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'The Negroywho of all immigrants arrived with the
least baggage,has built out of what he found here--gven
out of slavery--something that has beauty and dignity.
Too many whites ignore it out of mistaken politeness,and
too many Negroes ignore it out of mistaken shame. '

INTRODUCTION:

Both the man of letters and the historian are entangled in
History. Yet,the writer's undertaking commences where that of the
historian comes to a close. Undoubtedly,this is the reason why 2 great
numter of anthors have played a2 momentous and consequential role in
cousciousness raising and denunciation.

Accordingly,the novel has been,par excallence,2 medium for many
novelists to proclaim,through positive or negative heroes,their own
ideology.

As a matter of fact,ﬁfro—American-literature is not very old.
Prior to the Civil War,some novels ware published by Afro—American?
writers,and so were some poems by Phillis Weatley,the celebrated house
slave, The writings of Frederick Douglass were rather wellknown,2nd
his slave narrative remains,until today,a work of distinetion. Never-
theless,it was not unti% the advent of Paul Laursncs Dunbar and
Charles W. GChestaatt,towards the snd of the ninsteanth ceatury,that
works,qualified as literature ty thos2 wnase prervogative is to make
guch a2 judgemsat,wars pablished., In the years belween 1900 znd the

early twenties,several !




publishing their worksjeven the great scholar W.E«B. Du Pois tried his
hand at creative writing.
In the early twenties,at the beginning of the Harlem Renaissance,
Afro-American writers made their significant declaration of inde=-
pendence from both the white dictatorial literary establishment and
the latent urge to whiteness. The credo was stated by Langston Hughes:
I am ashamed for the black poet who gays,'I want to
be a poet,not a Negro poet,' as though his own racial
world were not as interesting as any other world...We
younger Negro artists who create now intend to express our
individual darkskinned slaves without fear or shame. If
white people are plsaszd,we are glad, If they are not,it
doesn't ma?ter either.
However,it should be not=ad that the first Afro-American writers were
not that prolific. They had to overcome many obtstacles to make of
themselves something more than "journeymen of letters." This is due to
many reasous such as the Civil War,Reconstruction,the post-
Reconstructioé period during which the Afro-American was virtually
deprived of his meagre Constitutional rights,the emergence of the Xu
Klux Klan,the two great migrations of the Afro-American from the rural
South to the urban North,wWI,the Depression and WWII.

The rapid mechanisation of 1ife and the progressive de-
humanisation of the jpdividual in the industrial capitalistic and
consumer-oriented American society. led to the Crash of 1929. Sub-
gequently,the 1930's were the years of organised hunger marches,of
mass demonstrations for an increase in relief payments and of the rise
in industrial unionism. Therefore,the American intelligentsia of the
1930's allied itzalf with these popular movements which expresse@
their grievances and articulated their aspirations for gocial justice.
The Afro-American intellestuzla were no exception %0 the general
ven mor

trend., They wers probably responsive to the social crisis

)
&

than the whites. Within the T deral Yriters Projects,authors like

1]




Ellison managed to fulfill their .drtistic talents and reveal their own
community's predicament. This was partly achieved in an era marked by
Sartre and Freud who,aware of the contradictions inherent in reality,
attempted to impose order on a reality that appeared increasingly
chaotic and impenetrable. Tﬂe same could be said of Chicago's Black

-

Belt or Harlem. For

to live in Harlem is to dwell in the very bowels of
the city...Overcrowded and exploited politically and
economically,Harlem is the scene and symbol of4the Negro's
perpetual alienation in the land of his birth.
In an attempt to cope with the chaotic formlessness of the
modern city,many writers used realism as an appropriate art form to
achieve their objective. The advent of the city in American literature

occured by the turn of the century through novels such as Stephen

Crane's Maggie,A Girl of the Streets (1891),Theodore Dreiser's Sister

Carrie (1900) and Upton Sinclair's The Jungle (1906). For many reasons
Afro-American fiction lagged behind this change. It was not until the
great Depression,with its strikes and evictions,that the predicament
of the urban masses c&uld no longer be totally ignored. The first Afro-
American novelist to deal with slum life in the Northern cities,and
the first to approach it through the naturalist tradition,was a
Southern refugee,Richard Wright. His pioneer effort,Native Son,exerted
an immense influence on subsequent 'Negro' fiction. It should be
mentioned though,that urban realism was not set up by Wright. The
major innovations were made by Emile Zolajthey were introduced into
American literature by early naturalists and adapted to the needs of a
later period by James T. Farrell,Steinbeck and Dos Pagssos. But before
Wright,this tradition was not dealt with by the 'black' writer. For
Afro-American writing,in general,has been confined to humble novels,
poems gnd plays which,in their maquity,went a-begging to white

America. Furthermore,white America never gave these 'Negro' writers
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any serious criticism. For the mere fact that a 'Negro' could write
w23 surprising. The Afro-American author was not expected to play 2
significant role in American culture. The authentic black voice was
not wanted. For it is too harsh,too accusing,too haunting and too full
of rage and indignation. With the advent of Wright,bitterness,which
runs through the whole of Afro-American literature,is being replaced
by rage.

Wright started out believing in the Protestant ethic of hard
work,self—control,personal initiative,and future planning,only to
discover the pervasiveness of structural racism iﬁ America.

Before the appearance of Native Son,most of the novels of.'black'
Americans either avoided racial issues,or were in the apologetic
tradition,which portrayed heroic 'Negro' characters who were physically
vietimised by white racists. Wright began 2 new trend in protest
literature by presenting a character gho is psychologically thwarted
by racism. The example of Native Son evoked the production of similar
novels during the forties. =)

The postwar racial ehange 15 marked by President Truman's order
to desegregate the US Army,and the Democratic Party's adoption of a
Civil Rights platform in 1948, In terms of 1iterature,the mood for
change was caught in Langston Hughes' Jesse B. Simple stories. The
ensuing Eisenhower years are designated as The Tranquil Fifties. In
1950,2 series of Supreme Court decisions were made to put an end to
segregated school and transport facilities. This is the periocd in

which Ralph Zllison's Inwisible Man was published. Yet in 1955,

patisnce wis axhausted and Mrs Rosa Parks refused the "Colored Only"
bus seating and inaugurated the massive boycott in Montgomery,Alatana,
By the Kennedy-Jo yn decade,the momentum had grown dramatically
git-ins 2nd passive resistancs ware scmmon featuras of the social

L=l
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North lad to the historic Cipil Rights Movament, This reveals that the

Afro-Americans would no longer tolerate second class status. Bagidsas,
it provokasd 2 recognition of the 'Negro' cultural richnass. Conse-
quantly,Afro-American authors like James Paldwin,who advocated total
integration as the answer to racial segregation,found themsgelves in
the limelight. On the other hand,the Civil Rights Movement gave birth
to Black Power;a trend represented by radical thinkers such as Malcolm
X,Stokely Carmichael,Bldridge Cleaver,Bobby Seal,and Angela Davis, It
also gave rise to organisations such as the Black Muslims,SNCC (Student

g Non-Violent Coordinating Committee),CORE (Congress of Racial Equality),
and Martin Luther King's-gradualist SCLC (Soathern Christian Leadership

Conference).

It shoul be noted that Afro-American fiction since Wright has

revealed extraordinary feats of story-telling in a range of new
narrative forms that incarnate thosg:ancestral elements present in the
Afro-American community. These elements do represent the 'black'lman';-h
experience in America. This trend is best typified by authors like
Ralph Ellison,James Paldwin,Imamu Amiri Baraka,Paule Marshall,Toni
Morrison,and Ishmael Reed, This new wave of Afro-American writers is
deliterately delving into 'black' folk culture and traditions,
exploring its own history and creatigg its own myths. According to
many critics,this new type of 'Negro' literaturs,which is chiefly di-
rected at the Afro-American's conscience is not btagsically a literature
of protest,but rather,2 literaturs of affirmation. For thess 'Negro'
authors present 'black' life as it is lived by the majority of Afro-
American--its vitalipy,its inventiveness,its strength,but 2also its

zon and James
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poverty,its bitterness and its sgyualor. So,Ralph T11
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Paldwin concentrated on the diversity of the 'black' experisnce in
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able to he more objective inm their work, Consequently,such proaminasat

novals as Invisible Man and Another Country dominated respectively

the esarly fifties and sixties.

We have chosen to work on these three writers,Richard Wright,
Ralph Ellison and James Baldwin,for each of them depicts the Afro-
American hero according to his own perception of the Afro-American
praedicament. Needless to say these portraits are as different as their
authors might be. For as we shall see,Bigger Thomas,the Invisible Man
and Rufus Scott do have differsnt destinies in white America. This is
despite the fact that they bave a common denominator,which is their
complexion.

Though this choice might be quite arbitrary,we have to admit that

these three novelists have 2lso teen selected for their extrinsic

values and their significant contribution to the American literary
scene. '

Probing the world of the Afrc-American writers,then,ws may
argue that it is,in general,tragic,violent and sometimes grotesque.
Similarly to their ancestors' epoch,their world btears the brunt of
homicides,suicides and other adversities. Their heroes suffer from
those outrages which are the lot of the common people,those people who
are at the bottom of the social ladder and other oppressed minorities.
The main theme of many recent novels is man's lonelinessjhis need of
communicationjhis unguenched thirst for lovejhis initiation to a world
which is hostile to love,2 world in which any form of communication is
difficult--if not impossible--to make;a world where alienation 1is the
rule. In this respesct,Wright,Bllison and Baldwin may be considered as
spokesmen for the 'black' community. For Ellison tells that

no matter how strictly Negroes are segregated
scgially and politically,on thz level of the imagination
their ability to achieve freedom is limited only by their

individual aspiration,insizht,energy and will, Wright was

able to free himself in Mississippl becausz ha had the
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imagination and the will to do so. He wis i3 much a
preduct of his reading as of his painful experiences,and
- he made himself a writer by subjecting himself to the

writer's discipline--as he understood it. The same is true

of James Paldwin,who is not thas product of Negro store-

frogt church but of the library,and the same is true of

me.
Yet,one should bear in mind that the Afro-American's life ig shaped by
a complex interplay of culture and personality,rice and social class.
Soythe essence of 'Negro' experience in Amsrica is rejection,and its
most destructive consequence is shame. The Afro~American is ostracised
by the whites for reasons that he sometimes cannot comprehend, There-
fore,he is afflicted by a sense of shanme. Something mysterious,he
senses,must be wrong with him,that he should be so cruelly rejected.

In time he comes to relate these apprehensions to his complexion--the

tasis after all,of his exclusion. He feels,and is made %o feel,

constantly filthy. We read in Go Tell It On The Mountain,for instance,

that the protagonist

hated sweeping this carpet,for dust arose,clogging
his nose and sticking to his sweaty skin,and he felt that
should he sweep it forever,the clouds of dust would not
diminish,the rug would no%t be clean. It became in his
imagination his impossible,lifelong task,his hard trial,
like that of a man he had read atout somewhere,whose curse
it was to push a boulder up a steep hill,only to have the
glant who guarded the hill roll theTbeulder down again--
and so on,forever,through eternity.

The function of the novel is to make the reader consecions,and
the better the book the greater the degree of possible consciousness.
For the novel does not send its reader to the tarricades or the altar,
but rather broadens his experience,and makes him realise more fully
the possibilities of the human bteing. For in reality as well as in the
fictional world,American 'Negross' ars no longer Africans and the
fundamental problem for the sesrious Afro-American writer dealing with
them is to discover how 'Negro' life in Amarica functions to develan
'Negro' personality. Thus,the Afro-American heroes that wa shall e

dealing with in this thezis do no



Jug' where they are themselves 'inside waiting for some black mesgsiah
to come along and blow the cork.'a

In the work of Wright,®llison and B2ldwin,the hero creates his self
out of refusals and rejections;and 'the very strength of his resis-
tance gives it clear form and substance.'9 Heﬁce,our m2in purpose will
be to shed as much light as possible on the Afro-American hero in the
fictional world through which he struggles: a world of uncertainty and
too much trouble. For we have to bear in mind that 'in America there
are twenty million black people,all of whom are in prison. You don't
have to go to Sing Sing to be in prison. If you're born in America
with a black skin,you're born in prison.'lo In this respect,let's
consider the following wvwivid description of a ghetto scene:

One walks the long streets and sees...the shabhy
pool halls,the shabby bars,the boarded up doors and
windows,the plethora of churches and lodges and liquor
stores,the shining automobiles,the wine bottles in the
gutter,the garbage strewn alleys,and the young peocple,boys
and girls,in the streets. Over it all hangs a mizsma of
fury and frustration,a perci?tible darkening,as of storm
clouds,of rage and despair.

This paragraph which actually describes Harlem can be applied to any

'Black ghetto.' What is most striking here is the added dimension of

pain which is transmitted to the reader through the author's keen eye
for detail. What might have been a casnal representation of a glum

scene becomes a delicate combination of physical and psychological

details. The fury,the frustration,the rage,and the despair are quite

palpable,
In another extremely revealinz passace Baldwin pictures the en-
Jf o =l &
vironment,the victims,and their migsery which is reflected
in every wins stained and urins gplashed hallway,in
every clanging ambulance btell,in every scar on the faecss of
the pimps and their whores,in every h2lpless newtorn bhaby
being brought into this danger,in avery knife and pistol
fight on the Avenue,a2nd in avery disastrous bulletin: a
cousin,mother of six,suddenly gone mad,the children
pirezlled out here and tharsjan indestrustible aunt re=
I e . oL e e b R e
lad Tor yeirs .of hazd 1ator by 2 slow,2cenizi > dagth #
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a terrible small room;somsone's bright son blown into
eternity by Eis own handjanother turned robber and carried
off to jail.

If Chicago's Black Pelt or Harlem are 'geographically part of
the United States but sociologically (islands) surrounded by the rest
of the country,'lione should bear in mind the terms on which the
struggle for survival in the ghetto must depend:

the nature of the ghetto is somehow ultimately to
make those skills which are immoral the only skills worth
having. You haven't got to be sweet to survive in a
ghettojyou've got to bte cunning. You've got to make up the
rules as you g34a10ng;there aren't any others. You ean't
call the cops.
It was this milieu that impressed upon Wright,Ellison and Baldwin the
determining choice which they would ultimately be compelled to make:
they had to summon every available once of courage to get away from
the sordid world of pimps,prostitutes,and racketeersjor they had to
give up their quest for identity,surrender themselves,and become en-
gulfed by the vicious circumstances of their surroundings. For the
American capitalistic society has,in every single instance,provided a
frame of reference that denigrated the humanity of the Afro-American.
To the question "Who am I?",the white man answers: "I am white,that is,
jmmaculate. I am the purified,the saved,the saintly,and the elect. It
is the Black who is the incarnation of evil."
If we try to probe that implacable cry: 'Wash me,cried the slave to
his maker,and I shall be whiter,whiter than snow! For black is the
color of eviljonly the robes of the saved are white;'lsfg may affirm
that this is an attack on the core of the self,yet we may wonder about
the Afro-American hero's respoas2. If he admits the white man's
equztion of blackness with avil,he is lost. Resenting his anthentic

ago,he will try to baild up & counter s2lf according to what follows:

........
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is black. The Afro-American hero is,in short,facing a crossroads;the
road of gelf-hatred and the road of self-acceptance. Furthermore, the
Afro-American isg usually defined in ridiculous reductions such as
the "lady of the races". Many sociologists depict him in austere
terms:

the Negro® is,by natural disposition,neither an
intellectual nor an idealist,like the Jew;nor a brooding
introspective,like the Rast Indianjnor a pioneer and
frontiersman,like the Anglo-Saxon, He is primarily an
artist,loving life for its own gake. His metier is
expression rathe 6than action. He is,so to speak,the lady
among the races.
Such "findings," based on prejudgements as barren as they are bizarre,
operate from the double distance of racial alienation and gaucherie,
and seem to fall back upon the clichds of the American minstrel show.
These are the stipulétions of those who 'feel that they can air with
impunity their most private Freudian fantasies as long as they are
given the slightest camouflage of intellectuality and projected as

17

"Negro".”' For it should be mentioned that for the horrors of the
Afro-American's life,there has been almost no language,and it is the
refusal of many Americans to understand that somebody paid for the
nation's peace and prosperity in terms of blood and frustrated dreams
that make for a great deal of the Afro-American's fury. Moreover,it
can nener be repeated enough that 'no white,not even of an oppressed
minority,nor however strong his sense of justice and imagination,can
ever know,in his skin,what it is to be a colored man in a white racist
society.'18 This lies behind the creation of Bigger Thomas. Native Son
(1940) is a blow at the white man,for the book obliges him to recognise
himselfas the oppressor,and a blow at the Afrc-American because it
compells him to admit the price of his submission.

Whatever its weaknesses,Native Son served as a pamphlet for the

times,a consciously proletarian and radical period work,yet also a

sharp examination of the roots of violent racial pathology. Whilst,the
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cvel is broadly naturalistic,it is equally concerned with the in-
terior human terrain. The author himself callad attention to the
"inside narrative" of his novel in the prafatory essay that he en-

titles "How Bigger Was Boran™:

I feel that T am lucky to be alive to write novels
today,wqan the whole world is caught in the pangs of war
and change. Early American writers,Henry James and
Nathaniel Hawthorne,complained bitterly about the bleak-
ness and flatness of the American scene. But I think that
if they were alive,they'd feel at home in modern America.
True,we have no great church in Americajour national
traditions are still of such a sort that we are not wont
to brag of themjand we have no army that's above the level
of mercenary fightersjwe have no group acceptable to the
whole of our country upholding certain humane values;we
have no rich symbols,no colorful rituals. We have only a
money-grubbing,industrial civilisation. But we do have in
the Negro the embodiment of a past tragic enough to - - -
appease the spiritual hunger of even a Jamesjand we have
in the oppression of the Negro a shadow athwart our
national life dense and heavy enough to satisfy even the
gloomy broodings of a Hawthorne. And if Poe were alive,h 9
would not have to invent horrorjhorror would invent him.

-

Thus,in portraying the Afro-American's wr;tchednessﬂdright's name 'has
been made to stand for a simple standard of social realism,for a view
which tackles angrily and in cold sober truth the repressive contours
which outwardly define black identity.'20 Wright always wrote out of
the deepest dissent,and the terms "anger" and "protest"™ are characte-
ristic of his literary achievement.

Many Afro-American scholars did not”share Wright's 'pessimistic!
and even 'nihiligtic' vision of a world thrown into political chaos.
Nevertheless,the generation of Afro-American writers btorn in the
twenties and coming into maturity during the post-war era were z2ll
influenced by his idealism and style. The two major Afro-American

writers most affected by Wright are undoubtedly Ralph Ellison and

After WHII,the American social scene witnesse

(o

profound changes in’

racial consciousness. YWriters have thus taken their inspiration from
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inecreasingly called

[17]

awareness and change. Afro-American writers wer

upon to serve as spokesmen,interpreters of their people's nseds and

o)

agpirations. They were also called upon to reveal the 'black and
white' confrontation,the looting,the fires,the shoot-outs,and the
police brutality associated with the Civil Rights Movement in the
1950's and 1960's.

The publication of Ellison's Invisible Man in 1952 brought

about the first major change in the "Wrightian" tradition. It is a
work that is infinitely beyond protest. Through this work,EBlliscn
meant to use literature as a means of discovering the forms of Afro-

American "humanity". Invisible Man evokes the external “forms" Afro-

Americans have either been made to accept or chosea to put on,yet
portrays in its unnamed 'invisible' narrator the elusive human figure
within., '
Baldwin intended to examine the roots of protest literature--
the anger and the rage--in order to discover a distinguishable human
emotion which mirrored not only the reality but the potentiality of
man. Thus was born a prefigurative literature which came forth not as
a gentle plea,but as the premonition of an impending revolution with
coexistence as its main purpose: 'the terms of our revolution--the
American revolution--are these: net that I drive you out or that you

drive me out,but that we learn to live together.'21 This is plainly

revealed,as we shall see,in Another Country (1962).

Prior to Bldwin's advent on the American literary scene,the
prevailing trend among Afro-American artists was protest,and the

leading literary figure in that movement was Richard Wright. He

fear which develop inevitably out of the Afro-American expsrience,and
pursued Native Son as an

& o . F - - ~1 - ] o b 3 — q +
self) of this bturdsn of impressions 2nd feeling,rscast them into the
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image of Bigger,and maks him true.'zg‘Jright also affirms that the
creation of a "trua" Bigger necessarily involved an attempt 'to
objectify in words some insight derivad from my living in the form of
action,scene and dialogue.'23 Thus,Wright's efforts seem to be
directed towards the fictional but also the realistic presentation of
his rage.

Though Baldwin accepted the "purgative" function of literature,
he opposed Wright's artistiec theory. Whilst he identified with the
fury that Wright felt,he argued that the artist must g0 beyond the
mere description of that fury. For he was shocked by Wright's trans-
formation of raw,absolute fury into violence in his fiction: 'violence
(as) in much of Wright's work is gratuitous and compulsive...because
the root of the violence is never examined. The root is rage.'24

Basically,this is the faux pas,Baldwin asserts,which damns
Wright's literary artistry and agsigns it to the desolate world of
social protest and racism, According to Baldwin this failure springs
from Wright's inability to differentiate between his social and
artistic roles;hence his tendency to convert his experience into
protest and propaganda. Yet it should be mentioned that the Wright-
Paldwin controversy is the latter's manoeuvre to commit a "parricide,"
Baldwin's objection has,undoubtedly,its_ foundation in self-serving
efforts to assert himself by repudiating Wright because his artistic
persuasion differs from his. However,self-affirmation cannot be
achieved solely through a rejection of Wright's literary contribution.
Besides,both Baldwin and Tllison g0 to an enormous amount of un-
necessary trouble to set very restricted limitations upon their debt
to the author of ¥ative Son. Consequently,Irving Howe accused Baldwin
and Ellison of giving up the task of ths 'Negro writer' which is
supposed to be the militant assertion of Afro-American freedom. In hig

attack on Baldwin and ZTllison,Hows avoled Wright 23 the incarnation of
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the genuine,most relevant exponen
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of Afro-American freedonm in

ality as well ag in fiction, Howe praised Wright for his protest

H
(1]

literature and reproved both ®llison and Faldwin for their failure to
carry on the protest tradition., Ellison is quite unfair when he tells
Irving Howe: 'I would have said that the novel is always a2 public
gesture,though not necessarily a political one.'25 This declaration is
only half true. The novel is both a public and a political gesture. As
Ellison fairly knows,to burn a cadillac on a congressman's lawn is
both a public and a political act as we11.26 For the work of art is a
gsocio-political deed itself., It leads to further social action in the
actual world by broadening the scope of possibility for its readers.
Moreover,we believe that fiction does help create value,and we regard
this as a very serious and "sacred" function of the writer.

The concept of the writer as prophet is another agsumption
which is revealed in Wright,Elligon and%Baldwin's works. The artist

functions as a gocial reformer,

this ferment,this disturbance,is the responsibility,
and the necessity of writers. It is,alas,the truth that to
be an American writer today means mounting an unending
attack on all that Americans believe themselves to hold
sacred. It means fighting an astute and agile guerilla
warfare with that American complacen5¥ which so in-
adequately masks the American panic.

Therefore,the writer is engaged in'an eternal fight to invalidate the
social objections and carry on his exploration into the very depths of
the Afro-American past. Central to several Afro-American writers'
fiction and essays is their concept and use of history. BEaldwin,for

instance,delineates the necessity for a more truthful depiction of the

American past and American pluralism.

Which America will you have? There is America for
the Indians...There is Amarica for the people who settled
the country...There ig America for the laborer,for the
financier,America of the YNorth and South,America for the
hillbilly,the urbanit e,+“e farmer. And America for ths
Protegtant,the Catholic,the Jew,the ilexican,the Oriental
and thit z2rid sechor nHi:h w2 nave reserved for tha lNegro,




These Americans diverge significantly and2§ometimes
dangerously and they have much in common.

If it is admitted that an abiding theme in Afro-American Literature,
or History in general,has always been a search for the resolution of a
complex fate that takes its basic source from the fact of colour,it
becomes clear that Wright,Ellison and Baldwin's resolutions,in their
respective novels,are no more quaint and no less intelligible than the
resolutions offered by writers like W.E.R. Du Bois or Claude McKay.
In this respect,a fundamental idea in Wright,%1lison and Ezldwin's
vision has always been that of Man,and especially of the 'Black’ man,
as a victim of history. By virtue of his transportation to the New
World,the 'Negro' becomes as authentic a citizen of America as any of
the Pilgrim Fathers could claim to be. For we are told that
the land of our forefathers' exile had been made,
by that travail,our home. It may have been the popular
impulse to keep us at the bottom of the perpetually
shifting and bewildered populace;but we were,on the other
hand,almost personally indispensable to each of them,
simply because,without us,they could never have been
certain,in such a confusion,where the bottom wasjand
nothing in any case,could take away our ti%%e to the land

which we,too,had purchased with our bloocd.

Accordingly,Native Son,Invisible Man and Another Country seek to re-

assert the humanity of the Afro-American in a world that has striven

to deny meaning to his life.
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'The gtory of the Negro in America iz the story of
America~-or,more precisely,it is the story of Americana.
It is not a very pretty story: the story of a people is
never very pretty.'

A/ INTR0DUCTION:

‘In Notes of a Native Son,James Baldwin asserts that Native Son

(1940) is ,
the most powerful and celebrated statement we have
yet had of what it means ﬁﬁlbe_a Negro in America...such a
book...could never have been written befere...nor could it
be wr%tten today. It bears already the aspect of a land-
mark,
Besides,its popular success marks a turning point in the history of
Afro-American writing. This novel is a tale of the North,of the city,
where an exasperated rage is given expression in the form of a murder.
We also read in this novel about the fury,the distress,and,as Baldwin
says,'the murderocus bitterness that was...eating up the lives of those
around me.'3 Yet,we cannot separate Native Son from the exceptional
social juncture of the period: it is one of those virulent literary
works,that came into existence in the late twenties and through the
thirties,tackling the disparities of the American social hierarchy. It

was published in 1940,i.e. one year before the USA joinad in the
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century after its publication,Native Son remains the epltome of Afro-
American pretest fiction. For one sheuld bear in mind that in American
gociety,the inhuman and unfergetten prejudice has been the burden of
the Afre-Americans. As the US historian Herbert Aptheker peints out,
'Negre oppressien has been the greatest single stain upen eur country's
honor.'5
Theugh it is certainly not the first illustration ef Afre-American
protest writing in the histery ef American Literature,Native Son's
celebrity and Wright's public acclaim instigated a great number of
Afre-American writers whe would be referred to as the "Wright Schoel ef
Protest“.s Among the numereus 'Negro' writers that Wright has signifi-
cantly influenced in the thirties and mainly in the ferties,wes can
mentien Chester Himes,Ralph Ellisen and James Baldwin. Similarly to the
Russian writers who claim that they have all ceme out eof Gegol's
neverceat™,we may say that many Afre-American writers have come eut of
Wright's_cloak. For,as far as Afro-American Tweantieth Century fictien
is coﬁcernéd,everything is marked befere er after Wright. Ne Afre-
American writer was tetally immune frem Wright's influence. Even the
mest creative of his centemperaries were obligedto acimewledze his
impertance and semehow resist it in erder teo pretect their ewn career.
As fer the publicatien ef Native Son,it sheuld be mentienad that
the Great Depressien and its numerous effects urged the Americans te
cepe with less sentimental and more pragmatic investigatisens inte their
gecial existence in particular,and inte their life in general. Conse-
quently,the literary werks of the peried were marked by one majer
theme: protest.7 Far frém oppesing this tendency,Native Son reinforced
it and pushed its limits inte the field of race relatieas. Sae,the
general nature of the nevel is a story of an Afro-American young man

who execrated and fearad white people. His abhorreace is to be compre-

(7]
[

hended as 3 consequence of his appreheansion. For PFaldwia,Wright's
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;agonlst,Bigger Thomas,

is tae monster created by the American Rapublic,
the pressat awful sum of generatiens eof oppreagslon...the
herald of disaster,the danger signal ef a more bitter
tims te come when not Bigger alene but all his kindrsd
will riss,in the name of the many thousands wha have
perished in fire and flosd and hg repe and terture,te

demand their rightful vengeance.
9

We may alse say that Wright is aa 'auther-fighter' for ha is a
relist whe is presccupied by soclal actien. His nevels are more than

assusatisn or a reflectien ef the human cenditien. Wright's creative

orks aim at counteracting a pelitical reality. He is a novelist who

ynowledged that a part ef his eccapatien is te enhance gacial chang=.
i1 is clearly expressed in his esaay "Hueprint for Negre Writing":

Perspective...is that fixed peint in intellectual
space where a wrlter atands te view the struggles,hepss,
and sufferings of his pesple...Of all the prodlems faced
by writers who as a whele have never allied themselves
with werld miaements,perspective is the mest difficult eof
achievement. o
i1theugh it reveals an angTy novelist,¥right's pretest fictien ia

intenéédy£;$fosi;r pregress, In this respeat,Marxism was fer him an
acenomic and”so&ial frame in the 1930's and the.early 1940's. It pro-
vided him with a umiversal vision of a gimilar fate that transgressss
the American eppressive and coleqr—blind capitalistic ecenomic

atructure., Fer he says

my attention was caught by the similarity ef the
experiences of werkers in ether lands,by the pessibility
of uniting scattered but kindred peoples inte a whole.
It gezmed to me that here at lasi,in the realm ef reve-
lutienary expressien,Nsgre exiirience could find a home,
a functiening value and rele.

Se,Marxism taught him that the Afre-imericans,in their cembat for
fresdom and diznity,shenld not remain alons. The vision ef an unlimited
powarful proletariat captivated Wright.

Whenaver we examine Wright's fictienal and erpressively pelitical

warks, ncle Tom's Children,Lawd Today and Wative Sen attract aur

attantion., These works recerd and cemment upen the author's axperisaca3

TN
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with pelitical action within the frame of American Communism. Se,

these pleces of fiction may be seen as lavestigations of Marxism as a
theory of history and tha histerical,secial and Psychologlical evolutisn
of the Afro-Americans. Therefore,Wright's nevels and short stories are
authentic documents. 'They (are) ceonstructed from lives with which he
(is) intimate. In his works,Wright (can) achieve his intention of
weaving living consciousness inte the impress of social theory and

ideology.'lz

1) General Background: .
Anybedy whe wants te understand the circumstances in whick many

Afro-Americans have lived and respended to Twentieth Century USA,finds
it mecessary te consider Wright's creative werks.

Richard Nathaniel Wright,who is best kmewn.fox his antebisgraphical
Black Poy (1945) and for his nevel Native Sen,sccupies a gpecial place
in American Literature. Ee was bern 'in ene ef the worst areas in the
weorst state,'lon a plantation near Natchez,Mississippi,in Septemter 44
1908 ,2nd was breught up partly by relatives ard partly in orphanages
after that his father had dezerted the family,and paralysis had
crippled his mether. Subsequently,he was sucklédon resentment,nurtured
on wrath,grew up en reotlessnessz and tasted every vielent flaveur ef
alienatien and hestility that ars the creatien of poverty and humilia-
tions attendant upon racism.

Peing an avid reader--especially Sinclair Lewis,Dreiser and H.L,
Mencken whese criticisms of America encouraged him te be a writer,and
had awoeke in young Wright the ability te sece that his fee is not merely
the white man,he became contempiusus of tha perennial cencaptions
taught in schesls,and tesk no 2ccount of the fundamentalist Christianity
represented by the Seventh Day Adventism of his aunt and grandmoether,

1

Mainly self-educated,hs would later say,'reading zrew inte a passion...
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what I derived from these novels...was nothing less than a seus2 of
life itself.'®
At the age of fifteen,he was on his own,departing fer Chicago and
leaving behind him the uncertainties of 2 'nigger's life' in Memphis.
Yet,he was shecked when he discovered that Jim Crawism?was prevailing
in this city as well. He did not ¥noew,perhaps,that 'the most prominent
bagzage he carried was something he could never misplace or lose--the
coler of his skiu.'4 Se,when Wright left provincial Mississippi for
Chicage on the eve of the Depressien,in 1927,as part of the great
migration of Afro-Americans from the rural South te the urban and
highly industrialised North-East and Midwest,he was,like many of his
kin,unprepared for the modern city.
In Chicago,where he remained for ten years before moving,first,te
New York and. then te Burepe (Paris),he had different eccupations. The
mere significant caame by way ef th;‘work Pregress Administration.5 He
jeined,in 1932 ,the local John Reed Club and was elected e?ecutive i
gecretary. As the situatien in the Jehn Reed Club was s9 stimulating
for werking class artists,he started preducing peems some of which
were published in New Masses in the peried (1934-9). Thus,his literary
career was launched. In 1934 ,he joined the TS Communist Party and,as
an apprentice writer,he was,te 2 large extent,affected by the Party
'"menters'.
His first beok,Jncle Tem's Children (1938),a collectien of five
novallas abeut race and violence in the South,depicts his Migsissippi
origins,whereas his first novel (not the first te be pablished)
portrays his encounter with the city. This novel,which protably did not
satisfy the Party oriteria,was held tack and published posthumeusly
However,it should te noted that the material in

as Lawd Today (1963).

it opened the wWay fer his more celetrated novel,Native Soa.
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2) Party Membership:

One has to say,right from the outset,that Wright's roots were
in the Afro-American peasantry of the South. His beyhood and adole-
scence in Mississippi,that were subjected to racist 'prutality! and
'brutalizatien',provided him with little expectations of beurgeois
saclety and culture, On account of this tackgreund,he declares in his
e3say,Blueprint for Negre Writing"--in which he puts forward the new
cnltural directiens that Afro-American writers would later eagage in--
that the 'Negre writer is being called upen te ds ne less than create
values by which his race is te struggle,live and die,'land sheuld net
be 'the veices of the educated Negre pleading with white America for
justice.'2
In this respect,Wright came te believe that a Marxist analysis of
seclety may gi%e to the writer an ascendeace to 'buttress him with a
tense and ebdurate will te change the world.' In other werds,it is
only threugh a Marxist cemprehension ef the sacio-political reality
'that the maximum degree of freedam in thought and feeling can be
gained for the Negre writer.'3 Accordingly,it is the Marxist dialectic
that provided Wright with a clear cut arena in which he ceuld observe
the struggle of the eppressed and the oppressors. Besides,the Cemmunist
Party became,later en,the family denied him in Migsissippi,Tennessee
and Arkansas. In the Party,he foeund the first sustainsd relatienships
of his 1lifejand it was in the munit" that for the first time 'he could
call sem2ene ST
As a matter ef fact,he stoeod aloaf of all the ether 'Negre' erzani-
zatiens for he regarded thelr 'gradualism' as inappropriate. It was
only the Communist Party,it seemed to him,that dealt with the Afre-
Amarican issue objectively,2nd ne athar palitical party since the
Atolitionists opposad American racial hypocrisy s parnastly. Quoating

a Central Committesenan,n2 oace daclarad that 'from 1919 uatil 1932,
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only on2 erganizatisn gpoke of the class struzzle. Was it the A.F, of
L.? The Socialist Party? No,it was the Coamunizt Party...that first
raised the slogaun for Negro rights.'s Therefore,Marxism ;ﬁd the
Communist Party apprehended his craativeness and expressed the princi-
ples that gave character—ta his literary works reughly frem 1932 to
1942.

Wwith the coming of the Depression——especially excruciating for
Afro-Americans--Wright was canvinced by Marxism. Hence,he jeined the
Communist Party ian 1934. By 1937,the year he had published "Rlueprint
for Negre Writing",he had beceme,in Daniel Aaren's words,'the Party‘g

most illustrieus proletarian authar.'6 On the ether hand,Wilsen Recoard,

in his study The Negre and the Cemmunist Pariy,states that 'the partiy

undoubtedly influenced 2 great many Negro intellectuals,particularly
such writers as Claude McKay,langsten Hughes,and Riqhard.ﬁright.'T It
jnfluenced them net only as writers but as 'men of political action’
as wall, Yet,the jasues that nead te be examined include: the role that
the writer can play in palitics;the'relationship they may have with ene
another;and how far can politics affect nis literary werks?
In relatien te these questiens,Wright viewed Marxism as the only
dynamic that,when fully comprehended,may confer to the writer a sense
of eminence. It enables him to perform his rele 'as a creator of the
world in which he lives,and as a creator of himself.'8 Therefore,whan
Wright first decided to work for the communists,he thought that the
most impartant thing he might give is a sease of real peaple and the
means te reach them. He xnew that the Party had a programme,3n ideal,
but the language was still missing. His contribution,then,to the cause,
was to create some of that language.
Here,then,was gsemething that I could de,reveal,say.
The Commiunists,I felt,had eversimplifi=d the experience of
those whom theysought to 1e2ad. In their efforts te recruit

rasses,they had missed the meaning of ths lives of the

masses,had conceived >f peopls in ta? abgtract a manner.

e
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I would try te put some of that msaning back., I would tell
Communists how common people felt,and I would tell coemmon
people of the self-sacrifice of Cemmunists whoe streove foer
unity among them.
However,he,who had only reached--with difficulty--the eighth grade,and
who has been earning his living by street sweeping fer 'thirteen
dollars a wezk,'had been indexed as an intellectual. As a matter of
fact,'intellectuals don't fit well into the Party.'lo Paradoxically,
intellectuals were used te reach the 'black proletariat' er,as Daniel
Aaron polnts out,the 'ultimate purpese in bringing in intellectuals
and writers was simply te turn them inte instruments of propaganda.'ll
In other terms,what was eipected of the communist writer,under the
Party restraints,was simply te produpe literary works that would serve,

instantaneously,the 'Revolutionary cause'. This is a strategy te which

Wright refused {e adhere.

