement be-
lies its profundity, and when the hero eats the last yam
and finds that it tastes unpleasant because it is frost-

bitten, the reader is aware that, as "yam" stands for

TSN

"T am," so does the yam's unpleasant taste stand for the

hero's inability to acknowledge his failure to admit the

weaknesses 1in his search for identity. The statement

"I yam what I am" is not enough. Until the hero looks
at himself realistically and discovers what he truly is,
he will certainly find that "Sdme'things . ; . cause | .

__quite a bit of trouble" when one is trying to find one's

___accepted by him as his own because of his intellectual

and emotional dishonesty; that he will again be used by .

others as their pawn. Thus, because the solution seems -

all too simple to him;'he‘becqmes involved with the
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I ) 'Brotherhood2o and 1s unable to realize ekactly what the

. Brotherhood and his'place'in 1t mean to him in terms of

his search for himself,

.The“hero experiences another change of identity when
he agrees to join the Brotherhood after he is heard making
a speech protesting-the eviction of an elderly couple

from their Harlem apartment. Once in the Brotherhood he

is given a new name and with it a“new non-identity. He
"begins to realize the nature of his poeition in the Broth-
erhood when he asks hiﬁself; "What was I, a man or a
natural resource?” (263)., Without knowing it, he has
discovered the crux of his relationship to the organiza-

»»»» tlon. For the hero is a natural resource, one thrown

from out of the masses, one whose eloquence can be har-

nessed and then manipulated by the powers-that-be within

the Brotherhood to serve their own ends. Thus the me-
chanical man becomes a natural resource with little aware-
ness that he is, or ever has been, either one.
. The Brotherhood decrees that the hero must assume a
: heW'n&me and a new personality and that, to implement his

new identity, he must leave his room at Mary's and ceaSeQ

oo o *writing‘to his parents. ‘The changes sadden him somewhat R

but his vision of himself as a leader of his race, as

e ———=——=gnother" Founder, ‘more than~ eompensates'for“the”ﬁeoeesari"‘"'“‘
changes. As he 1s packing, he notices, for the first
time, in hls room an iron bank,

the cast-iron figure of a very bléck, red-




manner.,

- Iipped and wide-mouthed Negro, whose white
eyes stared up at me from the floor, his
face an enormous grin, his single large
black hand held palm up before his chest.
It was a bank, a piece of early Americana.
e o+ o For a second I stopped, feeling hate
charge within me, then dashed over and
grabbed it, suddenly . . . enraged by the
tolerance or lack of discrimination, or
whatever, that allowed Mary to keep such a
self-mocking image around. . . . (277)

Thus, "the hero begins to repudiate his Negro per-
sona--hehsavagely breaks Mary's ironfigﬁrine which repré-
sents the very idea of the Negro in parody, concealing it
in his briefcase for the rest of the novel beca&se he can-

not, literally and symbolically, dispose of it in any
n2l - - J | |

Once in the:Brotherhood the narrator finds himself
swept along by others,vunable to\become q;ite the leader
Ee imagined. Sent uptown and downtown by his superiors
in the organization, he is still not aware of the manner
in which he is being used. Again, he undergoes a change
of identity, but this change is not so much a change as &
total acceptance of the new identity given to him by the
Brotherhood. After giving his first major speech, the

e,

narrator reaslizes that

e e s m e e e g
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. . . from now on my life would be differ-

ent, . . . What had come out was campletéiy“W“““““W“*““”*W“**
uncalculated, as though another self within
me had taken over and held forth. . . .

" Bven my technique had been different;
no one who had known me at college would -
have recognized the speech. But that was as

1t should have been, for I was someone new--
even though I had spoken in a very old- |
fashioned way. I had been transformed. . . .
My possibilities were suddenly' broadened. (306)
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. Through the Brotherhood the hero meets thrée_men'who

are seemingly very different from.him.and from each other,

Yet each of them possesses an identity that answers some

deep need of the hero, so that before the novel ends he

has assumed, to some degree, the ldentity of each of tbe;
| ‘ 22 | N
] méen,  Tod Clifton, Ras the Destroyer and Bliss Proteus
| '.,;: - Rinehart are, in effect, three different facets of any

man's personality or identity. Allegorically, the men

stand for Integrity, Anger or Malice, and Cunning. Tod,

perhaps the only noble character in the novel, is S ym-
pathetic to Ras's motives but is too civilized to acceﬁt
~the Destroyer's methods. Baumbach explains that S §

he Brotherhood . . . with its cant of L

historic necessity," represents to Clifton .z
the enlightened alternative to racist vio- -
lence through which the Negro can effect his
protest. Entrapped by the Brotherhood *
through the commitment imposed by his integ- o
rity, Clifton becomes, even more than the “ |
narrator, a victim of the Brotherhood's be-

trayal, Like the implicit suieide of Conrad's
Lord Jim, Clifton's death o . . is a sacrifice

to a culpability too egregious to be redeemed
in any other way and, at the same time, "a
final, if gratutitous, act of heroism. TIn
glving himself up to be murdered, Clifton
takes on himself the whole responsibility for
the Brotherhood's betrayal of the Negro, If =
by his Sa@rifiQ?WbﬁmQOes;ﬁQt“Eed@@mﬂtheUharowmeMﬁiﬁ;d?wm et
- 4 | “T%bﬁfhiéMOWn”culpability9 he at least through e
1 wwhis-@Xample“setS”up”tBe"possibility of L%he .
L - ~ hero's/ redemption. If the various charvacteps
| with whom the "invisible" hero is confronted
o g ————=-Pépresent possible states Of‘beihgg"CIifggn',
: o - 8ymbolizes the nearest thing to an ideal.<>.

