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ABSTRACT

The problem of‘identity is an o0ld one. Conscious or uncon-
‘Scious, it has resounded in Negroes' minds since they forcibly
left their homeland =-Africa-~ for slavery in the United States.
Being a cultural and racial minority, Negro-Americans felt 1like
"outsiders"™ withir a "white" society, with a stereotyped "white"
image of Africa, according to which black races and cultures

‘were regarded as inferior and primitive. According to this"white"
image, Negro identity was systematically'undermined and, at the
end, reduced to a%surrendered identity". It has been only recently,
with the awakening of Africa's oppressed native populations, that.

" a serious effort has been made towards overcoming that surrendered

identity by de#elopihg a living culture,.deep-rodted'in the values
and memories of Africa. '

' This dissertation analyses the most characteristic works of
 Richard Wright, Ralph Ellison and Alex Haley, respectively Native
Son, Invisible ¥an and Roo%s in terms of how each author deals
with identity and with the Black ‘American's vision of Afrlca “in
contrast with the reality of their American sojourn. D

"Being the identity theme an universal one in Black Ameri-

can literature, it is also a constant in those three authors,
who, however, are quite different from one another. All of them-
try to overcome the identity erisis and to assert themselves as
members of an ethnie-cultural group in American society, But
Wright and Ellison still are woven in the web of the "white" im=-
age of Africa and, therefore, their searhh is not apparently
linked to Africa: To Wright,/ "Africa is a distant continent",

. whose language he wouldn't understand; to Ellison, if "we are
sons of lMama Africa", the truth is that from it the Black Ameri-
cans only have tom-toms beating our voices", Y“rumba and sambo",

" and not much more. Unable to overcome the "white" image of Afri-~
ca, these authors fall, one of them in despair and violence
(Wright) and the other in the nobodiness of invisibility (Ellison).
Quite differently, to Haley, Africa is a way of self-discovery:
In him, the African heritage discloses to Black Americans the
riches of a new cultural dimension, offering them a positive
image of themselves; by this way, he was able to Americanize

his "Kunta clan". .



SUMARIO

O'probléma da identidade é j4 velho; consciente ou incons-
~clentemente, ele tem estado presenté no eSpirito dos negros, des-~
de que foram levados & forga, de Africa, sua terra-mde, para uma
vida de escravidio nos Estados Unidos. Sendo uma minoria racial
e cultural, os americanos negros sentiam-se "estranhos" dentro de
uma sociedade "branca'", que construira uma imagem estereotipada
da Lfrica, segundo a qual as ragas e as culturas negras eram con
sideradas:inferiores e primitivas. De acordo com esta imagem
"pranca", a iﬁentidade dos negros foi sendo sistematicaménte mi-
nada, até que ficou reduzida a uma "identidade rendida". S6 recen
temente, achpanhando o despertar dos povos africanos oprimidos,
foi feito um esforgo sério para ultrapassar essa identidade ren-
dida, desenvolvendo uma cultura negro-americana viva, com raizes
profundas nos valores e nas memérias africanas,

‘Esta dissertacao analisa as obras 'mais significativas de
Richard V¥right, Ralph Ellison e Alex Haley, respectivamente
Native Son, Invisible Man e Roots, examinando como cada um deles
lida com a qQuestao da identidade e com a visao negro-americana
~de Africa, em contraste com a realidade da sua vivéncia didria

‘dentro da sociedade americana.

Como tema universal que & dentro da literatura negra norte
americana, © problema da identidade € também uma constante na
obra destes trés autores, que, todavia, s30 bem diferentes uns
dos outros. 08 trés tentéﬁ'ﬁltrapassar a crise de identidade e
afirmar-se como membros de um grupb étnico-cultural, dentro da
sociedade americana. Mas Wright e Ellison ainda estdao enredados
pela imagem “branca'" de Lfrica e, por isso, a sua busca aparen-
temente nio estd ligada a Africa: Para Wright, "a Africa & um
continente distante", cuja linguagem ele nio compreenderia; para
Ellison, se “somos filhos de Mamde £frica", a verdade é que os
americanos negros sé conservam dela "batuques martelando em nos
8as vozes", "rumba e sambo" e ndo muito mais. Incapazes de ultra
passar a imagem “branca" de Africa, estes dois autores caiem un
no desespero e na violdncia (Wright) e o outro no vazio da invi-
gibilidade (Ellison). Bem diferentemente, para Haley a Africa §é
v meio de auto=descoberta: Nele, a heranca africana abre para
. 08 amerieanos nezros as riquegas de uma dimensao cultural nova, 
oferecendo=lhes uma imagem positiva de si mesmos; por esta via
ele conseguiv americanizar o seu cla de Kunta,
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I am talking of millions of men who have been skillfully
injected with fear, inferiority complexes, trepidation, ser-

vlllty, despair, abasement.
--Alme Césaire, Dlscours-sur 1e Colonialisme

One ever feels his two-ness--an American, a Negro; two
souls, two thoughts, two unreconciled strivings; two warring
ideals in one dark body, whose dogged strength alone keeps it
from being torn asunder.

. The history of the American Negro is the history of this
strife--this longing to attain self-conscious manhood, to merge
his double self into a better and truer self. 1In this merging
he wishes neither of the older selves to be lost. He would
not Africanize America, for America has too much to teach the
world and Africa., He would not bleach his Negro soul in a
flood of white Americanism, for he knows that Negro blood has
a message for the world, He simply wishes to make it possible
for a man to be both a Negro and an American, without being
cursed and spit upon by his fellows, without having the doors

of opportunit closed roughly in his face,
PP M et W. E. B. Du Bois

You niggers ain't nowhere. You ain't jin Africa, 'cause
the white man took you out., And you ain't jin Amerlca ‘cause
if you was you'd act like Americans~-- + +_- you ain't no Ameri-
can! You live Jim Crow. . . . You can't live like no American,
‘cause you ain't no American! And you ain't African neither!

So what is you? Nothing! Just nothing:

Sam's final outburst of anger 1n The Long Dream, by Richard
Wright.
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CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION

l.lke Statement of Problem

This thesis analyzes the Black American writers' problems
of identity, i.e., their search for an "Ego," a self-definition
as members of a society.: .

I seize the word identity. It is a key word. You hear it

over and over again. On this word will focus, around this

word will coagulate, a dozen issues, shifting, shading in-

Yo each other. Alienated from the world to which he is

born and from the country of which he is a citizen, yet

surrounded by the successful values of thai world, and
country, how can the Negro define himself?

Before analyzing the problem of identity in the Black Ameri-
can literature, we must have a more precise notion of the tefm
identity. »

The term identity seems not only to have pervaded the
literature on the Negro revolution in the U.S.A., dbut also to
"have come to represent in India (and in other countries) some-
thing in the revolutionary psychological field of the colored
races and nations who seek (try to find) inner as well as outer
emancipation from colonial rule and colonial power. When, for
example, Nehru said that “"Gandhi gave India an identity," he
used the term to define a unity among Indians while insisting
on their complete autonomy from the British Empire.