3) Disenchantment:

According te Constance Webb,Wright's family clese friend and
his bilegrapher,Wright's disenchantment with the Party had beceme knewn
in private circles by 1942. However,his disavewal ef the Party was
publicly announced in 1944 in the essay entitled "I Tried te te a
Communist™ that appeared in Richard Cfossman's collectien The Ged that
Failed (1949). The decision to leave the Party was very difficult te
taks fer the Party provided him,for about a decade,with 'a seanse of
dignity' that he had always aspired te. He once avowed that he 'owes
(his) literary devslopment to the Communist Party and its influence,
which has shaped (hig) thought and creative growth. It gave (him his)
first full-todied wision of Negro life in America.'l
Paradoxically,he underwsnt,during the decade he speant as an agtive
membter of the Communist Party,2 violently imperfect 'enlightenment' at

L

the hands of his cozmunist mentors. In most of his fictienal work,
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Wright is trapped in a dual duty: he attempts to find his way as an
artist through his way as a 'propagandist',thus assuming an everlap
of art and militancy. Accordingly,he 'asked for a definiten ef what
wag expected from the writers--books er political activity. Beth,was
the answer. Write few hours a day and march on the picket line the
other heurs.'2 In such a situation,one of the reasons of his severance
with the Party was the cenflict over the way to use his time and
energy fer the Party and for his creative writing. He 'wanted to be a
Communist,but (his) kind of Communist. (He) wanted te shape people's
feelings (and) awaken their hearta. For,he realised that it was of 2
cardinal impertance and mere significant te use,in his own way,his
creativeness and fictienal werk te spread Marxism rather than te ful-
fill such time-consuming Party respensibilities as attending ever=. .
lasting unit meetings and erganizing committees against the high cest
of 1living.? When the Party viewed With disfaveur his writing,Wright
told 'ome of the leaders of World Cemmunism' that he was 'mot trying
te fight (them) with (his) writing,'and ihat he had 'ne political
ambitien,' He was enly 'trying te depict Negre life.'5 For Wright had
the impressien that in the Party precedures ef changing philesophy
inte actien,something of the promise was being reliﬁquished;the Party
considered Marxism as 'an ideolegy for the working classes rather than
an ideelogy of the werking classes.'6 For the objectives of Marxism,aé
put inte actien in American Communism,were less analytical than poli-
tical. The effeect was,neither theory nor praxis,but the achievement of
power. So,Marxism was subjected to the abuses of narrew political
interest.

Pearing in mind that Karl Marx had written eance that 'the
bourgeoisie is unfit any longer to be the ruling class in society,and
to impose its conditions of existence upen society as an over-riding

11w,'1Jright did not make 2 stand zgainst Communism for the pseuds-
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efficiedcy of the bourgeeis type of social leadership. In opposiag
the Party,he did not give up Marxismshe simply intendad to bring to
an end the tyranny of the US Communist Party. In other words,his
scissien with the Party did not imply a total didsillusionmeat with
Marxism. As he asked for his break frem the Party,he emphasized the
fact that there were 'mo idsological diffarences; that cempslled him
te do sa. He simply did 'not wish to be bound any longer by the
Party's decisiens.' i.e. the split was with the Pariy,not Communism
as such. In this respect,he did want his words to be 'accepted in the
spirit in which they (ware) said.'® However,after the split,the Party
maltreated him., His comrades designated him as 'a petty bourgeols
degenerate' and 'an incipient Trotskyite.' At this stage Wright had

net even ‘read any of Trotsky's works' but 'it had been Stalinls

Marxism and the National and Colonial Question that had captured (nis)
interest.'9 I
On grounds of the ingratitude he had te tear,he,who was neither an
tintellectual' ner a 'petty pourgeois degenerate,'but 2 talentad
writer whe offered his physical and mental capacities te raise his
peopla's conscioeusness,
knew in his heart that (he) sheuld never be able to
write that way again,should never be able te feel with
that simple sharpness about life,should never again
express such passionate yapel henld nevar again make so
tetal a cemmitment of faith.
After his resignatien from the US Communist Party,he went into exile,
never te returan. Yet,he was fully aware in his innermest being that
he 'will be fer them,even though they are uot for (him).'ll As for
James Baldwin whe would almest have the same fata,Nright knew what
exile means as does svery Afpo-Amarican artist., For he first cam2 to
suffer from exile ia his native land, 'He must have wondared what the

. . 1s ; ; 3
real thing would be like,' “and what would be its impact oa his

daughter to ke brought ud in 1 country whlch would not 'valua' her
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according to har complexion, Yet,after Wright's exile,many people
felt ne need not exile himself for 'he was an Americanjhis prophetic

anger,birthed by his country,wzs interwovea with his great talent.'15

4) Relevant Fiction:

a) Uncle Tem's Children

Though he reached celebrity on grounds of the impact of his
novel ,Native Son,Wright first came te the attentien ef the general
reading audience,in 1938,with the publication ef feur nevellas,about

race and vielance in the rural Seuth., This cellectien,Uncle Tom's

Children,is Wright's real breakthrough inte recegnitien. Yet in 1940,

after the great success ef Native Sen,he expanded the collection to

include an autebiographical essay,The Ethics ef Living Jim Crew,and a

story,Bright an‘d Merning Star. These five indignat novellas,that ware
written while he was living in Chic;;o,depict his Mississippi origins.
His experiences in the South gave him much ef the subjet-matter: thase
stories are chiefly pictures of critical mements in 'black and white
race relations.'

Uncle Tom's Children is most easily comprehended as the illustration
of the pride,hatred and terror that are inseparable parts eof the
Afre-Americans' daily lives. These Afro-Americans are reluctant to
live in resignatien. Besides,the Great Depressien and the subseguent
secial restlessness,in the USA,play a momenteus rele in some of the

gtories such as. Fire and Cleud.

However,as one tale introduces the next,the Marxist undertones unfold
gradually inte functienal materials of the steries until individual
achievement and social salvatisn ars reached undesr the banner ef tha
Communist Party. Though Marxism is treachant in some of the steries,
tit doess not overshadow the central focus: the life of igrnorancs,fear
i

4 1

and shame forced upon the Southern Negro. As for ths resolutisn,of




these Southern racial preblems,arsand which revolves the subjet-

matter of Uncle Tem's Children,the Marxist appreach is a factor of

optimism.

With this coellection,Wright did not mean to write a bask 'which even
bankers' daughters could read and weep ever and feel gaqd.'z For,when
people shed tears and condole with thas deplorable conditions that are
the fate of the Afro-Americans,they get rid of the urgency teo alter
these painful conditions. Then,when he entitles his beok,Uncle Tom's
Children,5Wright looks back to Harriet Beecher Stowe's Uncle Tem's
Cabin (1852). In alluding te this 'mythical father’,Uncle Tom,he
makes his characters the offspring of a cliché. Nevertheless,thess
descendants are different. They stand aloef from their 'father' that
may be sympathized with. This is 2 new generatien,Wright seems te say,
that declares; "Jncle Tom is de2d.”

It is in these 'Seuthern' sﬁories that the reader may perceive
the theme,the structure,the plet,the language,and the tideational’
content of all of Wright's later fictional werks. In this regard,
Uncle Tom's Children 'represent Wright the artist at his best.'4 In
depicting his characters,the author reproduces the vernacular of
Southern Afre-Americans and Whites. That being the case,largs parts
of this collection are composed essentially of dialsgue and soliloquy.
On the other hand,these stories which,substantially,comply with the
picaresque model,are compiled in such a way to suscitate in the reader
a feeling of ethical athorreancs. For in every story there is a 'wrong'

that is 'chastised' by Southern law or tradition: as a pertrait of an

ot

outrageoausly inequitable society,the heroes in Uncle Tom's Children
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ars men whe are chased,men desp 1y urged to vislance,men Twho
face the grim alternativss of flight or martyriom.'s Mareoiter,in each

of the five tales,the writer amplifies the protagonist's sanse of

duty,shifting from a tesn-2ger to a pergon in authority,from 2
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sufferer to a congqueror,so that the storiss will engender a swalling
of militancy. As this militancy of action neightens with the succes- -

ding tales,Uncle Tom's Children seem te hava a novasl-like climax. The

five short steries have a functional impertance for the collectien as
a whole;for each story gradually uplifts the reader from wretchedness
te self-assertion.

Though the Party was apprehensive about Wright's ideas and
conld not admit the vivid portrait.ef the Afro-Americans which he was

depicting in every gtory,Wright,in Uncle Tem's Childrea,

gset himself 2 conscious problem: what quality of
will most the Negro possess te live and die in 2 country
which denies his humanity? If one conld not understand
this fundamental,then one couldsnot begin to understand
any Negro in the United States.

b) Black Boy

In Black Boy (1945),Wright's greatest achievement was merely
te show the white American people wgat their fellew ' hlack' citizens
had teo endure. The povel compels us,right from the outset,to cousider
Southern life from 2an Afre-American perspective. Thus,we read of 2
white dominated gociety whose purpose is to keep the 'Negre' in his

*place':

The white South sald that I had a nplace” in life.
Well,I had never felt my “place“;or,rather,my deepest
jpstincts had always made me rejict the "place™ 1o which
the white Seuth had assigned me.

In this respect,Wright's autebiography,Black Poy! A Record of Child-

hoed and Yeuth,3s jts subtitle iniicaﬁes,chronicles,episodically,the

author's up-bringing in a South where 1lynching,Jim Crowiam,and every
humuliating form of rasial segrezztien ars rife;and where the destiny
'
of a2 'Black Poy' is not only unsukstantial or vague,but may very
A

eazily lezd to annihilation. &3 it covers thes writer's life only up
¥

to 1927,this 1iterary work is also 2 personal ehronicle of Wright's

1
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pra-Northern and pre-llarxist peri
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acerb criticisa of the inequities and perfidies of a white man's
world.2

In evaluating Black Boy,the readar is beset by a difficalty:
how much of the book is trae autebiography and te whal extent should
it be read as an essay in 'black and white' race relations? For one
knows that Wright tries to fulfill,in this particular wark,a combi-
natien of the singular with the plural: the tale ef one Afro-American
and his kin is made te represent the story of all Southern Afro-
Americans. He teld Censtance Webb that 'he would use himself as 2
symbel of all the brutality and cruelty wreaked upon the black man by
the Southern environment.'5 Hereupon,the subject-matier of the aute-
biegraphy is net gimply the auther eor his family or his particular
experiences,but the prejudiced intercourse between 'white men and
black men' in tﬁe South.
while writing Black Boy,Wright gave é lecture,at Fisk University in
April 1943 ,before an jnterracial assembly. In highlighting soae of
the pathetic phases of his beyhood,the audience became agitated. For
neither the Afro-Americans nor the whites wanted a porirait tof the
ghabbiness and emptiness of life lived under white dominatien 2s
reflected in the persounalities and relationships in his own family.’4
Such statements weTe net supposed to be revealed in public but
debated in clese circles. Accordingly,Black Boy is an exploration of
the Seuth of Wright's youth,a study of the Southerner's racial atti-
tude,2nd an exhaustive inquiry in which the author controls every
single detail.5 In scene after scen2 Wright pictures his boyhaod as
a disebedient drifter,unable to conform with the set of valuas which
is effective in his tough and bitter family and in Southern life as a
whole. At the aze of twalve ha has,he says,'a conviction that the

meaning of living com2s only when one ig) struggling to wring &

ON ™~

out of meaninzless guffariag. ! So,his

meanin g
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stroag impulse to revsal his existence. What haunted hia was an
apprehension of insubstantiality. He was afraid of being dehumanised
and reduced to what the white Soath had wanted him to be: a noneatity.

In Black Poy,ws also read'or Wright's emergence from a 'black
society' and his 'search ef an articulated oppesition te Westernm
racism and bourgedis society.'7 Here,it should be noted that the
secial and literary critiques of H.L. Mencken,2nd the radical novels
of Sinclair Lewis and Theodere Dreiser,were his first readings ef
significant literature. For he notes 'I derived from these nevels...
nething less than a sense of life itself. All my life had shaped ne
for the realism,the naturalism of the medern nevel.'e When the beek
was published,Wright was no longer a member of the Partyj;and the
autobiography reveals that the auther's 'language had broken eut eof
the Party's speil.'9 But,when the hogk was chosen by the Beok-of-the-
Month-Club,Wright declared: 'L am as-cellecfivist and proletariaa in
my outlook as when I belonged to the Communist Party,and the‘Hegroes
are my pesple. But there is a2 need to think and feel honestly,and
that comes first.'lo ‘

The secondary tepic of the book is the author's categorical
rejection of the Afro-American ethosllbrought about by the way in
which the Afro-American community had counteracted his strivings for
gelf-fulfillment: 'I had been kept out of thair werld too long ever
to be able te become a real part of it.'12 Furthermoras,what made
Wright hestile to his family and,to 2 large axtent,the 'Negro' cemmu-
nity,was their conaivance in his own humiliation. This is delineated
by the p:otagonist‘s'(Richa:d) symbolic dafiance of his uncle Tam:
Do you think I wanb ts grow ud ani weave the bottoms of chairs for
people to sit in?'lB As a result he ramained an toutsider',a lonely
craftsman whoss significaal purposes was tha fulfillmeant of the indi-

viduality, Therzfore,Elack 2 may t2 read as @ narrative of
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emational responsiveness to the inaquities and prejudices of a gloged
gsociety. It is by way of allegories that Wright represeats the exis-
tence of the Seuthern Afro-American in this cloged secisty, Towards
the end af the auteblezraphy,these allegsries fuse tegether te creats
a terribLF dilemma: the aztist-here has ta dacide whether to ept for
the appalling cheice of martyrdom or exile. He chess the latter. He
gset eut fer Chicage where his persenality might tgrow differentlyjy...
drink of new and coel rains,bend in strange winds,respend te the
warmth ef ether sums,euul,jg'n?rh&lps...blemu.'1‘r In pertraying his ewn
intellectual and emotienal - growth and presecting himself as the para-
dign of the innecent hers,victimised by & guilty seciety,Wright's
Rlack Pey anneunces a tasic ferm of Afre-American writing,that of

the 'Bildungsreman',er,how I get my conscleusness raised, Fer,Wright

‘

nates that his

mother's suffering grew inte a symbel in (nis)
mind,gathering to itself all the peverty,the ignerance,
the helplessnessjthe painful,baffling,hun;er-ridden days
and hours;the restless moving,the futile gseeking,the un-
certainty,the fear,the dread;the meaningless pain and the
endless suffering. Her life get the emetienal teme of
(his) life,celoured the men and women (he) was te meet in
the future,conditioned (nig) relatioen te events that had
not yet happened,determined (nis) attitige to situatiens
and cireumstances (he) had yet te face.

¢c) Lawd Teday

Uncle Tem's Children and Rlack Pey are werks aboul Wright's

Seuth,but his settlement in the city gave birth te a decumentary

noval., Started in the nid-thirties and completed in 1937 ,Lawd Teday
was suppressed simply becanze it did not meet Party criteria, Even-
tually,the book w2s pablished three years after the authar's death.
As it is Wright's first novel,Lawd Today (1953) was written during

his stay ia Chieago,2nd deals witl
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avironment of an

Afro-American postal clerk. The author's major coacern ig the per-



capitalistic urban society. Howsver,it ig obvious that the reason woy
the Party intellectuals,whose major purpose Was to promote their
ideology,resented Lawd Today: Jake Jackson,ths protagonist,is an
anti-hers whose life is a striking picture of the depravity generated
by the 'Black Belt'. We read of his activities in a cyclic way: on a
wintry day,he first batters hié wife,rambles in the neighbourhaod,
works on an eight;heur ghift in the post office and ends the day in a
Facchanalia where he is swindled and 'beaten up's. When he raturns
heme,he batters his wife again. In addition,he bribes te keep his
pombing jeb and lies te get lozns. So,in Lawd Today,Wright pictures a
1goul already corrupted rather than 2 Negro struggling manfully to
maintain his integrity agaianst a hostile,threatening enviranment.'l
As a matter of fact,Wright was 2 communist when he wrote Lawd Today.
But,producing'such a controversial book in the thirties,suggests that
the author was not completely under Party discipline. He was,indeed,2
neophyte writer,'guided',to a great extent,by the Partiy aszgstheticians.
Nevertheless,'his artistic integrity was stronger than any political
dectrine.'2

The dream which epens the novel,displays Jake's character.
This dream describes,to a certain extent,the littleness of Jake's
endeavours and foreshadows the subjet—matter of the novel: the inanity
and the limitatiens of the protagonist's life.
Tn this nevel,Wright tries te typify a ‘more precise image of the
proletariat te which the Party had cemmitted itself.'3 We read of
Jake and his companions,Pob,Slim and Al,2s migrants from the South.
They surely cam2 tb Chicago for better occupztions and more liberty.

ration as far as

o

Put they sesm to realise that there is almost no alte

¢

their status,as Afro-Americans ia 2 white—-dominatad gocisty,is con-
H ]

cerned, 'The only differsnce betwasn the North and the South is,thnem

or

guys down there'll kill you,2ad theose up har='11 let you starve Lo
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death.
As the action of the novsl takes place on 2 singles day: February 12,
which is Presideat Lincoln's birthday,there is a recurreat refereace
to Emancipation. Yet,thsre is an iroay about Jake's fate: though his
forefathers have been freed,he is portrayed as a modern bendsmzn., He
is,2s a matter of fact,in debt to various creditors. In this respect,
Wright expleres various forms to '"manumit' his protagzonist. The
auther hints at Booker T. Washingtoa's recommendation to "cooperate
and get along",and at Marcus Garvey's "hack-to-Africa"™ movement.
Nevertheless,one of the characters wonders 'if we went back to Africa,-
what would we do?'5 Here,Wright seems te suggest that Jake and his
friends eught te understand that their immediate sordid eavirenment
is partly their own achievement and it is enly threugh united and
sustained strivings %hat they can change it. For gocial justice
should be their majer cencern. But there ;s a need for revelutionary
lezderships
i n,..T wish there was a man somewhere whe knowad

hew te lead and could lead. ..."

n, . .and who woald knew how to speak eut all these things

so folks'd understand'em. ..."

"Phere'll be a man like that someday, «.."

v, ..and things start to change then."

n,,.for somgthing like that I wouldn't mind maybe fighting

and dying." L :
In Lawd Today,¥right shows,in a sabtle way,how capitalism,with its
specific set of values,can repress the individual's personality in
general and the Afro-American's individuality in particular. In other
words,Jake and his companions are corrupted 'by the falss promises of
the capitalist world'7in yhich personality is frequently defined in
tarma of meney. One of {the num2rous frustrations in Jaks's life is
his ineapacity te earn ths monsy which is,for him,synoaymous with

b}

authority. The author's emphasis upon 'long green',as Jakes paramount
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tha protagenist's life. For instance,Jake is visibly fascinated by
the Hollywood myths of heroism and 'gangsterisa',for he asserts that
gangstefs 'have a pleaty of fun...dress well in sporty clothes. Drive
them long,slesk automobiles. And zot money to threw away.'s
Furthermore,Jake,S1lim,Bob and Al are only dimly aware of the econemic
forces that exploit them because they do not understand the reasen
why 'few rich folks owns the whole world...and runs it like they
please.'9 Jake considers the USA as a country of absolute liberty and
fortune and regards as 'Reds' whoever criticise America. Here,the
anthor derides the psople's anti-communist attitudes for they are the
hopeless victims of the capitalistic ideolegy. Thus,their stand is
inconsistant as well 23 erronsous. In Lawd Today,the protagonist is
the spokesman of this category of people when he remarks?
Now them guys,them Commoonists and Bolshehicks,is
the craziest guys gelng! They don't knew what they want.
They done come 'way over here and wanis te tell us hew te
run our country when their ewn couniry ain't run right.
.e.Why don't they stay in their ewn country if they den't
like the good eld USA?,..And thsy ge around feeling felks,
telling 'em they going to divide up everything. And some

folks ain't got ne belter sejpge than te believe it,neither.
Just weak-minded,that's all!

From a structural point of view,it should be neted that Wright

must have beea inspired by Joyce's Ulysses,as there are obvious simi-

larities betwsen the twe novels. The action in beth works,for instance,
happens on a tweaty-four hour peried, However,for Dan McCall,Lawd Toda
'ig not really 2 novel. (It) is a loeng story unwound.'ll
As an earlier work of which the setting is in Chicago's Black Belt,

the material made way for Wright's major artistie achievement,Native
g J ELL AT A

Son. i.e. The 'Negro' as a bigotad-hero,which so'scandalised' the

v

Afro-American community whea Mative Soa was published,was formerly

ey

HE

ier in Lawd Today. For Wright,

—

portrayed by Wright many ye3rs aar

then,Lawd Today was sertainly a precursor of Native 3on.



B/ Native Sen

When Native Son appeared in 1940,Irving Howe has written that

'American culture was change&-fitg?er' for it was no lenger pessible

to reiterate 'the old Iies...Ri

d W ight'a novel hr ught out in the
opan,as ne one ever had befo; .
erippled and may &éstroy (the : : )
The novel's publicatien inflamed the re&ders an&ﬂ%ha auther ‘and his

'nevel were subjected te a savere poldmic. Yet,most of the attacks and
counter-attacks concerning Nativg Son do nat.eoneern the hook'
literary value. It seems certain that‘Wright anticipated these
vehement reactiens. For in a Ietter te Margaret Walker Alexander,he
remarked that 'if this book iIs published,you'll hear abeut it. The
liberals,the CP,the NAACP--all of them will have their resezvations.'2
Hewever,Native Son has often been called 'the finest proleta-
rian novel of a.ll.l'3 The novel's plea may be for an indulgent,
socialist society wherelauch crimes,as the ones Bigger Themas commi-~
tted,could not happen. Iﬁ this respect,Wright abundantly pictures,on
th2s one hand,Bigger's desolate and veid milieu and,on the other hand,

the distressing and implacable white world,so that to demeastrate that
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Bigger's behaviour,desds and destiny have been affected by his pesitien
in the American social hierarchy. 'Wright was correct in insisting that
the real criminal in the case of a Bigger Thomas is nat he bat is the
class dominating the society that produced him.'4 For we often obtain
from excessive wtretchedness individuals such as Biggér Themas., This
is cemmon te all peseples. Thus,the 'monster nigger' is the unaveidable
patheligical product of terrsr,humiliatien and anger.
Native Sen is mest plainly read and csmprehended as a virulent
exegesls en American 'Negre and white' relatiensjand the fundamental
reality of the fear-hate tackgreund eof race relatiens in the USA is
placed at the core of the novels
there is...ns Negre living in America whe has net
felt,briefly or fer leng perieds,with angulsh sharp er
dull,in varying desgrees and te varying effect,simple,
naked and unanswerable hatred;whe has net wanted te smash
any white face he may encounter in a day,te vielate,eut of
metives,of the cruelest vengence,thelr women,te break the
bedies of all white pesple and bring them low,as lew as
that dust.ints which he himself has been and is being
trampled. :

On the other hand,Native Sen has eften been compared to Dreiser's

An American Tragedy (1925). Yet,it should be noted that Bigger Thomas

differs from Clyde Griffiths,the protagonist in Dreiser's novel,in the
inteasity ef the reseutment and the sanguinary abherrence provoked by
bhis condition as a 'black' drifter inhabiting a squalid ghette in the
world's mest epulent society. In creating Bigger Thomas,Wright has in
mind the image of an Afre-American whe can be electrecuted but nei
defeated. Foer he knows that Bigger is

an American product,a native sen of this land...2
preduct of a dislocated society...2 dispessessed and dis-
inherited man.,.(who) lives amid the greatest pessible
pleaty on esarth and hs is leoking and feeling for a way
out...Bat,granting the emetisnal atate,the tensity,the
fear,ths hate,the impatisnce,the sense of exclusion,the
acha for viosleant actien,the emotional and caltural hunger,
Biggsr Thomas,conditioned as his ergznism is,vill not
becoms an agdent,or evan a lukswarm,supportsr of the
status qu9,




Accordingly,Native Sen can be rezardad as a novel by means of which
Wright intends to express a premonition. The protagonist,Bigser Thomas,
will 'loom as a symbolic figure of American life,a figure who (will)
held within him the prophecy of (the) futurs.'(0.23)

When Wright made up his mind to write the novel,he had,first,
to face self-censorship. He theught of the various and unpredictable
reactions of the whites who might say that 'this man is preaching hate
against the whole white race.'(p.24) Furthermore,he wondered abeut the
reaction of his 'white and black' comrades in the Party. For he knew
that the Party considered 21l 'Negroes' as heroes and was blind te the
slum life that handicaped 'gpirit and persenality'. In this sense,one
need te mention that while Wright was working in 2 Chicage South Sids
Boys' Club,he enceuntered a myriad ef 'plack' beys whese age varied
frem eight té twenty-five. "They were a wild and homeless lot,
culturally lest,spiritually disinherited,candidates for the clinies,
morgues,prisans,refermatories,and the electric chair of the state's
death house.'7 Sa,it is evident that Wright based his characterizatien
of Bigger on the lives of these young people. Moreover,the auther had
alse been inspired by his ewn personal experiences. For Bigger asserts
that he dwelt in Mississippi,quit scheol at the eighth grade,had been
in Chicage for five years,and'his.father had been killed,ysars ago,in
a riot in the South. In Black Eey (Wright's antobiography),we netic;
Richard's similarity to Bigger: bern in Mississippi,2 formal schoeling
that eanded a2t the eighth grade,atandonsd by his father during his boy-
hood,and geing North to Chicago at the end of his teens.

There is another significant similarity that may bte singled out whea

one is reading Natives Son. In Rlack Boy we read of 'Uncle' Prefesser

Mathews who,2ftar Ynocking down 2 white woman gets her house on fire
’ D ] 7
go as to obliterate any svidsnca. Years after,Wright ugad almost the

same incidsab as 2 majar avent in Native Son: Bigger Thomas acci=-
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dantally kills Mary Dalton and incinerates the bady to destroy the
evidence of his crime.
Wright's protagonist is,thus,2 synthesis of gsituations,portraits and
personalities that the author had to cepes with. The 'Communists who
deubted (his) metives did net know these boys,their twisted dreams,
their all tos clear desstiniesjand (n2) doubted if (he) should ever be
able te convey to them the tragedy (n=) saw. 'S Wright alse woandersd
about the reaction of the 'black bourgeoisie' which looked down upon
the Afre-American whe remainsd at the bottom of the social ladder. For
he knew 'frem long and painful experisace’ that the Afro-American’
lawyers,bankefs,aoctors and dentists would be embarrassed by Bigger's
portrait. 'They would not relish being publicly reminded of the lowly,
ghameful depths of life above which they enjoyed their beargeols
lives.'(p.26) But Wright felt the need to couch on paper his percep-
tion of the Afre-American in his bleak miliea. Notwithstanding,2ll the
different claims that might eppese the novel,Wright teok the initiative
te write it. Fer
what Bigger meant had claimed (him) becauss (ns)
felt with 211 ef (his) being that he was more impertant
than what any persen,white er black,wauld say er iry te
make of him,mere important than any pelitieal analysis
desigznéd te explain eor deny him,more important,even,than
(his§nown sense of fear,shame and difridence. (p.26)
Native Sen is the cenclusion of Wright's determination te voice
his pesition: his own perception of American Marxism,not the ene that
is displayed by the US Communist Party. Wright substantially says
I would hurl words into this darkness and wait for
an echajand if an eche sounded,no matter how faintly,Il
would segd other words %o tell,te march,to fight,%o craats
a sense of the hunger for life that gnaws in ns 211,%o0
kzep a%ive in our hearts a sanss of the inaxpressibly
human,
In this noval,then,¥right attempts to delinzate 2 truer‘histvfiaal and
accurate picture of the prolastariat to which the Communist Party had

tound itsslfs He had startedthis work im Lawd Today and the daralopmsal
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came in the form of Native Son. Consaquently,this novel is a rejection
of extremist decirine from tha vantaze point of Afre-American expe-—
rience. Wright attempts,at first,te reproduce that awareness,and in so
deing hes confronts it with the Party's communisa. So,Bigger's series
of adventures and vicissitudes,or his 'conscieusness raising',are
intentional, 'This (is) not simply a literary device,but a means of
coming te grips with the abstraction and romanticization of the Pro-
letariat which had infected Western Cemmunist Ideology.'lo
For Wright,the issue ef the consciousness of the proletariat and,sub-
sequently,that of pelitical ergznization is mere complicated., It
implies 'the dark and hidden places ef the human persanality.'ll In
his essay,"How *Bigger' Was Born",Wright is unambigueus:
the civilization which had given birth te Bigger
contained ne spiritual sustenance,had created ne culture
which ceould held and claim his allegiance and faith,had
sensitized him and had left him stranded,a free agent te
roam the streets of eur cities,a hot and whirling vertex
of undisciplined and unchannelized impulses. ...I was
fascinated by the similarity ef the emotienzl tensiens of
Bigger in America and Bigger in Nazi Germany and Bigger
in old Russia, All Bigger Thomases,white and black,felt
tease,afraid,nervous,hysterical ,and restless. ...certain
modern expseriences were creating types eof personalities
whose existence ignered racial and natienal lines of
demarcation.(p.21-2)
In this respect,we read in Native Son of a character--Bigger Themas,
who is a man deveid of his quintessedce. A man whese state is suspi-
cien,his conditien is seclusion and his respense is a murdereas
violence. Besides,he is a marginzl whose fundamental experiences are
of flight,arrest and trial, Yet,througheut the nevel,we follew his
attempt te manifest his ege,te bring inte being his personality and,
on top of all,ts achisve an existence.
Herz,Wright scems to smphasizs that premise which ennunciates that
reality is socially censtructed., This postulate builds up out of the

:
Ma

xist contantion that the individual's psychology is conditioned by

H

the economic and political processji.2. the individual's consciousnsss




is the preduct of his specific status in the economic mode of produc-
tiea. Furthasrmore,ths American social theorist,Karl Manahelm,argues in
his work that 'man's censcf;usness is detesrmined by his social being.
That is,man acquires meaning from society,and these meanings or know-
ledge,whether valid or:not,cemprise man's conscisusness.'

Making use of the aforementionad premises,particularly that reality is
constructed from a specific pesition in the social hierarchy,one
gheuld bear in mind that fhe Afre-American is,by definition,an American
ef an African descent. This state of being gives birth to a feeling of
B "hroness’ ;,a V.B.B:. DuBels \wﬂd say:
2 _~j.r : 1f;i§‘qﬁpeculiar sensatien...this sense of always
opging‘at‘dhgfs..gsaq;-hr the.tape of a-world that leoks

'5.?3—[iuj$h*§p:§mused‘cqntemgtiani pity. Oune ever feels his
 fweness,—an American,a Negre;two seuls,tws thoughts,tws

‘,“ﬁnrectngiiéd strivings;iwe warring ideals in ena dark
bedy,whese degged strength alens keeps it frem being tern

.~ asunder.

.

The histery ef the American Negre is the histery
of this strife,--this'lenging te attain self-censcleus
manheed,te merge his deuble self inte a better and truer

dﬁf;-zh&;giéﬁnergigg;he wishes nelther of the elder
elves te be lest.” :

=%bi sense ogfftaiﬁéas' is faced with 2 deuble negatien. The Afro-
*;;"ghéfiqén_iﬁ‘nefthei adpitted as 2n American,fer he is 'black',ner is

ﬁg?ﬁ%kﬁfﬁiéége& as a human being feor he dwslls en the lowest level of

s

théﬁﬁméﬁiéan secial strata, Mereaver,the white American views him as
#n ‘5§Q‘Mthaf sheuld be caged. Hefe,the author shares his protagenist's
fertune for he writes that Bigger is 'dual in aspect'.

He (is) an American,because he (is) 2 native son;
but he (is) also a Negro nationalist in.a vague seuse
because he (is) not allowed to live as 2n American, Such
(is) his way of life and minejneither Bigger nor I reside
fally in either camp.(2.27)

On a broad scepe,w2 2lse re2d in Native Sen abent that cembi-

natien of ecomemic eppression and educational limitations which ensure

that the Afro-Aimaricans 2rs not adle to find any pelitical expresslon

te volce their wrath., In the navel,Wrizht depichs EBigger
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standing en a Chicago strssl corner witching planes piloted by whites
and exclaims,'Geddamnl'., This indicates 2 bltter reactien that may
reflect the ceuntless indignities and humiliatiens he suffers from.
All eof Bigger's life,the auther seems to suggest,is egoatrolled and
defined by his abh#rrence and his apprehensioen. Later,this apprehensi-
veness drives him te 2s3sassinatien and his aversion impels him te
rape., Accerding te James Paldwin,

Bigger's tragedy is not that he is cold or black or
hungry,not even that he is American,black;but that he has
accepted 2 theology that denies him life,that he admits -
the pessibility of his being subhumzn and feels consirained,
thererarezté ?attle for his humanity accordiif to those
brutal criteria bequeathed him at his birth.

In this sense,Biggér has pften been viewed as a2n anti-here. He is not
merely freakish but he is spiritiesé zs well, As the first part of the
novel is entitled 'Fear’,it chronicles 211 serts of fear that condi-
+ion Blgger's behavieur. He is alsd incapable of affection and fide-
lityghe‘is a resentéulryeung man whese accidental killing of a white
rich girl gives 2 seunse ef 'freedom' he has never knefn befere. One
may also say,te 2 certain extent,that Bigger's assagsination of Mary
Dalten,the white girl,ﬁas gstla philesephical metivatien. Fer Bigger
has been treated so far as a cipher. He has been deprived of all his
flesh and bleod, He has been reduced to'a spectral presence in the
white man's mentality. Bigger kills the girl ss thai to emerge from
his 'invisibility'. He wanis te force the whites to acknewledge his
life. Bigger 'has established an identity through murder,but that
ideatity by virtue of its horrar,ras cut him off frem the human .
cemmunity ef which:-he longs te e a part.'ls
As far 23 the plet is concerned,ths novel is divided inte
three 'basks'. The span of time covared bty the first tws bteaks is
almest thrse days. The third tesk cevars mers than a menth,

Bask I,which is entitlad '?33:',ielinea%es,3imilarly +o Lawd Tadav,
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a day in the life of twenty year old Bigger Thomas: from the tine he
awakes in the morning and kills a rat in the serdid,unventilated ene-
reom apartment he shares with his mether,sister and brether,till he
cames back te slsep late at night having just smethered a white girl.
Se,Bigger's day symbelically starts and ends up in death.

In this first sactien,Wright depicts Bigger's actiens in such a way te
demenstrats the absurdity ef Bigger's life. After the rat killing
seene,ws read of Bigger wandering in the streets with members of his
gang (Gus,G.H. and Jack). They 'play white'. Te enliven themselves,
they perferm reles eof government efficials,generals and ﬂinauci&l
magnates., Censcisus that in real life,the political,military and
financial peositions ars out of their reach,their imaginatiens play
with these prohibited occupafians. So,these limitatiens drive them
tewardslmarg;nality and criminaliﬁy: they scheme to reb a white man's
shop. Later,Bigger goes to a cine;a te watch a trivial Hellyweod film
in which the 'great white world' stimulates énd 3isccncerts him all
the mere. When he cemes dack frgm the cinema,he ferecieusly quarrels
with Gus in a_faol—roam. Next,he attends 2 jeb interview that had been
fixed for him by a relief agency.-Consequeﬁtlyyﬁigger is hired as a
chauffeur by Mr. Dalten,2 philanthrepic white opuleﬁt man and ‘'a
supparter of the Haiienal Assooiagion for the Advancement ef Colored:
Peaple,'(p.93)whenpossesses an immense real estate on Chicage's South
Side where Bigger's family dwells. Bigger's first task is te take

Mr, Dalten's daughter,Mary,te the university. But Mary directs Bigger
to the Comnunish Party headquartsrs where they pick up Jan,Mary's
cozmunist boyfriehd.

To their attemphs to fraternize with him,Bigger responds with appre-
hensian and suspicien for h2 wonders if they 7

a making fun of him? What was it that they

hy dida't thay lsave him alone? He was notl

them. s T8 was very conscious of his black skin

i
wintad?]
bo

narin

g = b




‘-.'-‘ 45 s

and thare w2s in him a prodding conviction that Jan and
men liks hlm{had made it so that he would be conscious
of that black skin? Did net white p2ople despise a black
skin? Then why was Jan deing this?(p.105-7)
After being compslled teo share with them the same table in a 'Negre'
restaurant,te which he has been forced te take them,Bigger drives then
around a park. On the back seats,Jan ard Mary drink heavily and make
leve, After Jan leaves,Mary is teeo drunk te get te her reem by herself.
So,Bigger helps her te her bedroom and lays her on the bed. At that
precise moment,Mar}*s biigdhmother éomes inte the reom and calls te
. her daunghter. Scared of Mrs. Dalten g reactien if ever she realises
that Bigger is 1n.her daughter s bedroom,he puts a pillww on‘Mar; sr
face so that she could not answer her mother's c2llings.
WhennMrs. Dalion goes away,Bigger realises that he has smothered Mary.
Near the ass2ssinated white girl,Bigger penders——for the first time
in his life he is fully consciaus gf the relatienship that exists

between the Afre—American and the white deminated seciety which,ao far,”

had seemed te him 2s 2 'Blg”ﬁhzte Fog' that blurred his vision. He

thinks of these white peopls who pretend that 'hlack' pecple rape R oo

- white women in order te lynch them. Conssquently,he feels the necessity
te act, He knows that this is net the first time he has kllled. He has
killed many times in his heari,has suppressed in himself sensations
which would generate reprisals frem the white people. Now,he has,te
protect himself,to acknewledge Mary's death and put the bedy out ef
sight, Hence,he sheves Mary's corpse inte the furnace. With this
barbtaric act,Bigger ends his first day in the Dalten's place, Then,he
go23 home.