Clifton changes from a respected member of the Brothér-

hood to a street-corner peddler selling dancing puppet
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than by selling the dolls, attempts to turn his back on

\“thewsaerifice“of'hi3”1ife. Althoagh the ﬁero's perceptlon'”"

doils»which; ih their grinning,cardboard faces and'tbeir
‘ebility to be manipulated, not only mock the Negro general-

1?, but aré a symbolic representation of the hero as he

. exists in his role of spokesman for the Brotherhood. The

hero spits at the grinning doll which Clifton is demon-

- strating, symbolically performing the murder of Clifton,

an act which a policeman cOmmits in reality a few'moments
later. Baumbach states that

/W/hen the hero knocks over the doll, an
onlooker laughs at what he thinks 1s the
likeness between the Spltter and the spat-
on doll. As Clifton in selling the obscene
doll has been mocking himself, the hero in

| a spitting at the doll has been attacking him- L
e 8elf as well as Clifton, though without - s

benefit of awareness. Only after his show-

down with the Brotherhood (and even then in-

completely) does the hero become aware that

he has been performing all along as if he 2)

were, in life-size, the dancing puppet-doll.
Clifton, knowing that he does greater harm to his

integrity by performing the demands of the Brotherhood

the mOvament and step outside history. The knowledge that
his act is misunderstood by the hero, and by others like

him, compels Clifton to perform.én even more forceful act,

s :

and 1n318ht are somewhat limited, he does understand clif-

_ton's. sacriflce.thhe.public funeral--and- eration, plaﬁned
and acted out by the narrator, lead to-his break with the
Brotherhood and ultimately to the race riot on the streets

2
of Harlem. > In order to escape belng caught by his
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"»ﬂ.various’ enemies '(das's men and agents of the Brotherhoo‘d‘),
Ithe hero adopts one of Rinehart's dnguises and thereby
uncovers a world of 1limitless possibilities, For Bliss ;
Proteus Rinehart, like the Proteus of Greek mwth,'has many o N §
faces. He is at once Preacber, Numbers- runner, Lover, and .

) GaMbler.» The hero, in adoptlng Rlnehart's many faces; dis; S
covers that when one is everybody, one is also nobody one

' 1s again invisible. Invisibility, however, is a necessity

~at this point in the hero's life, and he puts his invisi- o

. bility tbo good use 1n escaping his enemies., Having dis-
covered the Brotherhood!'s betrayal, first of Clifton; then

;i;of himself,theherohasresolvedtoattemptﬁonce.again‘to--éwewww~f

turn his grandfather's curse into a blessing, to "overcome
lem with yesses . . . agree 'em to death and destruction,
let 'em.swollervyou till they vomit or bust wide open."
Once again, however, he 1is unable to follow his grand-

father's advice., In attempting to thwart the Brotherhood

'by'pretending to agree with it, he has actually furthered
its plans. He has unwittingly helped the Brotherhood by-
indirectly causing the Harlem riots. The sight of Negro

against Negro, of Negro poteney agaln turned agalnst it-

D NYUR R

'_'“selffty'tbe white world in order to make the white world th%ﬂf““““wgs

more powenful, gives the narrator a profound sense of re-

e . el piis e

| sponsibility.T For the flrst time 1n ‘his life the hero con-w“w,,ﬂ_

o siders the consequences of hls acts and takes responsibil-

ity for them: | B
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‘It was not suicide, but murder: The committee

had planned it. And I had helped, had been a
tool. A tool just at the very moment I had
thought myself free. By pretending to agree,

I had indeed agreed, had made myself responsi-
ble for  that huddled form lighted by flame and
gunfire in the street, and all others whom
now the night was making ripe for. death. (L,78)

out the novel are very much in evidence in the section

—der,

dealing with the riots. As the hero begins to gain self- =~

knowledge,

L —t

/t/he flaming buildings and streets, the burnt
tar stench, the black figures moving shadow-
like through the eerily illuminated night be-
come an evocation of Hell=-a mirror for the .

s-.m - hero's raging interior guilt. At the center

periences the deaths of his various corrupted
identities, shedding the false skins to gev
_at the pure invisibility underneath. . o - To
propitiate Ras and stop the riot, the hero
disavows allegiance to the Brotherhood, kill-
ing in effect his Brotherhood-self, But as he
18 invisible, he is unheard--his words as
always not communicating his meanings. Struck
by the absurdity of the demonic Ras on horse-
back, of the senseless pillage and murder
around him and . - . of existence itself, the

heroc is for the moment willing to relinquish. o

" his life if it will make the white man see
him and, consequently, seé himself, But the
example of Clifton's meaningless suicide dis-
suades him, Faced with death, he decides that
1t is "better to live out one's own absurdity
than to die for that of others, whether for

A STy« e i < PR Rl s .