Usually, the term is used without explanation ag if it were

 obvious what it means,



_Social scientists sometimes attempt'to make it more con-
crete, using such terms as "identity crisis,” "self-identitj"
or "sexual identity." For the sake of logical or experimental
- maneuverability, they try to treat these terms as matters of
social rbles, personal traits or conscious se1f~imagés. I£s 

use has, in fact, become so indiscriminate that recently a

~ German reviewer called the: concept the pet subject of the

Amerikanische _Pc;g)ularp.<5,ychoil.<>gn‘.ez.'2

. In race relatioﬁs, the term is-nowadays mainly referred
to as a revolution of awareness~-political, economic, cul-
tural and Spﬁfitual awareness, According to Erik Erikson,
the alternatives and cqntro%ersies, the ambiguities apd am-
bivalences concerning the vaiidus aspects of the identity

issue are:

1. Individual and Communal

William James describes a sense of identity when he writes
in a'letter to his wife: "A man's character is discernible in
the mental or moral attitude in which, when it came upon him, .
he felt himself most deeply and intensely active and alive."
At such moments there is a voice inside wﬁich épeaks and says:
"This is the real mel!" Such experience always inclﬁdes, says

Henry James (in The Letters of'William James, Vol.‘I)E

" An element of active tension, of holding my own, as it
were, and trusting outward things to perform their part
so as to make it a full harmony, but without any guaranty
that they will. Make it a guaranty--and the atti%%ae ilm-

mediately becomes to my consciousness stagnant and sting-  ’

less. Take away the guaranty, and I feel (provided I am
uberhau§t in vigorous condition) a sort of deep enthusi-
astic bliss, of bitter willingness to do and suffer
anything . . . and which, although it is a mere mood or
"emotion to which I can give no form in words, authenti-
cates itself to me as the deepest principle of all active
determination which I possess.? |



| W. James uses the word "charactér." Erik H. Erikson séys
that he describes as "character" what today we call a sense of
identity, experienced by any man., To him it is both mental and
moral‘and he experiences it as something that "comeé upon ybu“‘
'as a recognition; "it is an active tension (rather than a para-
lyzing.question)—-a tension which, furthefmore, must create a

challenge ‘without guaranty' rather than one dissipated in a

clamor for certainty."4

This would be a "self-made identity," a’geréohal and cul-

tural identity rooted in an ancient people's fate. ILet us

turn by the way to Sigmund Freud. .In an address to the soéiéty
Bfnai Brith in Vienna in 1926, he said:

What bound me to Jewry was (I am ashamed to admit) neither
faith nor national pride, for I have always been an un-
believer and was brought up without any religion though
not without a respect for what are called the "ethical®
standards of human civilization.
‘Whenever I felt an inclination to national enthusiasm

I strove to suppress it as being harmful and wrong,
alarmed by the warning examples of the peoples among whom
we Jews live, But plenty of other things remained over
to make the attraction of Jewry and Jews irresistible--

- many obscure emotional forces, which were the more power-
ful, the less they could be expressed in words, as well
as a clear consciousness of inner identity, the safe pri-
vacy of a common mental construction. - And beyond this
there was a perception that it was to my Jewish nature
alone that I owed two characteristics that had become in-
dispensable to me in the difficult course of my life. Be-
cause I was a Jew I found myself free from many prejudices
which restricted others in the use of their intellect; and
as a Jew I was prepared to join the Opposition_and to do
without agreement with the "compact majority."

‘These obscure emotional forces or dunkle Gefuehlsmaechte

are the forces which have a considerable effect on the "mind"
of a community. Here Freud gives us an added dimension of
"jdentity." We can define it as a communal consciousness of

~inner identity. This includes a sense absolutely natural througk
out the history of a persecuted people such as the Jews:



"the peoples among whom we Jews live.® (p. 326) Identity here
is one aspect of the struggle for ethnic survival; it is the

_.awareness of inner emancipation felt by a "compact majority."

So individual identity is connected with communal identity,
psychosocial identity depends on a community of people whosé
'traditioﬁal values influence the growing Of_those»people. Both
étatements'pfdve to be, according to Erik H. Erikson, the pro-
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duct of a2 positive sense of identity. _ This positive sense of

identify contrasts with the terms of Negro‘authors; so.-negative
"thét they at first suggest an absense of identity or the pre-
valence of what we will éall negative identity elements. From
Du Bois' famous Passage'(quoted iﬁ Myrdal's introduction té

Dark Ghetto?) on the inaudible Negro, we would be led to Bald-

win's and Ellison's suggestive invisibility, namelessness,

| facelessness.“8 This Negro American sense of"nobody—néss"'and

the determined preoccupation with invisibility of the Negro

authors_seem1x>bé & demand to be heard and seen, recognized and
faced as individuals with & _choice rather than'as'men marked by
what is visible--their ‘color (éhd}by'fhe sterotyﬁes which go
“with it). This seems to me an actual struggle for an identity,

as the only bridge from past to future.

Ellison stated that his writing was indeed én attempt
to transcend his own “condition," “as: the blues transcended -
the painful conditions with which they deal.®™ This is a
naturél'emergence from the post-slavery period, we may say a
natural consequence, an unconscious mixture of guiit and
fear on the white side, andi a mixture of hate and féar on
the other, being nowadays replabed by sentiments of remorse

and mistrust.



. 20 Conscious and Unconscious

A "gense of identity" obviously has conscious aspectis,
such as physical and mental, moral and sensual selves; and there -
is e oneness in the way one experiences oneself and the way .
others experience us. But the moment a2 person seems to "find
himegelf" he also "loses himself" transcending identity-
consciousneés' this sﬁrely happens in any'revolution when people
“try new tasks and affiliations as in the case of the Negro revo- .
lution when American Negroes found themselves, at the same tlme
that they were trying to assert themselves they were los1ng
themselves in the 1ntens1ty of the struggle.

Here identity-consciousness, according to psychoanalysts,

. 18 covered by unconscious ponflicfs; so the conscious awareness
is also unconscious.

5. Positive and Negative

Erik H. Erikson says that re-studying Freud,.he remémbereﬂ
8 remark made by a warm-hearted and influential American Jew:
"Some instinctive sense tells every Jewish mother that she must
make her child study, that his intelligence is his pass to the
future, Whj does a Negro mother not care? Why does she not
 have the same instinctive semse? Erik H. Erikson suggests that
given American Negro history, the equivalent "instinctive sense®
may have told the majority of ﬁegro mothers to keep their child-
- yen quiet in their place, away from the futile compétitien of
the world, even if that place isn't a "respectable" place. He
still finds Negro mothers are apt to cultivate in their chllﬁ_
_ren 8 minds a_“surrendered identity"™ which has been forced om
Negxo men for generations.! This influenced Negrp‘literafuie,
ereeting in it a negative recognitien. .The'system of slavery



in North America first contributed to this negative point, then
the system of enslavement was: Perpetuated in the rural South.

S0 the concept of a negative identity is related to a very
big complex, ‘ _

Every person's psychosécial identity has positive and nega-
tive elements. The human being is a result of his growing; he
. 0ften had no intention of‘becoming what he becomes; so his posi-
tive identity is always:in conflict with his past that involves
.evil prototypes as well as ideal ones.