All Bigger's behaviour 1s dstermined ny fear. He 2thors white
people for he is scare 2d of them, He is perfeetly aware that they are
the maia cause of his immutability and his inhibition. For ge asserts
I just can'+ get 1

S
I t tl

ad to it...l swsar to qod T
can®te I kaow L oug ni
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ity Every time/T think about it I feel like somebody's
poxing a red-hot iron dowa my throat, Goddammit,look! YWa
live here and they live there. We black and they white,
They got things and we ain't, They do things and we can't,
It's just like living in jail, Half the time I feel like
I'm on the outside of the warld pPeeping in through a kneot-
hele in the fence.(p.58)
However,he refuses te acknowledge his own fearfulnsss, For this would
mean se2lf-hatred. In order to soothe imself,hs directs his reseatment
and violence towards his gang. We are told thit he is fagcinated with
the idea of Blum's robbery which
'wauld be 2 vielation of wltimate t2bo9j.. .2 tfes-
passing inte territery whare the full wrath of an alien
white world would furn loese upen (him)j...a symbolic
challenge 8f the white world's rule ever (him)j...a
challenge which (he) yearnsd te make,(p.52)
but he is apprehensive. He is alse appalled that his gang might know
about his fear. So,he acts agressively towards them te demonstrats to
himself his bravery. He 21ss datests Mary for ha *(feels) something in
her ever and above the fear she (imspires) in him,'(2.105) and murdsrs
her fer he is afraid that his help will be misinterpreted., Bigger's
being is,thus,a cembination of abject fear and repugnance.

Baek IT,which is entitled 'Flight',traces Bigger's developing
censciousness while his life is in Jespardy. Theugh he smethers Har}
accidentally,he is determinad ta take apen himself the murder. For thas
first time in his life he is geing. te face the consequances of & pre-
meditated deeod.

He (has) murdered and (has) created a new life for
himself. It (is) something that (is) all his own,and it
(is) the first time in his life he (has) had anything that
others could no% taks from him...His crime (is) an anchor

weighing him safely in timejit (adds) to him a certaian
confidence which his gun and knife (does) nat.(p.l4§)

’

Bigzer feela h2 has no physicz2l szistsacz., Ha thinks of hims=1f as 'a

3

3
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badge af shame.,.attach2d to a blask skin',a naked and transoiren!

L

creaturs standing upan 'a shadowy ragion,a No Man's Land'., Life,for

nimshas tesn 2 forbiddaa stage. A stizas on which h2 has ne part to




perferm, He is perhaps accepted but not admitted as a human being with

yearaings and aspirations. As he has nothing te do,he spends his time
either loafing around or in cinemas and pool-rooms. But Mary's assa-
ssination rsweals to him his proper self. For the sak2 of survivzal,
Bigger manifests hig vitality,tactical skill and combativensss. All
that he and his friends have yearned te perform in the erdinary fields
that have bean exclusively opeaed for the young white Ameriecans has
been refused to him because of his complexion. So,he experiences Mary's
marder as an emblematic annihilation of the obscure and manifest
forces that crushed him. For one knows that Bigger's life is deveid of
any meaningful achievement, Yet,Wright seems te suégest: if the Afreo-
American is legally barred from accomplishmeat,he will affirm this
demand threugh illeg2zl measures. 'That is the symbelism ef Bigger's
names: he asﬁires to action on the epic planejhe seeks a challenge
worthy of his manhood;he insists en something "bigger"™ than the

cramped herizens of ghette life.'17

Irenically,Bigge; achieves a significant resurgence exclusively by
means of macabre and gruesome deeds. Te divert people's attentien from
his atrecity,he commits more ignominisus actiens. He incriminates Jan,
the Cormunist,for 'Reds do anything'. As 2 result,Jan is arrested. In
the meantime,Bigger,dressing‘the*atary up,has anneunced ts his giri
friend Bessie Mezrs his invelvement in Miss Dalton's sudden abksence.
She hesitantly assents teo Bigger's plan which aims at simulating a
kidnapping 2nd blackmailing the Daltons. Hers,Bigger is shewn as an
'outlaw-hero'. He gets,2s a Cain,a new faith in his transcendence. The
characters that ‘evolvs around him are apparently blinded by abstiract
concepbions of re2lity.

Bigzer has transgressed the laws and the habdbitual conventions. This
sudden releass,then,is reoressnted in the episosde of the kidnap-note.

Here,Bigger is an artist: he creates imaginative worlds,producss




geznaries and abuses peopla the way he has been abused. This combina-

tion of creation and violation ig,in Native Son,Bigger's criminal

act,but for Wright it is 2 revolutionary act,

Howaver,Bigger fails to materialize his stratagem because the news-
paper men discovered Mary's carbonized bones in the furnace. This un-
expected incident leads to Bigger's escape with Pessis, Thay both
hide themselves in an abandonad tenement. Ha is searad that she might
be 2 burden,for 'he could not leavs her here and he could not take
her with him. If he could take her along she would be crying all the
time;she would be blaming him for all that had happened,'(p.ZTS)ss he
decides to assassinate her. EHe makes leve to her then btatters her
nead with a brick. Whea 'the jed (is) done',he throws Bessie's body
down an airshaft and lies down to sleep,zstounded by the act.

And,yet,out of it all,over and above all that had
happened,impalpable but rezl,there rem2ined to him a queer
sense of pewer. He had dene this. EHe had hrought all this
abveut. In all of his life these two parders were the most
meaningful things that pad ever happened te him. He w2s
living,traly and deeply,no matter what others might think,
looking a2t him with their blind eyes. Never had he had the
chance to live out the consequences of his actioensjnever
ka3 his will been so free 2as jn this night and day of fear
and murder and flight.(p.279)

In an ebuexisus and absurd world that does not regard him as 2

human being and that 'dichetomizes his personality’,Bigger has adop~
ted a sanguinary ego. Ironically,Bigger plays the role of the 'Negro
menstar' that the white werld ghould hold in leash to safeguard the
‘white race'. Bigger seems to aceept this rele as others accept resi-
guation,indifference oOr sycophancy. We read that
he hatsd his mother for that way of hers which w2s
- 1like Pessie's. What his mother had was Bessie's whiskey,
and Ressie's whisksy was his mother's religion. He did not

want to sit on a beach and sing,or lie in 2 coraer and
sleep.(p.?ﬂ@)

Thus,Bigger's 2lisnation from his family is by his own frse willy W=
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& personal adaptation to 'Negro life' but he cannot find himself in

either his mother's morbid concern with Christianity,his glster Vera's
YIICA ethics,or Bessie's drunkness,for all thesa are retreats from
reality., He could have comnitted himsslf to resignation or drunkness

g but he epts for violence and assassination to articulate his anguish,
Yet,by rising up 2gainst the established order,he feels a 'senga of

wholeaess' that enables him te achieve an acate vision,

He comprehends why the white People cannet see his life,his being, The
white peeple think of the Afre-American in terms of a clichd: he is
either viewed as a "blackguard" or a "Sambe". They refuse te admit his
human qualities. Bigger profits by this ignorance whan he plets with
his girl friend to blackmail the Dalteus;he confesses tgrher that the
autherities would never presame that the; argAigvelved. Fer
1':hey night think (Mary) is in it herself,just te
get meney frem her family. They might think the reds is
deing it. They wen't think we did. They den't think we
-89t enough guts te de it, They think niggers is tos
scared. (p.185) ; e 7
Furthermore,even supperters of the NAACP and other welfare ergani-
zations,such as the Daltens are not able te pe:cgive the;gfre—
Ameri?an's wretchedness. They snppageﬁt?a@qt@gi; ehgﬁéfy m2y promote
the 'Heg?t' cause anﬁ,consegyegglx_eblitg;gt; miseryr;;§ haﬁ;eﬁ.
Paradexically,they éphold tgl system‘whiéh generates this misery and
this hatred in the first instance. Mrs, Dalfen's sightlessness epite-
mizes the dlindness ef the white liberals at large. We are teld,in
this respect,that Mr. Dalton is net revengeful. He has sent a dezen

ping-peng tables to the South Side Boys' Club. Te this declaration,

Max exclaims

My God;man! Will ping-pong keep men frem murdering?
Can't you se2e? Even after losing your daughter,ysu're geing
te ksep going in the s2me direction? Don't you grant as
much life-feeling te other men as you have? Could ping-peng
have kapt you from making your milliens? This boy and
millions like him want a meaningful life,ne ping-pong.

(p.332)




Similarly,the communisfs do not regard Bigger as a tangible human
being. They ses him as a figure of abuse rather than a human bteing
with flesh and bones and sensations to be acknowledged., It follows
that 'he (feels) toward Mary and a Jan a dumb,cold,2nd inarticulate
hate,'(p.107) It should be noted that they consider him as 2n equal,as
far as the Party's policy is coacerned,but as individuals they szem to
be very patermalistic.

You know,Bigger,I've long wantad to go into thoss
houses,(refmran,, iz made here te thas Black Belt).,.and
just see how your peaple live...We know so little about
each other. I just w2nt to se2. I want to kaow these
people. Never in my life have I beesn inside a Negro home.
Yet they must live like we live. They're human...Thare
are twelve million of them...They live in our country...
in the same city with us.(p.109)

What remains of Book II describes Rigger's flight. He ducks
frem one roadway te another,from one lodging place to another and frem
one roof te the next till 'there were ne more reafs ever which teran and
dedge.'(p.305) Finally,with the force of the water pointed towards hinm
by the firemen's hosss,he is pushed off the tank ever which he has
found refuge. Then,he is dragged dewn the stairs,his head bumping -
along the steps.

In Beek III,of which the title is 'Fate',we read of Bigger's
attitude after his capture: he is imperturbable. We are told that,now,
he is net scared of anyons 'for he (knows) .that fear (is) usalessjand
toward ne one in the world (does) he feel any hate now,for he (knows)
that hate (will) not help him.'(p.311)Sayhe.steadfastly refaseactevnbder
a single word, For

having been thrown by an accidsntal murder inte 2
position where he had ssusad a possible order zand meaning
in his relztions with ths peopls about himjhaving accepted
the moral guilt and “p-ajnsibility_for that murder bescausze
it had mads him feel free for {the first time in his life;
having felt in his hearbt some obscure nesd to bts 2t home
with people 2nd having demandad ransom monay to gnable him

to do it - having donz 3ll this and failed,hs choase not to
struggle any morz.(p.312)
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Meverthaless,”ax,Bigger's communist lawyer,is taking pains to assist
him. This has aroussd in Bigger a sense of hope. Bigger realises that
Max is the oaly white person who has ever really endeavoured to break
the seal of his personality. After twenty years of conditioning during
which ha2 refused to believe in any human being,particularly whites,he
unaxpectedly exposes his soul to Max. The point Wright is making is
that nobody has ever before acknowledged his worth and elémentary
rights. 'But how on earth could they help him? He wanted help,but
dared not think that anybody would want te de anything for him now.'
(p.}ZB)Farhe isconscious that the white people ather 'Negroes'
assuming that 'black skin (is) vad,'and is simply 'the covering of an
apelike animal.'(p.315) That is the reason why,on his w2y for the
inguest,he fully realises that,unlucky 2s he is and berm fer dark
doom,the whit;s
were determined te make his death mean more than 2
mere punishment (for) they regarded him as a figment of
that black werld which they feared and were anxioas te
keep under control. (In other words,)they were going te
use his death 235 2 bloody symbel of fear te wave befere
the eyes of that black world.(p.314)
It should 21so be mentioned that Biggsr does net deﬁy his respensibi-
lity for Mery's death because he knows that he abhors all whites with
such an intensity that he feels plfased ta-assume that he has smothered
her intentionally. He tells Max thai he hates her,'even though she's
dead...énd I ain't sorry she's dead,..she acted and talked in a way
that made me hate her, She made me feel like a dog. I was se mad I
wanted to cry.'(p.}BT)

Mary's death ig,ironically,Bigger's rebirth. Rezlising that he
is in a godless worldj;a world marted by the absence of frezdom,harmony
and standards,he brings into existence his proper world of rage and
vialence that he Y%Xnows to bs real. In so doing,h2 has graéted his

existans2 purposaz and vision, Ha,thus,coaforms teo Camus' statement




that 'vielencs is at the roots of all creAtion."

Writing of Native Séa,James Baldwin assertis thét each Afre-Amsrican is
a pate&tial Bigger Thomas, Nevertheless,Béidwin reproachas Wright for
his prejudiced represepbatibn,for there are intricaéies and inteasi-
ties te the 'Negro' psyéhg}dgy and existence that Wright has not
examined. Te pariray Bigger only in terms of fury and resentment,and
bar all other gualitigs,is to introduce an impediment to the Afre-
American's emancipatien.{Se,accerding to Ealdgin,Bigger is 2 'moaster'.

Howsver,Wright is depicting a character whe is so alienated from the

%

pravailing social valueé t;ailhe feals the urge to establish his proper
ethics:sfer Bigger 5n gcf—gf assassination is an'act ef creation.'
This act of creation élevates Bigger from nemslessness teo acknow-
ledgment. As 2 rebellien ofrthe long-submitted ego,he 2lone fulfills
a startling deéd. Tke;eb#'ge iﬁpeses his preseace ea the white world.
Se,with the emergence ef a'néwﬁBigger,i.e.'a new 'nigger',the auther
delineatss for the white peeple 2 hidesas and dreadful picture of the
Afro-American's lateat re;olt against centuries ef white prejudice
and eppressien. Silas' resslutien te strugszle,2s it is revezled in the
Seutheru background of.ﬁLéng'B&ack Seng",invelves,here,the snewy urban
getting of Native Sen,with an implieit hint ef thelsordid Black PBelt
that has been picturéd inﬂﬁawd~§odaz. Here;%right.wonders what will
happen if 2ll the Silaé;the'B%gger Themases and the Jake Jacksons
decide to exterierise the{tr" éerrors,disaffections and innibitions ento
the Amarican socio-poliffc;l gcens? On account of this,the critic
Charles 'Glicksberg assertsffiat it is
shéer‘n;nsense to insist that the act of killing
nads Bigder fres,(on the contrary) Wright is holding
loaded pistol at'the head of the white world while he
miztters betwégn clenshed teeth: "Bither you grant us fgual
rights. as huaman Beings or els2 thig.what will happen.
Book TIIL is alse # pursuit for ways out. Whea Bigger is coa-

3ol

¢ {rontadl Y dsath,na hopelsgsly pursuss 2n apchor or anything that may
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give his existzace and d2ath 2 significance. For even religious morals
cannot confort him. We ars told that thz old Revsrend Hammond,the
pastor of nis mother's church,com2s to Bigger's cell te console him.
But Bigger determinedly rejects his magranimity. Fer he '(fears) that
the preacher (will make) him ramorseful.'(p.319)
One should bear in mind that Bigger 128 repudiated the Judeo-Christian
morality,and ideatified himself with his brutal and destructive ferce
that led him teo crime. Like Marx who had admitted that religlon 'is
the sigh of the oppressad creature,the sentiment of a heartless world,
and the soul of soulless conditiens,‘lQWright has disceruned the resal
historical meaning of Christianity,ameng the Afre-Americans,2s net 2
means of expleitatien,but as a wise adjustmeat te eppressien. This
stand is represented in the nevel by Reverend Hammend and Bigger's
mother. '
Whilse Reveread Hemmond is praying fer his soul,Bigger realises the
signifiéance of the words witheut paying attention te them. Fer his
mother ussd to tell him about the suffering,the hepe 2nd the love that
await for him in eternity., Yei,he regards with disgust this prayer
because it makes him feel a guiltiness stronger and desper than the
guilt of Mary's assassination. 'He (has) killed within himself the
preachsr's haunting picture of 1life even before he (has) killed'Mazy;
that (has) teen his first murder.'(p.522) Besides,the preacher reveals
te Bigger the wreichedness and the desolatien thai Man had besn sab-
jected to and heow,thanks to the Lord,ds has besn redesemed. Rev. Hammond
substantially says:
‘' Son,fer thousan's of ysars we beea prayia' for Gawd
£' take th' cuss off us. Gawd heard our prayers 'n' said
Ha'd show u3 2 way back t' 'Im. His Son Jesus caae down t'
earth 'a' put oa humen flesh 'm' lived 'n' died t!' show us
the way. Jesus let men crucify 'Imjbut His death wuz 2
victory. Hes showad us tha' t' live ia this warl’ waz t' be
crucifisd by it. This warl' ain' our home. Life ever' day

is a erucifixica. Thers ain' tut on2 way oul,son,’'n’ tha's
Jesus' way,the way of lovas 'n' fergivsasss. Ee lika Jesus.




Don't' resiat. (2.322-3)

Neverthelass,Bigser is afraid of the pastor. He even dislikes him for
the Reverend asks him 'to ¥ow down and ask for mercy;'but his gelf-
esfzem will not allow him to do thzat,net while he is still alive,'not
while the sun (shines).' Here,ons m2y say thatMarxism has often been

a propitious frame of rafersaca for Wright,but hs refuzad formal
religion,mainly formal Christianity,2s a solution to problems princi-
pally secular such 2s Bigger's bleak existence that whites have forcad
upon him in his particular social milieu. On the other hand,Bigger
wonders abeul Jan and Mary's respective stands, Fer both are begzing
him te trust himself.,

The old Reverend's visit is followed by that of the young
communist,Jan Erlene. Admitting that he had net understeed what Bigger
felt the night they forced him to eat with them,Jan confesses that he
was 'kind of blind' 2nd in 2 sense he is 'the one whe is re2lly guilty'.
Then,he tells Bigger

I've never dene anything agzinst yeu and your
people in my life., Bat I'm 2 white man and it weuld be
asXing too much te ask you not te hate me,when every white
man you see hates you. I - I know my...my face looks like
theirs to you,even though I don't feel like they de., But I
didn't knew we were so far apart until that night,..I can
understand now why you pulled that gun on me when I waited
eutside that house teo talk te.ysu. It was the only thing
you could have donsjtut I didn't knew my white face was
making'yeu feel gullty,condemning yeu.{(p.324-5)

Threugh his‘attempt to comprehend Rigger,Jan is liberated frem the
Party restraints. Also,Bigger,who has been scared and hated Jan,is now

enlivened by his franknsss and audacity. For Jan cenfesses that he got

somathing eut of tha pain he suffered from, It enables him te see

"

deeper ‘inte men. It was in prison,meurning for Mary,that he theuzht »
all the Afro-Amseicans who havs been lynched and these Africans whe

hava been snatched from their kin in times of glavery. Therelty,he
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Bigzsr to te on his side for he 'can fight this thing with (him),just
like (he has) started it, (He) can come from 211 thoss white peaple
and stand here wita (him).'(p.326) In this stand,Jan is not tryling te
urge Bigger to commit ether abominable crimss ner is he expressing
banalities and figmeats of the imagination., He amalyses himself,in an
introspective manner,and detect; his own onesided views: he has been
an ignorant 'formalist' inspite of the cause he is defeading. At this
precise mement,Bigger feels that 'a particle of white rock had deta—t
ched itself from that leooming mountainm of white hate and had rolled
down the slepe,stopping still at his feet. The word had tecoma flesh,'!
(p.326) This is an experience that eccars to him fer the first time in
his life: a white man has become 2 human bei§g.

Ag Jan is an advocate ef‘Communism,the lawyer Max is,to a
cerizin extentﬁﬂriéﬁt’s spekesman and the Party's meuthpiece. Yet,both
Jan and Max stand fer an alternative te Christiznity. They typify 2
pew religien which aims at changing the world's perceptien and Man's
condition en earth. Jam and Max propese te EBigger a different werld's
perception frem the one he is accustomed fe: 2 new form of human
brotherhaid_defpi& of racial discriminatien. However,Bigger repudiates
fheir doptrihé as being hellew and incompatible te his existence.
'Hence,the pelitical cémmittm&at that saved Wright froam nothingness is
not available te Bigger.'20
As for Biggsr's murder of Mary,Max asks him a seriss of tendentious
quastiens such as: 'Why did you do it?...Did you plan it?,...Did any-
body help you?...¥ad you been thlrking about deing sozmething like that
for a long time?...How did it happen?...Did you rape her?'(p.385-6)

3 did nmot im=
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Max,the Marxisi,wants also teo know the rez

ferm ths 'Negro lsadars' abeut his anxisty 2nd fear, To this querry,

Aw,h2ll, Mz, Max. They wouldn't listea %o me.




rich,even though the white folks treat themn almost like

they do me. They almost like white people,when 1%t comes

te guys like me. They say guys like me make it hard fer them
te got aloag with white folks.(p.394-5)

During the trial,hewevar,Bigger is almost tetally incapable of
comprehending Max's peroratiosn. He undsrstands the spirit of the speech
but cannal grasp the real significance of the terms,because Max does
not refer to Bigger as an authentic human being but 23 an abstract
notion, When Max and Bigger talk together in private,tney have no
difficalty in understanding one another. Yet,during the trial Max
speaks of a characteristic personage,2 symbol., For Max tells EBigger
that 'in a certain seuse,eve?y Negro in America's on trial,'(p.405) He
also tells ths jury that 'this mzn (Bigger) is different,even though
his ecrime differs from gimilar crimes only in degres. The complex
forces of society have isolated here for us 2 symbel,2 test symbel.'
(9.420) Therehy,Max attempts te explain Bigger from & historical,eco-
nemic and scciolegical angle. Later en,in his cell,Bigger tries to
reveal to Max the hidden motives ef the murdsr that made him unders-
tand his humanity. Nevertheless,Max can only put ferward a vague
argument abeut the social inequities and the need for people te believe
in thnemselves so that te put an end te all the possible strife and in-
tolerance. Bigger,in erder te back up his argument,firmly states:

I ain't trying te fergive nebedy and I ain't asking
for nevody to forgive me. I ain't going te cry. They
wouldn't let me live and I killed. Maybe it ain't fair te
kill,2nd I reckon I really didn't want te kill., But when I
think ef why all the killing w2s,I begin te feel what I
wanted,what I anm,.,I dida't want to kill!...But what I
killed for,I am! It must've been preity deep in me to maks

me ¥il1l! I must have felt it zwful hard te murder, (p.461)

In heariag these words,Max gebts restless for his btody moves nervously

w

and 'nis eys=s (3:9) full of terro-." Bizger rsassurss him that he i
all right but the lawyer doss not face him 2nd leavss him by himself
in his c2ll with 3 'Faingt,;wry,bith

Wa may infer from this passage,vhich
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scaene,that Wright emphasizes Biggef's non-idantificatia with Max's
ideolagy. Bigger's mardesrous act stand for a revolubioanary act,

Jhe author acknowladzes in his protagonist the hopelessness which is
the prerequisite for absolubte and violant revolutionary commlttmeats.
He comprehends these committmants not as the result of a deliberate
chaice but of ebligatioa. The abssluts humiliatisn ef the human beling,
the absalute reaction--'the need for a whale life and z2cted outb eof
that need.'(p.28) FPor Wright,then,the violsacz of Bigger Thomas and,te
some exteat,the lumpen proletariat,is 'net only an ehjective force of
revelatisn;viseleacs (cannet) bte separated out from the formatien of
censcieusness.'zl Unfortunately,such a revelation appalls Max,the
Cémmunist. On the ether hand,the anther,in dapieting his protagenist,
dees net imply that every single Afro-American sheuld 'smother' a
'white rich giri’ for the sake of an existential fulfillment he rather

fecuses upen the fact that there are intricacies,proper te the Afro-

- American cemmunity,that are not tetally grasped by a dslegate of a

seemingly deep revelutisnary ideology. Besides,Wright's anti-here is

.the preduct ef centuries ef humiliatien and crucifixien, His mardsreas

act is,fer the auther,a lagitimate means te achieve "freadom”.

It must be admitted that in Native Sen,Bigger has an impbrtant
pesitien and is by ne me2ns 2 figzent. He is a typlcal figure e
Buckley,tﬁe State's Atterney,and te the pablic at large. The auther
mekes it sufficiently cleaf that these pesple's determination te kill
Bigger is an indicatien of a primitive need te ex2cute a ritualistie

ated

*:u
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manslaughter and,by this means,te wipes oul the lateat menace pre
¥ 3 .

by all the Afre-Americans. Se,'de2ath is (Blgger's) poertion,...he Tuns

to ‘deathjcoming frem darknbss and dwelling in darkness,hs mast - be,2
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In ordar to evaluate correctly thes significancs of the final

seation,it is imperative to comorehzad what osturs da ths enacluding




Native Soa. At first,one ddzs not recessarily agree with

¥

ldwin wh2a h2 asserts that Bigger 'wants to die because hes gloris
in his hatred and prefers,like Luecifer,rather to rule ia hell than

123

serve in heaven. The point is that Bigger,by means of iatrospection,
ultimztely man2ges to voice his proper ezo which is tetally different
from the on2 begueathed to him by all the other characters in Native .
Sen.

In this nevel,Wright portrays am American whe has faith in
2bsalutely nothiang. The author's protagonist,Bigger Thomas,de=23 not
abide by any morzls except his vislent self-conduct,for he is radiecally
a2lienated from all the cultural ethics. In this sense,Wright szems teo
artienlate a prophetic vision: Afre-American people such as Bigger may
be a gonstant and hazardeus menace to the rests eof America; In other
words,Wright reveals 'the hatred and the resentment of the ghette
masses and expeses & psychic wound se deep that only vielence can

24

cauterize it, chever,mény 'comrades' eriticized Wright's eppreach
towards the Afre-American peeple after the publicatien of the noval.
They alleged that the Afro-American ard white masses are net repre—
sented in Native Senj;and this results in giving the reader an imperfect,
and thereby,a2 false picture of the American reality. 3 Consequently,
Wright was threatened by revocatien frém the Party. 'All that had
szved him was his enermous pepularity arnd publie acclaim.'26
Rereading Native Son,half a ceantury after its publication,one
may deduce that Wright is exploring,in additien te the se¢cial injus-

ticas and racial sa2gregatiea,2 cardinal issue, He is asking 2 funda-

fan's essence! what is Man's morality in a world

a2 world whose fundazantal assumptions {can}'na
longer be takea for granted: a world riddea with mational
and rliss strifejz world whose metaphysical méanings
2 in which God no loagsr (exist

3
1
mH20
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man's livss;a warld in which
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(can) no longer retain their faith in an ultimate hera-
after,..2 world whose natars (is) conflict arl action,2
worldl whose limited drez and vision imperiously (urvei

men to s2tisfy thelr orgzznisms,2 world that (existsj

plans of aaimal seasation alons=. (p.22)

on a

In this s=nses,Bigger Thomas,from a conaaptual point of view,2nticipates

Ralph Ellison's isible Man whe alss affirms his nsed for liberty and

I3

jdentity in this hostile world.

I hurt folk 'causs I felt I had tojthat's all.
Thay wa2s crowding me too clos2; they wonldn't give me no
room. Lots of times I tried te forget 'em,but 1 couldn't.
They woulda't let me...I'1l be fesling and thinking that
they dida't see me and I didn't see them. (p457)
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ELLISON,Ralph.
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'The Negro is a sort of seventh son born with a
veil,and gifted with secend-sight in this American World,
--a world which yields him no true self-consciousness,but
only lets himlsee himself through the revelation of the
other world.'

'Today it makes little difference...what the Negre
thinks or dreams or wills. In the soul-life eof the land he
is today,and naturally will leng remain,unthought of,half
forgettenjand yet when he does come te think and will and
do for himself,--and let no man dream that day will never
ceme,--then the part he plays will net be one of sudden
learning,but words and Ehoughts he has been taught te lisp
in his race-childheed.'

A/ INTRODUCTION:

Some thirty-eight years age,an unknewn writer,ne longer yeung,
published a first nevel and won the Natienal Fiction Award fer 1952.
There was the novel but whe was the author of Invisible Man? For his
life was similar te a parabela,moving frem Oklahema-City te New York
via Alabama. Yet,with the publicatien of Shadew and Act (1964),3;1ph
Ellisen appears te the public view. This beek is cempesed ef mest of
his essays,from the beginning of his literary career te the present.
In the preamble te Shadew and Act,Ellisen tells ef his struggle te
become a writer:

I found the greatest difficulty for a Negre writer
was the problem ef revealing what he truly felt,rather than
serving up what Negroes were supposed to feel,and were
enceuraged te feel. And linked te this was the difficulty,
based upon our long habit of deception and evasion,of de-
picting what really happened within eur areas of American
life,and putting down with honesty and without bowing te.
ideological expediencies the attitudes and values which
give Negre American life its sense of wholeness and which
render it bearah}e and human and,when measured by our own
terms,desirable. :

This combination of the moral and the artistic is,for the writer,a

central fact. However,one of Ellison's difficulties,one particular to

any Afro-American who tries to express his own persenality in his own
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terms,i.e. when an Afro-American tries to think beyond what has been
conceived before,or when he voices a perception of reality which
contradicts or defies the group's vision,there is a movement,sometimes
undeliberate,te bring him back into line or te exclude him. Hence,for
an Afro-American writer such as Ellison,this statement ef a personal
perception is especially pathetic,for the consequent exclusien carries
with it the charge of "selling out" or "trying te be white."
On the other hand,Ellison hag always affirmed his identity as an Afro-
American. For he declares
I recognize no American culture which is net the
partial creation of black peeple. I recegnige ne American
style in literature,in dance,in music,even in assembly line
procesxee,which does not bear the mark of the American
Negre.
Thus,Ellison is one of the few Afre-American writers who have struggled
te express the impact of the 'Negro' on American culture and the rela-
tionship between the twe. In this respect he once declared in an inter-
view:
I consider myself both (a 'Negre' and an American)
and I don't see a dichotomy. I'm not an American because I
arbitrarily decide seo. I write in the American traditien
of fictien. My people have always been Americans...Cultu-
rally speaking,I inherited the language of Twain,Mslville,
and Emerson,after whom I'm named. Ne,it makes a very
dramatic stgtement when you say,'Il am net American,l feel
alienated.' ¥
Before the publicatien of Invisible Man (1952),Ellisen was a
"Projan" writer,publishing whenever possible and doing edd jebs te
make ends meet. Beyend the circle of his family,friends and relatively
few readers of literary and radical jeurnals,Ellisen's name was not
known befere 1952. With the appearance of Invigible Man,Ellison moved
suddenly inte the frent ranks of American writers. Befere this public
successs,he had published ten short stories and thirty-seven essays on

literature and politics. Ellisen has published no second novel. Still,

he has published twelve stories since Invisible Man,along with dozens
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of essays and interviews,some of which are collected in Shadow and Act.

Though his first writings testify te Richard Wright's influence,
Ellison had already begun to discover his proper style and tepics. He
Qas afraid that his o0ld mentor was more interested in pelitics than in
art. Moreover,he had the impression that Wright did not know much
about the prefound significance and the witty language of folklore.
Perhaps most important,Ellison aimed at picturing Afre-American life
more positively than Wright. He felt that very few writers cempre-
hended and articulated the Afre-American pre@icament with the merdant
wit and the enthusiasm ef the erators and musicians he had listened to
in Oklahoma-City. .

Native Son and Invisible Man stand as the two most significant

boeks in the histery ef Afro-American fiatien. Ellison's nevel summa-
rises all of Wright's existential wrath,all of Langsten Hughes' sense
of negritude,all'of James Baldwin's sense of America,and all the sense
of lonesome,vulnerable identity that is the fundamenfal substance of
the most remarkable Afre-American writing of the tweatieth century.
Perceiving the Afre-American ag the creation ﬁf the eyes that
see him,Ellison demenstrates that 'Negrees' are net censidered as
human beings,but és functiens. Therefere,it is the 'nigger' who is
seen instead ef the human being whe gemains:invisfble te beth 'black
and white' worlds. In a highly symbolic narrative Ellisen extends the
'ipvisibility' of the 'Negre' to modern man,so that the Afro-American
becomes the paradigm of human existence in contemperary America.
Ellison's nameless protagenist,an existentialist underground man whe
discevers that identjity exists ndt in the eyes of others but in the
creatien of an ego threugh an effort of will,proclaims the possibility
of re-emerging inte the world in an obstinate determination te be and
te work. As an ex-underground here he might reveal the ways in which a

singular and dehumanized world could be re-humanized. Hence,



the racial turmoil as we know it...was only a dis-
tant thunder,nat nacessarily promising rain., In that state
of nzrvous calm,%llison could produce a novel which,regar-
ding the character and fate of Amerisan Negroes--indeed
the character and fate of our whole multi-racial society--
wag both a summation and a prophecy.

Accordingly,the Invisible !Man is an identifiably Afro-American whose
life is so profoundly human that readers all over the world identify
and sympathise with him.

It should be mentioned that Invisible Man revives,and often

refers to,the debut of the novel as a literary form: te Cervantes,
DefoeyFielding and,chiefly to works by great nineteenth-century nove-
lists such as Dostoievsky,Twain,James and,especially Melville. F.W.

Dupee calls Invisible Man 'the veritable Moby-Dick of the racial

crisis.'7 Like Moby-Dick,Ellison's novel is a comprehensive novel,one
that tries many thimgs: both are rhetorical tour de force containing
.letters,political speeches,songs,sermons, bars,fights,churches and
dreams. Yet,Ellison has described his novel as one abeut 'innecence
and human error,a struggle through illusion te reality.'8 Still,one
wonders hew did this first novel by an unknown writer came to be re-
garded as a classic in a short time? One 'has to bear in mind that

Invigible Man has been conspicuously reviewed by journals such as the

Saturday Review,The New Yorker and The New York Times. Famous scholars

such as Delmore Schwartz,the sditer eof Partisan Review (1945-55),were

extremely exuberant. Schwartz regretted that 'the language of literary
criticism seems shallow and patronizing when one has to speak of a
book like this...It is a book which ought to be reviewed by William

Paulkner,the author of Light in August.'g

Taking heed of his warning that 'for the novelist,of any
cultural or racial identity,his form is his greatest freedom and his
insights are whare hz finds them,'loit is important to note that

rather than writing specifically for a whita andience,as his detractors
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suggested,Ellison focused his novel on iszues affecting Afro-Americans,
'on the lingering problem,for example,of finding black leadership that
was effectively responsive to the black group's own neéds and wishes.'ll
Ellison also felt drawn to praise the Afro-American ethos that hasg
maintained the community. Accordingly,he has stated that folklore12
explains the Afro-American's self-consciousness and plight. For,un-
willing to embrace totally the white American's values and perceptions,
the Afro-Americans set up in folklere their own modes of expressien:
'another instance,' observes Ellison,'of man's triumph over chaos.' In
folklore,past experiences are 'pelished',appraised and revived. Afro-
American felklore unfolds 'symbols which express the group's will te
survive...values by which the group lives and dies...the group's
attempt to humanise the world.'l3 Moreover,the author is fully aware of
the blankness of the Afro-American community's fate,and wonders if the
'Negro' writer should reveal only those negative aspects of his commu-
nity and ignore other facters that had sustained the group? In "his
work,though,we may notice a development ef a central theme: 'the more
conscious a person is of his personal,cultural and national histery,
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the freer he becomes. This is an indicatien of the influence of
writers such as Wright,Malraux and Hemingway. This shows itself in
Ellison's emphasis on individuals whe b} perseverance and volition
manage te stand independently.
In his style we can also see a change from social realism to surrealism.
Ellison's endeaveours teo contrive a language,te articulate the tempes-
tuous and kaleidescopic world as perceived by his self-conscious hero,
led him to use moderniét techniques such as surrealism,multiple pers-
pectives and straam of consciousness,to depict a world that is violent
and out of focus. Writing about his style he claims that

to the extent that we can use these forms and tech-

niques...3nd draw from the uniqueness of Megro speech and
from the uniqueness of our axperience as Americans,we have



semething tisadd to the general quality of...American
literature.

However,what makes his work typically Bllisonian is the use of Afro-
American felklore. Furthermore,the novel's remarkable fullness of
references to early novels,fairy tales,classical literature,philoso-
phical,political and psychological works by major writers and thinkers
such as Marx,Malraux and Joyce,gives to readers,who knew the works
referred to,a cluster of alternative reference points. Nevertheless,
as Robert Bone peints out
it remains to place Ellison in his twentieth-century
tradition. What is involved is a rejection of the natura-
listic nevel and the philosophical assumptions on which it
rests. From Ellison's allusions to certain of his contem-
poraries--teo Stein and Hemingway,Joyce and Faulkner,Eliot
and Yeats--one idea emerges witESpersistent force: Man is

the creator of his own reality.

Here,Invisible Man's relevance to the various problems of Afro-Americans

can be used to reduce it to the level of a documentary of the 'Negro's'
predicament.