Rasts or Jacz’.l{“s" (484 )g_ -YWhen-in-ge 1fp120tec_

The Christian symbols which have been evidentlthroughé~u

- “of the I"iﬂtmat the Vefy’ seat Of Felle==he eXe= .. _ R ——

— - tion, he impales Ras, who is in a sense the

deepest of his identitiesgh@’ezpéfiéhbéS“fﬁé ,
- jllusion of death andfrebirthoz |

------

 The cycle of ‘death and rebirth is at the base of Christi-

s £y . :
2 A%
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anity and, although the hero's life does not in many ways

 parallel the life of Christ and the chronology does not




 bhim), the hero is baptized by an exploding water main. Be-

‘.";foIIbW'sequentially, the hero does eXperienceﬂHell, death
" and rebirth,‘and baptism. Strugglihg to,reach Mary,'his

- fore he can reach Mary,‘he 1s chased by two men and, flee- T
ing from them, falls 1nto an open manhole. The manhole'
- becomes the place in which he conceives the idea of re- ‘f'_x%ﬂwwg

‘malining underground. His idea leads him to the cellar

burns the papers that contain his past, the papers that

~to burn every paper in the brief-case" (}j91). All burn

- e - ' - - T i

- -
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exlandlady (who, as noted before, is a kind of'mother to

room, symbolic of Purgatory, in which he will Spend hlS

'hibernation before returning to the world, a new man, Be-

fore the hero can hibernate and meditate, however, he must )

-~completely shed his old identities. One by one the hero |

are the symbols of his o0ld selves., His high-school
dipldma, Clifton's doll, anonymous letters, the card-on

which his Brotherhood name is written--all are burned as

the hero realizes "that to light my way out I would have -

¢

quickly except for Clifton's doll, which "burned so stub-
bornly that /he/ reached inside the case for something

else" (h?l)._ Running in utter fear, the hero finally feels _

'before returnlng to Mary. Whlle resting, he has ‘& strange

—«he.-18. free and eellapees in -exhaustion, intending to rest :zif%w~m%-

v AN

) dream in‘which he 1s castrated by Jack and Tobitt “two of

his superiors in the Brotherhood at the price of his

manhood his male identity, he becomes finally free of all
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"   iiipSIOhs. Upon awakening, he réalizes.that he can return .

7"_tono part of his old life:

I could approach it only from the outside,

and I had been as invisible to Mary as T

had been to the Brotherhood. No, I couldn't

return to Mary's, or to the campus, or to

the Brotherhood, or home. I could only

move ahead or stay here, underground., So u

I would stay here until I was chased out. . .

Here, at least, I could try to think things

out in peace, or, if not in peace, in quiet.
- I would take up residence underground., The

end was in the beginning. (h?h?

The hero's history ends with his decision to remain
underground. The epilogue, which takes place in the hero's

- present, recounts what he has learned while in the cellar.

4

feels that its underlying meaning is perhaps that one
should "yes to death" not the men who control soclety, the
Nortons or the Brotherhood, but rather that one should
acquiesce to the principles that are the foundations of
America. In a conclusion that rings éomewhat less true
than the rest of the novel the hero thinks,

Could he have meant--hell; he must have
meant the principle, that we were to affirm
_the principle on which the country was built

and not the men, or at least not the men who
did the violence. (96) -

- - — — s

In a sudden dawning of knowledge, a dawning tha

. most of his life in comlng, the hero realizes that he must

“take responsibllity for his actions; that he can affirm
- the principles that he believes must be affirmed only
through his actions, and thus must act with thought. and W-'

care:

-

t has taken 1



Was ‘it that we of all we, most of all had
to affirm the p:l.":‘mc:iple,9 the plan in whose
name we had been brutalized and sacrificed--
‘not because we were afraid or opportunistic,
but because we were older than they in the
~sense of what it took to live in the world
with others. « . » Or was it, did he mean
that we should affirm the principle because
we, through no fault of our ownh, were linked
to all the others in the loud, clamoring,
semi-visible world, that world seen only as
a fertile field for exploitation by Jack and
- his kind, and with condescension by Norton
and hieg who were tired of being the mere
‘pawns in the Tfutile game of "making history"?
Had he seen that for these too we had to say
"yes" to the principle, lest they turn upon
us to destroy both it and us? (LL97)

In the cellar the hero 1earns that he is linked to

the rest of his race, but as a man rather than as a "race

leader." It is in the cellar, too, that he learns that

the world has become one of "infinite'possibilities.