The individual belonging 4o an oppressed minority in an
exploitative society is aware of the dominant majority.which
developed in him negative images that he assdciates_with his own
‘negative identity. The feelingé of 5inferiority"'and of morbid
- self-hate are natural in all minority groups. It is this com-
Plex of inferiority that Negro literaturé deécribes} it is on
account of this complex that 1iterature abounds in descriptipns
’Qf how.the Negro found escape into musical or spiritual
worlds or is viewed as a mocking caricature.

"The Negro" usnally defends his situation,'justifying his
- negative identity only in terms of his defensive adjustment to
the domiﬁant white majority. It is really difficult to distin-
guish the negative and positive elements within the Negro per-
sonality and within the Negro community. Only this could re-
veal how negative is negative and how positive is positive.

Generally speaking, psychosociologists usually assert that
the oppressor has interest in the negative identity of the op-
‘pressed because that negative identity is a projection of his
'bwn unconscious negative identity--a projection that makes him-

- feel superior,



4, Past and Future

Turning now to the new young Negroes: My God, a Negro
woman student exclaimed the other day in a sma meeting,
what am I supposed to be integrated out of? I laugh like
my grand-motiner——and I would rather die than not Jlaugh
like that. There was a silence in which you could hear
the stereotypes click; for even laughter had now joined
those aspects of Negro culture and Negro personality which
have become suspect as the marks of submission and fatal-
ism, delusion and escape. 3But the young girl did not give
in with some such mechanical apology as "by which I do not
-mean, of course . . ."™ and the silence was pregnant with
that immediacy of Jjoint experience whieh characterizes
moments when an identity conflict becomes palpable. It
was followed by laughter--embarrassed, amused, defiant.

9

To the aunthor, the young woman had expressed one of her
anxieties wantinga reconétitution of identity elements.
For identity development has two kinds of time: ‘a

development stage in the life of the individual and a period

in history.’ So identity contains a complementarity of past
‘and future both in the individual and in society. |

A person's (and a peoPLe's) identity begins in infancy
when mothers make clear that to be ﬁorn isjgood and that a
_child "let the bad world call it colored (if it is colored) or
list it as illegitimate (if it is illegitimate)"1® is a bles-
- sing. According to Erikson, "these mothers haﬁe put an indeli-
ble mark on 'Negro Culture! especially because the systematic |
exploitation of the Negro male as a slave denied the father's
‘image in the children's'mind.“11 |

Faiher and mother as a unit are absolutely necessary in
all faﬁilies; both parents must be present facing the family
and its problems; each stage of devélopment needs its own opti-
mum environment and a balance between maternal and paternal
strength. The mother's period is the'earliest,aﬁd the most
~basic. It is here tﬁat the first "identity™ appears, the first

recognition; the final integration is after the end of .



adoleécénce,'Qhen the body and the mind are fully developed in
his society. There is a deep relation between the first iden-
tity experienced in ihfancy of life and the adolescence when
the young person merges with his collective past.

5. Total and Whole

As R. P.‘Warren says in his book Wholgpeaks for the Negro

- (talking about another "cry" from a young Negro woman) ¢

The auditorium had been packed-~-mostly Negroes, but with a
scattering of white people. A young girl with pale skin,
dressed like any coed anywhere, in the clothes for a pub-
lic occasion, is on the rostrum. She is leaning forward

a little on her high heels, speaking with a peculiar
vibrance in a strange irregular rhythm, out of some inner
excitement, some furious, taut elan, saying: "--and I
tell you I have discovered a great truth. I am black!

You out there-~oh, yes, you may have black faces, but your
hearts are white, your minds are white, you have been
white-washed!®

Warren reports a white woman's reaction to this outburst
and surmises that if this woman |

at that moment heard any words in her head, they were most

likely the echo of the words of Malcolm X: "White devils!®

And if she saw any face, it must have been the long face of
Malcolm X grinning with sardonlc certitude!-

BErik Erikson defines this feeling she has witnessed as a
" "totalistic" re-arrangement of images; he means by totalism as

"an inner regrouping of imagery, almost a negative conversion,

by which erstwhile negative identity elements become totally

dominant, making out of erstwhile positive elements a continua~

tion to be excluded totally. nl2

What this process of totalistic rearrangement of images
can give us is well exemplified by the Nazi transvaluation of

values. The Nazi identity, based on a totalism marked by the

radical exclusion of foreign otherness, failed to integrate
hiétoriéally given identity elements, reaching instead for a

- pseudologic perversion of history. Radical segregationalism



.is also totalistic, either white, as in South Africa, recur-
ring to an adjusted Bible, or Negro, as in Black Muslimism

which we see. later.

The alternative to an exclusive totalism is the wholeness

of a more inclusive identity. This leads to another question:

If the Negro American wants to "find" that wider identity
which will permit him to be self-certain as a Negro (or a
descendant of Negroes) and integrated as an American,
what joint historical actuality can he count on? For we
must know that when all the objective realities are clas-
sified and all the studies assessed, the question remains:
what are the historical actualities with which we can
work?"i3 '

Returning once more to the individual, we can equate the
term identity with the question "who am I." This question no-
body asks .himself except in a more-or-less morbid state or in
the adolescence age. Beyond this, only a certain‘sense of his-
torical actuality can lead to it as in the American Negro situa--
tion. | |

It is,not iny among American.Negroes, whose social con-

ditions permit that question about identity, but in all parts

of the world that the struggle now is for more inclusive iden-
tities, participating more in the world to which they belong:

What has been a driving force in revolutions and reforma~
tions, in the founding of churches and in the building of
empires has become a contemporaneous world-wide competi-
tion.’ Revolutionary doctrines promise the new identity

of peasant and worker to the youth of countries which
must overcome their tribal, feudal, or colonial past;

new nations attempt to absorb regions; new markets, na-
tions; and world space is extended to include outer space
as the proper locale per a universal technological iden-
tity. : '

(o o' ') A more inclusive identity is a development by
- which two groups who previously had come to depend on
each other's negative identities (by living in a tradi-
tiongl situation of mutual enmity or in a symbiotic accom-
modation to one-sided exploitation) join their identitiwes
in such a way that new potentials are activated in both.l4
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With these aspects of the identity issue in mind, we will
enalyze the principal works of R. Wright, R. Ellison and A.
Haley (respectively, Native Son, Invisible Man, and Robfs»,

selected as the most representative. Wright's Black Boy and
Ellison's Shadow and Act will also be briefly considered.
Wright, Ellison and Haley are Negroes and Americans.' As

Negroes, the image of Africa is present in each of their
works, conscious or unconscious, as a constant response to
white dominatiom.,’ Africa offers a highly actual setting for
the solidarity of all Blacks in the Black Diaspora and may
provide them with the.eqﬁivalent of a homeland (if ever so
‘remote)=-~especially now that independent African countries
have replaced the former European colonies,

It is in American society that Wright and Ellison try to
search for their ldentities. Ellison is, in a way, "alienated"
from his origins; he wants to show us through his work that he
is a Negro-American writer, already acculturated and conscious
of his condition. Alienation also-characterizes Ralph Ellison's
attitude toward Africa,. Yét, whereas:Wright diad af“iéast try, |
‘though unsuccessfully, to overcome it, Ellison flatly denied
"that there is any significant kinship between American Negroes
and Africans,"l5, Apparently he has no interest in Afi‘ica. For
him Africa is "just part of the bigger world picture"gishe has,
he writes, great difficulty in “"associating himself with Africa."17
In both Wright and Ellison their African origins play a subor-
dinate role, though by no means an unimportant one.