To read such a...brilliant novel...it is to find,
ameng one's richest satisfactions,the sense of immersion
in all the concrete materialities of Negro life. One hears
the very buzz and hum ef Harlem in the racy,pungeant
speech of his West-Indians and his native hipsters,and all
the grotesquerie in his opening account of the dreary
little backwater of a remote Southern Negro college has in
it a certain kind of empirically absolute rightness. In-
deed,the book is packed full of the acutest observations
of the mannersand idioms and human styles that constitute
the ethos of Negro life in the American metropolisjand it
gives us such a sense of gocial fact as can be come by no-
wherel%n the stiffly pedantic manuals of academic socio-
logy.

Few writers have made more incisive statements about the de-
humanizing strains that have been put upon Afro-Americans. Thus,

Invisible Man is one of the most trenchant artistic depictions we have

of the Afro-iAmerican under these dehumanizing pressures;'and at the
" . s , 18

same time,2 statement of the human triumph over those conditions.

For,in Ellison's novel,the hero iz duped,beaten and even lynched; but

conscioug of his origins in a sustaining tradition,he succeeds in



R {4 T,

persevering with courage and high style, This emphasis on the heroic
impulse in Afro-American life has contributed to Ellison's impact on
many writers such as Ishmael Reed,Tony Morison,James Alan McPherson,
and Alice Walker. Nevertheless,critics have often wondered why the

author of Invisible lMan 'disappeared' after the 'one-big-book',

Ellison has been diversely considered as a 'Negro writer' and

as a one-book-novelist. As his Invisible Man 'was cited in 1965 by a

pannel of two hundred authors and critics as the work of American
fiction most likely to endure of all those published since 1945,'19his
fiction,Ellison wrote,'became the agency of (his) efforts to answer
the questions: who am I,vhat am I,how did I come to be?'zoand the
answer his protagenist finally comes up with is that he is all that he
has been: 'I saw that they were more than separate experiences. They
were me; they defined me. I was my experiences and my experiences were

me.’21 However,our objective,in dealing with Ellison's Invigible Man,

is te shed as much light as possible on Ellison's nameless hero,and on
the fictional world in which he evolves: a world of dubious honors,

shadows and much adversity.

1) General Background:

Ralph Walde Ellison was born in OklahOma—City in 1914,seven
years after Oklahoma was admitted te the Union. His parents Lewis
Ellison from Abbeyville,South Carolina,and Ida Milsap Ellison from
White Oak,Georgia,had moved from Chattanooga,Tennessee,to benefit from
the proclaimed 'greater freedom' of this New Territory. Zllison re-
members the 'Oklahoma biicks' who felt that 'no matter what their lives
had been,their children's lives would be lives of possibility.'l For,
as Robert Bone otserves,in the Oklahom2 tarritory,

race relations were more fluid than in established

communities, Ffrontier attitudes persisted well into the
present century,and Zllison wig raised in a tradition of



R e e s

aggressiveness and love of freedom., He is proud of hig
frontier heritage,and to it may be traced his fierce
individualism and his sense of possibility.

Born in such a newly established state,Ellison took from his
milieu a different perspective from that,for ingtance,of Wright who
had been born inte the closed world of 'Negre' sharecroppers in Missi-
ssippi. When his father--a construction worker--died,in 1917,E1llison
was only three years old,and the rest of the family had to face an un-
bearable poverty. This compelled the mother to support the family as a
domestic servant. Still,Ralph and Herbert,his younger brother,felt .
that the worlds of the well-off and the whites were accessible. This
méntality was certainly promulgated by the father who was,in fact,an
avid reader who named his son after Emerson (1803-82),the American
philosopher,essayist and poet. This attitude was also reinforced by
the resolute mother who brought home records and books rejected in the
white homes where she worked ags a maid. Moreover,being an activist and
an ardent supporter of BEugene Debs' Socialist Party,she would often
tell her sons 'if you young Negroes don't de something about things,I
don't know what's going to happen to this race.'3 Years later,Bllison
would recall his mother's role in his being a writer,for he says:

> (my mother) certainly had semething to do with en-
couraging my interest in reading. She had no idea that I
was going to become a writer,or if she did,she had more
insight into me than I had into myself,because I thought I
was going to be a musician., My mother always encouraged me
te do something,and to be good at it--she insisted upon
that, It was my father who wanted me to be a writer. I
didn't discover that until many years later...until after
I had written Invisible Man and talked with an older
cousin,who told me that my father had used to say,"I'm

raising this boy to be 2 poet." Of course he had given me
the name (Ralph Waldo).

In Oklahoma-City,a town that was music-centered,the most vene-
rated heroes were the musicians. Bllison heard church-performers and
marching bandsmen. He wanted to become a musician who could read music

as well as create it., Accordingly,he learned music-theory it the local
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High School and gafhered an accurite knowledse of many brass instru-
ments of which the trumpet was his favourite.

In 1934,he had gone off to Tuskegee Institute as a scholarship student.
His aim was to study composition under William Dawson,the Afro-Amefican
conductor and composer. The Tuskegee Institute along with its father-
founder Booker T. Washington,became the illustration for the College

and its Head that is experienced by the nameless hero of Invisible Man

in his Southern youth. So,at Tuskegee,Bllison majored in musiec but
financial difficulties obliged him to leave after three years there.
Begides,in Alabama,there were pressures,specific to the Deep South,to
cope with. For both the Afro-Americans and the white Alabamians tried
to oblige him to perform functions he found repulsive. Yet he felt he
was not forced to 'meet every challenge some peckerwood came along
with,'Sand in time he found i% relatively simple to
outmanosuver those who interpreted (his) silence as
submission,(his) efforts at self-control as fear,(his)
contempt as awe before superior status,(his) dreams of far
away places and room at the top of the heap as defeat
before the barriers of their stifling,provincial world. And
(his)}' struggle became a desperate battle waich was
usually fought,though not always,in silence.
Still,the constraints and hostilities,he faced at Tuskegee,fertilised

Ellison's artistic awareness. He transformed the essence of his Tuskegee

experience inte the symbolic action of Invisible Man,which elucidates

certain stages of his college years in Alabama, For instance,when Jim
Crowism was at its worst,he realised that he was able to 'escape thes
reduction' forcad upon him by 'unjust laws and customs.' Realising

that he was the victim of stupid persscution,and having %to face,as a.

matter of fact,the Jim Crow facilities,h2 wonld

movae to the back of a Southera bus,or climb to the
peanut ‘gallery of 2 movise-house--matters about which (he)
could do nothinz axcept walk,read,hunt,dance,sculpt,
cultivate idaals,or sesk other uses for (his) time--than
i

to ‘tolerate concepts which distorted 'the actual reality of
(his) situation or (his) reactions to i%...thns was (he)
1izciplined %o andurs the ahsurditiea of both conscious
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and unconscious prejulice,to resist racial provocation and,
before the ready violence of brutal gplicemen,nlilroad
"hulls",and casual white citizens,to hold (his) peace and
bide (his) time., Thus was (he) forced to evaluate (his)
own self-worth,and the narrow freedom in which it efisted,
against the power of those who would destroy (nim).

Though music was his primary concern,in 1935,during his second
year at Tuskegee,he made 2 significant move towards writing. He started
studying the sources and techniques of modern fiction and poetry. The
literary work that profoundly attracted him,that year,was T.S. Eliot's
"Phe Waste Land," of which he said,it 'moved and intrigued me but
defied my powers of analysis.'s So,during his third year at the college
he started writing poetry for the first time.

During his three years at Tuskegee Ellison stared down the old
Southern visions of Afro-American life,and by following the 'New
Negroes of Tuskegee,' ‘he was maturing despite the general atmosphere
of intellectual trepidation at the college. However,because of a con-
fusion about his scholarship at the end of his third year Ellison was
without the forty-dollar tuition fee for the coming year,and had no
money to subsist on. He decided that rather than working in Alabama, i
where it would be hard to save money for the fall term,he would venture
North. What he knew about New York made it sound like a magic place,
and he looked forward to getting work there;énd maybe he could also
appease his desire to tackle life from other new angles. He was also
attracted to New York because of that magical promise of greater free~-
dom.

New York was one of the great cities prominent in
the Negro American myth of freedom,a myth which goes back
very far into Negro American exverience. In our spiri-
tuals it was the North star and places in the North which
symholised freedom and to that axtant I expected certain
things from New York,

Not surorisingly he had difficulty in fiading 2 job in New York. It
was 1936--the middle of the Great Depression. Yat,on his second day in

Harlem,@llison came acros3 Lanzaton Hughes. Through Hizghaes he met
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Wright, Immediately,an intimacy between the two men developed for they
shared the same pain: they were left-wing Afre-Ameriean intellectuals
with Southern backgrounds attempting to survive in New York and
struggling to generate art in the heart of the Great Depression.
Ellison's new friends encouraged his leftward tendencies. Wright was
an active member of the Communist Party when they met,and Hughes was a
member of the radical American Writer's Congress. Ellison took part in
social gatheringsloand wrote articles to back up Communist Party
issues,but he never joined this party resenting its oversimplification
and manipulatien. Moreover,he eventually rejected the Party's orien-
tation to elevate pelitics above literature. He firmly believed in the
transcendental value of artistic- technique and insisted en histo-
rical and psychelpgical credibility in fictien. Nevertheless,Wright
wag so strongly affected by his friend's capacity te analyse literature
that he compelled him te write a shert stery for New Challenge but
Ellisen begged off. He was a musician and had no writing experience.
Wright 'ferced his hand' by asking for a shert review of a newly pub-

lished novel: Waters Edward Turpin's These Low Grounds. With this

review,Ellison took the 'fatal step' on the way to becoming a writer.
In February 1957 he was broken by the @Feadful news of his mother's
sudden death but he was determined to continue te practice his wri-
ting. He became with Wright's help a beneficiary of the New Deal's
Federal Writers' Program from 1938 to 1942. In this respect,he once
pointed out that he 'first started writing under WPA--that is (he) was
able to give time to writing because (he) ceuld do work for them and

leara to do (his) own,'lland in Shadow and Act he confesses that 'wri-

ting provided me a growing satisfaction and required,unlike music,no

o i 1 s ved " + 12

formal study--but the designation "writer'" sceemed to me most unreal.
During the years he spent in the WPA,Zllison was totally aware

of language and folklore as keys to the past and to individual iden-
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tuty. As early as 1940,and unlike Wright,he was reluctant to picture
the Afro-American merely as the victim of external forces. He started
to consider Afro-American characters,who were,with the help of their
strength,folklore and histery,able to comprehend their eunvironment.
Thig desire for conscious heroces indicates his eventual split with
geveral of his literary and political companions such as Wright whose
"Rlueprint for Negro Writing" was initially a model for Bllison's
fiction and criticism. Here,it should be noted that in the thirties,
Ellison was well versed in left-wing politics. He plainly perceived
the writer's duty to produce works embracing the great gocial issues
of the era,and wrote many virulent radical essays,short stories and
reviews. However,by the early forties,he refused to limit his views of
Afro-American culture and character to the rules of current political
theory. As the forties wore on,it became obvious to Ellison that time-
less art transcends pelitical dispute. For
the ideology changes,but the human experience,the
joy and the pain,the anger and the exultation which should
go into art remains...It isn't yours;it's a group thing
which you share in and which you communicate...if you do
that,then it seems to me a far more important thing than
being ideologically committed. The novel is a form which
attempts to deal with the contradictions of life and ambi-
valence and ambiguities of values. It isn't easy for ideo-
logues to deal with it. They don't trust it because the
form itself insists Egon a certain kind eof truth,a certain
kind of ebjectivity.
Such a stand made radicals of the forties and fifties apprehensive
about Bllison's political tendencies. Zven Wright feared that his ta-
lented 'protégéd' would casually 'betray' himjand during the sixties
when Black Arts Movement artists and critics were calling for ever
more radical poems and stories,%llison was considered with a certain
mistrust. For instance,on speaking tours at college campuses,ne was
often met by Afro-American students' coldness and sometimes even dis-
dain,

in miand
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On a different laevel,his success can be noticed when on2 tear
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the various posts he held in the Arts and Letters Institutes,Clubs,
Academies and centers;in addition to the numerous awards and honors he
had,such as Chevalier de 1'Ordre des Arts et Lettres,awarded to him by
André Malraux,the Frendh Minister of Cultural Affairs,in 1970. Yet,
Ellison's achievements are too enormous to be re-
duced to rhetorical formulation. His success proves that
intelligence,perseverance,discipline and love for ane!'s

work are,together,too great a com?ination to be contained,
or even defined,in terms of race.

2) Relevant Fiction:

a/ Shadow and Act

Shadow and Act (1964) is a compilation of seven apprentice

pieces written in the forties,which reflects the writer's political
and social inter?sts,and seven essays on Jazz and the Blues,which
appeared mainly in the late fifties. In addition to the three inter-
views,there are three first rate essays on literary topics. According-
ly,we are informed about the writer and the circumstances that have
formed his perception of life.

These pieces that were published at irregular intervals (the
earliest appeared in 1942 and the most recent in 1964) are arranged
under three headings: literature (mostly American);Jazz and Bluesjand
social commentary (dealing primarily ;ith culture and politics). The
primar} significance of these essays is autobiographical. Yet,they do
not say much about his life in any conventional biographical sense.
Their first appeal appears to be that here,finally,the 'Invisible Man'
begins to rise from the underground. Here is Ellison's 'regl auto-
biography.' Certainl;,the autobiographical indications are explicit in
two pieces,the "Introduction," and "Hidden Name and Complex Fate."
Purthermore,the writer largely draws upon his own background for the
reviaws and intervisws., by enclosing essays written over 4 gtrech of

twenty=two yeara;Rllison shows sortain facets of his svolution from
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the twenty-year old leftist WPA worker to the seasoned author of 1964
who is not 'primarily concerned with injustice,but with art.' In his
"Introduction" the author presents a kind of excuse,revealing that -
the essays 'represent,in all their modesty some of the necessary
effort which a writer of (Ellison's) background must make in order to
possess the meaning of his experience.'1 When the first of the essays
was written,he considered himself 'in (his) most secret heart at least
—--a musician,'not a writer. 'With these thin essays for wings,'he . .
notes,'I was launched full flight into the dark.'2

From a glance at the publication date of every text,we may deduce the
development of a young intellectual's consciousness. Consequently,the
bagic significance of these essays 'whatever their value as infor=:
mation or specul%tion,is autobiographical.'5 Nevertheless,the collec-
tion has thematic unities that are even more compelling. Its force is
obtained from its fundamental disparity ef Afro-American life,as per-
ceived through the lens of politics,sociology and popular culture,with
'Negro' life as seen and lived by one conscious,questioning Afro-
American.

As it deals with the image and role of the Afro-American in the United

States,Shadow and Act is essential reading for anyone attempting to

understand Zllison,the man or the artist. For,while Invisible Man is a

tale of a man's effort to comprehend his society and himself,the
essays delineate Ellison's own fortunate struggle to master the craft
of the writer and to understand,and then affirm,the intricacies of his
own rich caltural experience.

In his numerous lectures and in 3hadow and Act,Bllison emphasi-

sod the Afro-American writer who cinnot somprshead his writing until
ha comprehends his negritude,but at the same time he iz not 2ble to

papsaive and articulate his negritude until h2 anderstands his art and

his led ®llison to apoear as a controversial fisure ia the



debate about the objectivas of Afro-American writing and about
literature as a social weapon. Gventually,he concludes that he is a
writer not a 'black writer.' Though he has been attacked by many
radical artists and critics,he affirms that it his art that confers on
him his identity and that it is his loyalty to his art that gives him
the possibility to universalise his axperience as an individual °
'Negro,' as a man. He insists that the best art generates the best
politics. For Ellisen,the writer who assumes that good art must be
explicitly 'engagé',spoils the image of the Afro-American he endea-
vours to defend. For one 'would get the impressioh that when he looks
at a Negro he sees not a human being but an abstract embodiment of
living hell.'4 The violent Figger Thomas,the hero in Wright's Native
Son,is preferred to, the bewildered nameless Invisible Man. Unnoticed
here is the view that Afro-Americans are indisputably human and that
their resistance te provecation,their ceolness
under pressure,their sense of timing and their tenacious
hold on the ideal of their ultimate freedem are indispen-
sable values in the struggle,and are at least as characte-
rigstic of American Negroes as the hatred,gear and vindic-
tiveness which Wright chose to emphasize.
Here,Ellison clearly expresses his disagreement with Wright as far as
the objective of art is concernad:

Wright believed in the much abused notion that
novels are "weapons"--the counterpart of the dreary notion,
common among most minority groups,that novels are instru-
ments of good social relations. But I believe that true
novels,evaen when most pessimistic and bitter,arise out of
an impulse to celebrate human 1ife and therefore are ritua-
listic and ceremonial at their core. Thus they would pre-
serve as they destroy,affirm as they reject.

He also affirms that just as he,and most Afro-Americans,have controlled
themselves to live normally in a hostile America,his work is a result
not of political struggle as such tut of controllad literary struggle.
The artist's reavonsibility is not 6o nazate but to metamorphose

rasantment and prejudice into irt.

In Sradow and Act,Bllison goa@s back more and more to these




varierated themes: the connsction of the Arfro-American folk culture to
American culture in general,and the engagement of the Afro-American
artist to his ethnic group;

This is not to say that this collection is without predecessors. As an
axamination of 'Americana' from the extensive perspective of a writer,

this compilation is in the same tradition as Heanry James' The American

Scene (1907) and Jamss Baldwin's Notes of a Native Son (1955). Further-

more,Shadow and Act has also been a source for others such as Imamu

Amiri Baraka's Home (1966). Though Ellison's and Baraka's perspectives
differ very much,for Home articulates Paraka's 'black nationalism,'
and Bllison in emphasising the Afro-American's particular contributions
to American society,may be considered as an Afre-American cultural
nationalist. Yet their books are identical in formjthey are both
composed of essayé on Afro-American art and politics. Besides,they
both haye autobiographical suggestions.

Shadow and Act has also a lasting accuracy as a unified work of
art because of its author's straightforward decision to shed some light
upon himself and certain aspects of Afro-American life. As a varied
work that is compesed of literary essays,breezy interviews and aute-
biographical reflections alongside a formal address,this compilation
is a well-unified whole,held together by Ellison's capacity as artist/
philosopher/editor. In this sense,Stanley Edgar Hyman assertsthat this
collection is 'a monument of integrity,a banner proclaiming the need
to keep literary standards high,'7and Ellison adds,

be that as it may,these essays are a witness of
that which I have xnown and that which I have tried and am
still trying to confront., They mark a change of role,a
course,and a slow precarious growth of consciousness...The
very least I can say 1bout their vzlues is that they per-
formed the grateful function of making it unnecessiry to

clutter up my fictign with half-formed or outrageously
wrong-headed ideas.
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B/ Invisible Man

Although we come to know the Invisible Man,this Afro-American
figure with no faéé and no name,as a constantly jeepardised Odysseus
under the polyphemal white eye of society,he is no man and every man
at the same time. He is a voyager on a modern epic quest urged by the
message his grandfather reveals in a dream: 'To whem It May Concern...
Keep This Nigger-Boy Running.' Therefore,his principal search is for
a name. During his quest,he is given another name by the EBrotherhood,
but it is useless. For,when he becomes a “"prother,” he realised that

the Brotherheod dees not elucidate his inner apprehensions.

The very premise of Invisible Man is that it is a 'novel about

the disappearance of self and the collapse of meral perspective.'l It
also brings to mind the namelessness and exposure experienced by the
modern Afro-American,in particular,2nd modern man in general. For

Ellison says,'who xnows but that,on the lower frequencies,I speak for

2 R " i , §oed
you. '™ So,if Invizible Man,which may once have appeared to be limited

to the particular situation of the Afro-American at mid-century'as a
'Negro novel,' it is above all an Amesrican novel about 'blacks and

whites' together. It simply develops Wright's aphorism: 'the Negro is
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America's metaphor.' In this respect,@llison once declared

I believe any novel becomes effective to the extent
that it deals quite eloquently with its own material--that
is,you move from the specific to the universal--and that
there's no reason why any novel about Negro background,
about Negro characters,could not be effective as literature
and in its effectiveness transcend its immediate background
and speak eloquen}ly for other people...and will speak to
the other people.

In spite of its dramatic episodes,Invisible Man's fundamental

mode is comedy. Even the regrettable tales of Trueblood and Ted
Cliftqn have funny aspects. The basic gtatement of the novel,that the
hero cannot be seen is comical. Thé comedy is used to match the . ..
seriousness of Ellison's 'studies of blindness and sight,lightness and
darkness,perception and ignorance,being and nothingness,the strange

4 Consequently,Ellison's intent

ambiguities and "pelarities" of life.
is te create another world-view,another cosmology springing from his
own specific grounds,but transgressing them as his new world realises
itgelf.

Each effect in Invisible Man reveals the inside of the nameless hero;
we are below the skin level,and Ellison does not try to define the
Afro-American predicament,or to condemn society,but to demonstrate how
the protagonist is affected,'what the view is from the prison of-black-
ness and invisibility.'5 Thus,Ellisgn avoids techniques of social pro-
test fiction as well as the precise allusions to history and place
those notions of time and space which are the current landscape of the
Afro-American mind,as it has become merged in American consciousness

for more than three centuries. Invigible Man is an investigation of

the psychology of oppression. It is the tale of an internal quest; The
migration is from innocence to experience,not just from rural South %o
urban ghetto and the underground. Ellison develops this story with the
help of myths and rudiments of folk art to universalise the tale

further,and the protagonist's journey is finally 'a pilgrimage of the



gself,' Commenting on the nature of this novel,®1llison affirms that he

wanted

to see America with an awareness of its rich divéf—
sity and its almost magical fluidity and freedom,I wag
forced to conceive of a novel unburdened by the narrow
naturalism which has led,after so many triumphs,to the
final and unrelieved despair which marks so much of our
current fiction. I was to dream of a prose which was
flexible,and swift as American change is swift,confronting
the inequalities and brutalities of our society forth-
rightly,but yet thrusting forth its images of hope,human
fraternity and individual self-realisation. It would use
the richness of our speech,the idiomatic expression and
the rhetorical flourighes from past periods which are
still alive among us.

The tale of Invisible Man is fairly simple. It is about the
typical migratien and radical change of a Southern Afro-American pro-
gressin to the New Foundland of Harlem. It can also be considered as
an epic jeurney from Southern oppression to Northern invisibility or
as 'a record of a Negro's journey through contemporary America,from
South to North,province to city,naive faith to disenchantment.'7

The story is narrated by an invisible powerless young man looking back
at his visible innocence, i.e. a growing-up human being looking back
at the broken chrysalis. On this level,Ellison makes his story a weave
of allegories,departing from the predictable patterns of the social
protest .novel by mixing naturalism and fantasy,moving without tran-
sition from one level of ideas to another and skilfully emphasising

his hero's spiritual and psychological development. By using a rela-
tively simple plot structure,the author focuses on the quality of the

experience at hand.

The plot structure of Invisible Man i3 schematic. The noval

employs 'a cumulative plot,' developing the same fundamental spisode -
in an emotional crescendo: the hero struggles idealistiecally to live
by the orecepnts of his immedidte social group,then is defeated by the

bigotry of the society. The result i3 hig fall inte hopelezsnoas. Thig

ocours in four larze movementm: &) the strucrle in collega,tha abor-
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tive attempt to get Mr. Nortoun's trust and exclusion. b) His job
hunting in New York and then the fight and explosion at Liberty Paints.
c) His wpesurrection,"” and his fall into radical activism then his
rejection. d) The meebing with Rinshart,and the beginning of the riots,
ending in the fall underground. Every episode is an evolution to a de-
nouement followed by a reversal. The no;el's pr;logue and epilogue
simply arrange these.aeries of denouements and gsetbacks,and define the
emotional downfall of the Invisible Man. This Bype of structure shifts
the reader from an Afre-American individual's experience te the ordeal
of an entire community.jln anrinterview entitled "The Art of Fiction,"
Ell%son points out:_: 

~ In my nevel,the narrater's development is one

- through blackness te lightjthat is from ignerance te en—
lightenment: invisibility te visibility. He leaves the
South and goes Northjthis,as yea will notice in reading -
Negre folktales,is always the read te freedom--the move-
ment upward. You have the same thing again when he leaves

" his underground cave for the open.

Ellison uses many folk éoncepts to give structure to Invisible Man.

"Underlying the ' plack-white' concept ig a play on the belief of black-

ness as evil and whiteﬁéss ag good. The diversion here is that the
nameless narrator discafe:s his_enlightenment as he finds his black-
nessjhis ‘movement upwafd; ig also a fall inte a lightless crypt.
According te Afro—Aﬁeiiééﬁ folklore and history,though,this obscure 7
‘manhole dees lead to the land of liberty.

Ellison's Invisible Man is an intelligent young Afro-American
adjusted to what he thinks is the philesophy of the white world: 'Keep
This Nigger Boy Running.' Right from the outset,we find him like a
bear,by his own qonfession,hibernating and unknown to anyone in a
Harlem tenement basement. There,he meditates upon his past experiences

.
which soon are to be narrated. We can,meanwhile,symﬁslica}ly compre-

hend one of his worries. Around him,in this dark erypt,he has rigged

electric fixtures. He has tapped a power line and is currently stea-
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ling the electricity that enlightens his hibernation. On the ceiling
and walls there are 1369 lighted bulbs. Such a metaphorical illumi-
nation sets the tone of the novel. It is from one frame of reference
a psycholegical study,impressionastically narrated. The light provided
by the 1369 bulbs is used by the author as a metaphor of the self-
consciousness that gives the hero his life and form.
Light confirms my reality,gives birth to my form...

Without light I am net only invisible,but formless as well;

and to be unaware of one's form is to live a death. I Iy -

self,after existing some twenty years,did not become alive

until I discovered my invisibility.(p.10)
There is also a serio-comic motive about the 1369 light bulbs that are
made so much of in the prologue. The light bulbs are his means of -
fighting the Monopolated Light and Power Company,and the writer's way
of representing the effects of self-recognition on the power struggle
that occupies most of the novel., After first discovering his own light
by burning the contents of the briefcase,which are paradoxically the
real keys te his identity and the only source of light,he can begin to
take his revenge on the‘power monopoly he has been subjected te. He is
not under their control anymore. He cannot defeat them,but he can sub-
vert them by depriving them of part of their power.

The loss of identity subsequently illustrated in the novel
I had no doubt that I could de something,but what,

and hew? I had no contacts and I believed in nothing. And

the obsession with my identity which I had developed...re~

turned -with a vengeance. Whe was I,how had I come to be?

(p.210)
is a figure that expresses the Invisible Man's confusion and despair as
his world disintegrates. In the black crypt his old selves are elimi-
nated one by one as he looks for illumination. In turn he destreys the
various symbols and signs of his former identities: the high school
diploma,the dell which is a bitter symbol ef Tod Clifton's death,and
the name given him by the Bretherhood. Then he thinks of 'castration'

and .sees -that .. seclusion has been his ordeal: he has been cut eff
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from the world of possibility;
until some gang succeeds in putting the world in a
strait jacket,its definitien is possibility. Step outside
the narrow borders of what men call a reality and you step
into chaos--ask Rinehart,he's a master of it--or imagi-
nation.(p.450) .
Imagination in the end rescues the prdtagonist and makes his escape
from battle a viﬁtory,for it gives us his stery. Still,he wonders,
why do I write,torturing myself to put it down?
Because in spite of myself I've learned some things.

Without the pessibility of action,all knowledge comes to
one labelled 'file and forget,' and I can neither file nor

-forget' (Pc 467) =]
In his "grave" he is not dea¢ but hibernating,preparing for a spring
of the heart,a return wh;ch‘can be either death or resurrection:
there's a stench in the air,which,from this dis-
‘tance underground,might be the smell either of death or of
spring - I hope of spring. But don't let me trick you,
there is a death in the smell of spring and in the smell
of thee as in the smell of me. And if nothing more,invisi-
bility has taught my nose to classify the stenches of
death. (p.468) 2 _ :
The Easter of the spirit can mark the advent ef the new man who is no
longer a here,invisible,nameless and deprived but an authentic hero.
In thié respect,the prologue introduces the nameless narrater in his
underground hibernation meditating upon the experiences of his 1life,
eating vanilla ice-cream,drinking sloe gin,listening te Louis Amstrong's
recording,"What Did I De to Be so Black and Blue?",and attempting te
tyrest out of the confusions of his experiences some pattern of meaning
and resilient core of 1dentity.'9 The following twenty-five chapters
are a first-person narrative flashback that covers some twenty years
of the hero's life coming to an end with the beginning,the hero's fall
into a coalpit. Moreover,the prologue presents a tableau of the Invi-
sible Man after he has finished writing the novel,an image of his
L]
present state. He has found out that he is invisible,and taken the

first step that he must take after the discovery. He has kept his

wrath and his pain by incarnating them in art,and has come face to
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face with his identity in the process.

The effect of Invigible Man comes neither from naturalistic

depictions nor from the credibility of the story but from symbolic
elements connecting the stages of the hero's journey. A series of
metaphors are combined in the outline of the hero's life to consoli-
date Ellison's perception of the American predicament. The fundamental
metaphoer is,naturally,that of invisibility that can be 'light,darkness
and transparency.' The novel highlights the internal aspect of invisi-
bility. The whites,the author obaerﬁes,'see only my surroundings,them-
selves,or figments of their imagination,everything and anything except
me.'(p.7) Blackness and absence are the Afro-American's lot,that is
’nothiné nowhere.' Besides,this novel's fundamental metaphor leads to
the dilemma of identity,for the Afro-American cannot retract from
nothingness or espouse invisibility: 'why,if they follew this confor-
mity business they'll end up by forcing mej,an invigible man,te become
white,which is not a color but the:lack of ene.'(p.465) Yet,both
'black and white' are negativejthe author has employed 'black and
white' as a dual ambiguity so that the 'power of black' is a moral
consideratien,net a question of genetics or pigmentation. In this
sense,the novel unfolds the here's love for the college but he is ex-
pelled before long by its president,Di,- Bledsee,a great e&ucator and
leader of his race,for permitting a white trustee to visit the "wrong
places" in the vicinity. Bearing what he thinks as letters of reco-
mmendation from Dr. Bledsee he comes to New York. The letter actually
warns prospective employers against him. He is hired by white radicals
and becomes an Afro-Américan leader,and in the Brotherhoed,he even-.
tually realises that,throughout his whole life,his relations with

8

others have been schematicjneither with Afre-Americans nor with whites

has he ever been visible.

The opening of Invisible Man is both a nightmare and a farce at
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the same time. A shy Afro-American boy comes to a white smoker in a
Southern town. A kind of stag party where 'all of the town's big shots
(%ra)there in their tu;edoes,wolfing down the buffet foods,drinking
beer and whisky and smoking black cigars.'(p.19) Here,the boy is to be
awarded a scholarship. Pushed to the front of a2 ballroom with many
other Afro-American boys,a sumptuous blonde tantalizes and frightens
them by dancing totally naked. Then,they are gathered in the ring,and
after the battle-royal,one of the young fighters,his mouth full of
bleod,is invited to deliver his high-school valedictorian's a&dresa;a
kind of prepared speech of gratitude to his white benefactors. Stan-
ding under the lights of the noisy smoky room,the men make him repeat
himselfjan accidental reference to-equality almest ruins him,but he
gets a beautiful iéather—briefcase containing a scholarship to a
'Negro' college. This episode-'is not the high point but rather one of
the many peaks ef a book ef the verf first erder. The valedictorian is
himself Invisible Man.'lo At the end of this episode,the boy dreams
that he has opened the briefcase given to him together with his sche-
larship and that he finds an inscription reading: "To Whem It May
Concern: Keep This Nigger Boy Running." So,he keeps running. He goes
to his college and is thrown out for having innecently taken a white
trustee through a “Negro mill"™ which rappens to Be also a whore house.
His entire experience is to follow this scheme. 'Strip down a pretense,
whether by chance or accident,and you will suffér penalties,since the
rickety structure of Negre respectability rests upon pretense and those
who profit from it cannot bear to have the reality expcsed.'ll

So begins the story. In the South,once,an Afro-American boy was
awarded by the whites a scholarship te 4 'Negro state col}pge.' He was
to learn the teachings of Booker T. Washington,that is :the practical
gservice to the Negro community,humble dignity...and intellectualised

acceptance of white authority.’12 So,the protagonist bluntly constructs
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his aspirations on that basis., Humbly and innocently he learns about
resignation. As a reward,in his third year,he is chosen to chauffeur a
visiting white trustee of the college. The day is a disaster. Taking a
back road he allows the delicately sensitive donor to see the Afro-
American in all his sordidness. Following a conversation with True-
blood,a sharecropper who is notorious for he -has committed incest,the
trustee faints and is taken to the only available refuge,a saloon and
a brothel at the height of its weekly business with the Afro-American
vets of a psychiatric hospital. Within the day,the hero is expelled

from the college of conformity,the next day begins his journey North

.with the expectation of greater freedom.

So,while he is chauffeuring Mr. Norton,they approched Jim Trueblood's
backroad cabin. The hero alleges that Trueblood has had incestual
relations with his own daughter. Norton orders that the car be stopped.
He goes to Truebleod and asks for the story. In the presence of the
astonished Invisible Man,Trueblood complies in full detail. Ellison has
already depicted him 'as one who told the old stories with a sense of
humor and a magic that made them come alive.'(p.42) Also,as one 'who
made high plaintively animal sounds.'(p.43) Now the story is: sleeping
three abed because of the extreme celd,hisg wife,daughter,and himself,
as if in a dream well beyond his control,just naturally,incest occured.
Before committing this outrageous act,Truebleod has been a ne man,but
now he freely admits
The nigguhs up at the school come down to ehase me
off and that made me mad. I went to see the white folks
then and they gave me help., That's what I don't understand.
I done the worse thing a man could ever do in his family
and instead .of chasin' me out of the country,they gimme
more help than they ever give any other coloured man,no
matter how good a nigguh he was.(p.60)
This irony illustrates a moral issue. Trueblood,in the middle of the

night which he describes as 'plum black' and as 'black as the middle

of a bucket of tar,'(p.48) has made his daughter pregnant. For this he
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is rewarded. Similarly to the 'white folks' who treat him fine,Norton
gives hig a hundred-dollar bill., The Invisible Min is fooled,of course,
and expelled from school in a hurry. He vainly objects to the college
president:

'But I was only driving him,sir. I only stopped
there after he ordered me to...'

'Ordered you?' he said. 'He ordered you. Dammit,
white folk are always giving orders,it's a habit with
them. Why didn't you make an excuse? Couldn't you say they
had sickness - smallpox - or picked another cabin? Why
that Trueblood shack? My God,boy! You're black and living
in the South - did you forget how to lie?

'But I was only trying to please him...'

'Please him? And here you are a junior in college!
Why,the dumbest black bastard in the cotton patch knows
that the enly way te please a white man is te tell him a
lie! What kind eof education are you getting areund here?!