For where he once trled to understand the world, he has

now come to understand himself and his relationship to B
the world; he has learned that he is "invisible, not blind"
(499), and thus has the sbility to act. Ellison states:

In the Epilogue the hero discovers what

he had not discovered throughout the book:

You have to meke your own decisions;

You have to think for yourself. . . . The

hero's invisibility is not a matter of not

being seen, but a refusal to run the risk
-----0f -his ewn humanity, which involves guilt:
e e e e He must agsert and achleve his own

—— wwwhumanity. ¢ o

Tbu S, th e be ro. d ecides Niinally to aome out. frgm_ e ;Wu;_',h._,i;;’_ - rm
- hiding. Feeling that there is a role Ln.society for éven

an invisible man, he edmes to think that perhaps his great-

est social crime lies in overstaying his hibernation.\ He
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'is'comiﬁg'out;”a new man, to play a éqcially fesponsfble
role, perhaps the devil's advocate. And his message to
‘his readers is an important clue to both the hero's func -
tion and Eilison's purpose. For whén thé hero asks his
final question, "who knows but that, on the lower fre-
quencies, I speak for you?," the reader feels that more
than any of the other characters studied here, more than
most héroes.of modern,ficfion, ﬁhis invisible; ﬁaméles;"“

man speaks for us all.

e
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.'which @ majority of readers can. ident;fy, eleménts"that““ -

CONCLUSIONS

Richard Wright James Baldwin, and Ralph Ellison, nen
of different backgrounds and interests, share the bond of
members of a persecuted race as well as that shared by
authors. Each in his first novel wrote of a young man
about to become an adult but_hampered in his efforts toward
identity by society, family, and personal'liabilities.

Each is concerned in his wriﬁing'not onlyYWith the problens

faced by any.young man on the threshold of:maturity but -

“also with the more specific disadvantages faced by the

young Negro. The concern is understandable, but it is one

“that can very easily affect the tone and quality of a

artlstic work, Thus, one must consider each of the three
novels from a twofold point of view: first, one must ex-
amine how well each author has shown' the struggle for
identity that concerns his protagonlst, at the same time,
one must discover how the specific concerns of race have
affected the work. .

As stated in the introduction to this study, & work

of art, if 1t is to ‘endure, must contain elements with

transcend time and place. In efﬁect if a novel is to be

a lastlng work 1t must explore the problems conrrenting~w“-w

humanlty in general as well as the problems confrontlng
“any specific individual, and it must explore these prob-
lems with artistry. For as“Ellisonnhas stated,

S
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« o« o o« protest is not the source of

the inadequacy characteristic of most novels
by Negroes, but the simple failure of craft,
bad writings; the desire to have protést per-
form the difficult task of art, the belief
that racial suffering, social injustice or
ideologies of whatever mammy-made variety is
enough. o o o |
: s o o protest is an element of all art,
thouph it does not necessarily take the form
of speaking for a political or social program.
It might appear in a novel as a technical
assault against the styles which have gone

! before,_or as protest against the human con-
dition.d

Thus, it is not protest with which one must find fault,
but the failure of craft it 1is not ‘the presence of prob-

lems thst are faced by only the Negro with which one must

three authors to deny them would _be folly as well as dis-

;honesty) but with how well each of the authors has "tried:

« « o to transform these elements into art."

Native Son, Go Tell It On The Mountaimy; and Invisible

| Man have, of course, certain qualities in common as well

as certain disparities. The protagonist of each is a young
boy (although the ages differ) approaching manhood and
searching for the meaning of his life, his identity. John

Grimes is ‘the youngest of the three,.et fourteen years old

'ZBlgger Thomas and J‘—*ll.’L.son's.u:nnr:xmed hero are several years

older. All three 11ve in Northern 01ties, although Elli- -

son's hero has mlgrated from the South. Bigger.ls the

least intelligent of the three while Ellison's hero is the

most educated, having had several years of college., REach
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of tbe three is, to some degree, an outsider. ;For Bigger,

| life is extremely solitary. He cannot speak of his inti-

mate feelings to his family and is not understood by his.

friends or girlfriend, nor does he know himself well., John,-

too, lives very much within himself unable to discuss his

2

_hopes and plans with his family and having few friends. El-

~lison's hero is very often surrounded by people, but is

invisible to them,{ Of course the problem which affects gll

three protagonists is race. Each is Negro, and the diffi-
'culty each has in discovering hls identity is intensified

by his color. -

blesome, but for most young men the world is one of almost
limitless possibilities and choice always exists. For the
Negro, however, the problem of identity is complicated by
the limits of his world»and by the'people wWho wish to choose
an identity for him. Thus, the relligious ldentity offered
to John has in a sense been chosen for him by the white |

world, which allowed the Negro race religion as one of the

few areas to which it could turn. Ellison's hero, as has

been ShOW“aJiSﬁiFY?§iP}?wPQwWhits;mengmwUnfoxtunately,Whe

- For most young men, ‘the question of identity is trou- '

entire blame for Bigger's condition on the whlte world

As noted in the ohapter dealing with Native: Son,

Wright's novel is the least‘Vartistlc or universal of the

three. One cannot separate the novel from its time. Nor
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1s 1t possible to make Bigger into a living, breathing char-

‘acter. Ellison notes that | _ .