The image of Africa as the "homeland" stays permanently in
Alex Haley's Roots, well_sumharized infthé following passages:

' What kind of blacks were these who looked down upon
their own kind and worked as goats for the toubob? Where

- had _they come from? They looked gs Africans looked,- but
clearly they were net of Africa.™ .
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How many of these strange black ones were in all of tou-
bob land, those who didn't seem to know or care who or
what they were,.

- Haley goes back fo his racial past 1ookihg for Afviea,

We also intend to analyze in Haley the different identi-
ties he points out in order to emphasize his own identity:
racial identity, including his eoloxr (phyéical features) and
the sensitivity (spiritual eharac%er), social identity,‘in-
eluding tribal and nati@nal ia@ntities and identity with his
Lend of or;gins, Afriea. whese ideas ave very personal impres-
sions which come to us, as & necessary step in the painful and
tortuous process of finding a "positive® black ideatity. For,
as Xathryn Jackson argues: “"People who have not yet seen the
glory of their blackness need propagaunda as much as they neéd
£o0d, w20
genera%iﬁn will, perhaps, be in a position vo leave the realm
of pure negation and a simplistiec view of the world behind it
and make a positive eontribution to the emancipation of the
blackst

We live in a world now where the yeal work cannot be
spoken of elearly. We believe our children will get to
the Yeal work. We will make the real woxk possible. Be-
fore the real work ean be done, the disease, the power
of evil, must be eleared away. The bringer of 3081tive
change @must have places pr@pared for them to work.<2 :

- In o¥der to give a coherent explanation of the causes of
guch & search for jdentity in Black Amerdiean liteyature, we
bezin with a short chaptey about the sociow=psychological
backeround Yelated to ¢hanges in the evolution of. the image
of Afriea. |

And even Leroi Jones eonfesses that a subsequent

1.2 = Review of Critieism
| We will try here to summarize the diffevent oritics'
opinions aboutl Wright's, Fllison's and Haley's theme of "Iden-
C4ity.M The concept of identity we will use im our smalysis

is that of Bvik N, Nrikson and Philip Meson, 43 we have seen,




12

both of them state that Identity in colored races and nations
who form minority groups or are controlled by colonial system
is a search for an inner as well as outer'emancipation, The
word "identity," as we have seen, is for the Negroes a key
word, heard over and over again. |

So Identity in race relations implies a search for an.
Vego," a self-definition as members of a society. If the
image of Africa is present, consciously or unconsciously, in
each one of the three authors, we must relate that concept of
identity to this image of Africa. Unfortunately, the only
good treatment of this subject that we know is found in Images
of Africa in Black American Literature by Marion Berghshn,
This euthor states that the 196Q's and early 1970's- saw the
emexrgence of a lively artistic and cuitural movement. among

blacks in the United States. This movement was inspired by a

keen interest in Africa, where newly independent countries
were replacing Buropean colonies. This was completely unex-
pected, but the truth is that in the 1960's, Afro—Americans
became fascinated by Africa: they studied its culture, his-

tory, arts and languages.

Marion Berghahn remarks that the identification with that
continent became so close that Africa, and not America, was often
regarded as the real home of the American blacks:

There are many examples of this im the blaek literature of
the 1960's, as, for instance, in Clarence Reed's Song from
Wasteland: YAfrica, Africa/ Wrapped in sorrow/ steeped im
pain/ Mother of us all/ I must home to the/ Warming womb/
From whence all sprang . . .," or in Jon Eckel's poem, Home
is Where the Soul is: "I have never seen Africa/ that
distant land of mine/ but I hear her beauty/ sometimes and
_her colours staring with me through this world/ . . .
Africa, Africa,/ this land of mine/ but I hear her world/

. . . Africa, Africa/ this land of mine/ Africa, Africa,

Africa/ this land of men."
But Marion Berghahn does not only speak of the poets' Afri-

ca, but also of the Africa implicit in the fiction of writers
1ike Richard VWright, Ralph Ellison and Baldwin., She says that

the image of Africa is present in all of them, .and she states:
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Richard Wright's writings deal with a facet of the Afro-

~ American image of Africa which can be understood largely
by reference to the changes which took place in the poli-
tical and social position of blacks in the 19%0's., It was
in this period that Marxism, which appeared to offer a
comprehensive explanation of the Great Depression, made
considerable gains among intellectuals and also captured
Wright's imagination. On the one hand, Wright identifies
himself wholeheartedly with his racial past and to this
extent reflects the repercussions of the Harlem Renaissance.
In fact, in his early years he had even proclaimed the

. nece331ty of a moderate nationalism., But on the other hand,
his emphasis on social processes clearly points to a poli-
tical consciousness which had been shaped by the Great
Depression and its consequences and which took its tools
of analysis, as is true of other writers of thls period,

- from Marxism. (p. 154)

| This critic points out that in spite of Africa being present
in Wright's works, it does not play a prominent role, but func-
tions as an undercurrent and unconscious reference, as is also
true of Ralph Ellison and Baldwin. Berghahn stili notes that
all Afro-Americans have a vague feeling of’being of Airican des-
cent, but some prefer to deny it, while others like to cultivate
it. , | |

Speaking of those who deny their African past, Berghéhn

states: "As a consequence of their special position, there.exist
ted a considerable number of Afro-Americans’ who felt rooted in
the United States.’ 'This is our country, and we have no claim
on any other,' wrote a colored Ameriecan in'a letter to a jourﬁal
called LiberatorAin 1859: '. . . we are not going to Africa.
We have no more claim on Africa than has the white American ;
that country belongs to the Africans and not to us. We are
'Americanst® (p, 40), In 1891, however, & strong movement for
African emigration began and other blacks "did maintain an eth-
pic identification with Africa% (p. 63). Authors like Delany,

‘Crummell and Blyden directed publiec interest towards West Africa

(p. 63).
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| Also important is The Novel and Contemporary Expefiéhéé in

Africa by the African writer Shatto Arthur Gakwandi from western
Uganda. While not treating American Black mationalism, this
book provides an exceilent ciitical assessment of twelve ma jor
novels from Afriéa, and the author outlines the main concerns

of African fietion. In particular, he is concerned with the
parallel relationship between nationalism and modern African
literature. His discussioﬁ strikes an admirabie balance be~
tween the evaluation of the literary merits of the novel and

the interpretation of the novel as a social document. This book

is relevant to our dissertation because it contributes to the
better understanding of African identity.