(p.116)
Here we may consider some of Ellison's reactions to Tuskegee Institute
that can be noticed in his novel's depiction of the Invisible Man's
college days. For the novel's here is a student at the 'beautiful
college,' where he listens with respectful awe to Reverend Homer A.
Barbee's story of the college founder's life. Like Booker T. Washing-
ton,the novel's 'Founder' outmaneuvered the traditional afflictions on
his route te Afre-American leadership. Delivering a speech in the
college chapel,Barbee says:

esointe this land came a humble prophet,lowly like
the humble carpenter of Nazareth,a slave and a son of
slaves,knowing only his mether. A slave born,but marked -
from the beginning by a high intelligence and princely
pergsonality;born in the lowest part of this barren,war-
scarred land,yet somehow shedding light upon where'ver he
passed through. I'm sure you have heard of his precarious
infancy,his precious life almost destroyed by an insane
cousin who splaghed the babe with lye and shrivelled his
seed and how,a mere babe,he lay nine days in a deathlike
coma and then suddenly and miraculously recovered. You
might say that it was as though he had risen from the
dead or been reborn.(p.lOO)

Yet,the young hero of the novel deoes not outlive being splashed with
lye as a baby,but suffers the humiliation of the battle-royal. In

other words,before being offered a scholarship to the 'beautiful
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college,' the Invisible Man is blindfolded,boxed and duped by counter-

feit coins thrown on top of an electrified carpet,

In Invisible Man,Dr. A, Herbert Bledsoe,the college principal,
is the M.C.,skillful in satisfying opulent white benefactors like
Mr. Norton. This fictionalised Washington figure knows exactly the way

to

approach white visitors...with his hat in hand,

bowing humbly and respectfully...he (refuses) to eat in
the dining hall with white guests of the school,entering
only after when they (have) finished and then refusing to
sit down,but remaining standing,his hat in his hand,while
he (addresses) them eloguently,then leaving with a humble
bow. (p.90)

During Barbee's chapel speech in the Presence of the white vigitors

and students,Bledsoe behaves himself

with the decorum of a portly headwaiter. Like some
of the guests,he (wears) striped trousers and a swallow-
tail coat with black-braided lapels topped by a rich ascot
tie. It (is) his regular dress for such occasions,yet for
all its elegance,he (manages) to make himself look humble.
(p.96-7)
Emphasising his humble image,Bledsoe's trougers 'inevitably bagged at
the knees and (his) coat slouched in the shoulders.'(p.97)
Yet,one should bear in mind that Bledsce's humble appearance conceals
a violent "grandee." That is,behind the childish,willing-to-please-
mask,Tuskegee's principal is a cruel 'wheeler-dealer,' known as 'The
Wizard.' In his office he shouts at the Invisible Man for ignoring
the difference between 'the way things are and the way they're supposed
to be.'(p.119) Here one cannot help thinking of Booker T. Washington
'the master tactician,interracial diplomat and archetypal "trickster,“l4
who bears,in more than one respect,a striking and intentional simila-
rity to Dr. Bledsoe. Representing his methods and rise to power in the
South to the ingenuous nameless narrator, Bledsoce could well have been

peddling Washington's own master stroke formula:

Negroes don't control this school or much of any-
thing else...nor white folk either. True they support it,
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but I control it. I's big and black and I say "Yes,suh"
as loudly as any burr-head when it's convenient,but I'm
still the king down here. I don't care how much it
appears otherwise...Let the Negroes snicker and the cra-
cker laugh!...The only one I even pretend to please are
big white folk...son,..When you buck against me,you're
bucking against...rich white folk's power,the nation's
power...It's a2 nasty deal and I don't always like it my-
self...I didn't make it,and I know that I can't change
it. But I've made my place in it and I'll have every
Negro in the country hanging on tree limbs by morning if
it means staying where I am.(p.119-20)

Barlier,Bledsoe paralysed the protagonist with his talent to hide his
fury in front of Mr. Norton. Before entering the white man's room,
Bledsoe,who had been fuming with rage at the hero a while ago,'stopped
and composed his angry face like a sculptor,making it a blank mask,
leaving only the sparkle of his eyes to betray (his) emotion.'(p.87)
Expelled from the 'beautiful college,' the protagonist,like the
author,ventured North. He expected New York to be a sort of 'Mecca of
equality,' where Harlem is depicted as 'a glamourous place,a place
where wonderful music existed and where there was a great tradition of
Negre American style and elegance.'15
When the hero,in the Golden Day Bar,tells one of the veterans that he
is on his way to New York,the veteran voices his excitementz'

'New York!' he said. 'That's not a place,it's a
dream. When I was your age it was Chicago. Now all the
little black beys run away to New York. Out of the fire
into the melting pot. I can see you after you've lived in
Harlem for three months. Your speech will change,you'll
talk a lot about 'college,' you'll attend lectures at the
Men's House...you might even meet a few white folks. And
listen,' he said,leaning close to a whisper,'you might
even dance with a white girl!...(you are) going free,in
the broad daylight and alone., I can remember when young
fellows like (you) had first to commit a crime,or be :
accused of one,before they tried such a thing. Instead of
leaving in the light of morning,they went in the dark of

night. (p.126-9)

However,in "Harlem is Nowhere," written for Magazine of the Year in

1948,E1lison discusses the ordeal endured by a lot of Afro-Americans
who ventured North. For most of them realised that Harlem is,by no

means,the 'Land of Freedom' proclaimed in folk tales.



To live in Harlem is to dwell in the very bowels of
the city...Harlem is a ruin...the reility of well over
four hundred thousand Americansja reality which for many
defines and colors the world. Overcrowded and exploited
politically and economically,Harlem is the scene and
symbol of the Negro's perpetual alienation in the land of
his birth.

««.if Harlem is the scene of the folk-Negro's death agony,
it is also the setting of his transcendence. Here it is
possible for talented youths to leap through the develop-
ment of decades in a brief twenty years...Here the grand-
children of those who possessed no written literature
examine their lives through the eyes of ngud and Marx,
Kierkegaard and Kafka,Malraux and Sartre.
Therefore,in New York,the hero takes a job at Liberty Paints,keeping
paint white by adding drops of pure black,under the ironic slogan,"If
It's Optic White,It's The Right White," that has been invented by an
Afro-American,the agedand evil minded Lucius Brockway. The protagonist
becomes a machine among the machines,and realises that the uneducated
Brockway is the heart of the whole industry. In the boiler room an
explosion occurs after which the hero wakes up in a hospital,where he
is 'resurrected' by white doctors using an electroshock. Chapter
eleven opens with a monstrous image of demons: 'I was sitting in a
cold,white rigid chair and a man was loocking at me out of a bright
third eye that glowed from the center of his forehead.'(p.les)
Eventually,when he has recovered from his accident in the paint fac-
tory,he comes across the Harlem eviction of an old Afro-American
couple. Their poor belongings on the pavement,the wife tries to come
back into their flat to pray. When the marshals in charge refuse
permission,the crowd riots. Suddenly,in the melée,the Invisible Man
hears himself screaming,'Black men! Brothers! Black Brothers!'(p.225)
Under the aegis of his colloquial eloguence,the crowd returns the
furniture to the flat., Then a few minutes later,the police arrive and
he looks for a way to flee. In his escape,he stops at a traffic light

where he hears a quiet penetrating voice say,'that was a masterful bit

of persuasion,brother.'(p.235) In a nearbty coffes-zhop,the man,Brother
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Jack,one of the Brotherhood's "big shots," asks him,
perhaps you would be interested in working for us...
We need a good speaker for thig district. Someone who
could articulate the grievances of the people...They
exist,and when the cry of protest is sounded there are
those who will hear it and act.(p.237)
So,the Brotherhood,which is to a large degree the Communist Party,is
the answer to his needs. It offers him a-cause,social equality and a
job.

As the names of characters,factories,clubs and institutions,
even names of things such as the sambo doll,can be indefinitely ex-
plored in the novel,it should be noted that the characters' names are
earned through some significant action. They are names that adequately
reflect the characters' individuality. The "Invisible Man" is an
earned name,similarly to "Jack the Bear" which is his underground
name;for his time in the dark crypt is considered as a period of hi-

bernation. The names serve as clues to the character's functien or

nature in Invisible Man. For instance,when we consider Brother Jack,we

should bear in mind that a common slang meaning for the term "Jack" is
money. This is an illustration of the financial nature of the relation-
ship that exists between the hexo and the Brotherhood. When the name-
less protagenist has been jobless and out of money,his main reason for
joining the Brotherho;d is the "fat salary" they offer. This is focuszd
upon at the end,when Brother Jack,disciplining him,affirms: 'you were
not hired to think. Had you forgotten that? If so,listen to me: You
were not hired to think.'(p.377)

In the Brotherhood the here is soon acknowledged,adored and given cre-
dit., He.is eertain that the Brotherhood is leading the Afro-Americans
in the right direction. Now he is willing to combat Ras the Exhorter,
the leader of a unique Afro-American movement. Suddenly,the inter-
nationally guided Organization changes its Harlem policy. Its plan to

improve the 'Negro's' social condition is disavowad. Unless the Invi-



sible Man is willing to renounce the former policy,the hopes of his
fellow Afro-Americans,he must sacrifice identity once more. Alone,the
ﬂero must count on Ras the Exhorter,who becomes Ras the Destroyer,and
who,in a fourth of July celebration,electrifies Harlem aé‘the nationa-
list leader of a gigantic race riot. This is neither the time nor the
place for intellectualism. The protagonist is chased and to survive he
has no choice but to hide in a coalpit. There we find him when the
novel begins. 'That is the pattern,from rural copse to cosmopolitan
forest.'lT
Tod Clifton,a young intellectual in the Brotherhood,obstinately turns
to peddling black 3ambo dolls on the street,singing and making them
dance. Just as the Invisible Man has been the Brotherhood's eloguent
gpokesman,Tod Clifton has been its handsome face. When the hero finds
him selling Sambo dolls,he is appalled that Tod should have chosen to
'plunge outside of history and peddle an obscenity.' He wonders why
had he turned away? Why had he chosen to step off
the platform and fall beneath the train? Why did he choose
to plunge inte nothingness,into the veid of faceless
faces,of soundless voices,lying outside histery?...Why
should he choose to disarm himself,give up his voice and
leave the only organization offering him a chance to
'define’ himself‘?%;. 353)
The novel's protagonist is reluctant te acknowledge that Tod has found
his identity as a Brotherhoed's doll,and chooses to live by juggling
with a mask rather than being thermanipulated figure of the Organi-
zation. Nevertheless,this raise of consciousness enables the nameless

narrator to put into question the Brotherhood's poliey. For in his un-

compromising 1944 review of Gunnar Myrdal's An American Dilemma,the

author himself stated that the Communist Party was no more sincere in
its interests in Afro-American matters than was the New Deal Adminis-
tration. But 'sincerity,' he remarks,'is not a quality one expects
from a political party,not even revolutionary orfes.'18 In Invisible

Man,therefore,the hero's determination to abandon his forthright



sugport for the Brotherhood is based on his finding that this Organi-
zation is susceptible of imposture. It is based on racism,the 'old
American disease.' The Brotherhood shamelessly saqrifices Harlem's
concerns for the sake of 'international! objectives,and attempts to
model the hero according to its conception of the 'good Negro': the
one who agrees to use his energy and his art exactly as the Organi-
zation orders.
Besides,what lies behind the Communists' strategy is the scientific
attitudejnot the individual but the mass. According to this positi-
vistic philosophy the hero has been formed. For the sake of the
Brotherhood,he is told by Hambro,the communist rhilosopher,certain '
sentimental notions will have to be renounced. The very idea of race,
that core and defense of Afro-American unity,should be sublimated. Nor
is there place in the Organization's teaching for feelings. Everything
should be logical. In response to this situation,the protagonist,like
his creator,asks for Afro-American unity and self-determination.
Ellison said that when Afro-American leadership is not bestowed by the
Afro-American community,
Negro people are exploited by others{either for the
good ends of democratic groups or fer the bad ends of fa-
scist groups...As long as Negroes fail to centralize their
power,they will always play the role of sacrificial goat,
they will always be "expendable." Freedem,after all,cannot
be imported Tg acquired through an act of philantropy,it {
must be won.
Ellison's plainly articulated split with naturalism,as far as
his fiction is concerned,must be considered in the light of his
consciousness that indomitable ideologues,especially communists,re-

presented an awesome menace not only to his artistic sensibility,but

to his 'national' sensibility as well.

In The Crisis of the Negro Intellectual,Harold Cruse clearly analyses
the harmful role that the left has played in the Afro-American's

struggle for 'self-determination' and 'liberation.' Accordingly,
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They fostered the myth that Communism was twentieth-
century Americanism,but to be a twentieth-century American
meant,in their thinking,that you had to be more Russian
than American and less Negro than either. That's how they
lost the Negroes. The Communists recognized no plurality
of interests and were really responding to the necessities
of Soviet foreign policy and when the war came,Negroes got
caught and were made expedient in the shifting of pelicy.
Just as Negroes who fool around with them to&sy are going
to get caught in the next turn of the screw.

The Communists were the first teo lead the attack against Ellison

when Invisible Man appeared in 1952. In the debate between Ellison and

his detractors we shall refer to Cruse's account of the anti-Ellison
attack that occured at a writers' conference in 1965.

Cruse affirms that the writers,who took part in the conference,did not
have the ability te cepe with the issues raised by Ellison's critical
and aesthetic methodelogy: Moreover,he asserts that 'the radical left-

wing will never forgive Ellison for writing Invisible Man.' Yet,one

wonders why? The answer is quite clear. The literary left,beth Afro-
American and white,were raging over: a) Ellison's dismissal of white
controlled leftwing politics;b) his tough representation of the
Communistsjc) the novel's clear dismissal of the aestheties of soeial
realism. In addition to his unforgivable offense of obliquely attacking
the Party through his characterisation of the Bretherhood in the novel,
Ellison was attacked for having articulated a new a=sthetic universe,
one that is aiming at developing its own laws of form and content.

For the Party,a fictionmal work 'should extol the virtues of the - -
working classes,' and 'the extolling should take place along Party
lines.'21 Accordingly,John 0. Killens,in the 1952 edition of the news-

paper "Freedom," subsequently comments on Invisible Man:

Mix a heavy portion of sex and a heavy,heavy
portion of violence,a bit of sadism and a dose of red-
baiting (Blame the Communists for evérything bad) and you
have the making of a best seller today.

Add to this decadent mixture of a Negro theme with Negro
charicters as Uncle Toms,pimps,sex parverts,guilt-ridden
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traitors--and you have a publisher's dreanm,

But how does Ellison present the Negro people? The thou-
sands of exploited farmers in the South represented by a
sharecropper who hag made both his wife and daughter pre-
gnant. The main character of the book is a young Uncle
Tom who is obgsessed with getting to the "top" by pleasing
the Big,Rich White folks. A million Negro veterans who
fought against fascism in World war II are rewarded with
a maddening chapter (of) crazy vets running hogwild in a
down home tavern. The Negro ministry ig depicted by an
Ellison character who is a Harlem pastor and at the same
time a pimp and a numbers racketeer.

The Negro People need Ralph Ellison's Invigible Man like
we need a hole in the head or a stab in t?f back.

It is a vicious distortion of Negro life,

Many critics,like Harold Cruse,disagree with this restrictive view,
Even if Cruse does not consider all the Afro-Americans ag 'a beautiful,
bure people whe are unsullied by the social and Psychological ravages
of American capitalism.f He rather affirmg that 'we certainly have
among us,crooks,pimps,whores,perverts,shysters,sadists,addicts,number
hustlers,careerists and Unecle Toms who might also be incestuous;'but,
according te John O, Killens 'we should not honor their presence in
life by treating such characters in novels.'23

The other facet of Ellison's rejection of the Brotherhood's
policy can be illustrated by the use of sexual effects. For there are
two sexual affairs in the novel but they perform different functions.
The first adventure happens when the hero is sent downtowﬁ to give a
lecture o; "The Woman Question," only to discover that the authentic
question is the one Rag asks earlier,when attempting to comprehend the
motives that may urge the Afro-American to Join the radical group.
Ras wonders whether it ig women or money that ig confusing the Invisi-
ble Man's ideology. Still,the woman who seduces him in her flat is
confusing the concept of brotherhood with "biology."

Why did they have to mix their women into every-
thing? Between us and everything we wanted to change in
the world they placed a woman: socially,politically,
economically. Why,goddammit,why did they insist upon con-

fusing the class struggle with the ass strugzle,debasing
both us and them - all human motives.(p.}}?j



The issues of self-identity and the search for meining are
thematic focal points in the novel., Woven into the composition of the
narrative,are the relationships between cause and effect and between
appearance and reality. Accordingly,numerous syhbols the hero carries
on his progress relate him to his past. He carries the shiny briefcase
awarded him after the battle-royal. This award can be interpreted as a
kind of 'a leather bribe given to buy the invisible man's allegiance
to the status quo.'24 When the school's principal offers it to him,he
says,'Boy...take this prize and keep it well. Consider it a badge of
office. Prize it. Keep developing as you are and someday it will be
filled with important papers that will help shape the destiny of your
people.'(p.31) He carries it as a safe-conduct into the white world of
"busy-ness™. In the end it is filled only with the hero's hidden iden-
tity papers which he burns. Thus he finds the 'destiny of (his)-'r‘ -
people.' The briefcase is a symbol of himself,a receptacle of images
which he despises but cannot lose: 'What's in that briefcase?' they
said,and if they'd asked me.anything else I might have stood still.
But at the question a wave of shame and outrage shook me and I ran.'
(p.455) Along with the briefcase,he has brought plain-feafured cues of
his patrimeny such as the pieces of his landlady's "bank":

the cast-iron figure of a very black,red-lipped 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,the kind of bank which,if a coin is

placed in the hand and a lever pressed upon the back,will
raise its arm and flip the coin into the grinning mouth.

(p.258)
In a fit of rage,he breaks the clichéd image of prejudice. However,he
feels guilty and tdkes the bits with him,unable to liherate himself of
the disintegrated symbol of the past. Moreover,in the briefcase,there
is the paper dancing doll with all its desp%cable connotations of the

Afro-Amsrican who peddles himself as the white man's buffoon. There-



fore,this disreputable past constantly interferes into the hsro's

present, Yet,Invisible Man is not a historical novel,but it discusses

the past as an encumbrance and as a2 means of advancement to the future.
The protagonist finds out that history does not progress like an 'arrow
or an objective,scientific argument,but like a boomerang: swiftly,
cyclically,and dangerously.' He notices that when he is not aware of

the past,'he ig liable to be slammed in the head with it again when it

piroles backs =7

As the novel unfolds,the hero learns that by accepting and evaluating

all his experiences,he can 'leok around corners' into the future. For

he declares:

And now all past humiliations became precious parts
of my experience,and for the first time,leaning against
that stone wall in the sweltering night,I began to accept
my past and,as I accepted it,I felt memories welling up
within me. It was as though I'd learned suddenly to look
around cornersj;images of past humiliations flickered
through my head and I saw that they were more than
separate experiences. They were me;they defined me. I was
my experiences and my experiences were me,and no blind
men,no matter how powerful they became,even if they con-
quered the world,could take that,or change one single
iteh,taunt,laugh,cry,scar,ache,rage or pain of it. p.408-9)

In one of the novel's very significant scenes,the author ref-
lects on the value of Afro-American folklore and common Afro-American
people he has forgotten. He notices some Afro-American yeung men in an

underground station and contemplates their behaviour.

Yes,I thought,what about those of us whe shoot up
from the South into the busy city like wilde-jacks-in-the-
box broken loose from our strings - so sudden that our
gait becomes like that of deep-sea divers suffering from
the bends? What about those fellows waiting still and
silent there on the platform...standing noisy in their -
very silencejharsh as a cry of terror in their quietness?
«eewalking stiffly with swinging shoulders in their well-
pressed,too-hot for summer suits,their collars high and
tight about their necks,their identical hats of cheap
black felt set upon the crown of their heads with a severe
formality above their hard conked hair? It was as though
I'd never seen their like before.(p.354)

The Brotherhood has always told him that such men are 'out of time,'



that they are anachronistic and insignificant. Presume, though,that
these men were of a remarkable importance? The idea suddenly affects
him:
who knew (and now I began to tremble so violently I
had to lean against a refuse can) - who knew but that they
were the saviours,the true leaders,the bearers of some-
thing precious? The stewards of something uncomfortable,
purdensome,which they hated because,living outside the
realm of history,there was no one to applaud their value
and they themselves failed to understand it. What if
Brother Jack were wrong? What if history was a gambler,
instead of a force in a laboratory experiment,and the boys
his ace in the hole? What if history was not a reasonable
citizen,but a mad man full of paraneid guile and these
boys his agents,his big surprise! His own revenge?(p.355)
The hero's realisation of the Afro-American masses' value is signifi-
cant in many ways. It is in conformity with the democratic ideal that
people have elementary rights,such as that of taking part in the poli-
tical process. No downtown organization has the right to make catego-
rical decisions for the people in Harlem (uptown). The protagenist.
also perceives that Afro-American people,though ignored and duped by
the white majority,have succeeded to keep their preper perception of
1ife and honour. So,he does not have to be ashamed of his grand-
parents. For,at last,he comes to realise that he is one of the "jacks-
in-the-box": he is an individual but related to a tradition. By the
end of the novel,he feels 'as though (he carries) a heavy stone,the
weight of a mountain on (his) shoulders.'(p.357)
Another skein of key imagery is the various tokens of Southern Afro-
American life that are used to depict the history of oppression since
1619,date of the appearance of the first African 'Negre' slaves in
North America. In Chapter thirteen,the "pregurrected" hero is confron-
ted by his mythic past}and the first substantiation of his new iden-
tity is when he 'presides' over a demonstration against an eviction.

marlier,he realises that it is impossible for him to reject his

Southern patrimony when he meets a seller of Carolina yamsjthe food is



'forbidden fruit,' for it reminds him his pure and simple country an-
cestry,but he eats it,revolting against the constraints of conformity:
'They're my birthmark,' (he says). 'I yam what I am.'(p.215) Then he
sees the old couple being removed and lists their belongings which re-
cord the poverty-stricken Afro-American's life for a century:

a portrait of the old couple when youngs...a pair of
crudely carved and polished bones,'knocking bones,' used
to accompany music at country dances,used in black-face
minstrels...had he been a minstrel?...a staightening comb,
switches of false hair,a curling iron,a card with silvery
letters...reading 'God Bless Our Home'jand...nuggets of
High John the Conqueror,the lucky stone...a whisky bottle
filled with rock candy and camphor,a small Ethiopian flag,
a faded tintype of Abraham Lincoln...three lapsed life
insurance policies with perforated seals stamped 'Void';a
yellowing newspaper portrait of a huge black man with the
caption: Marcus Garvey Deported. ...a fragile paper,coming
apart with age,written in black ink grown yellow (that)
read: Free Papers. Be it known to all men that my Negro,
Primus Prove,has been freed by me this sixth day of
August,1859. (p.219-20)

These indications of folk myth and history pervade the noveljthe hero,
in his new role,does not reject this culture but sticks to it. Yet,he
comes back te Louis Amstreng's catechetical and challenging question:
'What did I do/To be so black/And blue?' and realises that as con-
temptible as the Afro-American's past is,it is all that he has. He
embraces it in his quest for identity. Nevertheless,he cannot forget
his grandfather's last words. His grandfather,an 'odd old guy,' who
was 'the meekest of men,' confesses on his deathbed:

Son,after I'm gone I want you to keep up the good
fight. I never told you,but our life is a war and I have
been a traitor all my born days,a spy in the enemy's
country ever since I give up my gun back in the Recon-
struction. Live with your head in the lion's mouth. I want
you to overcome 'em with yesses,undermine 'em with grins,
agree 'em to death and destruction,let 'em swoller you
till they vomit or burst wide open.(p.17)

This confession also reveals the grandfather's recommendation to his
grandchildren that they should be extremely vigilant. In embracing the -

Afro-American ethes,they should not forget the nature of their oppre-

ssors. On the other hand,commenting the old man's confessions,%1llison



declares that
23 a weak man who Knows the nature of his oppre-
gsor's weakness (,) there is a good deal of spite in the

0old man,as there comes to be in his grandson,and the stra-
tegy he advises is a kind of jiu jitsu of the gpirit,a

denial and rejection through agreement...his mask of meek-
ness conceals the wisdom of one who has learned the secret
3ioﬁ?¥éng the "yes" which accomplishes the expressive -

It should be noted,though,that through the adoption of the
blues,the protagonist moves from shame to pride in his tradition. 'I
am not ashamed of my grandparents for having been glaves,' he records.
'T am only ashamed of myself for having at one time been ashamed.'
(p.17) Yet,in their analysis of the novel's folk references,few re-
viewers have dealt with spirituals and gospel music. Like the blues
allusions,the function of the many subtle indications to holy folk
music is to develop the texture of the novel's prose. Certain scenes
are really dominated by religious forms. At first,the protagonist is
embarrassed of the "pagan" gsacred forms and ig not liberated of his
illusions until he acknowledges their grandear and their wisdom,and
their usefulness as a bridge to the past. As the novel unfolds we see
the hero's embarrassment concerning 'black church music,' during his
gstay in the South. At gchool,during the spring festivals when the
white wealthy benefactorg come to be golicited,the gacred forms are
used as entertainments. On his way to his chapel seat,the Invigible
Man hears voices 'mechanically raised' in songs by students whose
faces are 'frozen in golemn masks.' Deprived of authentic sensibility,
the hard-faced performers answer the white rich trustee's requirement
for a sign of 'black doecility.' Like the songs performed at minstrel
spectacles,the spiritﬁals appear to be 'an ultimatum accepted and ri-
tualized,an allegiance recited for the:peace it imparted.'(p.95) To
that extent,observes the narrator,the students loved the songs,'loved

(them) as the defeated come to love the symbols of their conquarors.
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A gesture of acceptance,of terms laig down and reluctantly approved, !
(p.95-4) In contribution,Bledsoe starts hig favourite spiritual
2 Humble." por the wealthy white benefactorg the studentg sing "Lead

Me To a Rock That Ig Higher Than £;" dn compliance with the minstre}

Jim Trueblood and hig country quartet of gospel singers,inviteq to di-
vert the rich 8uests are algo the cause of the studentg! shame, The
students consider Trueblood ang all the local "black Peasants' with a
certain disdain, byt seem to accept,occasionally,their "primitivism?

rainly for the benefit of the college.

We were embarragsed by the earthy harmonieg they
sang,but since the Visitors were awed we dared not laugh

trying to 1ift them up and they,like Truebleod,diq every-
thing it seemeq te pull ug down.(p.43)

So,the blues ig a cardinal creative theme throughout Invisible Man,

The blues enable Trueblood to confront,bravely,his milieu after the

calamitong incident of making hig daughter prfgnant; The blues ex-’

3

Plains the texture of mueh of Invisible Man's prose:
¥

My stomach felt raw. From somewhere acress the
- quiet of the campus the seund of g guitar blyeg Plucked
from an out-of-tune piane drifted towards me like a lazy,
shimmering wave,like the echoed whistle of a lonely train,
and my head went Over again,againgt a tree,and I coyla
hear it splattering the flowering vines;(p.122)

Ellison ig Probably one of the first writers to make a critical
attempt to relate the blues to the Specifie Afro-American literatyre,

In an article on Black Boy entitled "Richard Wright'g Blues," he

defines the form as a symbolic action:

the bluss ig ap impulse to keep the painful details
and episodes of a brutal experience alive in one'g aching
consciousness,to finger jtg Jjagged grain, to transcend ddpy
not ty the consolation of philosophf,but by Squeezing fron
it .a near—tragic,near—comic lyricism, Ag a form,the blu=g
is an autobiographicg% chronicle of Dersonal catastrophe
expressed lyrical ly.=
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This conception turns out to be a significantly precise manifesto for

his novel,Invisible Man. If we want a 'near-tragic,near-comic lyri-

cism,' in a fictional picture,we have to consider the novel's final
tableau of the Harlem race-riot. Here,Ras the Exhorter,alias Ras the
Destroyer,as a bitter Afro-American nationalist,elevates himself as an
Abyssinian leader,armed with spear and shield,and rides out against
the pelice rifles. The scene is depicted through the eyes of an anony-
mous Harlemite:
1Hell,yes,man,he had nim a big black hoss and a fur
cap and some kind of old lion skin or something over his
ghoulders and he was raising hell. Goddam if he wasn't a
gight,riding up and down on his ole hoss,you know,one of
the kind that pulls vegetable wagons,2nd he got him a cow-
boy saddle and some big spurs.’'
'Aw naw,man!'
'Hell,yes! Riding up and down the block yelling,
"Degtro 'em! Drive 'em out! Burn 'em out! I,Ras commands
you. You get that,man,"he said,"I,Ras commands yon - te
destroy them to the last piece of rotten fish!™ And 'bout
that time some joker with a big ole Georgia voice sticks
his head out the window and ells,"Ride 'em,cowboy. Give
'em hell and bananas."(p.452
This passage algso illustrates the witticisms,stories and idiosyncracies
of speech which embellish Ellison's fiction,and which are extracted
from his experience in Oklahoma and Alabamajmany others are dug outb
from notes he has made while conducting researches and interviews in
Harlem for the Pederal Writer's Project. In his fiction then,the lore
ig more than a loecal coleur;it is sacramental and reflective of an
entire way of life.
with the narrator's discovery of (Proteus Bliss) Rinehart's
1ife,he realises that he has been missing some gignificant agpects of
Harlem's history. Rinehart,a symbol of possibility through imagination
and masking,is the typical swindler,ensuring the Invisible Man of 2
stratagem to slip through the fingers of his pursuers. Rinehart is

also an expert and 2 deft master of improvisation. He takes his name

from different sources,including 2 rallying cry for riots at Harvard



University and blues by Jimmy Rushing: Rinehart,Rinehart/It's so lone-
some up here/On Feacon Hill.,. 2o Underlying this is the pestulate that
if the narrator had remained in ccntact with the people rather than

the downtown Brotherhocd,he would have learnt about such Harlem figures
as Rinehart and about the American in general. Moreover,he would have
learnt more about the complicated realities behind the mise en scéne—-
'the "heart" of the experience as well as the “rine."'29

The Rinehart section,therefore,is full of significance. His experience
of using a disguise initiates the Invisible Man to the reality of
masks and the world of possibility. For Ellison affirms:

His world was possibility and he knew it. He was
years ahead of me and I was a fool. I must have been crazy
and blind., The world in which we lived was without boun-
daries. A vast seething,hot world of fluidity,and Rine the
rascal was at home in it. It was unbelievable,but perhaps
only the unbelievable could be believed. Perhaps the truth
was always a lie,(p.401)

Thus,Rinehart 'like his prototype,Melville's Confidence Man,' has
several masks,'from the Reverend B.P. Rinehart,Spiritual Technologist,
to Rine the sweet man and numbers runner.'zp For Ellison,Rinehart is a
kind of 'opportunist who has learned to 1£ve in a world whi;h is
swiftly changing and in which society no longer has ways of bringing
pressure...or even identifying him. Thus he can act out many roles.'31
Accordingly,Rinehart's function in the formal structure of the narra-
tive is to reveal to the Invisible Man a way out from Ras the Destro-
yer's prosecution and 'a means of applying,in yet-another form,his

grandfather's cryptic advice'32t0 his predicament.

Invisible Man's focus on art and analysis,and its prudent

allusion te the clear advocation of violence,can be interpretesd by the
"activists" as the "buggy jiving" of a white middle-class renegade,or
the "fuss" of a''private ego trip.'B} As for the use of violence,which
is a traditional means of revolt,the Afrc-American did not resort to

such a means beciuse
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violence as a means of changing freedom in the
United States has not been practical for Negroes - certain-
ly not in the South where we are outnumbered and where the
major instruments of destruction are in the hands of
whites. It would be foolish to have tried it that WaYe.s But
it seems to me far more effective...to work upon the bagisg
of what is there and that is the constitution of the United
States. (However)it takes far more courage for some of the
children to walk on the streets of Birmingham,Alabama,with
police dogs after them and with threats of tear gas and
shootings - it takes far more cogiage to do that than to
put a plastic bomb in a mailbox.

On the other hand,in Invisible Man,the here and his community are sub-

Jjected to a form of brutality,but it ig 'a brutality chastened by -
Freud and Frazier and Joyce and mother wit. Ellison gserves up his fero-
city with intense calculation,his humor with elaborate premeditations;
we can take the elevator up and down the levels of iron:y'.'s5

The distinctive characteristics of Ellison's literary style can
be traced back to his musgical background. For the changing styles in
thelnovel,from Naturalism jo Expressionism to Surréalism,are built
upon the principle‘pf modulation., These changes in speed and abrupt-
ness correspond to the writer's sense of American reality,suggesting

the fluidity and discontinuity of American lifé.

Being told that many scenes in Invisible Man are surrealistic and

asked if his vision of American life was surrealistic, Ellison states
that one does not have to
confuse the theory of surrealism with the eye that
sees the chaos which exist within a given society...I try
to see life as it is. I try to see it in terms of its con-
tradictions,in term of its values,in terms of itg pace,in
terms of its nervous quality...what is called surrealism 3
in one place might be seen ag mundane reality in another.
As the mode of narration ig impressionistic,Ellison takes the opportu-
nity to communicate the largest part of the novel's meaning through a
wide range of imagery. Yet it may not be improper to show that there
is a good deal more social and political commentary being dealt with

in the novel through a hizhly vlanned if somewhat covert structure.

With that logic- of interpolation,the novel does not always unfold in a



1inear way,but is rather rendered by images and symbols that have
something like a life of their own. That is to say,Bllison uses
different masking techniques such as double-entendre,understatement,
irony and ambiguity. IThere is something deliberately elusive in his
style,something secret and taunting,some instinctive avoidance of ex-
plicit statemeat which is close in spirit to the whiass 171

Technically,Invisible Man is a tour de force,using 2 wide range of

fictional techniques to convey & complex authorial gtand and establish
a fictional world that transgresses realistic depiction or gimple pro-
bability. With the action moving from realism to hallucinatory'fantasy'

without a "fissure" in the ridges of style. Invisible Man is an

accomplished performance,shifting from simple method to highly complex
and subtle modes of narration. Here,Zllison particularly shows his
craftmanship in his language,which is pased on colloquial idioms,and
keeps the rhythm and texture of speech throughout. Yet,the form eof the
novel itself_reveals Ellison's skill most clearly. For it ia such a
form fhat enabled the writer to couch on paper the vicisgitudes of the
nameless narrator. It would be unnecessa;y to review his-experiences
right from the outset when he falls iﬁto the coal cellar,that 'source
of heat,light,power and...perception.'38 The fall enables him to un-
derstand his homan condition. He comes to realise that his graduation
gpeech,for example,does not offer him fame and dignity but shame and a
mouth full ef blood;the scholarship sends him on the downward road to
painful afflictions and discomfiture;his attempts to win the white
trustee's trust and assistance are the cause of his expulsion from
college;his endeafours to lead his people towards brotherhood lead to
his treason of Harlem,and help to flash a community-destroying race-
riot. .

The novel concludes with the hero waiting in his dark cryot,

waiting for the right moment to act. He is facing a dilemma. After 2l



the various experiences,after discovering that the concepts he began
with were shallow,after getting a more tangible perception of the
world,giving up religion,his academic objectives,his culturai back~
ground,the Brotherhood and the social and political theories,he ulti-
mately comes to a personal view of life which is more realistic and
mature. Nevertheless,one may wonder what is his future destiny? What
is he going to do? Anyone can bave a similar fate,i.e. go threugh

these peripeteia and end up in a state of hibernation,similarly to the

protagonist at the end of Invisible Man. For Ellison the nameless hero
would certainly
learn to deal with himself. Whatever he did when he
returas,so to speak,should be based on the knowledge gained
before he went underground. Thig is a question of self-
knowledge and ability to identify the processes of the
world. Beyond that he has his freedom of choice...I cer-
tainly would not suggest that he follow some p%gn which I
thought would be good for me as an individual.
In this sense,we see that the issue of identity and existence that
Ellison is dealing with transcends the issues of social justice and
equity;it is not a matter of 'the Negro problem' or 'race issues.' As
this novel reveals in its prophecy,'we must all know who we are before
we can be free--and there is no freedom for a white "I" until there ig

freedom for a black “Thou.“‘4o

Accordingly,Invisible Man is a story of the discovery of the realities

that should be faced before an authentic identity can be accomplished.
For the memoir

which is titled Invisgible Man,his memoir,is an
attempt to describe reality as it really exists rather
than in terms of what he had agsumed it to be. Because it
was the clash between his assumptions,his illusions a@&&t
reality,and its actual shape which made for his agony.

In the novel's ultimate sections,the hero realises that he lives in an
absurdly shifting world,an oseillating place on the verge of tragedy
where one necessarily needs the capacity not only to 'laugh to keep

from crying' but to be prevared to act creatively under coercion,
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Regides,it 1s made clear in the beglaning and end that the novel's

nero is also its designer,and that the writing of the novel is

: part of the experience,and of the discovery of 2an identit

f which is
i the subjest-matter of Invisible Man. What is positive in both the

structure and the existence of the novel is that the hero does survive

through the transformation of his experience into art. Moreover,the

pithy and sententious question which comes at the end ©

£ Invisible Man

shows the scope of Ellison's vigion: 'Who knows bat that,on the lower

frequenciea,l gpeak for you?' This is voiced ouf of - that ?perceptible

nd while it

obscurity' the hero has enlightened with 1369 light bulbs,2

ig as dual and ironic as the whole novel,it clearly conveys Ellison's

purpose. Yet for many reviewers Invisible Man ig clearly

ta prelude to

n extreme-

and preparation for something like redemption,and therefore a

1y dangerous and difficult novel te follow.'42
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'I fought to make you look at me. Because I was not
born to be what someone said I was. I was not born to b
defined by someone else,but by myself,and myself only.'

A/ INTRODUCTION:

If one were to compose a short list of American writers whose
biographies may be said to match the history of a culture and an era,
who incarnate in their work the shame and magnificence,the power to
create and to.ruin which deform and dignify the American 'leprous
time,' James Baldwin would stand very near the top.

Attaining its crown and prosperity during the great
age of tribulation in the nineteen-sixties,Baldwin's credo
might be said to have investedr the arts of literature wit
Martin Luther King's preachments on the politics of race.

For in several ways Baldwin,like Martin Luther King,Jr.,Malcolm X,and
President John F. Kennedy,represented the spirit of change that affec-
ted America during the sixties.

The advent of James Baldwin in the sixties seemed,to more than one,to
typify as well as to express the violence and discontent of Afro-
Americans struggling to come to terms with racial oppression and to
attain their civil an& human rizghts.