In Native Son, Wright began with the

ideological proposition that what whites think
~of the Negro's reality is more important than
what Negroes themselves know it to be., Hence
Bigger Thomas was presented as a3 near-subhuman
indictment of white oppression. He was designed
to shock whites out of their apathy and end the
circumstances out of which Wright insisted
Bigger emerged., Here environment is all--and
interestingly enough, environment conceived
solely %n terms of the physical, the non-con-
scious.

| The‘limits'that are imposed on Bigger by the white world
certainly do exist,¥but é work of art, a work of 1ong-1ast-_
ing value, would also explore the limits imposed on Bigger
from other sources. As previously noted, the reader is
told very little of Bigger's family or his youth. The
‘emotional environment in which he lives is left almost
-entirely to the imagination.‘ If Bigger has any emotional
resources to fall back on, the reader is unaware of them.
WTight's protest is shocking, but his art, sadly enough,
fails. As Ellison states, -

« « o Without arguing Wright's right to his
personal vision, I would say that he was
himself a better argument for my approach
than Bigger was for his. And so . . . is

James Baldwin. Both are true Negro Ameri-

of personal realization which I see as a
saving aspect of American life. Surely

—eo - cans,  And both affirm the broad possibility - |

_MzbisWmuGhﬂcan»b@madmittedawitbout~denyingw-

the,injﬁstice which all of us have pro- -
tested. . -

‘Surely there are few who would even attempt to dehy

that grave injustices havé existed and do exist in American
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society.  But Bigger is not totally a vietim of white op-

pression. How differentmﬁould he be in a*world of greater

possibilities? How mbre_able would he be to communicate

his personal longings; to gain his personal desires?

Wright does not give a full enough portrait, or an honest

enough one, to allOw the readér to answer these questions..
Wright communicates his anger masterfully, and he has,

certalnly, delivered an indictment of the white world. His

novel, however, would be infinitely more meaningful if the

R AN T AL Kt D I G R BT L 0 A A AR R ol e Mt rade i e e T s R ] D O . L o _
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characters he portrayed were not stereotyped, 1f they had

- human counterparts.

Wright's cormitment to his thesis distorted his view

of reality, so that his charabterséige neither real nor

symbolic of reality. Instead they are\cardboard figurés

c#eated to illustrate a thesis instead of human nature.

Bigger's learning that he must accept the responsibility e

for his crime in brder to be free, thét, more important, he |
_'must accept himself, makes him almost human, and at the ?

end of the book one is almost convincedmpf his humanity.

Oné canﬁonly;sympathize, however, not empathize. It is

_difficult to identify with a symbol; one identifies. better . —~~~w~%wgma”

~——  with a reality...Kleinvs strictures are correct: 7

3

More than the others, because the tra=-__ i

ditions "have been made and because the po-

- litical necessity 1s pressing, the Negro A
novelist runs the risk of protest 1Lterature,
of collapsing his tricksy humanity into a
soclal plea or a social warning. The tra-
'dition of protest for the Negro can be seen
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to be located ultimately in three market-
able ghosts: in Uncle Tom, in the Negro who
I ~»  1s white, and in Bigger Thomas, with little
B L cholce between them. And not only must the

| e Negro novelist by participating in a stereo-
- | - type frustrate the truth of the Negro's indi-

f | vidual humanity, after which nothing about
politics or any Negro can be learned, but he
risks converting the stereotype into his own
personality. When he accepts the stereotype
.of his protest as his truth, then his reality
has collapsed into socio%ogy, and he has be-
come his own propaganda.

‘Unfortunately, Wrightts reality'dié"boliapée inﬁoh'
sociology,” and Native Son is a lesser work for it. The

same turn toward sociology has been taken by Baldwin, céus— |
ing his frankly protesting, non-fiction essays to far out-
‘Shine his-lgter works 6f fictioﬁ, which often try to combine —

protest with art and fail in much the same way as Native

.

Son. Fortunately, Go Tell It On The Mountain is free of -
propaganda, displaying what Klein calls

s S « « o Obligations prior to Negro-ness /which

? | J. Saunders Redding, a prominent Negro critic,
explains as/ . . . "The human condition, the
discovery of self. Community, “Identity.
Surely this must be achieved before it can be -
‘seen that a particular ldentity has a relation
to a common identity, commonly described as
human.” The sense of self within the human
condition, the qualities of identity and
community, and the motions between identity
‘and cormunity are just what /Baldwin and
Ellison/ came forward to write about.

S 7777 Baldwin writes abou£ é Yoﬁng boy who is quite real to

‘aﬁyon@wﬂhcmrQMﬁmb@rswadglescenbe;wwwitg@gtwbeiﬁgmecnsciOuEfyﬁ*ww
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aware of'what'he is doing, ‘John Grimes is attempting to’
establisb an identity separate from the identity offered
to him by the community in which he lives. The presence

P

.




_of the white world and its effect on his identity, as well
as on the identities of his relatives, are indicated subtly
but poﬁerfully; At the»same time, Baldwin,unlikeerigﬁt;
shows that each of his characters consists of more than the
definition imposed by the white world. His characters, in
‘their weaknesses and strengths, have qualities in common
with-mQSt men, not only with most Negroes. John's fumblings,
his anguish, his inability to communicate his needs to his |
family link him with all young men who are poignant because
tbej“have not yet learned to disguise their need. At the
same time, the specifics of his condition (his family's
religion, his slum environment, his coior, the problems
‘faced by his family only because of their race) make John
most particularly what he is: a young Negro boy trying to
find himself in a world in which most young Negroes, as |
well as most young men, are 1sst. Thus, his problems are
at once general and specific; his situation is both common

- and individual. Like most human beings, then, John is at

“the same time both'ordinary and ﬁnique.