. Related to the problem of - 1dent1ty and the out81der in the'

. U.S.,A, is Black and White Perspectlves on Amerlcan Race Relaj;ggg

. by Peter I. Rose, Stanley Rothman and William J. Wilson. This
book tries to answer the following.questions: How do blacks view
the black urban poor, the members of the upwardly mobile nmiddle
clags, the black immigrants, the integrationists, and the black
nationalists? How do whites asséss the current mood of white
- southerners, the Irish, the'Jews,.ethnic minorities, the silent
ma jority? How do institutions and professionals concerned with
social problems deal with their black constituehcies and clients?
| To understand better the problem of identity in Black

American literature, we read "Aspects of the Racial Past" in The
Negro Novel in America by Robert A, Bone. This critic states

that Wright, more than any Negro author who preceded him, has
a sense pf the "presentness" of his racial past. This sense

of history, which was part and parcel of his Marxist outlook,
has been recorded in Twelve Million Black Voices (1941), pub-
lished hard on the heels of Native Son.
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In the folk history of the American Negro mentioned
.above, Wright sees the black ghetto as the end product of a
long historical process (p. 93):

Perhaps never in history has a more utterly unprepared
folk wanted to go to the city; we were barely born as a
folk when we headed for the tall and sprawling centers
of steel and stone, We who were landless on the landj
we who had barely managed to live in family groups; we
who needed the ritual and guidance of established insti-
tutions to hold our atomized lives together in lines of .
purpose . . . we who had had our personalities blasted
with 200 years of slavery and had been turned loose to
shift for ourselves.

It was in this persPedtive thét Wright saw the life of Bigger
Thomas, - | : |

Robert A. Bone'characterizeé Wright as thé Negro nOYelist.
who méintained an active interest in his Negro heritage,'syste-
matically exploring the racial pasf in search for distinctive
literary material. 'He concludes that Wright's contribution to
the Negro novel was precisely "his fusion of a pronounced'racial-
ism with a broader tradition of sociai protest" (p. 152). This
social protest is illustrated by Bigger Thomas, whom Wright'de-
fined in his article "How Bigger was Born" as “An American pro- -
duct, a native son of this land, who carrieé within him the
potentialities of either fascism or communism.“23

We must emphasize here that Robert A.iBone in The Neggo

Novel iﬁ.America, as well as M, G. Cooke, in Modern Black Novel-

ists, and Emanuel and Gross in Negro Literature im America, con-

sidered Bigger Thomas a product of : American society, "a na-
tive product," as Wright himself called him.
Concerning the protagonist of Ralph Ellison's'Invisible

Man, there are several approaches to be mentioned. Certainly

all critics agree that Invisible Man is a novel about Identity.
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Jonathan Baumbach3in-Nightmare'of a Native Son: Invisible Man,

says:

I hesitate to call Ralph Bllison's Invisible Man (1952) a
Negro novel, though of course it is written by a Negro and
is centrally concerned with the experiences of a Negro (p. 64)-

R. A, Bone simply calls Invisible Man's protagonist a

Southern Negro, while J. Baumbach characterizes him more widely,

saying: %Though the protagonist of Invisible Man is a Southern

Negro, he is, in Ellison‘'s rendering, profoundly all of us" (p.

64). He says that like most of us im life he experiences several

changes of identity in the ctourse of the novel, though Ellison's

hero exists to the reader as & man without an identity, an invisi-
ble “IW. , _

» ﬁgiey‘s book,{EggﬁgQ‘was pubiished in October 1976, and

immediately became a best-selier. There were fourteen print—

ings between publication and the days of the IV series at the’

end of Janumary 1977. With the final episode on TV, "Roots

was nd longer just a bestselling book and a boffo TV produc-

tion but a soctial phenomenon, a potentially important bench
mark in U.S. race relations."24'
To R, & Sheppard,

Roots most ¢tlosely ryesembles z historical novel, a form
that Haley does mot seem t0 have studied too carefully.
His narrative is & blend of dramatic and melodramatic
fiction and fact that wells from a profound need to
nourish himself with a comprehensible past. -
(e « «) In general, the more verified facts that
Haley has to work with, the more wooden and cluttered
- his narrative, Yet the story of the Americanization of
the Xinte clan strikes enough humen chords to sustain
the book's cumulaztive power. Haley's keen sense of
separaticnh and loss, and his hability to forge a return
~in language, override Roots' considerable structural and
stylistic flaws., The book should find a permanent home
in & century teeming with physical aad spiritual exiles,?
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Most of our analysis of the way writers deal with the
problem of identity as it relates to the imagé of Africa is
vexry personal, as we found no critics who dealt specifically
with this subjecte Our analysis of Haley's Roots, in parti-
eular, is absolutely personal. The only criticism obtained
is from the newsmagazine Time, especially from the February
14, 1977 iééue, which deals with the television series. Al-
though it is not directly relevant to this paper, we will
Geal with it in this reﬁiew of criticism,

&t the time of the TV series in 1977, Roots was con-
sidered Haley's Comet" in Chicago. To Atlanta TV executive
Neil Kuvin, it was “Super Bowl every night." In New York,'
Executive Direetor Vernon Jordan of the National Urban League
ealled it “the single most% spectacular educationai experience
in race velations in America." |

' Whatever the veason for the TV version's popularity,
it 4id not necessarily have much to do with artistic merit.
Many TV exdties had severe reservations about it. The Chica-
go Sun=Times William Granger, cqmplaining of "puerile" writing
and “caricatures,® described Roots as "so transparently bad at
times that I was filled with embairassmentﬁ" Qigg's own critie, -
Riehard Schiekel, labeled the TV production asv"Mandingo for
middledbrows.® He wrote that gggzg offered "almost no new in-
sights, factual or emotional," about slavery; instead, there was
W2 handy compendium of stale melodramatic conventions."

Many eritics and viewers, while readily conceding that the
TV geries was not a precisely accurate recounting of history
(few dramatizations are), nonetheless praised the production for
- what one of them called its mythic veracity. They had a point.

' For wmillions of Aﬁ@ri@éms, Roots was real--if not necessarily
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John Callahan, professor of American Liferature at Lewis
and Clark College in Portland, commented on its rich subject
and said: "We now know our roots are inextricably bound with
the roots of blacks and cannot be separated." Many observers
also feel that the TV series left whites with a more sympa-
thetic view of blacks by giving them a greatér appreciation
of black history. Ior example, Beti Gunter, the wife of a
lawyer in Little Rock, admitted: "Something inside me tried
to say that slavery wasn't that bad, but now I know that it
really was a lot worse,

Aurors Jackson, & social worker in Chicago, said: “It's
one -thing to read about this, and another thing to see it.
My concept of slévefy was always inteilectual. For the first
time, I really felt I had a picture of how horrible life was."

"We've been given a piece of literature that takes the
civil rights struggle to a higher level," said black Congress-
~ man John Conyers. "You can't begin to do anything in life,"
added Conyers, “until'you can own up to your blackness'and
atcept yourself in your blackness and others as they are."

~ Like blatk Americans elsewhere, this Congreséman had a
feeling that because of Roots something good had happened to
race relations--even if they could not quite define what'.
“"Perhaps," concludes Time, "it is simply that the gulf between
black end white has been narrowed a bit and the level of
mutual wderstanding has been raised a notch. "

1. 3 - Statemont of ?urpose
The purpose of this dissertation is to determine whether

- oY not a eonfliet, resulting from an identity problem, really
exists in the main works of Wright, Ellison and Haley (respec-
tively Native Son, Invigible Man and Roots) and if such a

problem has a real existence, how each'author deals with it.
We will tyy to assess the conscious or unconscious influence
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of Africa on black American writers and the extend of their
preservétion or non-preservation of an African heritage.
| With that aim in mind, we propose to show how the prob-
lem of identity affects the protagonists of each novel. In
what texrms do they debate among themselves about Marxism
or black nationalism or any other ideology, as a solution for
their adaptation to American society?