For Maya Angelou,he is the playwright and novelist 'who burned with a
righteous indignation over the paucity of kindmess,the absence of

love and the crippling hypocrisy he saw in the streets of the United

3

States'“and felt in the hearts of his fellow countrymen.
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As for Wole Soyinka,what he remembers most about 'Bildwin's quite ani-
mated contributions,(is) the paradox of the intensity of his beliefs
in the racial question,and the suppression of its inhereﬁt subjecti-
vity for him as a black man.'4
Therman B. O'Daniel in a rather comprehensive evaluation of Baldwin's
works argues that the author has achieved 'phenomenal success' as a
writer because he is 'a bold and courageous writer who is not afraid
to search into the dark corners of our.social consciences,and to force
out into public view many of the hidden,sordid skeletons of our
society.'5
During Baldwin's funeral,Amiri Baraka affirmed that
he made us feel for one thing,that we could defend
ourselves and define ourselves,that we were in the world
not merely as animate slaves,but as terrifyingly sengitive
measurers of what is good or evil,beautiful or ugly.
Moreover,Baldwin's 'great contribution,' affirms the peet Stephen
Spender,is tha? 'he finds words te express what one knows to be true:
how it feels to be an American Negro.' In the scope of his works 'he
has solved the problem of integration: notbby love,but by imagination
using words which know no class nor colo; bars.'7
There have been,naturally,objectors,none more so than Eldridge
Cleaver in his attack on Baldwin as a 'castratus,' and a sexually con-
fused obsequious writer. In his Soul on Ice,Cleaver alleges that in
Baldwin's work,there is
the most grueling,total hatred of the blacks.
particularly of himself,and the most shameful,fanat )
fawning,sycophantic love of the whites that one can rint
in the wrétings of any black American writer of note in
our time.
According to Cleaver,then,Baldwin has the power to create castrated
'blacks' deprived of manly qualities by selfsviolation. Yet he is

expert in scanning the implications of unconscious motivation inspi-

ring his characters. Here,Cleaver allows him 'a superb touch when he
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speaks of human beings,when he is inside them--especially his homo-
sexuals.'9
In an essay entitled "Notes on a Native Son," Cleaver devotes almost
as much space to the endeavour of attacking Baldwin as Paldwin had
once employed himself to the work of overmastering Richard Wright.
Cleaver blamed HRldwin for ethnic self-hatred and traced its motive to
a desire to capitulate to white men. He accused Baldwin of 'embodying
in his art the self-flagellating policy of Martin Luther King.'loand
condemned him for being as diffident and petulant as Wright had been
masculine and intrepid.

Baldwin discards the tradition of the protest novel for he
senses that it negates life,'the human being...his beauty,dread,power,'
and insists that 'it is categorization alone which is real and thch
cannot be transcended.'ll He wants to write the way Jazz musicians
seund,to reflect their sympathy,and it is remarkable that Baldwin's

tendency -in Another Country,for instance,is to emphasise the individual

characters' experiences in a way that is analoguous to Ralph Ellison's

depiction of Jazz:

;

true jazz is an art of ir''vidual agsertion within
and against the group. Each truc zz moment...springs
from a contest in which each arti: . challenges all the
restjeach solo flight or improvisarion,represents...a
definition of his identity,as a member of_ the collectivity
and as a link in the chain of tradition.
Rising up against Wright even while confessing that Wright had deeply
influenced him,Baldwin intended to write a fiction in which the Afro-
American would be disintegrated as a social 'phantom of hatred arnd
condenscension,'l5aﬁd instead a new genre of Afro-Americans,in all
their varticularity and complexity,would be devised. 'He wanted to
distance himself from a mentor like...Wright,better to understand more
clearly where he himself,his own self and voice,tezan and Richard's

12t off, '



£24) % 7 AT

In so doing,he managed to create for himself a new repertoire: love as
a vehicle of racial fraternisation. This is not for Baldwin an indis-
tinct longing for an insignificant brotherhood,but a paifﬁl confron-
tation with reality,leading to the struggle to metamorvhose it. In
racial terms,the Afro-American as a victim of his past,which is marked
by suffering and injustice,is in a moral position to persuade the
white man,the oppressor,to put an end to his self-deception and start
the process of redemption. 'And if the word integration means any=_. .y
thing,' Baldwin wrote in 1962 in an essay entitled "My Dungeon Shook,"
'this is what it means: that we,with love,shall force our brothers to
see themselves as they are,to cease fleeing from reality and begin to
change it.'l5 Two of the purest articulations of his btelief in_the
dynamic of change are the closing challenges of the pieces entitled
"In Search of a Majority" and "Notes for a Hypothetical Novel": 'The
world is beforeyou and you need not take it or leave it as it was when

16

you came in;'"" and 'We made the world we're living in and we have to

make it over.'l7

Having fought most of the sixties,ﬁattles for a better gsocial
order,he has been assailed both by Muslims and 'black militants' for
holding to his 'old-style American liberal ideology and fa.ith.'18 His
refusal to adopt radicalism or to veil his homosexuality have not
always served his interests,but they underline his personal complexity.
Towards the end of the 1960's it seemed that Baldwin was nearing the
artistic philosophy of the Black Arts Movement. In 1969,for instance,
his straightforward reply to the question "Can Black and White Artists
5till Work Together?" revealed that he was about to give up his ini-_
tial stand. He had visibly concluded that warnings and implorations no
longer served any valuable objective,for he ;sse“ts:

I will state flatly that the bulk of this country's

white population imoresses me,2nd has so impressed me for
2 very long time,zs teins teyond any conceivable hope of

1 o
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moral rehabilitation. They have been white,if I may so put
it,too long;they haxg been married ‘to the lie of white
supremacy too long.
This is a turning point for Baldwin. The tone here is plainly of des-
pairjit is distantly removed from the optimistic posture that typifies

his first works.

By 1972 ,the year of No Name in the Street,the liberating possibilities

of love appeared to be consumed in that horrible decade of assassi~
nation,riot and repression,of the Black Panthers and Attica. Social
love had now become for Baldwin more a pathetic recollection than an
alternative to cataclysm. Violeuce,he'now believes,is the judge of
history. In his fiction,this shift in emphasis is visible. Though love
m2y still be a sustaining personal force,its social usefulness is put

into question. At the end of Tell Me How Long the Train's Been Gone

(1968),the young radical (Christopher) enlightens the middle-aged hero
(Leo) about the new reality: '"Guns,"said Christopher. "We need guns.“'20
It is probably within this contexf,that years later Chinua Achebe
still recalls his first encounter with Ealdwints-writing as a 'mira-
culous experience.' He confesses that ’nothiné'that I had heard or
read or seen quite prepared me for the Baldwin phenomenon.'21}Further-
more,Achebe quite rightly compares Baldwin to Captain Thomas Sankara,
former leader of Burkina Faso,assassinated in his fourth year of rule
by his second in command. Sankara had the audacity to read a lecture
to President Frangois Mitterand of France. Consequently,the 'socialist
veteran' launched a long counter-attack of which the sting is in the
tail: 'Sankara is a disturbing person. With him it is impossible to
sleep in peace. He does not leave your conscience alone.' So,for
Achebe 'principalities and powers do not tolerate those who interrupt

-

the sleep of their consciences. That Baldwin got away with it for

22

forty years was a miracle,'’ daence,for many critics 2aldwin ig the

disturber of peace,or 'God's hlac: revolutionary mouth. If there isg a
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God,and revolution his righteous natural expression.'?‘5

In the last interview Baldwin gave,though overwhelmed by paiﬂ,he Was
as earthy and direct as he has always been intellectually challenging.
For he begged writers to 'continue to be witnesses of (their) time;
that (they) must speak out against institutionalized and individual
tyranny wherever (they) find it. Because if left unchecked it threa-
tens to engulf and subjugate us a.ll.'24

Yet,a correct understanding of Baldwin and his work must take into
consideration a complex combination of psychological and social fac-
tors sometimes thought to be antithetical. Baldwin has not only d&g
out from his private predicament the symbolic profile of his race's
wretchedness but he has done so without eclipsing the singularity of
his personal experience. '

1) General Background:

Baldwin is a 'much photographed man'! so there is little we can
2dd to the familiar portrait. Yet,it should be noted that a few years
before the stock market crash of 1929,he was born in New York Gity,in
the largest 'black community' in the Wes@;;n World: Harlem,ﬁSA.

In spite of this,James Arthur Baldwin who was born on August 2,1924
considers himself a Southerner. Besides the fact that his parents were
born in the South,he declared that 'if they had waited two more
geconds (he) might have been born in the South.'l

Similarly to Wright and Ellison,Baldwin is a product of the Great Mi-
gration,and his childhood's Harlem was,and perhaps still is,very much
like Styx. As a child in Harlem's ghetto,BPaldwin was relatively
shislded from direct,nersonal contacts with white racism. White cppre-
gssion was an abstract force,responsible somehow for the pauperism and

. . . . .
anguish he was subjected to,it was tthe invisible cause of a vigible

i shtourhood ,th2 young Taldwin



was ill-equiped to face the privation nis family suffered from. Still
less was he psychologically prepared to cope with the implacable ani-
mosity of his step-father,David Baldwin,2 tyrannical paranoid labourer
and storefront preacher,who married James' mother in 1927,accepting
her illegitimate three-year-old son only with the most grudging hosti-
lity. We are told that his father hated him 'because (he) was black...
little,(and) ugly.' For Ealdwin confesses that he 'used to put pennies
on (his) eyes to make them go vack, 12
Flinching from his father's hatred,James became all the more profound=
ly attached to his mother,in an evident Oedipal pattern. In an inter-
view with Eve Auchincloss and Nancy Lynch,Baldwin declares that his
father
was righteous in the pulpit and a monster in the
house. Maybe he saved all kinds of souls,but he lost all
his children...I've hated a few people,but actually I've
hated only one person,and that was my father...He didn't
like me. But he'd had a terrible time,too. And of coun
I was not his son. I was a bagtard. What he wanted for -
children was what in fact I became. I was the brightest
boy in the house because I wa&s the eldest,and because I
loved my mother...I could take some of the pressures off
my mother and in a way stand hetwe?n him and her...I had
to learn to stand up to my father.
Also,since his mother had to work as a domestic to support the family,
James,as the eldest,was compelled to assume a maternal role towards
his eight half-brothers and sisters. According to the poet and actress
Verta Mae Grosvenor,Baldwin's mother affirms that when her son,
'Jimmy,' was seven years old,he told her 'I'm gonna be a great writer
someday,Mam2...It's the only thing I wanted to do.' His mother still
remembers her son 'sitting at the table holding one of his younger
brothers or sisters and always reading.'4

The boy was brought up under the double repression of poverty

-
and the storefront church. When he was fourteen years old,he expe-
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rienced a profound religsious crisis after which hk

ministry. Thera,he was in s=arch of sifety,having convinced himsel



I
et
(%]

i

I

that safety was synonymous with God. Almost four years later,he
renounced the ministry;it had given him little more than the illusion
of safety,and it had tried to limit both his freedom of action and
imagination. For
the principles governing the rites and customs of
the churches in which I grew up did not differ from the
principles governing the rites and customs of other
churches,white., The principles were Rlindness,Loneliness,
and Terror,the first principle necessarily %nd actively
cultivated in order to deny the two others.
Eventually,he moved from Harlem to New York's famous Greenwich Village
and started practising the craft of writing. Hence,the second crisis

of his life was his split with his milieu,i.e. his father's ethos.

These two crises are the matrix of his first novel Go Tell It On The

Mountain,and his first play The Amen Corner.

As for his political education,Baldwin asserts in the "Introduction"

to The Price of the Ticket,that it is through the friendship of a

certain Eugene_that he met 'sometime betwsen 1943 and 1944,' that his
political 1life began. As Eugene was a member of the Young People's
Soeialist League and urged Baldwin to joinjin,the latter outdistanced
him by becoming a Trotskyite. Yet,as Baléwin affirms: 'My life on the
left is of absolutely no interest,' for 'it did not last 10ng.'6
Baldwin graduated from high school in 1942 ,having served on the
staff of the school literary magazine. This experience enabled him to
discover the means to transcend his assigned fate. Soon after gradua-
tion he left home,resolved to earn his living as best he could,while
developing his talent as a writer. Paldwin tried various jobs,both
war- and peace—time; After six years of inhibitions and false starts,
however,he had two fellowships--one was 2 Eugene F. Saxton Memorial
Trust Fellowship granted on Wright's recommepdation; but no tangible

putlications to his credit. This initial literary failure,coupled with

"

the pressures o his person;l life,drove him into exile. In 1948,at



the age of twenty-four,Baldwin,following the lead of his first mentor-
Wright,left America for Paris--with forty dollars,Bessie Smith's
records,a typewriter and 'mo French,' never intending to return.

He remained abroad for nine years, Europe gave him a world perspective
from which to tackle the issue of his own identity. Two years after
his arrival in Paris,Baldwin suffered a breakdown and went off to
Switzerland to recover.

There,in that absolutely alabagter landscape,armed
with two Bessie Smith records and a typewriter,I began to
try te recreate the life that I had first known as a child
and from which I had spent so many years in flight...I had
never listened to Bessie Smith in America...but inYEurope

she helped me to reconcile me to being a "nigger."

Go Tell It On The Mountain (1953),which brought Baldwin his first

recognition as a writer of talent,The Amen Corner,a play first pro-

duced in 1955,and Notes of a Native Son (1955) are the achievement of

those years and the momentary resolution of a tortured mind. For in
1973 yhe declared to Professor Henry Louis Gates,Jr. that he left the
United States in
November 1948 ,Armistice Daj...(He) left beczuse
(he) was a writer. (He) had discovered writing and (he)
had a family to save. (He) had only one weapon to save
them,(his) writing. And (he) couldn't write in the United
States.
On the artistic level,Baldwin felt that he was not able to sur-
vive the ingtitution of racial segregation in America which reduced
him to a "Negro writer." He aimed at finding out how the unigueness of

his experience might be used to create a common bond among humanity.

A theme developed in Another Country and Giovanni's Room. He assumed

that if the USA were not a sanctuary,perhaps Europe would be. Maybe,as
Wright pointed out,'there is more freedom in one square block of Paris
than in all of the United Suates.'9 4

Paradoxically,his Pirisian exile gave him the opportunity to realise

that he was not by-himsel in that predicament, For he affirms that ths
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Algerians
were not at home in Paris,no more than I,though for
a different reason. They remembered,as it were,an opulence,
opulence of taste,touch,water,sun,which I had barely
dreamed of,and they had not come to France to stay. One
day they were going home,and they knew exactly where home
was. They,thus,held something within them which they would
never surrender to France. But on my side of the ocean,or
so it seemed to me then,we had surrendered everything,or
had had everything taken away,and there was no place for
fo
us to go: we were home.
On the other hand,his nine-year self-imposed exile in Paris was spent
among a literary coterie of established writers such as Chester Himes,
William Styron,Wright and Norman Mailer. Buttressed by his literary
achievements,Baldwin returned to America in July 1957.

His return was animated by a sharp interest in the first move
of the 'black civil rights' struggle. In autumn,he crossed the Mason-
Dixon line for a first hand evaluation of the racial situation in
places like Birmingham,Atlanta and other notorious parts of the 'Deep
South.' He wanted to understand the situation in this part of the
country which varied from the Northern ordeal only in that Southerners
used a different strategy to converge on the same objective: keep the
"nigger" in his place.

Consequently,he actively involved himself in denouncing the condition

of the Afro-Americans both in the North and in the South. He was later

to record this tormenting experience in No Name in the Street. Almost

overnight,he became the mouthpiece of 'the wretched of the earth,' his
remarks more angry and his public pronouncements more direct and
provocative.

Another issde that we can never overlook is Baldwin's contro-
versy with Wright. Baeldwin thought that the latter would impede his
progress just as his father had. This seems ,ta be the motive behind
his 1949 essay "Zverybody's Protest Novel" in which he rejects

militant writers like Wrizht.
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Baldwin's dispute with Wright was,in a sense,a classic demonstration
of the younger writer's desire to put an end to his old mentor's in-
fluence over him before he could set out on his own. If wé have to
take for granted Baldwin's own later regrets,the question of protest
must have been a decisive one in his quarrel with Wright. Yet,one may
assume that Baldwin felt a powsrful desire to take an individual
stand, For he declares that Wright 'had never really been a human
being for me,he had been an idol. And idols are created to be des-
troyed.'ll Hereby,Baldwin led himself to schemes to pull down his
father-idol,but his wvictory prooved to be obsolete. This can be illus-
trated as follows.
Oh,that his father would die!--and the road before
John be open,as it must be open for others. Yet in the
very grave h? yould hate himjhis father would bgt hige
changed conditions,he would be John's father still,
When Wright died in 1960,Bldwin as a writer was literated: he became
himself. His gp;k turned to be more militant and more sharp,i.e. his
writing became similar to the committed literature which he reprovad
in 1950. As Michel Fabre puts it,'in 1960 h; experienced no more
difficulty in putting on Wright's shoes a; 2 committed uriter.'l3
In January 1987,Baldwin was awarded L'Ordre National de la
Légion d'Honneur,and the same year in November 30,he died in his Villa
in St. Paul de Vence,succumbing to months of sickness. According to
many sources,faldwin was suffering from AIDS,but Quiney Troupe affirms
that it was cancer.
After his death,Wole Soyinka had these words for him:
Af the Welcome Table in the Great Beyond,I have no
doubt that we shall find Jimmy sesated between some Grand
Master of the K.¥X.K.,Governor Wallace and the Scottsboro
Boys,eanjoying a wise laugh at the former's unease,applying
to their self-inflicted wounds_the soothing balm of his

imperishable,calestial prose.

2) Zelavant Fictioa:

To be continually glorified 3s on=



essayist must te very exasperating for a man who really wants to be
acknowledged as a novelist. For the specific 'black' condition that
Baldwin analyses in his essays is identical to the one that consti-
tutes the matrix of his fiction. Yet,Langston Hughes alleges that
Baldwin uses in the essay
words as the sea use waves,to flow and beat,advance
and retreat,rise and take a bow in disappearing...he is
much better at provoking thoughi in the essay than he is
in arousing emotion in fiction.
His novels and other fiction agide,the books which first generated the
sharpest depreciation and acclaim were those of soecizl,cultural and

political nature. These were his essays,the first amoag which was

Notes of a Native Son (1955) and the last being The Evidence of Thincs

Not Seen (1985).

Retrospectively,the first result of self-recovery in Switzer-
land was an immense creative outburst. First appeared two works of

appeasement with his racial heritage. Go Tell It On The Mountain (1953)

and The Amen Corner (1955) typify a search for roots and an acceptance

of the Afro-American past. Then came a series of essays which diagnose
the 'psychic history' of America. These constitute a living witness of
Baldwin's struggle to circumscribe the experiences that have shaped

him. For when he returned to America in 1957,he was ready to challenge

society. Several essays in Nobody Knows My Name (1961) reflect his

first impressions of America;but this is a transitional book,still
largely concerned with issues of identity. Protest,however,tecomes the

dominant theme of his next three books. In Another Country (1962),

The Fire Next Time (1963) and Rlues For Mister Charlie (1964) he falls

back upon a2 tradition of protest writing which he formerly denounced

"o

in "Zverybody's Protest Novel." -
If we intend to focus our attention on Paldwin's works,we may declare

that the identity of the loner has bteen the center of all o

{



ting and the autobiographicil element is present in much of his
fiction. Furthermore,the character of the loner is intensified by the
special experience,within the American context,of beiné 'black., '

It should be noted that the term loner refers to that existential
dilemma the Afro-American is faced with: an existence without essence
in a hostile world.

As a boy,he felt isolated by the severe disciplinarian religiosity of
his father who was a lay-preacher. Although James,the eldest in a
family of nine children,became a preacher at the age of fourteen,he
grew up with a tortured need to struggle against the authoritarian

father. His first novel,Go Tell It On The Mountain is an impressive

evocation of his youthful sense of isolation and his attempt to find a
personal identity in the household and the world into which he was
born.

a) Go Tell It On The Mountain

; Condidering this work from an analytical point of view,we may
assert that it is a novel of violence,despair and suffering. It por-
trays the attempts of a suffering 'black' family to find hope through
religion. This novel is also the expression of Baldwin's desire to
link the history of single individuals (John,Flerence,Gabriel and
Elizabeth) with the larger processes of the Afro-American community;
and these individuals/characters are seen as alienated,victimised and
dislocated. In achieving this undertaking,he bears in mind the
'Negro's' past,'a past of rope,fire,torture,castration,infanticide,

" rapejdeath and humiliation.'l

If many critics compared this novel to Joyce's Portrait of the Artist

as a Young Man (1916 ),Professor Brian Lee,in considering its’

'strengths and wezknesses,' thinks that it is 'much closer to another

great autobiograpnical novel,3ons and Lovers.'S Yet the central evant
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adolescent boy. In i1 long antobiogriphical essay,which forms a signi-

ficant part of The Fire Next Time,the author reveals that he was

writing about his own experience. Therefore,in this novel,he Elends
memoir and fiction to narrate his Harlem childhood and his narents'
predicament.

On this basis,it should be noted,right from the beginning,that Go Tell

It On The Mountain tells the saga of a 'black' American family in the

ghetto of Harlem. One must also admit that the author's own family
situation may have provided the living matrix for the dramatic presen-
tation of the Grimes? intertwined and sometimes irreconcilable aspi-
rations,frustrations and conflicts.

By a series of flashbacks,the writer keeps us conscious that the
present involves John's quest for identity,the fulfillment of which is
to be comprehended within the context of his elders' lives. Thus,the
struggle for identity is the major issue of this novel. For Baldwin
dissects three genbrations of an Afro-American family whose life span
extends from slavery to the present time. The book probes the Afro-
American's possibility of achieving identity through Christianity.
Unfolding in a series of major movements,the story proceeds as follows:
the first movement introducing the search of fourteen-year-old John
Grimes for identity amid the harsh religious frustrations of his
elders and his brother Roy's disobedience;the second presenting
Florence's tragedy,incapable of surmounting the idea of the 'Negro'
she has internalised from the regnant white culture,she is unable to
remain at peace with herself and othersjthe third presenting Gabriel
Grimes-John's step father-barred from total achievement by his attempts
to flee from his irreligious impulsesjthe fourth presenting Elizabeth-
John's mother-who,after a short fulfillment in cl;ndestine love,
shrinks into the frustrated and frustrating arms of Gabriel. The final
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movemant is the increditle escape of John frem the search for ident



into the apparent safety of religious ecstasy.

Assessing the contributions of Go Tell It On The Mountain,one

of the critics asserts that
one of the best things this novel does is to
capture all the uniqueness,foreignness,and exoticism of
Negro life. Like an anthropologist,Mr. Baldwin shows us
t@ese pegple under the asp?ct of hom?geneity;gheir indi-
vidual lives represent their collective fate.
Moreover,the author seeks,in a quite ambitious manner,to give an
aesthetically valid vision of the Afro-American's burden in the USA,
i.e. the trances and the psychic traumas of the religious life form a
major theme in this novel. This is the reason why this work appears as
'a densely-packed,ominous,sensual,doom-ridden story,lit by rare bezuty,
love and human penetration. The theme is life and religion and how
both,wonderful and terrible,can create and destroy.'4 The scene ig the
Temple of the Fire Baptized in Harlem during two days and a long night;
from which place,Baldwin takes us back and forth in time among the
lives of 'the saints" present in the congregation.

Though it is composed of many scenes portraying the earlier
lives of the other characters,the novel's princiﬁal emphagis is
totally upon the protagonist,John. The story has as its purpose to
depict John's liberation from the flesh,the devil and from his step-
father as well. The society's role is also focused upon as a deter-
mining factor in John's life,but that emphasis is limited,for given
the perspective of the novel,'the forces affecting John stem directly
from the characters of others in the novel yespecially his father and
nother,Gabriel and Tlizabeth.'’

In this context,one must say that Co Tell It On The Mountain is more

than a social document,or 2 'mirror carried along a road way'--Lenox
-
Avenue in the novel,delineating the religiosity of an Afro-American

family in < slum. Go Tell It Un The “ountain iz a historical

indictment. In this work,faldwin vividly dapicts,within the boundzariss
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of the religious sphere,the way the 'tlack' community was deprived of
its history and the ways and means with the help of which it may
attain it again. The white man is identified with the Pharaéhs and the
'Negro' identifies himself with the Jews of Excdus.

Consequently,in the tale of each character,white men emerge as remote
executioners whose inhumanity leads Richard-John's father-to suicide,
whose insolent sexuality leaves Deborah-Gabriel's first wife-battered
by the side of the road,whose dumbfounded power makes the wretchedness
of the ghetto all the more gloomy.

In the novel,fewer than half of the two hundred fifty odd pages
reveal John's speculation,and these are found at the beginning and end
of the story,like 'the side panels of a tryptych' whose pivotal
tableau ("The Prayers of the Saints") reports the converging talea of
John's aunt,step-father and mother.

Parts I and.III,respactively,"The Seventh Day" and "The Threshing
Floor," are set’in Harlem. The action of Part II,"The Prayers of the
Saints," however,takes place for the most part 'down home.' Florence,
Gabriel and Elizabeth belong to a transitienal generation. Tﬁus,this
is a novel of the Great Migration that some critics consider as
Baldwin's unequalled novel.6 It ranks with Wright's Native Son and

Ellison's Invisible Man as an important contribution to American

fiction. One feels in this novel,the author's confidence,control and
mastery of style. For this novel goes beyond the walls of the store-
front church to the core of Afro-American experience in the USA. This
is Baldwin's earliest.world.T

The novel endsthen,with Baldwin giving notice of his provisional
deliverance,of his realisation of a new,more agreeable religion,the

religion of love. Homosaxuality will be,for a long time after Go Tell
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It On The Mountain,the vehicle throu-h which he transmits hi




b) The Amen Corn=r

This play,written in the early fifties,was first professionally
produced in 1965 and published in 1968.

In "Notes for The Amen Cormer," which preface the published play,

Baldwin speaks of his intention to write for the theatre. For he was
absolutely determined that (he) would not,not at
that moment in (his) career,not at that moment in (his)
life,attempt another novel...(he) knew that (he) had more
to say and much,much more to discover than (he) had been
able to discover in Mountain,.

The plot of the story is relatively simple and is developed in
an uneguivocal,realistic form,with no flashbacks or expressionistic
expositions.

On Sunday morning of Act I,Sister Margaret Alexander,who has been
pastor of the church for many years,preaches the sermon upstairs and
goes down to her apartment to finish packing for a trip to & Phila-
delphia church. She wants to take with her David,her son,who has been,
until the timé of the play,a good boy who plays piano for Sunday
school and church. Yet David tries not to accompany his mother,

When Sister Moore,Sister Boxer,and Brother Boxer (Elders of the con-
greation) enter the apartment,they insidiously criticise Margaret for
her new refrigerator,the expense of her trip,and her son's misbehaviour
Through their conversation,we discover that Luke,David's father,is back
in New York,working in a jazz club downtown. Then Luke comes home very
sick., We realise,with David,that Margaret took her son and left Luke a
decade ago,after their baby daughter's death. For she confesses that
she '(got) away from the stink of whisky--to save (her) taby--to find
the Lord.'(p.40) Though Luke is about to die,Margaret ends Act I by
leaving for Philadelphia,without her son.

Here PBaldwin develops a theme that deals with the distortion of one of



being for anotherjand we would expect one as noly as lMargiret would
practice what she preaches. Nevertheless,we are struck by a pitiless,
insincere devotion,which becomes visible when Luke comes back-home

and breaks down. Despite her husband's need,Margaret refuses to defer
her trip to Philadelphia because 'the Lord made (her) leave that man
in there a long time ago because he was a sinner. And the Lord ain't
told (her) to stop doing (her) work just beciuse he's come the way all
sinners come.'(p.41) Here is a vivid illustration of the inconsistency
of the 'Saint' who grudges to help an 'unsaved' brother--her husband--
simply because he is a "sinner."

Act II takes place late the following Saturday. The acerb cri-
tical whispers of the church elders are assuming tremendous pro-
portions,nurtured by the expositions of Margaret's past and her son's
current behaviour: 'How come she think she can rule a charch when she
can't rule her own house,'(p.46) accuses Brother Boxer,wha is vexed by
Margaret mairly bécause she has stated that it would be a sin for him
to drive a beer truck.

David and Luke have their only conversation in this act about
their past as a family,about music and about pain., More dead than
alive,Luke is granted a key invocation of the play in his counsel to
David:

Son--don't try to get away from the things that
hurt you...3ometimes that all you got. You got te learn to
live with those things--and--use them. I've seen people—-
put themselves through terrible torture--and die--because
they was afraid of getting hurt.(p.Sl)

Later,Luke reveals to his son his impending death because of the lack
of love at the critical time when Margaret left him.

The most terrible time in a2 man's life,David,is
when he's done lost everything that held him tozether...
it's just gone and he can't find it...Then that man starts
going down.

If don't no hand reach out to help him,that man

goes under...lt don't talke much to hold a4 man tosgether. A
man can lose a whole lat,nizht losok to everybody else that



he dcne lost so much ﬁhit he ought to want to be dead,but
he can keep on--he can even die with his head up,hell,as
long as ha got that one thing. That one thing is him,
David,who is inside--and,son,I don't believe no man ever
got to that without somebody loved him.(p.53)

When Margaret comes back from Philadelphia to confront the im-
patient elders,the delinquent son,and the dying husband,Luke reminds
her of that truth that she seems to have forgotten,'Maggie,...we
didn't get married because we loved God. We loved each other. Ain't
that right?'(p.66) As for their son,he warns,'I don't care what kind
of life he lives--as long as it's his life--not mine,not his mama's,
but his own. I ain't going to let you make him safe.'(p.71) To
Margaret's numerous attempts to make Luke repent,he replies,'Il guess I
could have told you--it weren't my soul we been trying to save.'(p.71)
Act II ends with the meeting of the elders,in the church,to decide
Margaret's eviction while she is in her kitchen weeping and praying
'Lord help us to stand...Lord give me strength.'(p.72)

Act III 'opens with Margaret ascending to the church early the
following morning. There,she talks with Mrs. Jackson who has ceme from
the hospital where her baby has died. In the church service of Act I,
Mrs. Jackson had come to ask for prayers for her sick child. At that
time,Margaret,asking the young woman why her husband was not with her,
said,'maybe the Lord wants you to leave that man.'(p.24) Now Margaret's
gtand has changed. To the woman's scare of having more tabies,and the
dread of going through more pain,Margaret remarks,'that ain't right...
You ought to have another baby right away,' and advises her to 'get on
home to (her) hustand...to (her) man.'(p.75)

Margaret returns downstairs,while the elders meet above to con-
firm her eviction. Talking to David,who comes home drunk,she confesses

her motherly protective need to seek his 'salvation.'

I remember toys like yon down home,David,many years
e yo men,proud i3 horses,and [ ze=a what

sesn them go down,David,until thay was
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among the lowest of low...fou think I want to see this

happen to you? You think I want you one day lying where

your daddy lies today?(p.87-9)
However,David rejects his mother's care,'You want me to stay'here,
getting older,getting sicker--hating you?...Mama,I want to be a man.
It's time you let me be a man. You got to let me go.'(p.88)

While David is deserting her,Margaret recalls the love she once
felt fer Luke and reveals to Odessa that she
tried to put (her) treasure in heaven where

couldn't nothing get at it and take it away from (her) and

leave (her) alone. (She) asked the Lord to hold (her) hand.

(She) didn't expect that none of this would ever rise to’

hurt (her) no more. And all these years it just been

waiting for (her),waiting for (her) to turn a corner. And

there it stand,(her) whole life,just like (she) hadn't

never gone nowhere. It's an awful thing to think about,the

way love never dies!(p.90)
Paldwin affirms that this last line is the first line he wrote for the
play.(p.9) At the end Margaret walks into Luke's tedroom and as they
embrace,singing is heard from the darkened church: 'The 0ld Ship of
Zion.' Herejshe confesses 'I never stopped loving you,Luke. I tried.
But I never stopped loving you.'(p.95) And Luke dies.
Luke's subsequent death causes Margaret's regrets and intensifies the
awyareness of her own identity. She is compelled to reevaluate those
values that hastened her adversity and she appears in the final scene
totally conscious of the terror of her behaviour.

Margaret mounts into the church where the elders are singing,

'"T'm gonna sit at the Welcome Table.' She starts a sermon, but
interrupts it in embarrassment when she realises that it is not David
who is sittinz at the piano but one of the:.saints from Philadelphia.
As the gossipy Sister Moore screams, 'Look at her! the gift of God has
left her,'(p.97) Margaret talks with what Baldwin certainly means to

-

he God's authentic message:
Childreen. I'm ju
love the Lord. It ain't
I‘,

st now finding ont what it means to
211 in the singin: and the shou-
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even...in ruaning all over everybody trying to get to
neaven. To love the Lord is to love all His children--z211
of them,everyone!--and suffer with them and rejoice with
them and never count the cost!(p.97)
Margaret comes down the stairs. The lights dim down in the church and
dim up on Margaret as she falls beside Luke's bed. The curtain falls

down-

In The Amen Corner,Baldwin attempts to reproduce the ritual of the

'black church,' as he experienced it,in the ritual for the theatre.

For he reveals:

I knew that out of the ritual of the church,
historically speaking,comes the act of the theatre,the
"communion" which is the theatre. And I knew that what I
wanted to do in the theatre was to recreate moments I
remembered as a boy preacher,to involve the people,even
against their will,to shake them up,and,hopefully,to
change them. (p.10-11).

c) The Fire Next Time

It should be noted that the scope of the collected essays
gtreches over a variety of topics,whose function is to elucidate the
plight of the Afro-American in twentieth century USA. These essays
evolve around issuss such as alienation,the quest for identity and the
nead for love.

Besides y
what is important about Baldwin's essays is the
style and elogquence with which he evekes the torment and
human devastation of American racism and his ability to
make us feel,if only momentarily,that redemption is
possible,
Yet it is in the autobiographically-based-essay that Baldwin has been
sharp. In the best of his essays,it is the author's intuition of his
own history that tends to create and substantiate his ideas. For

Baldwir's essays that do not bring into play the poignant personal

gxperienc
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comdariscn to those trat do. An essay like,for instinge,"Zverytoly's



Protest Novel," which is recilled for its detractiecn o
pretentious and lacking in personalit‘.'z

As a 'Negro polemicist who railed against the race-supremacy
beliefs of white Americans,'jwe can assert that Baldwin's The Fire
Next Time (1963) comes from a morally outraged consciousness.
This compilation is different from his earlier work in the essay form.
To a great extent,Baldwin has substituted prophecy for criticism,

exhortation for analysis,and the fruit is rather troubling. For

The Fire Next Time gets its title from a slave song: 'God gave Noah

the rainbow sign,/No more water the fire next time.'? The word 'fire’
in the title can 2ither counnote violence or purging. The former may
probably refer to the Black Power Movement which,at the time,started
taking over when the integrationist Civil Rights Movement was falling
off. In the case of purging,'fire' stands for a radical catharsis
through racial violence. This will,presumably,put an end to that moral
deadlock in which America finds itself.

The two autonomous essays that compose this small book with the
incendiary title were published late in 1962. "My Dungeon Shook"
appeared originally in December as "A Letter to My Nephew" and "Down

at the Cross" appeared initially in November as "Letter from a Region

in My Mind." The book as a whole was published in 1963 and thus belongs

to a period--the early sixties--when Baldwin was highly prolifie.

The One Hundredth Anniversary of the Emancipation Proclamation
(January 1,1863) serves as the occasion for the first essay of the
book. Moreover,ths particular circumstances that conditioned the
'Negro' as an American are largely znalysed ia "My Dungeon Shook."
This essay is much like a 'father-son chat.,' Baldwin uses the letter

p

as a nersonal channel in order to convey his troughts. He aldresses

his nephew in an effort to imcress upon hiz the edds for Fis surwivril
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virtually prevent the achievement of success:

You were born whers you were born and facead the
future that you faced because you were black and for no
other reason. The limits of your ambiticn were,thus,
expected to be set forever. You were born into a society
which spelled out with brutal clarity,and in as many ways
ag possible,that you were a worthless human bteing. You
were not expected to aspire to excellence: you were
expected to make peace with mediocrity. (p.16)

This passage typifies the difference of this essay from the others,for
the mood is not provodative;it is not intended to encourage his nephew
to rage. Baldwin himself is not spiteful;his only objective appears to
be the stimulation of a consciousness within the boy who is supposed
to perform his role in life in conformity with the regulations that
have been stipulated by society. The essay is not a direct condemnation
of the social system. Rather,it has the effect of providing ways and
means that will help in the elaboration of a counter-strategy for
survival.

Here,the author gffers to his nephew a concise three-point battle
strategy t; ponder about. Its most important aspect is the retention
of probity.,K Baldwin advises young James that'he must keep an inherent
faith in his own dynamic for accomplishmeni;he must,at all events,
decline the overt stratagems that are maintained by whites to nullify
his dignity and inhibit his opportunities for success.

Secondly,in neutralising these perversions of truth,he must be aware
of his own past,and he must depsnd exclusively on the omniscience of
his own experience. As one cannot progress in an abyss,Faldwin
implores his nephew never to reject his history or his own experience,
but to celehrate that‘past and use that experience as 3 guiding
influence in his life.

The Afro-Americans have been able to survive ip this white man's
world,the author says,simrly tecauss they were ahle to love each other.