Baldwin has created a world that is familiar and dis-

turbing. His characters are, by and large, real human

I T beings and one can sympathize with thelr frailties. This
&

1s not to say that the novel is flawless, one must recog-

nize Baldwin's over-sympathetic portrait of Richard his
failure to find some way to allow John to know of his true

heritage (a knowledge that is all-impdrtant if John is to




grow into full manhood), and his allowing John's decision

to be saved to appear as a permanent one, when all evidence

of the novel points to this decision as the acceptance of

only a stop-gap identity, assumed by John until he can dis-

cover his real self, These faults prevent the no#el from

being a gfea% one; they do not, however, limit it in the

way that Native Son is limited, nor do they prevent it from

being a fine and sensitive portrait of a young man. The

novel presents a story that is meaningful now and that will

continue to be meaningful as long as people try to under-

stand the problems preventing them from living fully and

happily with themselves. o«

Ellison, too, has written, in Invisible Man, a novellwith

meaning for more than one segment of society. Baumbach most

concisely explains the novel:

~ rendering, profoundly all of us.?. . ...

Ellison's novel chronicles a series of
initiatory experiences through which its
naive hero learns, to his disillusion and
horror, the way of the world, . . . Invisible
Man takes place, for the most part, in the
uncharted spaces between the conscious and.
the unconscious, in the semi-1it darkness
where nightmare verges on reality and the
external world has all the aspects of a
disturbing dream, Refracted by satire, at
times cartooned, Ellison's world is at once

wgurr@aluand,realgwe@mie>and*tfagiﬁg grotesque T
and normal--our world viewed in its essen-

tials. Though the protagonist of Invigible
Man is a Southern Negro, he is, in Eilison's

Srontidin e

Ellison has stated that he understands a bit more about

:;himself as a Negro because literature has taught him some~

tbing;of his identity as Western man, as politicai being,B,h




 and in the same way he has created a character who is West-

ern man, political being first, Negro second. The hero
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is buffeted about by various forces and used by certain men
because of what he is as a human, not because of what he is
 ﬁ:w as a Negfo. And although some situations occur in his life
only because he is a Negro, although some of the humilia-
tion and degradation that he suffers would not happen to a
White man in precisely the same way, the hero'is-invisible
(and blind) largely because he is too cowardly to take fhe
~responsibility for his actions, too timid to assert him-
self, too weak to "run the risk of his own humanity,"

Thus, the narrator is a character who, in his essence,
1s comprehensible to most readers; not only is he compre-
hensible, he is at times unéomfortably familiar., That the

“hero is ripe for eéxploitation, because in many ways it is

- easier to be used than topreSist, is one of the elements
that give the novel its universal quality. That a Negro;
because of his historical background in America, is of'ten
riper fo? exploitation than a white man, that he is toé
'often subject to humiliation and degradation are truths
that give fhe work an added dimensiénignotherhlevgiugfwwmm

s e e e 1 Ve i pu R O Y T P
T TN-.Q,. . . g

. meaning. Ellison raises botb~anger énd-agony”tbﬁthé“léVél”"“““Wwwf

2

of art and creates a world that is real,'disturbing, and
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- recognizable at the same time as it is 1llusionary, chaobic,

and surreal. Hassan states that

Ellison, who has the formal sense of a”jazz'
musician and the instinct of a singer of blues,




understands that anger or agony is transient
without art. Turbulence, in private or polit-
ical life, amounts to a denial of the dignity -
of man., To acknowledge the innate dignity of - ~
mankind is also to reconcile the idea of free-

dom prescribed in “the founding political doc-
uments of America with the violence of a Har-

lem race riot. The act of reconciliation is

an action of what Ellison calls Mind, a fact

of form. The "Negro question® becomes a3

question of determining the essence of the

human in a way that the questioning and tor-

mented mind can grasp, The credsd is one that:
requires him to exploit the resources of irony,

And it prompts him . . . to draw upon the hegl-

ing powers of the American Joke and Negro

blues,?

Ellison, then,-has Written & work in which the elements
noted by Hassan--irony, the American Joke, Negro blues--are .
skillfully interwoven with symbolism, sehsitive character-
ization,iand surrealistic as well as realistic description,
to portray a world in essence. The narrator is at once
the least and the most realistic of all three“protagdnists,
the hérdest to pin down and the egsiest to identify, the
least sympathetic but the one withwhom it is easiest to sym-
pathize., He is.invisible, but he is man,

The questién, then, to which this study is a partial
reﬁly, is'ﬁhéther wrighp, Baldwin, and Ellison are ma jor

- artists whose works will livewbeypnd‘the tiﬁe in éhich they

- vere written, will be comprehensible to men who have mor

- lived through the evénts described, will behﬁfg;y §q§wgg§gmmm -

‘only by time. Artistically, there is 1ittle question that
Invisible Man will stand up to the rigors of time. Tt is

unfortunate that Native Son was more propagandistic than

it

l. A ‘ | .,, - w . . : |
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| 'aftistic.to begin with and Seemsxmore S0 with the passage

of time. Tt is difficult to make a Judgment on Go Tell It

_On The Mountaln, but in many ways it lacks the deep skill

and artistry necessary to a ma jor work of art and thus will
most probably be”surpassed by other similar but better

written novels of its type.-

Turning to content it would seem that as Civil RightsA.