If these authors or any of them feel like "outsiders"
in a white society, do they have a separate awareness of their
blackness? Are they true black American writers, oxr are théy
blacks as white writers?

Do they neglect their African past? What is Africa to
them? Is Africa a source of cultural pride~tb any of them?

'Having_in mind the preceding considerations, we will for-
mulate the following hypotheses which will orient our analysis,
These are only hypotheses, they are not an emticipation of
conclusions; the latter, in their right time,  can divexrge from
the former if, by chance, our analysis doesn'f confirm them:

1. The main protagonists of Native Son, Invisible Men

and Roots, as individuals belonging to the Negro American
minority, feel like outsiders within a "white“'society which
regards black races and cultures as inferior to white,

2. To assert themselves as non-white individuals and
members of a non-white community, they have %o ovércome the
"white" image of Africa, according to which the primitive
African (or the "Ape Man") would live with his instincts still
intact and whose nskedness, polygamy and apparently less
restrictive sexual life were mistaken by Anglo-Saxon puritan-
ism as promiscuity, "sinfulness®™ and obscenity. '

3. Striving to overcome their identity crisis, these
protagonists must affirm their “different® cultural ide;tity,
rooted in a prized African past and expurgated from values
and ideologies relevant only to the Pwhite® society.
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4. This different black American cultural identity and
its rejection of the present American wa&_of life will lead
to a revolutionary claim for total equélity with whites in -
American society or, alternatively, to black nationalism,

hostile to the traditional American "white" society.
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CHAPTER TWO
HISTORICAL AND SOCIO-PSYCHOLOGICAL BACKGROUND

1. General Overview of Negro Problem in U.S.A.

The group designated in the U.S, as "Black Americans" is a
layge group,including 25 millidn out of a total population of
222 million., In other regioms, particularly in Africa, only a
few of those included in this group would be considered "Negroes"
. betause most of them are mixed and therefore included in the |
white majority. .There are also strong cultural differences be-
tween American Negroes and African Negroes; much stronger
than between the latter and Brazilian Negroes.

Black‘Americans have lived in,the.U.S._for generations,
much longer than white immigrants who arrived in the nineteenth
esntury. For this reason, it is strange that 'Black Americans
have not yet been integrated, and, more than a minority, they
are tonsidered a culturally different people.

Forty years ago, Myrdall already wrote that white Americans,
descendants from those Europeahs who every summer peopled the-
beathes looking for a temporarily sunburnt skin, if they mixed
with "Negroes," after some generations they would guarantee
perpetuvally to their descendants that'same.brOWn colour they now
¥y to get on the beach.

It is only nowadays that we see a strong process of totél
intezration of the Black in the American way of life. Much
opposition,; however, has appéared'from whites as well as

from: Blacks.
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Jutho, 1967 — NOVA |IORQUE

Policlas nova-lorquinos lutam para dominar um
negro, em pleno Manhattan, depols de mais
de cem pessoas terem surgido no centro da ci-
dade quebrando montras e pilhando

P
R KRS

s e Brancos
SOURCE: William Brink and Louis Harris, Negros
(Ed. Ibis, 1968).
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Julho 1967 — CAMBRIDGE

Soldados da Guarda Nacional de Maryland, de baloneta calada, avangam numa rua
de Cambridge para dispersar uma multiddo de negros enfurecidos. A agltacdo surglu
apés uma manifestagdo em louvor do papel predominante dos negros na Il Guerra
Mundial

SOURCE: William Brink and Louis Harris, Negros e Brancos,

25

(Ea, Ibis, 1968),
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Julho, 1967 — INDIANA

Um negro senta-se no passeio enquanto um policla e outros negros o
auxiliam, depols daquele ter dito que fora atingido por um tiro durante
08 motins da nolte violenta de South Bend

SOURCE: William Brink énd Louis Harris, Negros e Brancos,
(Bd. Ibis, 1968),
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AR AL

Setembro, 1965 — NOVA 10RQUE

At mtéltldjlo observa e segue 03 policlas que guardam e transportam numa maca
;r*a'v s das ruas, a caminho do hospital, o caddver do lider nacionalista negro
alcolm X, assassinado no decorrer duma assemblela em que conferenciava

Malo, 1966 — CHICAGO

Atingido por uma pedrada na cabega, o Dr. Lu-
ther King tomba sobre o Joelho. O reverendo
Dr. King ergueu-se de novo @ comandou um
grupo de manifestantes durante uma marcha de
protesto contra a discriminagéo hablitacional
num. bairro branco de Chicago. Centenas de
pessoas, paradas nos passeios ao longo do per-
curso da marcha, gritaram protestos e atiraram
garrafas e bombas-brinquedo sobre os manifes-
tantes

SOURCE; William Brink and Louis Harris, Negros e BrancoS,
(Ed, Ibis, 1968).
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Julho, 1968 — WASHINGTON

H. Rap Brown, lider do Comité Coordenador dos Estudantes Nao-Violentos, durante
uma conferéncla de Imprensa concedida aos Jornalistas num passeio da capital norte-
-americana, durante a qual se referiu @0 Presidente Johnson como e«cdo raivoso.»
Brown declarou que queria que Johnson se demitisse e fosse lutar no Vietname

SOURCE: William Brink and Louis Hérris, Negros e Brancos,
(Ed. Ibis, 1968).
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The prejudice against the Negro has deep roots. ' He is
con51dered a citizen of secondary status, as well as a mem~
"ber of an inferior race.,: Even recently, at the end of 1979,
"a book ves published by a professor of educational psychology
at the University of- California at Berkeley defending the
thesis that'IQ test results shewingrBlacks scoring lower than
whites are fair, accurate, and not, as eritics suppbse, biased
by culture.2 | '

Everythlng staxted with the slave trade to Vlrglnla and
other English colonies in North America in the seventeenth
and-eighteenth centuries, Slavery became firmly entrenched in
the South Atlantic states, from Delaware to Florids, and in
 the cotton states of the Deep South, like Alabama and Missis- -
sippi."At the last census count before the Civii War, the
Negro slave population had grown to 3,953,760, while free |
Negroes numbered approximately 488,000. At that time, all
the United States had 23,000,000 inhabitants.3 | 4

In Brazil and throughout Latin America, the achievement:
of emancipation without bloodshed was the result of the .
absence of the stigma ofrslatery based on color. Latin Ameri-
 can slaves, after theirtlibefation, eonld become really free,

- moving into the circle of full citizens, suffering no legal
dlsabllltles because of their color._ It was quite different -
in the United Sta,tes.4 '

There in 1816, long before the Civil War, some white
Americans founded the American 001onization Society in order
to rid the United States of its Negro problem by resettling
freed Negroes in Africe,'since Negroes were wanted.in America
only as slaves, This was the way in which colonization of the