Jo;his last noint is that it is extremely important to nresesrve that
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love as an inducible force,oriented towards the acceptance of white
people,who are hopelessly 'trapped in a history which they do not
understand...we,with love shall force our brothers to see themselves
as they are,to cease fleeing from reality and begin to change it.'
(p.16-17)

"Down at the Cross: Letter from a Region of My !ind," exposes

the recollections of the author's childhood. If in Go Tell It On The

Moutain he made us familiar with certain aspécts of his Harlem past,
here,Paldwin focuses on quite different things: the boy's increasing
consciousness of the narrow world he inhabits as an Afro-Americanjhis
attempt to flee from a depraved existence by undergoing a religious
conversion and becoming at fourteen a revivalist preacher. Then he
gets to what is his professed subject,the Black Muslim Movement. He
tells of the television programme he once shared with Malcolm X,and
the brief visit he paid to the Movement's first-in-command,the Honou-
rable Elijah Muhammad in Chicago. Baldwin reports this meeting with
forceful details. On his leaving the Movement's quarters,the leader
insisted on providing him with a car and driver to protect him 'from
the white devils until he gets wherever it is he's going.' Baldwin
tells us that he accepted,idding wryly: 'I was,in fact,going to have a
drink with several white devils on the other side of town.'(p.69)
Baldwin also offers some data on the Black Muslim Movement's aims and
finances,suggesting that it is a sense of identity,a2 'sense of their
own worth'5that the Muslims intend to restore to deprived Afro-
Americans. Even for .Baldwin,the quest for identity is one of the major
forces that sustain all of his writings. Consequently,it has become
the theme upon which a great deal of the critical attention has been

concentrated., For Baldwin,tne solution to self-discovery is sufferin
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of rope,fire,torture,castration,inflnticide,ripe;
death .nd humiliationjfear by day and night,fear as deep
as the marrow of the bonejdoubt that he was worthy of
life,since everyone around him denied it;sorrow for his
women,for his kinfolk,for his children,who needed his
protection,and whom he could not protect;rage,hatred,and
murder,hatred for white men so deep that it often turned
against him and his own,and made all love,all trust,zll
joy impossible.(p.84)

The Afro-American must be able to evaluate the experiences that

resulted from this 'endless struggle' so that to 'achieve and reveal

and confirm a human identity.'(p.84) Fearing any kind of mis-

understanding,Baldwin emphasises his definition of suffering. For he

avers 'I do not mean to be sentimental about suffering...but people

who cannot suffer can never grow up,can never discover who they are.'

(p.84)

The author also remembers,in this compilation,his "green"

ministry and utters an acerb criticism on the Christian church which,

ironically,connotes a move from the ‘artist-as-interrogator' concept

to the 'community-zction' stand affirmed by 'Negro' writers like Amiri

Raraka., For Raldwin affirms:

When I faced a congregation,it began to take all
the strength I had not to stammer,not to curse,not to tell
them to throw away their Bibles and get off their knees
and go home and organize,for example,a rent strike. When I
watched all the children,their copper,brown and beige
faces staring up at me as I taught Sunday School,I felt
that I was committing a crime in talking about the gentle
Jesus,in telling them to reconcile themselves to their
misery on earth in order to gain the crown of eternal
1ife. ...I had been in the pulpit too long and I had seen
too many monstrous things. I don't refer merely to the
glaring fact that the minister eventually acquires houses
~nd Cadillacs while the faithful continue to scrub floors
and drop their dimes and quarters and dollars into the
plate. I really mean that there was no love in the church.
It was a mask for hatred and self-hatred and despair. The
transfiguring power of the Holy Ghost ended when the -
service ended,and salvation stopped at the church door.
(p.40-41)

Pundamentally,this is the position towards Christianity that is
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social,solitical ,and economic enslavemsnt of the Afro-imericin. The
consequence of this scheme was the savage postulate that tolerance of
pains,debasements,and frustrationg imposed by the white society were a
sine qua non condition of the felicity of the other world. As a cha-

racter in The Amen Corner asserts: 'Folks like us ain't got nothing

and ain't never supposed to have nothing. We's supposed to live on the
joy of the Lord.'6
The issue of Baldwin the mouthpiece versus Baldwin the artist

has been widely debated. The Fire Next Time,according to Edward

Watson,established Baldwin as 'a civil rights pamphleteer,' therefore

corroborating 'the identification of the author with things sociolo-

W1

gical rather than literary.
However,Baldwin entirely rejects this role:

The country is going through a crisis and I've been
thrown up as this kind of public figure because I'm the
top Negro in the country--whatever that means...It's like
Sidney Poitier being America's only Negro movie star.
That's the country's fault,not ours. But I'm still trying
to speak just for me,not for twenty million people...¥You
know,the real point is that people like me and Harry
Belafonte and even Martin Luther King are not Negro
leaders. We're doing oug best to find out where the people
are and to follow them.

For some critics,'the commitment to action,' in The Fire Next Time,'is

by no means sufficiently delineated;a program of revolutionary
engagement is more inginuated than clearly described,'9but suggestion
in itself reveals Baldwin's shift from tha days when Rufus Scott's

suicide,2s we zhall s=e in Another Countrv,appeared to him to be a

significant %ey to the meaning of life.
In this essay the anthor reveals that there is an urgent necessity to
oring to an =2nd the 'black' peonle's ordeal in Americajfor one should

ka2 ahle to convince white people,through rational argument,of this
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ig against their interest to do 39, Conzsqusntly,the Afro-Americians
are compelled to adopt more revolutionary actions. He concludes,'there
is gimply no possibility of a real change in the Negro's situation
without the most radical and far-reaching changes in the American
political and social structure.'(p.?#) If one disapproves of this call
to action,pretending that it is not that clear,Baldwin,a few pages
later,makes it quite clearer:

At the center of this dreadful gtorm,this vast con-
fusion,stand the black people of this nation,who must now
share the fate of a nation that has never accepted them,to
which they were brought in chains. Well,if this is so,one
has no choice but to do all in one's power to change that

fate,and at no matter what risk--eviction,imnrisonment,
torture,death. (p.88)



B/ Another Country

If identity seems the major theme in Go Tell It On The Mountain,

for instance,it may be pointed out that in Another Country,Baldwin is

concerned with sex and love as vehicles in the accomplishment of full
beingjwhile Baldwin first novel is a means through which the author
tackles his own youth,his religious background,and family relation-

ships,especially his step-father,Another Country deals with another

dimension of identity--sexuality. We may be even more correct to

affirm that while Go Tell It On The Mountain uses religious experience

as a key metaphor for the quest of identity,the novel under study
makes use of sexuality,homosexuality in particular,as the metaphor.

Homosexuality in Another Country is to be viewed as the exclusively

valid category of love. For in a review of André Gide's Madeleine,
Baldwin pictures the possibility of "mixing" with the other sex as
'the door to life and air and freedom from the tyranny of one's own
y i
personality.
This novel has given hirth to a great amount of detraction. The
majority of reviewsrs and critics,while unwillingly zcknowledzing =2

literary vilus here and thers in the novel,have anathematised or



pulled it to pieces.

According to Rotert fone,Another Country is 'a failure on the grand

scale.'! For 'the plot consists of little more than a series of
occasions for talk and fornication;'zand for Wiliiam Wasserstrom,this
novel turns out to be 'a touch shrill. A work of almost sheer will
rather than passion,mind not guts,it comes off less as an exfoliation
of art and energy than as a programmatic text.'5

After discussing 'the big sex scenes,' Stanley Edgar Hyman concludes

that 'one could not call Another Country a success but it has
considerable successes in it,along ;ith the peepshows;4and for William
Parrett,it is 'a powerful and disturbing novel' with elements that are
bare and offensive,but that the writer reaches occasionally a 'Faulk-
nerian surge of power and violence.'5

Eugenia Collier asserts that the novel has 'something of fensive for
everyone;' that its depictions of sex and humiliating allusions to

race result in 'a lurid tale...seasoned with violence and obscenity.'

Nevertheless,the most eloquent declaration on behalf of Another Country
is proffered by Norman Podhoretz's "In Defense of‘a Maltreated Best
Seller" which acclaims 'the militancy and cruelty of its vigion of
life;' for this critic,Baldwin accomplished in this novel 'a unique
blend of subtlety and forcefulness,anger and understanding.'7
Pefore analysing this novel,we should note that when Ealdwin
returned to America,in the spring of 1960 after a protracted period of

exile in Burope,he gaid that he had two hooks in process,3 collection

of essays entitled Nobody ¥nows My Name and 2 novel called Another

Country about which he affirmed: 'it's over five hundred pages long...
. g 8
it's atout five people in New York.'

Another Country is about = decisive year in the lives of a group of

people who dwell in a sort of undzsrworld of interracial and inter-

sexuil relations. Purthermore,in 2rms of the literary development, the
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novel takes on considerable dimensions as it stands for a direct
attack,not only on a few sterial sexual and social taboos,but on the
cultural domination,the despotic perception and interprefation,of the
WASP view as it functions in literature and in life. We are quite
persuaded that the reviewers were just not ready to have their (class)
privilege of defining the dynamics of their own social experience
assumed by this "nigger" from Harlem.

Thematically,Baldwin has been audacious to contend,in a
straightforward manner,with the habitual taboo subjects of American
society and culture: interracial sexual intercourse,homosexuality as a
standardised mede of experience,and bisexuality as an authentic

adventure. Thus,Another Country 'is an excursion into those areag of

experience which are generally avoided,'gor only alluded to. The topic,
in this novel,is most promising,for Baldwin brings together the two
'races' and examines the relations between 'whites and blacks' in

present day New York.

Furthermore,Another Country embodies a diversity of other no less
important topics that recur in Baldwin's, fiction and essays: the quest
for personal identity;the need to become conscious of the deep horror
and happiness in sexual encounters;the accusation of the American
dream as being haunted by prosperity,status and powerjand the wretched
reality that makes life tragic. As the novel unfolds,the human persona-
lity in all of its mysterious confusion is portrayed with vigour and
pungency. For the author,when the novel appeared,said:
What I wasz trying to do was create for the first
time my own apprehension of the country and ths world. I
understood that if I could discharge venom,I could dis-
charge love (they frighten me equzlly). When I was a
little boy,I hated all white people,but in this took I got
beyond the hate. I don't care what anybody says;I faced my
life by that book and it's a good book., It's as honast as

I can te,

'I zot beyond the hate': this is the signifizant sentence 2nd the key
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to the novel's topic. Throughout the work,the leitmotif of solitude

and the need for love is reiterated,for we read that

he stood there,wide-legged,humping the air,filling
his barrel chest,shivering in the rags of his twenty-odd
years,and screaming through the horan Do you love me? Do
you love me?...And again Do you love me?...This,anyway,was
the question Rufus heard,the same phrase,unbearably end-

1ess}¥,and variously repeated with 21l the force the boy
had. '

As one can notice,this fundamental interroéation which is formulated
early in the novel,runs inextricably through the strands of the
narrative,and imposes itself upon one's attention in the concluding
section. As Eugenia Collier aptly indicates,'this is not primarily a
book about race or‘sex. It is a novel about the individual's lonely

and futile quest for 1ove.'12

Love,as the maiﬁ‘quect of Baldwin's quest,is an energetic,
emphatic force with the potential to metamorphose men's lives,it is
something more like fire,like the wind,something
which can change you. I mean energy. I mean a passionate
belief,a passionate knowledge of what a human ??ing can do
to change the world in which he finds himself.
In terms of its construction,Another Country intends to embrace within
its scope and to probe the roots of America's social malaise. Love in
this novel is a much more crucial social issue. Its ramifications on
the canvas of American life are no longer simply suggested, but drama-
tised within the context of interracial relationships. The author,in
this particular piece of fiction,departs from his vision of man as

Homo Theologicusjhis characters are more and more unconscious of the

existence of the revéngeful God of Go Tell Tt On The Mountain. This

conceptual shift is by no means,however,an obvious sign that Baldwin
has completely rejected the old cosmology.

In Another Country,sexual love (the author's new doctrine of carnal

salvation) functions as a healing replacement for love in the

religious sense,or where there is sometimes no redemption whatsoever.
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In this book,the writer is very much concerned about whether the sex
experience generates a transcending love to differentiate between the
heterosexual and homogsexual experience. Here,the majority of the men
have been involved in a homosexual act and,as a result,they have
defined their sex for the future. They have decided whether the homo-
gexual experience is or is not valid for their existence. Hereby,
Baldwin echoes this conundrum when he asserts:

That argument,for example,as to whether or not
homosexuality is natural seems to me completely pointless--
pointless because I really do not see what difference the
answer makes., It seems clear,in my case,at least in the
world we know,that no matter what encyclopedias of physio-
logical and scientific knowledge are brought to bsar the
angwer never can be Yes. And one of the reasons for this
is that it would rob the normal--who are simply the many--
of their very necessary sense of security and order,of
their sense,perhaps,that the race is and should be devot
to outwitting oblivion--and will surely manage to do so.

Nevertheless,throughout Another Country,the superiority of homosexual

love ig emphasised. Here,exclusively,can one experience full surrender
and total orgiastic pleasure. Heterosexual love,comparatively,is a
vague mimicry. In many passages resentment of women reaches extra-
vagant dimensionsg:

Every time I see a woman wearing her fur coats and
her jewels and her gowns,l want to tear all that off her
and drag her someplace,to a pissoir,and make her smell the
amell of many men,the piss of many men,and make her know
that that is what she is for,she is no better than that,
she does not fool me with all those shining rags,which,
anyway,she only got by blackmailing some stupid man. (p.208)

Baldwin's intimate preference for homosexuality as a means for the
communication of love becomes even more articulated in this novel. It
ig this bias that Eldridge Cleaver seizes upon ag a ground for his
assault on Baldwin in Soul on Ice. In this work,however,Cleaver does
not succeed in making a clear cut distinction between his appraisal of
Bildwin's artistic work and the man. Eventually,the auntobiographical

aspect becomes as important a 'criterion'as the work of art itself. It

follows,then,that Cleaver's condemnation of Baldwin's artistry is
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partly foanded on the homosexual subject which is reiterated in many

of his works.

When the book unfolds,Eric,Rufus,Vivaldo and Cass are digpersed

after a period of great intimacy and love.
Rufus is starving on the Bowery: wandering the streetsjsleeping in
hallways,subways and movies. 'Sometimes (he) sort of peddled (his)
arse' in order to eat.(p.56) Eric is in France,Cass is at home being a
wife and a mother,and Vivaldo,solitary and frustrated,is attached to a
sexually promiscuous woman painter. We read that despite a reciprocal
affection in the group,they were fundamentally united by a profound
admiration for Rufus.
They are reunited at the end of the first section by Rufus' death. The
scattering and reunification are basic to the author's prime objective
which is the revelation of every character's development,i.e. their
loss of innocence. Besides,these five characters,who find themselves
in New York,from Harlem,the South,New England and Brooklyn are further
related by having denied their pasts,and the personalities imposed hy
their roots.

From a symbolic point of view,the novel is highly expressive,

mainly in its title and setting. The title,Another Country,may typify

many aspects of the story. It symbolises New York City,the place for
which Yves departs as an innocent who looks forward to a new life. It
also stands for the Ghetto of Harlem,the "other country" within the

City,that no white can never understand,

(they) kept you here,and stunted you and starved
you,and made you watch your mother and father and sister
and lover and brother and son and daughter die or go mad
or go under,before your very eyes? And not in a hurry,
like from one day to the next,but,every day,every day,for
years,for generations? Shit. They keep you here because
you're black,while they go around jerking themselves off
with all the jazz about the land of the free and the home
of the brave, And they want you to jerk yourself off with:
the same music,too,only keep your distance. Some days,
honey,I wish I could turn myself into one big fist and
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grind this miserable country to powder.,.there's no way in

the world for you to know what Rufus went through,not in

this world,not as long asg you're white,(p.343-4
The title can also represent other countries, 'If you're talking of
yourself and Vivaldo - there are other countries - have you ever
thought of that?'(p.343) says Cass to Ida,suggesting that a white and
'black' have the possibility to live together in such a country with
less guilt and gcare and more Possibility of happiness;France is suech
a4 country where an idyllic love affair of two males may incarnate the
affection and concern unavailable to them in New York -

(Eric's and Yves' arms) locked around each other,
then they drew apart,and,holding hands,stumbled into the
bedroom,into the great haven of their bed, Perhaps it had
never before seemed so much like a haven,so much their
own,now that the terrible floodwaters of time were about
to overtake it, And Perhaps they had never before so be-
longed to each other,as they did Now,...Love ig expensive,
Yves had once said...One must put furniture around it, o
it goes. ««sBut,for the moment,they were simply exhausted
and at peace with one another and loath to leave the only
haven either of them had ever found. eeeBric fell asleep,
thinking,Life is very different in New York, (p.223-5).

The title can also be interpreted as the location wherein the ethos of
the dominant white people leads to spiritual chaos,for those values
are essentially success-oriented;as Cass affirms to Erie: 'I don't
think there's any hope. We're too empty here. ...This isn't a country
at all,it's a collection of football players and Eagle Scouts. Cowards.
We think we're happy. We're not. We're doomed.’(p.397—8)

As far as the setting of the novel is concerned,the author's
depiction of New York encompasses striking images of malaise,scenes
and gestures which reveal the moral chaos of modern urban life.

New York - 'the city which never slept,'(p.l4) - is vividly depicted
in terms of deqpair,danger,indifference and violence:

New York seemed very strange indeed., It might,
almost,for strange barbarity of manner and custom,for the

sense of danger and horror barely sleeping beneath the
rough,gregarious surface,have been gome'' impenetrable

2t exotic city of the Rast, ...Tt seemed to have no sense
whatever of the exigencies of human life;it was so



- 148 -

familiar and S0 public that it became ,at last,the most
despairingly private of cities,

buried despair,yas insistently,c
stalked all of the New York

York gtreets. «++.He could not escape the feeling that a

plague wag raging,though it was officially and pPubliecly
and privately denied.(p.227~8)

onstantly struck, It

Within thig nightmarigh context,the main feature of the Principal

characters becomeg readily perceptible--the existential reality of

lonelinegs and alienation,

One was continually being jostled
the same time,for the Sense of others,for a human touch;
and if one was never--it wasg the general complaint--left
alone in Ney York,one had,still, to fight very hard in
order not to berish of lonelinesg. This fight,carried on

in so many different ways,created the strange climate of
the city. (p.228)

yyet I longed,at

of the beoplie,New York,asrthe setting, becomes the symbol of contem—

Porary American civilisation ang its spiritual destruction, Here,the

writer,to all intents and burposes,comnunicateg this state in ap

interviey:

work there, T can't

rder to start again,
Pressures are too much in New York, You spend all your

time resisting. You don't find out what yoqy arfsthinking
or dreaming, Tt isn't personal., It's the city.

Consequently,New York City emerges,in the novel,as a sort of wasteland

where every character struggles to live and to relate to another go

that to Justify “is own self-consciousnesg and to restore his sense of

being human:

It was a city without oages
least,ag human berception could tell,for money;and itg
citizens seemed to have logst entirely any sense of their
right to reney themselves. Whoever in New York,attempted
to cling to thig right,lived in Ney York in exile~-in exile
from the life around himjand thig paradoxically,had the
effect of placing him in berpetual danger of being forever
banished from any real sense of himself.(p.311)

is a microcosm - is presented with ¥

angible and creative force, New

«++This note of despair,of

avenues,roamed al] of the Ney



York,here,is 'a hot house of ideag and Possible human relationships,'16
where the interracial and bisexnal bed switching constitute an enthu-
siastic attempt to attain love in this loveless city.

As far as the novel's structure is concerned, there are three

section in Another Country: a) "Basy Rider", b) "Any Day Now", ¢)
"T'oward Bethlehem"; but revealing the evident does not single out the
complexity of the plot in a book that seems to he rigorously con-
structed. The plot ig composed of four main narrative accounts ip-
volving two principal characters in each strand: Rufus Scott (an Afro-
American) and Leona (a Southern white woman);Ida Scott (Rufus' sister)
and Vivaldo Moore (a white man);Cass and Richard Silenski (a white
couple);and,Eric Jones and Yves (white homosexuals).
These narrative strands meet and interlace at different points throu-
ghout the novel in a sort of wonderland of interracial (whites and
Afro-Americans) and intersexual (bisexual,homosexual,heterosexual)
relations in New York City. Yet,it is the narrative account of Vivalde
and Ida which isg central to the book's movement;it is the existence of
these two characters which runs through the three sections. Hence,the
novel appears to be bagically their tale;for the emphasis at the end
is on their reconciliation ag the fundamental norm of value in Another
Country,with the neyw mode of life for Erie and Yves asg incarnating a
secondary wvalue,
Moreover,we may also say that,structurally speaking,the novel ig
comp;sed of two articulating parts. Book I shows how bad things really
are in America. Books IT and IIT contain the redemptive movement,the
symbolic journey to "another country."

The central figure of Book I ig Rufus Scott,a gifted Jazz
drummer who is driven to suicide by the adversities of a racigt
society. Sgsceptible,spitefulwgngivig}gnt,he sublimatea.his‘resentment

by pounding on the white skin of his drums., With something of the same
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malevolence,he tortures his white mistress,eventually bereaving her of
reason. Racked by thig guilt,he throws himself from the George
Washington Rridge.
Before this tragic incident,Rufus,who is in a lamentable state,is
characteriged by a hatred and hopelessness that his friends cannot
fully understand. He ig fighting within himself both the imaginary and
the real aspects of the racial segregation,und,thereby,cannot commu-
nicate with Leona,the Southern pathetic poor white woman that he picks
up with the deliberate purpose of sexunal exploitation,and getting rid
of her before she can "bug" him with her story. For we are told that
he had planned to visit his family but the thought
of what a ball it would be to spend the day in bed with
Leona...he wondered if he should proposition her or wait
for her to proposition him. He couldn't beg. But perhaps
she could. The hairs of his groin began to itch slightly.
The terrible muscle at the base of his belly began to Zrow
hot and hard, «s.30omething touched hig imagination for a
moment,suggesting that Leona was a person and had her
story and that all stories were trouble. But he shook the
suggestion off, He wouldn't be around long enough to be
bugged by her story. He just wanted her for tonight. (p.20-
3)

In this context,we may infer that Rufus Scott,as a central figure,is

Jjust like Richard,the protagonist in Blues for Migter Charlie,who has

believed in the 'black’ sex myth. Having been refused the chance to
affect 'the swing of the social pendulum,' he takes pride in the only
sphere of authority in which he feels himself capable: sexual prowess.
He boasts to Pete about his sexual achievements with white women in
Greenwich Village as a vehicle of exalting his own pride:
They can't get enough of what little Richard's got-
I give it to them,too, baby, believe me. You say black
people ain't got no dignity? Man,you ought to watch a white
woman when she wants you to gin7her a little bit. They
will do anything,haby,anything!
For the protagonist,then,these women have become symbols of white
tyranny and exploitation. By virtue of their complexion alone,he has

i Pl
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identified them as accomplices in @ huge ‘scheme to which the Afro-
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American,in €eneral,has fallen vietim., In fact,thisg ig his golden
opportunity to revenge every 'black! man in America,
For Profegsor Brian Lee,'Baldwin'sg attempt to substitute Eros

for Caritag,.,in Another Country,is a failure...because he drains the

sexual act of reality by using it ag the vehicle for g varirty of
metaphors.'18 At first,there is a ¢erossing of gwords between the Afro-
American aﬁd white figures,where the exclusive arsenal is the my{h of
the Afro-American sexual prowess. So,when Rufug has coition with

Leona,

he wanted her to remember him the longest day she
lived, And,shortly,nothing could have stopped him,not the
white God himgelf nor a lynch mob arriving on wings. Under
his breath he cursed the milk-white biteh and groaned and
rode his weapon between her thighs., She began to ery. 1
told you,he moaned,I'd give you something to ery about,
and,at once,he felt himgelf strangling,about to explode or

compelled to he the vanquisher,and through hig victory he immediately
accomplishes a denial of the female partner's legitimacy as a being

and an affirmation of his own heroie existence,

In his book Sey and Racism in America,Calvin Hernton argues that
sexuality in 'black America' ig indissoluble from,and indeed the logi-
cal result of racial attitudes in the US. For the Afro-American's pay-
chological relations are predetermined by external social factors over
which he has little control,and he may quite logically try to balance
his social privation by advocating a geyual heroism that ig psychi-
cally functional but hardly appropriate ag a Trésponse to his more than

concrete socio-economic ordeal.lg"Fdr'we are told that Rufus and Leona
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encountered the big world when they went out into
the Sunday streets. It stared unsympathetically out at
them from the eyes of the passing peoplejand Rufus
realised that he had not thought at all about this world
and its power to hate and destroy. He had not thought at
ail about his future with Leona,for the reison that he had
never considered that he had one. Yet,here she was,clearly
intending to stay if he would have her. But the price was
hight trouble with the landlord,with the neighbours, (and)
with all the adolescent in the Village. (p.36)

Besides,Rufus has suffered racial prejudice for quite a long time,so

that even Leona's innocent comments make his blood boil. He has also

been frustrated for so long that,now,every white is a scapegoat. We

read that he still remembers

his days in boot camp in the South and (feels)
again the shoe of a white officer against his mouth. He

was in his white (Navy) uniform,on the ground,against the
red,dusty clay...The white officer,with a curse,had

vanished,had gone forever beyond the reach of vengeance,
(p.22)

The evocations of the frustrating love of Rufus Scott for

Leona,and of the eventually successful one of Vivaldo for Ida--and «

even more,maybe,of the male 'black-white' friendship of Rufus and

Vivaldo~--are sometimes very moving,as well ag deeply evocative of the

numerous impediments to interracial love. Though the author puts most

of the culpability for this frustration on the whites--since the over-

all racial situation in America is the white man's creation--he is

very prompt to allow that the Afro-Americans have been equally dis-

torted by these situations. Hence,Rufus justifies his torture of Leona

by accusing her of loving only his sex,for he tells Vivaldo that 'this

chick can't get enough. ' (p.64) Leona is made to realise that Rufus'

hatred for her is really because he is 'black.' Yet,she never stopped

telling him that there 'ain't nothing wrong in being coloured., '(p.60)

However,Rufus cannot believe that he is 'good enough' for her. For the

hatred he feels for the whites is too deep in his marrow.
How I hate them - all those white sons of bitches

out there. They trying to'kill me,you think I don't know?
They got the world on a string,man,and they trying that
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string around my neck,they killing ne. ssoSometimes I lie
here and I listen - Jjust listen., They out there,scuffling,
making that change,they think it's going to last forever,
Sometimes I lie here and listen,listen for a bomb,man, to
fall on this city and make all that noise stop., I ligten
to hear them moan,I want them to bleed and choke,I want to
hear them crying,man,for somebody to come help them.
They'll cry a long time before T come down there. ,,.It's
going to happen one of these days,it's got to happen., T
sure would like to see it, +.eSometimes I listen to those
boats on the river - I listen to thoge whistles - and T
think wouldn't be nice to get on a boat again and £0 some-
place away from all these nowhere people,where a man could
be treated like a man. ...You got to fight with the land-
lord becauge the landlord's white! You got to fight with
the elevator boy because he'sg white. Any bum on the Bowery
can shit all over you because maybe he can't hear,can't
see,can't walk,can't fuck - but he's white!(p.74-5)

Rufus and Leona's affair which starts on & high note of sexual
excitement,ends in Leona's madness and Rufug! suicide,for the 'black
and white' pasts of the two lovers rige up and drive them bhoth to
enstrangement and destruction,i.e. the social and Psychological

pressures of living with Leona had so riven Rufus that he commitg

suicide.

In a previous essay, Baldwin avers that 'when men ecan no longer love
women they also cease to love or respect or trust each other,which
makes their isolation complete. Nothing is more dangerous than this
isolation,for men will commit any crimes whatever rather than endure
1t.*?% Thug,Rufus leaves tne world with a curse on his 1ips,and the

only legacy he leaves behind is the memory of his wretchedness. Here,

the author vividly depicts Rufus' suicide:

He began to walk slowly to the centre of the bridge,
observing that,from this height,the city which had been S0
dark as he walked through it seemed to be on fire, ...it
was freezing cold. He raised his eyes to heaven. He -
thc  ht,You bastard,you motherfucking bastard, Ain't I your
ba <007 He began to Cry. ...He knew the pain would never
stop. He could never go down into the city again, He
dropped his head as though someone had strack him and
look:d down at the water. It was cold and the water would
be cold. He was black and the water was black. (p.93)

As he is about to Jjump into the Hudson Rivgr,he thinks of Eric,Ida and

then,
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he whispered,I'm sorry Leona,and then the wind took

him. ...He felt a shoe fly off behind him,there was

nothing around him,only the wind,all right,you mother-

fucking God almighty bastard,I'm coming to you.(p.93)
When they bring Rufus' body to his parents' place,his body was 'so
broken and lumpy - and ugly.' Rufus' father stares at it and says:
'they don't leave a man much,do they?' For we are told that his father
was beaten to death with a hammer by a railroad guard and brought home
Just like Rufus. Jda's mother is so scared that she asks her husband
to pray for the deceasedjhe fulminates: 'Pray? Who,pray? I bet you,if
I ever get anywhere near that white devil you call God,I'll tear my
son and my father out of his white hide! Don't you ever gay the word
pray to me again,woman,not if you want to live.'(p.407)

If we try to define the crisis of identity in Baldwin's works
as a basically moral stfife of vice and virtue waged within the
consciousness of man,then Rufus' suicide comes to symbolise the evil
agpect of the battle,'the tragic aspect in its outmost potentiality.'22
Yet,we may wonder if Rufus is a victim of a hostile world,or is he
essentially a brainless young man who is victimised by his own lack of
purpose?

That Rufus is angry is obvious,and it is true that there is not much
he can do to lessen his wrath. Nevertheless,it is a false reading to
allege that the author,in this typieal novel,implies that the Afro-
American whe is subjected to racial prejudice has little recourse at
his dispesition but to be angry and eross the Styx. So,if Rufus makes
his choice of escaping pain through suicide,this choice is not an
ineluctable ene.

Rufus is,concisely,a peculiarly non-registant Bigger Thomas whose
"sanguinary" impulser turn back upon himself. Similarly te Bigger,he

was set up to proveoke the conscience of the American nation. For the

underlying seurce o' Rufus' suicide is the total failure of his white
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friends to understand the abyss of his hopelessness.
The people who knew and felt affection for Rufus are made partly res-
pongible for his suicide,although where precisely their responsibility
lies is never made obvious. Evidently,one may venture to say that they
did not comprehend the extent of Rufus' pain because they are white.
'Because I'm black,' says Ida to Vivalde
I know more about what happened to my brother than
you can ever know. I watched it happen - from the
beginning. I was there. He shouldn't have ended up the way
he did. That's what's been so hard for me accept. He was a
very beautiful boy. Most people aren't beautiful,I knew
that right away. I watched them,and I knew. But he didn't

because he was so much nicer than I.(p.405)

Rufus Scett,who is basically the hero of Anether Country,is

killed off quite early in the story;yet it is his physical disappea-
rance that gives the book the most significant organising principle
that fastens all the other sections together. With the probable
exception of Richard Silenski,who is seemingly too far gone in egotism
to acquire anything from his experience,all the other principal
figures,Vivaldo,%ric,Cass and Ida,are deeply influenced by Rufus' life
and death.

Nevertheless,to allege that Rufus is the hero of this novel requires
specifications,and it is in these specifications that we can probably

single out the major weakness of Another Country. In concrete terms,

'Rufus is more of an.influence than a character,an ethereal emanation
rather than a concrétely delineated personality.'23 In all respects,
Baldwin provides a real picture of Rufus' affair with Leona,but beyond
this much of what has been revealed is obscure history of the deter-
ministic kind,and the author seems to have taken for granted that to
enunciate that Rufus is 'one of the fallen' is an eperative alternative
for a real description of the hero. Let's examine,for instance,the
following passage.

Beneath them Rufus walked,one of the fallen,for the
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weight of this city was murderous--one of those who had
been crushed on the day,which was every day,these towers
fell, Entirely alone,and dying of it,he was part of an
unprecedented multitude. There wepe boys. and. girls .deinking
coffee at the drugstore counters who were held back from
his condition by barriers as perishable as their dwindling
cigarettes. They could scareely bear their knowledge,nor
would they have borne the sight of Rufus,but they knew why
he was in the streets tonight,why he rode subways all night
long,why his stomach growled,why his hair was nappy,his
armpits funky,his pants and shoes too thin,and why he did
not dare to stop and take a leak.(p.14)
This passage is undoubtedly touching in its enunciation of pain and
enstrangement in the midst of human indifference,but we are less in-
formed about Rufus than about his fellow travellers in despair,and
about the anonymous and depraved city in which he lives and perishes.
Yet,we may infer that the nature of Rufus' ordeal is that because he
is 'black' and,therefore,dispossessed;he has had a love affair with a
white woman that ends in tragedy because of the racist milieu in which
they are obliged to live.

In the "hodge-podge" of Greenwich Village,the author brings
together the remains of the group,those whose lives are connected to
Rufus' destiny. His bosom friend is Daniel Vivalde Moore,a young un-
published,and unmarried writer of Italian-Irish background. An 'Irish-
wop' who has fled from the slums of RErooklyn of which he says:

You had to be tough,they'd kill you if you weren't,
people were dying around us all the time,for nothing. I
wasn't really much interested in hanging out with most of
those kids,they bored me. But they scared me,too. ...You
had to be a man where I come from,and you had to prove it...
all the time. ,..Most of the kids I knew are dead or in
jail or on junk. I'm just a bum;I'm lucky.(p.115)
Cass,a girl of upper-class New England stock,has rebelled against her
milieu to marry Richard,an aspiring writer. She is depicted as a
perspicacious happy housewife with a loving husband--Richard Silenski,
an ex-polish teacher and an author of "Dime" novels. Though Cass has
lived most of her life within the protection of privileged birth and
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colour,her journey into the underworld of racial segregation and
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social sordidness is relatively short. When Rufus was still alive,
whatever hints she may have got of the deficiencies of her life are
effectually contained by her care for her family. 'You are my life -
you and the children. What would T do,what would I be,without you? I'm
Just as self-centred as anybody else. Can't you see that?'(p.110) Yet
her marriage is taking a wrong turn because she realises that she has
conformed to all of her husband's exigenciesjand as his literary
success develops,she realises that he is more of a stranger,
The other friend is Sriec Jones. Having left Alabama for a career as an
actor in New York,he has experienced a double exile,and is about to
come back from a two-year stay in Prance.

As each of these friends has misunderstood Rufus in his eruecial
hour,'it is the moral obtuseness of the whites that Raldwin means to
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stress. Thus,the issue of betrayal,in Another Country,is worthy of

remark,though it is not that easy to apprehend the exact gpecifics of
the matter. Vivaldo thinks that he has done all that a man can do for
a friend in need. He has fed Rufus and bought him drinks,but since he
is white and Rufus ig 'black';that,in a segregated society remains the
most painful reality, His betrayal,then,is his vain attempt to see the
manifold anatomy of Rufus' despair. Consequently,Vivaldo is so
troubled by this impression that he seems resolved to atone for his
"sin" by falling in love with Rufus' sister,Ida. However,we see him,as
the story unfolds,impeded by his complexion from total expression. Un-
til Rufus' dea:h,his cognizance of his friend's predicament appears to
be limited to the supposition that pain is universal,a limitation that,
supposedly,leads to his failure to save Rufus in his time of urgent
need. Even after his friend's funeral,we see him in his self-reproach
fighting desperately to hold on to his certitudes:

I knew I failed him but T loved him,too,and nobody

there wanted to know that. I kept thinking. They're
coloured and I'm white but the same things have happened,
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feally)the same things,and how can I make them know that.
p.117

Having killed off Rufus early in the novel,PFaldwin carries on
the theme of retaliation and reconciliation through the character of
Ida Scott. Enraged by her brother's death,on whom she has relied to
rescue her from the streets of Harlem,lda avenges herself on the first
white man she encounters. She takes up her abode with Vivaldo,appa-
rently in love,but she is actwally exploiting the arrangement to
further her career as a blues singer.

Ida's love affair with Vivaldo is the focal topie of the novel. Throu-
ghout its turbulent development,the writer probes all the forces,in-
dividual and racial,that make love between 'black and white' almost
impossible. At last,Vivaldo and Ida survive their ordeal by learning

to know each other. This chiefly involves the white liberal - Vivaldo -
refusing simple explanations and learning to live as Ida must,with the
racial problem obsessing every single moment of his life. 'T don't

want you to be understanding,' Ida says wearily to him in a final
scene. 'I don't want you to be kind,okay?'(p.420) and at their last
clasp which the author vividly describes,we learn that:

They stared at each other. Suddenly,he reached out
and pulled her to him,trembling,with tears starting up
behind his eyes,burning and blinding,and covered her face
with kisses,which seemed to freeze as they fell. She clung
to himjwith a sigh she buried her face in his chest. There
wags nothing erotic in itj;they were like two weary children.
And it was she who was conforting him. Her long fingers
gtroked his back,and he began,slowly,with a horrible,
strangling sound,to weep,for she was stroking his innocence
out of him.(p.420)

At this crucial moment in her life,it is obvious that it requires the
valiant forebearance of a now reborn Vivaldo to drag her from the
bottomless pit of hopelesness,exactly the sort of help that would have,
quite literally,rescued Rufus from the George Washington Eridge.

Towards the end of ' ‘the novel,however,Vivaldo attains a new

sense of reality. This strengthens Ida,who has come unwillingly to love
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him,to confess her deception. In a gesture of appeasement,she slips
from her finger a ruby-eyed-snake ring--a gift from Rufus,and a token
of her legacy of resentment.

Experience,then,implies loss of innocence. Such a loss of innocence is

also significant in most of Another Country,after Rufus' death.