becomes less of an 1mportant issue, Wright's creation will
become less of an important work (as it has become already

less important since its initial publication) while Go

Tell It On The Mountain and Invisible Man, to a greater

degree,~will remain‘meaningful as long as the éssential

problems confronting human nature remain unsolved.,

Y
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- Chapter I ‘.' | - 7 B a
lebért‘A. Bone, The Negro Novel in America (New Haven,
2

The importance of the African ancestry of the majority

of American Negroes 1is usually negligible, It is virtually

”%““““%L“lmpossible to trace the ancestry of the American Negro who )
is a descendant of slaves beyond the first records of slavery
in America. Further, the African heritage has played little
part in the evolution of the culture of the American Negro.
3Julian Mayfield, "Tnto the Mailnstream and Oblivion,"
The American Negro Writer And His Roots--Selected Papers
from The First Conference of Negro Writers. March, 1959,
. (New York, 1960), p. 33.
LLIbid.
5 |
Bone, p. 215,
6Ibid. )
7 1t 1. N S
Ralph Elllsen, Rlchard erght’s Blues, Anti h LT
Review (June, 1qu5 D 210 I
lBone, p. 1hl. In the late twentles, a group of Negro
writers, including Countee Cullen and Langston Hughés,-wrofe'




had been during the magnlflcent twenties a passionate. and mmmwmmht

| lication of Native Son7 as one of the things we were:most

o works which were attempts to write beyond protest and which

very often used folk materials in eXploratlon of the Negro

world. These writers came to be known.as the "Harlem'

School.M

. .

, ‘ .
Harold R. Isaacs, "Five Writers and Their African
Ancestors," Phylon (Fall, 1960), p. 255.

JRichard Wright, Native Son, (New York, 1940). All

subsequent references in the text will be to Native Son,

New York: Signet Books, 196l.

uJ. Saunders Redding, "The Alien Land of Richard

wright " Soon, One Mornlqg, ed. Herbert Hill, (New York,
1963): Pe Sl

5

James Baldwin, "Many Thousands Gone," Notes of a

Native Son, (Boston, 1962), P. 30. Hereafter cited as "

"Thousands.'

6
id., p. 32,

L ]

7Ba1dwin("Thousands," P 32) states, "The Negro, who

wcfjﬂellghtful primitive, now became /at the time of ‘the pub-

| .self-consoious about our most opprossed-mlnority,, In the

¢

'thirties,,swallowing Marx whole, we discovered the worker

- and realized , . . that the aims of the Worker and the




aims‘of.the Negro were one. This theorem . . . seems now

to leave rather too much out of account; it becanme, neve£:

Ed ‘ 8

theless, one of the slogans of the 'class struggle' and

the gospel of the New Negro." . - _

Baldwin, p. 3.

9_
Ralph Ellison, "Richard Wright's Blues," Antioch

Review, V (Sumner, 1945), p. 207.

"loBon.e, p. 142, -
1Richard Wright, "How Bigger Was Born," Saturday
Review, (June 1, 1940), pp..3=l,. 17-20. “
12 |
Ibid., p. 3.

1953, after Wright's long exile in France, in which Cross
o Damon, the protagonist, is a culmination of Wright's éon-
cept of the truly existential character. The work, al-

though artistically weak, is notable for being one of the

o
S VR UgLr e 7 2 % 3 .z.__‘.{v'-fu-anh R ] -Cha ter ] A_,I e m e e e ekt T Eein T ST ¢ el e T e T Y. Te e oL L et e, B T U B L e WY S SO PSP w Rt L e @ e R e > et " T - ver eet e e st ;:'
Ceothe _-_L—- L :
« . .
N .

R L T

Jame s Baldwin, G01ng to Meet The Man, (New York, 1965)

2 ; '
ames Baldwin, Giovanni's Room, (Néwaork, 1956)

James Baldwin, Another Country, (New York, 1962).




upg xviii; Hereafter cited as Shadew. -

N

uJames Baldwin, Go Tell It On The Mountain, (New York,

.1953) Subsequent references in the text will be to Go
Tell It On The Mountein, New York: Signet Books, 1963.

George E. Kent, "Baldwin and the Problem of Being,"

CIA Journal, VII, No. 3 (March, 196L), p. 20L.

6Ibid., p. 206.

"Wallace Graves, "The Question of Moral Energy in

Bal&Win*sgg"T611 It on The Mountain," CLA Journal, VII,

No. 3 (March, 196u),_pp.'219-220.e.

8

IThab Hassan, Radical Innocence: Studies In The

Contemporary American Novel, (Princeton, 1961), pp. 81-82.

9D{Iarcus Klein, After Alighation,'(Clevelend, 196l),

101p44., pe 179.