Liberian coast started in 1818, Liberia achieved in 1847 an inde
.pendence which was‘pppressive to the indigenous tribal'peoples§
 the hatred of the native"country'peopleﬁ who now constitute 97%
~of Liberia's populat;on, for the "settlers" descended from
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American slaves who have dominated the country since its £ound-
ing, erupted in the bloodshed of Liberia's Revolution in
April of 1980. |
After the Civil War (1861-65), the fonher slaveholders.
and other Southern whites, arguing that they were the only
~ people who knew the Negro, insisted that the closest suﬁervi—
sion of his economic activities, the strictest surveillance
of his social 1life, ahd his complete exclusion from the use of
the ballot would be the wisest way of ﬁ‘andling ‘him. Their
views were put into practice in the enactment of state laws
- called "black ches."‘ Several of these laws 1imited the areas
in which Negroes could'purchase or rent property. Vagrancy
laws were designed to force all Negroes to work whether or
not they needed or wanted to work. Negroes who quit their
jobs could be arrested and imprisoned for breach-of contract
and in the courts their rights Were.severely iimited. Fines
were-imposed_fdr insulting gestures or aéts, curfew violations,
possession of firearms, and the like., In 1883, the Supreme
Court even declared the CivillRights Law of 1875 unconstitu~
tional--and this action was followed by the enactment of new_
éegregation laws in most of the Southern states. Aftexr the
"separate but equal" doctrine was upheld 5y that court in
1896 in a: case involving intrastate transportation, the white
and Negro. races were completely and effectively separated.
The shift of Negroes from rural to urban areas like
Washington, Baltimore, New Orleans, Philadelphia, New York
and Memphis (each one with a population of more than 50,000 in
1900) began in the late nineteenth century. WNegroes found

great difficulty in securing anything except the more onerous

. and less attractive jobs, and whites were determined to segre-

- gate them in one section of the city (ghettos); even so, as

Negroes and whites lived closer together and competed for
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. jobs and housing, the opportunities for conflict increased,

with e large number of lynchings and some race riots.

Several particularly violent incidents in the first decade
of the twentieth century attracted the attention of all the
United States and also that of the world and originated the

creation of a muitiracial organization known as the National

Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP). This
organization was remarkable due to the participation of W. E. B.

Du Bois, a well-kmown Negro, author of The Suppressiom: of the
African Slave'Trade’(1896), the first work in. the Harvard
Historical Studies and a landmark in historical scholarship in
the United States. The NAACP included a plan for widening
industrial opportunities for Negroes, but it did not find
“time to do much in this'aréé; more and more, it concentrated

on its crusade to end lynéhings, to secure the franchise for
Negroes, and to put an end to all forms of segregation and

discriminatioms.

After 1914, the movement of Negroes to Northern cities was ~
greatly accelerated--and new race riots and lynchings took place,
including a riot in Chicago in which twenty-three Negroes and

fifteen whites were killed.

‘It was afﬁer the Pirst World War that some Negroes, less
optimistic for the future, joined around Marcus Garvey, a
Jamaican Negro nationalist leader, and his Universal Negro
Improvement Association, to put their money and energy into
the eventually unsuccessful scheme to return all Negroes to
Africa. Having transferred his headquarters from Jamaica to

nNew York City, he founded a popular weekly newspaper, The Ne-
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" gro World. Through it, he preached a philosophy of militant
black nationalisms Negroes, he declared, belonged to a gifted
race . with a proud past and a great future; they should,

therefore, abandon their feelings of inferiority, build their

own distinctive culture, and ultimately redeem their homeland
" in Africa. | |

Other Negroes, in those years following World War I,_used‘
poetry, prose and song to cry out against social and economic
‘wrongs, to protest against segregation and lynching, to demand
higher wages, shorter hours and better conditions of WOrk.__In
short, they stood for full sbéial equality and first-class citi-

zenship° Negro writers, led by .Du Bois,rcalled fqr a "New
Negro," a person no longer obsequious and docile, but militant
" and impatient to secure his rights.
In World War II (1939-45), approximately 1,000,000 Negro

men and women served in all branches of U.S. armed forces, and

for the first time a Negro was promoted to the rank of brigadier
general, Negro soldiers demanded équal tregtment whenever
it was possible and, after the war, they insisted that the fight
for equality at home should continue.

In 1944, GunnarMyrdal published his wdrld famous An Ameri-

can Dilemma, as the final report of a comprehensive Study of the

Negro problem, sponsored by the Carnegie Corporation of New
York. In 1946, President Harry S. Truman appointed a committee
of distinguished Negro and whité Americans to enquire into the
condition of civil rights and to make recommendations for their

‘improvement.,
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‘This was the beginning of an era of revolutionary changes,
impelled by the steady migration of Negroes to the North and
West after World War II and their concentration in important
industrial ‘communities that gave them a new powerful voice in
political affairs. By the 1960's, more than a third of all the
Black Americans were 2lready living in the central citiés of
‘twelve metropolltan areas, such as Baltimore, Boston, Chlcago,
Detr01t Los Angeles, New York, etc. -

In 1963, Arnold Rose already summarized the major forces
causing the rapid change in race relations since 1940:

. The major forces causing the rapid change in race rela-
tions since 1940 seem to have been continuous industriali-
zation and technological advance, the high level of mobi-
lity among the American people, economic prosperity, the
organization and political education of minority groups,
an increased American awareness of world opinion, a con-
sistent support for civil rights on the part of the
Supreme Court and a lesser support from the other branches
of the federal government and of the Northern state govern-

ments, and the propaganda and educational effort for more
equal civil rights. Some of these forces are likely to

continue to exert the same push as they have in the recent
past; others are likely to change in their influencz; and
new forces are likely to have increasing influence.

The fight for Civil Rights in the fifties and the sixties
is well known, with suéh landmarks as the unanimous deciéion of
the U.S. Supreme Court on May 17, 1956, ruling that separate
education facilites were inherently unequal and declaring that
racial segregation in public education was unconstitutional;
the boycott in 1956, led by Dr. Martin Luther King, of the city
bus 1inés of Montgomery, Alabama, compelling the desegregation
of the entire city transportation system, the "sit-in" demonstra-
tidns.at white 1unch counters that refused to serve Negroes; the
"freedom riders'"; all theother marches and mass démonstrétipns,

until the March on Washington on August 28, 1963, the centennial
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“of the Emancipation Declaration. On this August 28, more

- than 200 000 Negroes and Whites demanded an end to racial

segregation and discrimination.

‘Marching end demonstrating were important techniques in
thévdrlve to secure the rights of Negroes. These marches were
also used by the Black Muslims (a black nationalist religion
founded by Elijah Muhammad' .whose betterukhown spokesman was
.Malcolm X, who joined it in 1952) to point out one of their
‘basic tenets: that the United States would never grant |
equality to ﬁegroes,~Western society and the Judaic-~-Christian
ethical system on whicn it was based, would be inherently
| racist and black men should reject its standards. Negroes
should, therefore, reject any cooperation with whltés and turn:
their attention to the development of their own culture as
well as to their own political and economic institutions., The
- Black Muslim movement among Negroes was not large, but its
populérity was'éonsidérdble,even among many who rejected its
programs.. o |

In 1963, malcolm X was drOpped from Black Muslim ranks,-
but shortly thereafter he established his own group, the secu-
lar organization of Afro-American Unity, trying to unify all
the black organizations fighting white racism, It was the
beginning of the movement known as Black Nationaliem, led by
Malcolm X until his death. In his biography, written by Alex
Haley (one of the three authors analyzed in this dissertation),
he predicted that he might not live to see the book published. .
That prOphecy'becéme a réalityron February 21, 1965, when he
was assassinated. |