Characters like Vivaldo and Cass fall in "chaos" from the invulnera-
bility of their illusioned,puerile worlds. As Cass reveals to Eric,in
their farewell rendez-vous at the Museum of Modern Art: 'I saw that
I'd loved him like...a child,and now the bill for all that dreaming
had come in, How can one have dreamed so long?'(p.395) As for Bldwin,
youth and innocence are intertwined,this stand is further illustrated
by Cass' confegsion:

I'm heginning to think...that growing just means
learning more and more about anguish. That poison becomes
your diet - you drink a little of it every day. Once
you've seen it,you can't stop seeing it - that's the
trouble. And it can...drive you mad. ...You begin to see
that you yourself,innocent,upright you,have contributed
and do contribute to the misery of the world. Which will
never end because we're what we are.(p.396-7)

In this scene,in particular,fric watches Cass' face 'from which the
youth was now,before his eyes,departing;her girlhood,at last,was
falling away from her.'(p.397) As she realiges that her growth is
irreversible,she avows to Eriec,'you did something very valuable for
me...I hope you will never forget it...I'll never forget you.'(p.398)
In a more economical and less romantic scene,Vivaldo finds out
truths by way of Ida's revelations of her infidelity. He does take a
step towards a certain deliverance when he pleads with her,'Please,
Ida,whatever has to be done,to set us free--let's do it.' Her reply,
'let me finish my story,'(p.408) implies that the process of regene-
rating oneself in reality so that to grow is permanent. So,Ida carries

on revealing to Vivaldo how she,literally and figuratively,prostituted

herself in order to flee from the‘ghetto:
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I knew there wasn't any hope uptown. A lot of those
men,they got their little deals going and all that,but
they don't really have anything,Mr. Charlie's not going to
let them get but so far...There was only one thing for me
to do,as Rufus used to say,and that was to hit the A train,
So I hit it. ...I used to see the way white men watched me,
like dogs. And I thought about what I could do to them.
How I hated them,the way they looked,and the things they'd
say,all dressed up in their damned white gskin,and their
clothes just so,and their little weak,white pricks jumping
in their drawers. You could do any damn thing with them if
you just led them along,because they wanted to do some-
thing dirty and they knew that You knew how. All black
people knew that, ...I used to wonder what in the world
they did in bed,white people I mean,between themgelves, to
get them so sick. ...I liked you,but I certainly hadn't
planned to get hung up on a white boy who didn't have any
money...but I thought I needed somebody to help me...I
think I wanted to go to bed with you,not to have an affair
with you,...And there weren't any othar coloured men,...I
didn't see any way out,except - finally - you. And Ellis...
Richard knows about me and Ellis...but that's not why I'm
telling you...I'm trying to bring this whole awful thing
to a halt, If that's possible.(p.408-10)

It is all genuine because Vivaldo is facing a really new experience.
He is the recipient of an event involving another person's separate
life and feelings. When Eric tells him,in the phone call interrupting
the above scene,'life is catching up with us,' he really means that
such confrontations with other people and ourselves are essential to
bring out deeper hidden sensations. As one never achieve selfhood in
isolation from humanity,one must be willing to pay the price,reveal
one's fantasies and frustrations,and face the horrors of these reve-
lations. Here,the author seems to emphagise the fact that the Afro-
Americans are much more aware of the racial prejudice,and more con-
sclous of their destiny,in comparison to the whites. For
it is a very different matter,and results in a very
different intelligence,to grow up under the necessity of
questioning everything--everything,from the question of
one's identity to the literal,brutal question of how to
save one's life in order to begin to live it. White
children...whether they are rich or poor,grow up with a
grasp of reality so feeble that they can very accurately

be deseribed Bg deluded--about themselves and the world

they live in.,
| wiw anl b

Rufus and Ida aré portrayed as béing beyond a certain naiveté. They
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are too accustomed with brutality,the spiritual and sexual exploi-
tation,and the reprehensible humiliations. Yet,Ida feels that she has

been

robbed..,of the only hope (she) had, By a group of
people too cowardly even to know what they had done., And
it didn't seem to herg that they deserved any better than
what they'd given (her). (She) didn't care what happened
to them, just so they suffered. (She) didn't really much
care what happened to (her). But (she) wasn't going to let
what happened to Rufus,and what was happening all around
(her),happen to (her). (She) was going to get through the
world,and get what (she) needed out of it,no matter hoy,
(p.407)

Books IT and III are also dominated by Eric Jones,the young
actor who has gone abroad 'to find himself.' His teen-age in Alabama
wis marked by a homosexual experience with an Afro-American youth. In
New York he has a short,brutal,and radically stormy affair with Rufus,
from which he escapes to France. We are told that Rufus has 'despised
Erie's manhood by treating him as a woman, by telling him how inferior
he was to a woman,(and) by treating him as nothing more than a hideous
sexual deformity.'(p.54) He has also hated him because Eric is from
Alabama;'perhaps he had allowed Eric to make love to him in order to
despise him more completely. Eric had finally understood this,and had
fled from Rufus,all the way to Paris.'(p.Sj)

There,he falls in love with Yves,a Parisian street boy,who is depicted
4s someone who 'had lived by his wits in the streets of Paris,as a
semi-tapette,and as.a rat d'hotel.'(p.187) Through an intelligent
coﬁrtesy,Eric wins his love. As Book II opens,they are enjoying an
idyllic holiday in a rented villa on the C8te d'Azur. Eric must soon
return to America,however,where he has accepted a part in a Broadway
play. After a convenient interval,Yves will join him in New York.,
Since the love affair of Eric and Yves is the turning point of

the novel,we must pause to analyse its broader implications. quk i

starts with a highly charged,symbolic prose:
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Eric sat in his rented garden. Flies buzzed and
boomed in the hrilliant heat,and a yellow bee circled his
head. Eric remained very still,then reached for the
cigarettes beside him and 1it one,hoping that the smoke
would drive the bee away. Yves' tiny black and white
kitten stalked the garden as though it were Africa,crou-
ching beneath the mimosas like a panther and leaping into
the air.(p.183)

Here Baldwin tends to enrich his sexual motives with mythic signi-
ficance. For,he pictures in this Mediterranean garden what seems to be
4 homosexual paradise. Then,in an allegorical relation he brings the
idea of homosexuality and the one of Africa so that they stand for the
possibility of liberation,
In this episode on the Mediterranean coast,we move backward to the
cradle of Man,back to the place where the sexually and racially human
past was not that different,back in the lost Eden: 'he was,briefly and
horribly,in a region whére there were no definitions of any kind,
neither of colour,nor of male and female.'(p.297)
Eric is a focal point of the novel. Through his engagement to Yves,he
brings an element of order into the confusion of his personal life.
Besides,when he returns to America as the preacher of inexpressible
phallie mysteries,26his friends' sense of reality is rehabilitated.
Cass commits adultery with Eric,and as a result,she is reconciled to
her crumbling marriage. Vivaldo gets at Eric's hands 'a rectal reve-
lation' which enables him to face Ida's bitter confessions. The novel
ends as Yves joins.Eric in New York,announcing,supposedly,a new
departure for everybody and a new age of sexual and racial freedom;i.e,
the two lovers restored in their love will construct a new Eden out of
the nightmarish New York,which will be 'that city which the people
from heaven had made their home.'(p.426)

Eric is the first of Rufus'friends to confront his demons and

attain a sense of identity. He,in turn,redeems the other characters,

1 ‘ . 2
thereby 'introducing them to the mysteries of the human heart.' T
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From this vantage point,we can see the novel that Baldwin was trying
to write. With the collapse of traditional values - even of sexual
normality - homosexuality becomes an allegory of the modern condition.
The author says of Eric,
there were no standards for him because he could
not accept the definitions,the hideously mechanical jargon
of the age. He saw no one around him worth his envy,did
not believe in the vast,grey sleep which was called secu-
rity,did not believe in the curses,panaceas,and slogans
which afflicted the world he knew;ind this meant that he
had to create his standards and make up his definitions as
he went along. It was up to him to find out who he was...
(p.211)
Compelled to fashion his own standards as he goes along,Eric is to
serve as a 'footnote' to the twentieth century distress. The homo-
sexual becomes the symbol of the existential man. Yet,what Eric stands
for is more poignant than merely an attack on the masculinity of the
American he-man. Hig capacity to find out who he is,to admit it,and to
be sincere to his emotional impulses,however socially denied they may
be,is an indication of one of Baldwin's perceptions: Eric's homo-
sexuality is a 'burden' he has to carry through life,but rather than
disavow it as Vivaldo attempts,and fails te do,he learns,by the time
he comes back to New York,to admit it,and it is exactly because of his
capacity to come to terms with himgelf that he becomes so strong an
influence on his friends., For Vivaldo he is the apostle who announces
the truth that to love a fellow man need not be a humiliating actjfor
Cass Silenski he is the affectionate friend with whom adultery is a
virtue: a genuine journey of self-discovery;and even Ida,'the embattled
fury of the novel,' witnesses her impulsive resentment vanish as she
realises that she has almost little choice but to establish a friend-
ship with Eric.
That homosexuality is a distortion cannot be denied for it

negates one of the Creator's basic laws,which is the regeneration of

our kind. Yet,the issue with vhich Baldwin has for long been concerned
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is that of how to present effectually the homosexual as a genuine

vehicle of change in society. Thus,Eric's role in Another Country lies

chiefly in the dynamic he possesses to metamorphose the world by virtue
of his homosexual tendencies. Here,one feels that Baldwin,in his
depiction of Eric,has wanted,above all,to be loyal to his own expe-
rience. Eric,for instance,is conscious of his isolation and the hostile
attitude of the society at large. In 1984,the author declared in an
interview that

the terrors homosexuals go through in this society
would not be so great if the society itself did not go
through so many terrors which it doesn't want to admit.
The discovery of one's sexual preference doesn't have to
be a trauma. It's a trauma because it's such a traumatized
gsociety...It is the terror of the flesh that causes people
to hate homosexuals. As it is a biblical culture,people
are suppogsed to mortify the flesh for they believe that
the wages of sin is death.

Furthermore,if in Another Country the writer attempts to celebrate

homosexuality as the highest form of love,this novel does not deal
exclusively with homosexuality. One of the major preoccupations of
this work is not really an attempt to give a detailed picture of the
'pornographic‘sensibility,' but more significantly a preoccupation to
solve the conundrum of the individual's freedom. Freedom,in this
novel,is a state of revoltjand to lay claim to it is to affirm the
individual's ability to deny conventional morality. For Baldwin
declares: 'I suppose...that one's sexual preference is a private
matter. I resent the interference of the State,or the Church,or any
ingtitution in my only journey to whatever it is we are journeying
toward.'29

He also seems to be really worried about that conflict between con-
ventional morality an .ture which is liable to generate problems of
sexual identity. Natu. .tands for a liberality which admits every
behaviour,while conventional morality imposes certain limitations on

human beings for the sake of keeping the established moral order. To
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resolve such a conundrum,the bisexual personifies a dual perspective.
With his dual experience,he can live in conformity with his human
nature as well as with the sort of social circumstances governed by
those moral precepts.

According to Colin MacInnes,Another Country 'is the least

overtly personal of James Baldwin's novels,the most ambitious and...
the least successful.'30 For he cannot admit the fact that Eric,who is
depicted to the reader as a devoted "queer" from his boyhood,would all
of a sudden have had an affair with Richard's wife for which nothing
in this figure predetermines this.
We think that this critic seems to forget that 'it was only love which
could accomplish the miracle of making a life bearable - only love.'
(p.395-6) For in this novel,in particular,the author seems to_ask a
cardinal question whether one believes that love is the paramount
value and that sex is the most natural articulation of love. For one
must dare to realise that the inhibition of one's impulses towards a
sexual expression of the love one feels for members of one's own sex
is abnormal,because this perversion of body and instincts may end by
destroying one's capacity for any kind of sexual experience whatever.
Nevertheless,as Edward Margoliesg avers,
somehow,sex and love and a vague knowledge of the

enormities of the human heart are not sufficient to

regolve the immense social,psychological,and moral issues

of racism and alienation that Baldwin posgi. They may re-

present a start but certainly not an end.

S5till,in Another Country,the author assumes an increasingly militant

tone,emphasising the supremacy of the Afro-American and the homo-
sexual by v' tue of their constant pain. The homosexual and the Afro-
American - yregented as one in that they know both the value of
suffering and are,thereby,both redeemable. The common white American,
on the other hand,because he has underestimated his self-knowledge,

lives in a sort of psychic hell. Thig posture did not prevent Eldridge
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Cleaver from attacking Baldwin's protagonist,

Rufus Scott,a pathetic wretch who indulged in the
white man's pastime of committing suicide,who let a white
bigexual fuck him in the ass,and who took a Southern
Jezebel for his woman,with all these tortured relation-
ships imply,was the epitome of the blagE ennuch who has
completely submitted to the white man.

As all of the principal characters attain a form of self-
knowledge about themselves and about one another,the book ends on a

note of reconciliation that stimulates the conseciousness. For the

author once expressed the issue as follows: 'Another Country is about

the price you pay to make a human relationship.'33 Hence,"Another
Country" is the country of love which reveals people's nature and
makes reconciliation possible even when those to be reconciled are of
different 'races' or of the same sex;

Whiteé coupled with Negroes,heterosexual men
coupled with homosexuals,homosexuals goupled with women,
none of it involving casual lust or the suggestion of
neurotic perversity,and all of it accompanied by the most
serious emotggns and resulting in the most intense
attachments.

Within the context of his own maturity as a novelist,we presume that

Another Country will come to be perceived as the book in which for the

first time the impressive intelligence of Baldwin the essayist becomes
totally at the disposal of Baldwin the novelist,in which for the first
time he tries to communicate with full simplicity and with a minimum
of 'polite rhetorical elegance,' and in which for the first time he
vantures to stand és a writer who should be feared for his sharp
vision,and the demands he makes from the world. Are these the reasons

why so many critics disapproved of Another Country? The interrogation

is worth pondering.
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'A change in the Negro situation implies a radical
change in the country. It is not 2 matter of placing a few
well scrubbed darkies in a few strategically located
windows. It is not a matter of so many black clerks or so

nizing that the Negro is an integral part of this nation,
has also paid for it with his blood,and is here to stay.
He can't go back io wherever he came from anymore than
anyone else can,'

'People don't give things up;things are taken away
from them. I'm not frightened...I am Jjust frightened of
chaoa,apathy,igdifference - which is the road people took
to Auschwitz, '

CONCLUSION:

As colour is not just a human or a personal reality but also
& political reality,the key to America's redemption lies in whether or
not it can hug a 'black face., If it cannot do that,T do not think the
country has a future. Until the darkness of my skin stops panicking my
countrymen, they risk chaos.‘3
In this respect,we have found in the fiction of Richard Wright,Ralph
Ellison,and James Baldwin the ethos of what might be referred to as a
culture of revolution., Jean Paul Sartre has already examined that
ethos in his preface to Frantz Fanon's work on racism and colonialism,

The Wretched of the Rarth (1961). Summarising the antithetical views

of the colonial and the autochthone as seen by the colonial at a time
of ¢ -eething rebellion,Sartre argues, 'we find oar humanity on this
side " death and despairjhe finds it behind torture and death...The
chilc  f violence,at every moment he draws from it his huma.nity.'4
Such . ethos can be seen in much twentieth century Afro-American
writing;in fact it may well illustrate a thematic concern which is a
distinctive feature of 'Negro' literature in the United States. For

much Afro-American fiction is permeated with bloodjit plainly affirms
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that the 'black' man's experience in America is inevitably a scething
one. Thig violence in the text is characterised by destruction and
self-destruction. Therefore, acts of homicide and self-annihilation
in Afro-American fiction can often be considered as desperate efforts
to redeem dignity in the face of a dehumanising oppression. In this
respect,the murders of Bigger Thomas in Native Son,the death of Tod

Clifton in Invisible Man,and Rufus Scott's suicicde in Another Country

are probably the most powerful manifestations of this situation in
Afro-American writing.

Tod Clifton,the incarnation of 'black pride' and aesthetics,in the
novel,is murdered by a white policeman;but his killing is also a
deliberate act of self-destruction. Having realised that he has been
manipulated by the white leaders of the Brotherhood,Clifton regigns
from his job as an organiser. He then abandons himself to the de-
grading act of selling Sambo dolls which,manipulated by invisible
strings,are tokens of his own debasement. Arrested for illegally
selling dolls,Clifton refused to accept the white imposed humiliation
anymorejand Ellison's unnamed narrator pictures his homicide as an
oddly gorgeous ballet movement:

And T could see the cop bark a command and lunge
forward,thrusting out his arm and missing,thrown off
balance as suddenly Clifton spun on his toes like a dancer
and swung his right arm over and around in a short, jolting
arc,his torso carrying forward and to the left in a motion
that sent the boxstrap free as hig right foot travelled
forward and his left arm followed through in a floating
uppercut that sent the cop's cap salling into the street
and his feet flying,to drop him hard,rocking from left to
right on the walk as Clifton kicked the box thudding
aside and crouched,his left foot forward,his hands high,
waiting,

He is waiting for the only reaction he can expect from the white
policeman,and he dies of it. Yet there is something beautiful in that

last symbolic challenge of white oppression as the naive narrator is

told by a witness,an 'apple cheeked boy' who can see the power and
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dignity in Clifton's ultimate act,and the boy confers a kind of god-
like dimension on Clifton by speaking of him in the present tense as
he tells the narrator after Clifton's assassinationt 'Your friend
sure knows how to use his dukes. Biff,bang! One,two,and the cop's on
his ags!'
Nevertheless,Clifton's suicidal challenge of police authority moves
closer than most acts of self-annihilation to another sort of violence
which is important in contemporary Afro-American fiction. Sartre
defines this violence as 'neither sound and fury,nor the resurrection
of savage instincts,nor even the effect of resentment;it is man re-
creating himself.'7Thi8 "creative violence" is not the seething act
in which a man merely affirms his masculinity or his supremacy.
Rather,in Afro-American fiction there is a kind of violence in which
a character discovers,or may be rediscovers,his human nature.

Creative violence is important in Wright's Native Son,Bildwin's

Another Country,and especially Ellison's Invisible Man. For to be a

'Negro' in America and 'to be relatively conscious is to be in a rage
almost all the time.'8 The essential quality of the Afro-American's
life is frustrationjevery demand he makes on life is rejected. For he
dwells in a universe that extends,at least,the opportunity of
accomplishment to every individual but himself. This will lead us to
observe that there are in America 'tremendous reservolrs of bitterness
which have never been able to find an outlet,but may find an outlet
soon.'9 Meanwhile,the Afro-American is still ostracised in his mother
country. For he realises the extent of the white man's unheld promise:
And all these laws and speeches don't mean shit.
They do not mean shit. It's the spirit of the people, baby,
the spirit of the people,they don't want us and they don't
like us,and you see that spirit in the face of every cop.
Them laws they keep passing,shit,they just like the
treaties they signed with the Indians. Nothing but lies,
they never even meant to keep those treaties, baby,they

wanted the land and they got it and now they mean to keep
it,even if they have to put every motherfucker in this
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country behind barbed wires,or shoot him down like a dog.
It's the truth I'm telling you. And you better believe it,
unless you want to be like your brother and believe all
that okey-doke about Jesus changing people's hearts. Fuck
Jesus,we ain't about to wait on him...They didn't want him
to cgange their hearts,they just used him to change the
map.

Since the time of slavery,the literature dealing with the
Afro-American experience has continued to have a strong non-fictional

backbone. Booker T. Washington's Up From Slavery,for instance,'dis-

tressing' as it may be to modern readers because of its ethics and
politics,draws an undeniable effectiveness from its author's persona-

lity. Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass,Black Boy,and other

statements of personal experience powerfully enlighten the social and
psychological conditions under which the Afro-Americans have been
forced to live,and they do constitute important instruments of per-
suasion in the antiracist upheavals. In this sense,the appending of an
actual Preface or Epilogue and Prologue to a narrative that is
obviously fictional intensifies the reader's sense that the events and
situations represented in the novel are certainly typical and

| representative of the environment under examination. Wright
accomplishes a similar purpose in "How Bigger Was Born," the preface
to Native Son. Arguing that the hero,Bigger Thomas,is a wholly typical
combination of many young men the writer himself has known. Thus,
Wright creates a concretely sociological context for his narrative
and,accordingly,supﬁorts the validity of his radical examination of
American society.
For Wright and Ellison,the Preface or the Epilogue are more than
secondary extensions to their respective novels;they substantiate the
representative quality of the heroes and incidents pictured,and thus,
crucially contribute to the rhetorical effect of the works. 'History
is here subordinated to fiction,but not separated from it,since the

testaments of veracity increase the reader's sense of the probability
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of the writer's created world_.'11 Yet this admixture of fact and

fiction is much more explicit in Invisible Man,for the reader

immediately recognises a series of shrouded replications of authentic
persons and incidents from history: the college.is obviously Tuskegee
Institute,its founder closely resembles Booker T. Washington,Ras the
Exhorter is based on Marcus Garvey,and the Brotherhood is clearly the
American Communist Party. By willfully withholding explicit references,
however,the author aimg at making his novel both a symbolic version of
a specifically Afro-American predicament and a vivid comment on the
common experience of existential man.

Wright,Ellison and Baldwin are Afro-American writers and
identifiable as such by the society at large. As they do come from
diverse backgrounds,théir personalities and sense of morality are
different. For each is acutely conscious,in his own way,of the Afro-
Americans' predicamentjand each is sensitive to the racial issue in
the United States. Nevertheless,their reactions to their observations
and experiences are specifically individual. Yet it should be méntioned
that their common denominator is a precise and painful consciousness
of a condition which may be exceptional.

One of the numerous ways in which Wright differs from Ellison
and Baldwin is in his obsession with the idea of infringement of
established order. For his protagonist steps outside the borders of
conformity. Though we suppose that his hero is breaking the law,his
concern is not mainly for law as for the customs governing society. He
does not feel regrets for such a violation but his only guilt stems
from fear of retaliation from the police--the protectors of the
established order. He knows that he can be killed,mutilated or both:

Ahm gonna be hard like they is! So hep me,Gawd,Ahm
gonna be hard! When they come fer me Ahm gonna be‘here!
' N when they git me'outta here theys gonna know Ahm gone!

Ef Gawd lets me live Ahm gonna make em feel it!...Yuh die
ef yuh fight! Yuh die ef yuh don fight! Rither way yuh
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die n it don mean nothin.12

In this respect,Bigger Thomas is much like Silas when he accepts his
impending doom. Yet,Bigger is even-tempered for his ultimate con-
sciousness arises from a more complex situation and streches over a
long period of time. He first feels the necessity to transgress the
boundaries of convention when he decides to rob the white man's store.
Fear,however,prevents him from committing the theft;it is also fear of
the established order which causes him to smother Mary Dalton. With
thig accidental assassination,he releases himself from the limitations
of law. Therefore,the murder enables Bigger to consider himself and
his condition in a completely new perspective.

In a Chicago rathiﬁfested slum,Bigger's panic-born assassi-
nation of his white female vietim,Mary Dalton,his own family pressures
and splits,the murder of his girl friend Bessie,and his eventful
pursuit by the Chicago police and his trial and execution,constitute
the vehicle for a passionate accusation of racial segregation and the
cycle of 'black misery.' The book's open violence,and the brutality
which energises Bigger play against a desolate determinist big-city
landscape. The novel's memorable opening scene in which the hero kills
a rat anticipates how he,in his turn,will ultimately become the hunted
rat himself,a fugitive blindly seeking escape from an abusive wheel of
social and racial circumstances.

The ‘Negro"as a creature so embittered and so brutalised by
the experience of life imposed upon him by America,and so full to
bursting of pent-up violence and venom,is a constant menace to white
America. Accordingly,Bigger Thomas is the prototype of such a threat.
As the novel unfolds,we read of the hero,in his one room sordid ghetto
tenement,smashing to death a cornered rat. His story,is the story of a
'cornered rat.' He 'is continually ‘cornered,first physically,by Jan and

Mary in the 'Negro' restaufant;by Mary's blind mother in her
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daughter's roomjin his own room by white inspectors;near the furnace
by white newsmen and ultimately by the police who have been chasing
him for Mary}s assassination;spiritually,he has been cornered by his
own life in his native country. So Bigger Thomas ig a "rat",a 'naup-
seating human rodent,' devised by the white American society 'that
must bear full responsibility for making him the vicious,repulsive,
furtive individual he is.'l5

Whether Wright was correct or not in affirming that the 'black and
white' Biggers of the world were potential fascists,one thing is sure:
the Biggers would not accept the status quo. For Bigger Thomas denied
the alternative of organised action and goes to his death feeling that
the assassinations he committed were good, because,at last,he has done
something meaningful. “.

Since the advent of Bigger Thomas,we have witnessed in Afro-
American writing the disgusted 'black!' protagonist who has endured a
lifetime of humiliation with no saving grace or relief,and so trauma-
tised that he is bound to attack anyone if ever hig psychological
equilibrium is slightly shaken. Yet this '"black' hero is basically
different from Bigger Thomas, For he is much more a threat to himgelf
than to others. His resentment has consumed those inner resources that
are the prerequisite for any human relationship. This type of hero is
incarnated in Baldwin's Rufus Scott., For neither the authentic lowe of
Leona,his Southern white girl friend,nor his friends' assistance can
absolve his traumas or save him from committing suieide. Nevertheless,
this type of hero has been foreshadowed by Ellison's unnamed and
Invisibe Man,whose physical retreat to underground parallels the
beginning of a gimilar burrowing into his own mind.

Ellison's Invisible Man is a sleepwalker in a world never real
enough for him to believe in.,Helpxperiences a geries of awakenings,

only to find himself tak g part in still another level of nightmare.
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The unnamed hero is invisible because no one sees him as he is,and it
is the role of every episode to confirm the fact that this 'black'
man is condemned to a hopeless struggle to be properly seen.
Though this central figure is a Southern Afro-American,he is,in
Ellison's rendering,an 'everyman.,' For Ellison's novel chronicles a
series of initiatory experiences through which the naive protagonist
learns,to his disdllusion and horror,the way of the world. A world
which is,at times,distorted by satire;tragic and comicjreal and sur-
realjand .grotesque and normal, Here,Ellison's hero is unheard,unfelt,
and unseen. Besides,this hero,who is at the same time the narrator,is
never identified by his name. Even though he experiences a series of
changes throughout the novel,he remains for the reader an invisgible
"I." Though he repeatéﬁly engages life,he is repeatedly frustrated
and at the end falls down into his underground. He makes a series of
Journeys into the white world but finds himself finally in darkness.
He looks for rationality but ends up in chaos. Hence,his search for
identity leads him all the way to utter negation. In his manhole,he is
back to where he began with this difference only,that he has enligh-
tened his underworld and he now knows where he is. For his coal cellar
is not a sewer,as the author has pointed out,but a-source of heat and
light and power. It is a place where the hero converts all his losses
to assertion. Therefore,his fall is finally an ascension.
In his cellar,the hero writes his memoirs. We are told that
he has travelled from infancy to adulthood,from
dark to light and from unseeing to vigion,a stock of
personal and representative historical experience which
equips him to speak.as thelistute and amused voice of both
the Prologue and Epilogue.
For he hag realis: at many American heroes have discovered: that he
is unable to orde i reorganise the world. However,he can arrange
and name his personal pergeptions of the world. This is not the artist

as hero so much ag the hero out of fateful necessity having to become
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an artist. For it is only in the symbolic freedom of lexical space
that he can both find and be himself. In writing his book,the
Invisible Man has devised his face. Furthermore,he is imposing a
pattern on reality which elucidates and extends his own awareness
rather than curtails it. Yet he confesses,'the mind that has conceived
a plan of living must never lose sight of the chaps against which that
pattern was conceived., That goes for societies as well as for in-

15

dividuals.'

Invisible Man explores and explains many aspects of the Afro-
American life. Among many other issues,it reveals,even more precisely
than Native Son,the real relationship between Power and the 'black'
man. For,when the hero dreams of reading that message: 'Keep This
Nigger Boy Running,' wé\may say that this message is for every . . .
"migger."

Many other episodes are quite relevant to the present day Afro-

|
f

American's condition. The battle-royal episode,for ingtance,where
blind-folded 'blacks' fight for fictitious awards,reveals that the
Afro-Americans are constantly manipulated by external forces over
which they have no control., The hero's involvement with the Brother-
hood is a caricature of the relationship between the 'Wegro' and the
American Communist Party, Similarly,the Liberty Paint episode has
special relevance to the history of the 'black!' people in America. As
his job in this paint factory is to make pure white paint by adding
drops of black dope,the comment implicit in this depiction is about
assimilation and identity. The hospital scene has a special relevane
too. This scene reveals the malevolent intentions of society. For it
aims at performing a lobotomy on the Afro-American in order to make
him docile,hafmless,and to blot out his past.

However,in apite 'of the stabement 'of faith with which the novel closes,

that the protagonist can accomplish vigibility,tre Invisible Man speaks
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in the conviction of absolute failure. For the only possible way in
which he might exist is in a significant act of vengeance, Yet,on this
level,he has already been preceded by Bigger Thomag, Also,his world is
not as simple as Bigger's., For simple assassination will not solve
anything. Nevertheless,he accomplishes revenge and existence only in
a nightmarish underground,

Baldwin's hero,in Another Country,dies violently and pre-

maturely,without even the promise of transcendence and growth in
'wisdom' like the Invisible Man. Rufus' heroism arises,typically,from
the struggle and violence of hig experience. His conception of love is
significantly carnal,he cannot afford to suffer from a 'failure of
nerve' for the most probable result of this is not simply a with-
drawal from reality,bu;“death. For Rufus is so devitalised by his
suffering that he sees nn way out but suicide,if with a curse on his

lips. Another Country is,first of all,a sort of evaluation and

Judgement of the whole of the American society and an attempt to
define its character, It is also a further general statement of inter-
relatedness ambng individuals of different stocks., The title compriges
both registers.

When Baldwin wrote this novel,he placed the denouement of the
so-called traditional novel rightrat the beginning instead of the end
where it usually is. For it should be noted that Rufus Scott's section
is-undisputably the strongest and most powerful section of the novel.
As he kills off his central figure early in the novel,all that follows
this first section is to explore responsibility and to determine the
roles that each character has played,and most of all Rufus' respon-
sibility for his suicide., Thus:this novel is mainly about the charac-
ters' interrelatedness and abo+ the responsibility the society has in
conditioning their lives. Yety? should be pointed out that if

Bildwin's fiction is replete w..n artist-characters whose sensitivity
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exposes them to the malice of their society,they tragically respond

to their perceptions. Richard,in Go Tell It On The Mountain, isvan

anitst -who rather than accepting the humiliation,commits suicide. In

Another Country,Rufus follows the same prattern,though the cause of his

death is slightly different. Nevertheless,not all Baldwin's artist-
characters do commit suicide. Eric,for instance,profoundly aware of
the complexities of life,prefers not to remove himself from this
world,but rather to construct around himself a new world in which its
citizens glorify 'the God of pain and suffering, ' Here,we have to
admit that Baldwin has a consummate gift for evoking what we believe
to be the most elusive of emotions for any writer--that of pure animal
love;and not mere sex,but a tender,erotic passion. For if the homo-
sexual character has always been in Baldwin's fiction the genuine

symbol of theological and secular rebellion,in Another Country he tries

to present the homosexual hero as the single individual who can find
that country where there is no injustice. However,this is not a really
convinecing vision,simply because Baldwin seems to be more concerned
with the redemption of the individual's soul than with the health of
society.

In their progression along the road to self-identity,Bigger
Thomas and Rufus Scott are not like the Invisible Man wno seems to
have arrived at the goal of complete self-realisation;but on the other
hand,and probing the different reactions of the white American reading
public vis-a-vis the emergence of heroes such as Bigger Thomas and
Rhufus Scott,we may affirm that it condemns,in its totality,'black
writing.' Here we wonder why does the 'white psyche' thrive upon the
denial of Afro-American literary attempts? Hoyt W. Fuller in examining
this reaction,arrives at a logical interpretation:

Negro liﬁqrature is dismissed as "protest

literature" because,if it deals honestly with Wegro life,
it will be accusatory toward white people,a: body likes
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to be accused,especially of crimes against the human
spirit. The reading public must realise,then,that while it
is the duty of any serious writer to look critically and
truthfully at the society of which he is a part,and to
reveal that society to itself,the Negro writer,by virtue
of his identification with a group deliberately held on
the outer edges of that society,will,if he is honest,call
attention to that special aspect of the society's failure.
The problem here is that white people are incapable éf coming to terms
with the American reality,and therefore,they neither accept nor face
the sordid social conditions to which Afro-American writers call
attention., In refusing to do so,they liberate themselves from the
obligation to justify the mass exclusion of the Afro-American community
from taking part in the great American Dream. In this sense,'whether
wrong headed or wight,protest will always be essential in order to
stir (the American) cﬁyilisation into self awareness and thus prevent
it from stiffening intdxan inhuman immobility.'17
In this context,Baldwin and Margaret Mead,for instance,realised that
Black Power rather than integration,promises a more feasible solution
to the problems of racial discrimination. Moreover,they both agree
that 'democracy should not mean the levelling of everyone to the
lowest common denominator, It should mean the possibility of everyone
being able to raise himself to a certain level of excellence.'l8 For
gelf-respect can only be obtained through the establishment of a new,
independent society which is attuned to the needs of the Afro-American.
Yet,do we need to accept,either as gsufficient or inevitable,the choices
that Bigger Thomas,or the Invisible Man or Rufus Scott make in order
to resolve their predicament? The Question ig quite delicate. Never-
theless,there is something positive out of the nightmariéh existence
of these Afro-American heroes. For,to some extent,they are able to
turn their political dispossession to moral advantage. So they are

morally superior beings for they have suffered,and 'people who cannot

suffer,can never grow up,can never discover who they are.'
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The 'black' man,who has survived in America,has always been
conscious of tue precariousness of his life,and therefore knows its

value and meaning.

That man who is forced each day to snatch his man-
hood,his identity,out of the fire of human cruelty that
rages to destroy it,knows,if he survives his effort,and
even if he does not survive it,something about himself
and human life thafgno school on earth--and indeed,no
church-~can teach.

However,the Afro-American hero does not intend to become a living
example of the traditional powerlessness of the 'black' man within the
white power structure. As his mind has been perverted by the de-
gradation to which he has been subjected,we can see the corrosive .
fires of hatred burn brightly within him. Hence,he is sometimes
obsessed with the idea of revenge as the only recourse for redress.
For we are told that 'for us,it all began with the Bible and the gun.
Maybe it will end with the Bible and the gun,'Cand

I know what I would do if I had a gun and someone
had a gun pointed at my brother,and I would not count ten
to do it and there would be no hatred in it,nor any
remorse. People who treat other people as less than human
must not be surprised when the bread they hagi cast on the
waters comes floating back to them,poisoned,

A specific remark,regarding this quotation,may be made here. The
author's intention seems to be to alert us to the fact that violence
is a4 legitimate and logical response to injustice.

Frustrated by the miscarriage of social Jjustice,the Afro-
American can only counsel the power of violence. If he cannot single
out a gpecific culprit for a confrontation,he transfers his hostility
to whites in general,who are responsible for 'all the crimes' and 'all
the migsery' he has ever known. Yet the cause of these atrocities may
stem from the hopeless condition of the Afro-American community: 'my
Daddy's got no power...b-nause he's black. And the only way the black

man*s going to get any | .¢r is'to 'drive all the white men into the

Sea.'ez Even if resentmernt is a venom which will eventually kill him,



his own disenchantment has already been metamorphosed into 'vials of
hatred':
‘ I'm going to learn how to drink it--a little every-
' day in the morning.«.then a booster shot late at niahts
I'm going to keep it right here,at the very top of my
mind., I'm going to remember...all those boys and girls in
| Harlem and all them pimps and whores and gangsters and all
| them cops. And I'm going to remember all the dope that's
flowed through my veins. I'm going to remember everything--
the jails I been in and the cops that beat me and how long

@ time I spent screaming and stinking in my own dirt,

trying to break myz?abit. I'm going to remember all that,
and I'11 get well.

In May 1976,receiving an honorary degree in Atlanta,Baldwin

expressed his belief that change was really taking place. For he

confesses,

When I was born,blacks generally were born trapped
into a white man's fantasy. Elack children are not trapped
into a white man's fantasy now...I feel a great wheel
turning. This has never been a white country and the truth
is coming out. Blacks have always been a part of this
country but the country was never able to accept that. Iut

we are f%ish of the flesh,bone of the bone. And we will
triumph.

This is an expression of faith in the possibility of restructuring
American institutions so that the Afro-American children cannot only
survive but flourish as well. For the future of the Afro-American is
precisely as bright or as gloomy as the future of America. 'It is
entirely up to the American people...whether or not they are going to
face and deal with and embrace the stranger whom they maligned so
long.'25 Such a possibility can only be revealed by a shrewd observer;
and for Baldwin,the writer is a witness. He tells Margaret Mead that

'we are meant to be witnesses to a possibility which we will not live
26

to see,but we have to bring it out.' Therefore,the Afro-American

novelist must never give up or anderestimate the legitimacy of his own
experiences. He must rather reaffirm those experiences within the
broader conu. : of human worth and values. He has to accept the role

of flambeau which is the raison d'8tre of the artist in society. For
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'the precise role of the artist...is to illuminate that darkness,

blaze roads through that vast forest,so that...to make the world a
more human dwelling plr:z.ce.‘z7 In acknowledging the reality of his life,
the artist is bound to reject all the illusiory notions. For he
remains constantly conscious of men as they fumble within the shabby
darkness of their lives in an attempt to discover who they really are
and their relationship to each other. It is the artist who can dispel
this darkness and bring his people into a confrontation with those

past experiences and lead them towards a genuine moral emancipation,
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