Chapter 1V |

1

Ralph Ellison; Shadow and Act, (New York, 196l),

~—See “Hldden Name and Complex Fate," Shadow, pp. 1lll- -

106

g lééllfor anfeXplanatien of .what the name ‘Ralph Waldo- E&--w

11568 has meant to Ellison and what burdens the name has

imposed on him,
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3Ellison, Shadow, p. xi.

uFor an instance of Ellison's short. fiction, see "A

Coupla Scalped Indians,” New World Writing, Ninth Mentor

Edition,'(Paperback edition), (New Ycrk, l956),/pp. 225-

236.

5Ellison, "The Art of Fiction: An.Interview,“ Shadow,

pp o 176"177 °

.
v
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Ibid.

"1n a letter from Ellison to the author, dated October
23, 1963, Ellison explains the significance of the 1,369
lightbulbs as follows: '"When I was a boy in Qklahoma,

players of the illegal lottery known as POLICY always played-

~ the numbers 3-6-9 after‘dreamingcf fecal matter. These
figures were listed under this reference in the 'dream-
books! designed‘for players of this game and money bet upon
them was sure to bring a 'hit! or win. . . . I suppose that
the underground in which my imagination was operating in

that sectlon of .the novel dredged up that -bit of the sewer

"The conscious motive of the 1369 bule‘was to see if

the concentrating of such a blaze of 1ight upon tbe reader'e'

107

eye could produce a kinetic effect from the page of a book

I felt that given such a concentration within a dark en-

closure I should be able to re-enforce the thematic_content




3

of the character's situation and make 1t resonate'with

overtones or /sic / withdrawal allenation and that self-

possession into whlch one comes when one has plunged 1nto,

chaos and refused to be destroyed. "

, 8RalphEllison', InVisible'Mah, (New York, 1952).

Subsequent references in the text will be to Invisible

Man, New York: Signet Books, 1960.

MAJ;”_m“__.ngonathan Baumbach, "Nightmare of a Native Son: -

‘Ellison's Invisible Man," Critique: Studies in Modern

Fiction, VI, No. 1, (Spring, 1963), p. L9.

10 |
- Hassan, p. 175.

Yyiein, pp. 109-110.

1°1bi4., pp. 127-128.

13Ellison, "Change the Joke and Slip the Yoke,"fsﬁgdow

i

pe 57. (First published-inﬂPartisan Review, Spring, 1958.)

luEllison makes exten31ve use of punnlno in the novel.,

Thus, "Optlc White" paint 1s the paint which the 1nv131ble,

'” b1ind protagonlst must work With- In additlon, the names

1
-

EID

mr)
o

Ralph

”of ‘many of the Charact@rs are puns or word plays. For eX~

s—Jonathan Baumbaﬁh'notes that Tod Clifton's name

suggests a kind of Promethean Entrapment " (op. cit., p.

55). Members of the BrotherhoodwlncluderWrestrum,(rest




Ay

S P T

Wroomj;;Tobitt (Two-bit); andeack tmoney,'masturbation) :

" change," Partisan Review (Spring, 1958), p. 210.

’the Black Muslims.~ However, since the book was publlshed

_mtfin 1952 and the Black Muslims did not gain prominence until -

109

-

—_—

Finally, the "P" in B. P, Rinehart stands for Proteus, a

symbol of fluidity and change."

15 |
-Klein, p. 19.

léBaumbacb, ppe 53-5L.

17Klein, p. 110.

18311130n, "The Art of Fiction: An Interview," f4w“;f‘

Shadow, p. 179,

ﬂlQStanley Edgar Hyman, "The Negro Writer: An Ex-

o .
OThe Brotherhood 1s thought to represent the Communist

Party, with which Ellison, like Wright, was associated. FEl-
lison remained with the Party for a very short time, but it

is safe to'assume that he drew on his experiences within

‘the Party for some of his characterizations.

21 | - S
Hassan, p. 172, =~ b
22

Baumbach feels that Ras and his followers represent »

Marcus Garvey, whose "Back to Africa movement was widely |

known during the early 1900's., _Ellison, however,kdenies that




(‘. ‘ ] ) '~ | e . | - ¢ . = L | -‘ | . | ol = | | .

ﬁelationsbip, stating, "In 1950 my wife and I were staying
at a vacation 3pot where we met some white liberals who
thought the best way to be friendly was to tell us what it
was like to be a Negro. I got mad at bearing'this frem |
people who otherwise seemed‘very intelligent.ﬂ I had al-
ready sketched Ras but the passion of his statement came
out after I went upstalrs that night feeling that we needed
to have this thlng out once and for all and get it done

- Wi_th,_ then we could go on living like people and individuals.

No conscious reference to Garvey is intended." ("The Art

of Ficfion: An Interview," Shadow, p. 181.)

23Baumbacb, p. 59. ;w

2I+Ibido, ppo 60"'610

2 | | '
5The‘race riot in the novel is no doubt based on the

- Harlem riots of 1943.

E. T . 26Baumb‘ach, pp; 62-63,

| 5 ‘ | u
| | - | 7Ellison,"The Art of Fiction: An Interview,"

Shadow, p.'l79.

COhEp e VT

lwll*seaf-"Themﬁegidﬁaad»teewJag-wﬁwh&éew;'p.e137. e . —F

2Ibid o
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