In 1964, President Lymdon B. Johnson signed the so-called
Civil Rights Act of 1964, outlawing discrimination in hotels,
restaurants, public schools, parks, stadiums end swimming
pools, and establishing the iight to equal employment oppor-

tunity in business and unions with twenty-five or more
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members, with other provisions, all providing Negroes with a
firm legal basis for obtaining equal opportunity. In 1968,
& new law against discrimination in housing was enacted.‘
Despite favorable court decisions and new state and

federal legislatioﬁ which raised Negroes' hopes, the economic
gap between the masses of black Americens and white Americans
increased in the 1960's, Discrimination in employment con-
tinued and the unemployment rate among Negroes was about twice
- as high as among whites. Until 1968, as we have seen, no
law forbade discrimination in housing and thersituation was
"deteriorating rapidly as the migration of Negroes into the
cities continued, ‘

' The sense of frustration and alienation that many Ne-
groes experienced created the climate for violent reaction,
It was the time for the “long hot summers" of 1964, 1965,
1966 and 1967, that marked a historical shift from the era of
sit-ins and nonviolent marches, of songs and prayers, to the -
era of ghetto rioting. The worst outbreaks were in Neﬁ York
City (July 1964), Los'Angeles (August 1965), Cleveland (July
1966), Newark (July 1967), Detroit (July 1967, the worst
riot of the decade, with a seven-day toll of 43 killed, 2;000
injured, 7,000 arrested and 5,000 left homeless), and Washing-
ton (April 1968).

As the situation worsened, new Negro leaders emerged

who rejected the nonviolent gradualist methods of the older
civil rights leaders. They demanded immediate and substan-
tial improvement in the position of Negroes, by violence if |
necessary. "Black Power" became a slogan of new leaders
like Stokely Carmichael and H. Rap Brown. They insisted that
Negroes should take control of all the institutions in the
black ghetto, including business establishments and schools,-

Other movements, although nonviolent in charactér, such as
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_thqse'3pon30red by the Southern Christian Conference, contri-
bﬁtéd fo a rapid spread of the rejection of the white man's
culture and a focusing on the culture and histoiy of Negroes.
In this way many hoped to improve the self-image of Negroes
and, in the process, gain greater res?ect from the white com-
munity. - _

The Advisory Commission on Civil Disorders, appointed by
Presidgnt_?ohnéoﬁ, conciuded'in 1968 that white racism, which
‘had its roots deep in the past,'was a _basic factor in the
alienation of the white and black races. In a certain way
anticipating the recent Miami Triots of May 1980, the Commis—
gion declared that: | ' |

to some Negroes police have come to symbolize white
power, white racism and white repression. And the fact
is that many police do: reflect and express these white
attitudes. The atmosphere of hostility and cynicism is
reinforced by a widespread belief among Negroes in the
~existence of police brutality and in a double standard
of justice and protection--one for Negroes and one for
whites, _ : ' '

By contrast with the 1960's, the 1370's was.a decade of
relative racial peace. Looking back at the last decade,_' |
Vernon Jordan, President of the National Urban League and one
of America's foremost black leaders, conceded:

More black people find themselves in better circumstances
than at any time in our historxy. It would be dishonest
to claim otherwise, Blacks in high positions have pro-
liferated. Blacks are in jobs never before open to us,
Blacks are in schools and colleges that never allowed us
through their doors.,

Jordan, nevertheless, argued that "the myth of black progress"
was a "dangerous illusion" because it does‘not apply to "the
vast majority of black people." (Time, June 2, 1980, p. 12)

In the early days of last June, Vernon Jordan was grie-
vously wounded by fwo bullefs from a rifle in Fort Wayme,

Indiana, only five hours after he deliveréd this warning:
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people today. We cannot pretend that what happened in
Miami was a purely local event flowing from purely lo-
cal conditions. The pressures that built to an explo-
8ion in Miami are present everywhere today. . . . Yes,
wWe know our days of sacrifice and struggle are not
over, Our struggle is for America's soul. . . . Our
faith has been sorely tried. It has been burned in the
furnace of racial hatreds. 'But always, black people
have revived their faith in America. (Time, June 9, 1980,

p. 6) _
| Another Time issue (August 29, 1977, pp. 18=25) in a
oover story on The American Underclass, ascertained that

“though its members come from all races and live in many
places, the underclass. is made up mostly of impoverished ur-
ban blacks who still suffer from the heritage of slavery and
diserimination? The story reports that if one of America's
8reat success sagas has been the rise of many blacks to the
gsecure middle class, so that today 44% of black families earn
$10,000 or more a year, almost a third of all black families
v’aré-still below the poverty line, defined in 1977 as $5,506
for an urban family of four. - In the white families, only
8.9% of them are below that line., Fifty-five percenﬁ of the
nation's blacks, the report goes on, still live in the mostly
. @épressed areas of central‘cities, and this concentration
Beems fated to increase because the birth rate amont the
Blacks is 51% higher than among whites, and also because of
the lingering discrimination on the part of the white majori-
1y and a crippling absence of education, training and oppor-
Hunity among the biack minority?

From everywhere in the ghetto comes the cry for more jobs.
The unemployment rate among blacks is 13.2% v. 6.1% among
whites. The rate for black teenagers is 39%, v. 14.3% for
whites. A generation of young people is moving into its
20s~~the family-forming years--without knowing how to work,
since many have never held jobs.

Time Chiéago correspondent Robert WurmStedt, once a Peace

Gorps volunteer, reports:
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The poverty in the black and Puerto Rican neighborhoods on .
- the West Side of Chicago is worse than poverty I saw in
West -Africa., The people there are guided by strong tradi-
tional values. They do not live in constant fear of vio-
lence, vermin and fire. You don't find the same sense of
'dgsgiration and hopelessness you find in the American
- ghetto. ‘

Figures extracted from Time (June 2, 1980, p.l2) show that
between 1970 and 1979, the percentage of black families classified
as middle income dropped from 12% to 9%. The average income of
blacks slipped 3% farther behind that of whites (from 60% to 57%).
Black unemployment in the same decade rose from 8.2% to 12,6% =-

- which is twice that of whites. And ncw, "as the U.S. faces a
recession, black unemployment is expected to climb higher. Among
‘black teenagers in large cities this summer, the unemployment rate
may reach 50%. The only consolation in such alarming statistics

is that jobleséness alone rarely triggers a riot, *If it did‘,
says Newark Mayor Kenneth Gibson. who is black, 'every city in

the country would be in flames." (Time,June 2, 1980, p, 13). _

The effort realized in the last thirty yéars'to fuse Ameri-
cans - Whites and Blacks - into a whole people has been enormous,
but it will only be successful on the day when the cultural bar-
rie®¥s cease separating the two groups. Even frpm an économic and
social point of view, blacks still have a difficult challenge if
they wish to achieve the same level as white people,

The series of reforms (more political power for blacks,
police review boards, a variety of job programs, anti-discriming-
tion laws...) have not been sufficient to the aims prossecuted.

- As Miami demonstrated last May, the elements that created the
history of ghetto rioting still exist., Sociologist Philip Hauser
og Chicago, says: "There isn't a central city in this country
where the mood of the black community isn't the same as in MiamiJ
Joseph D, Feaster Jr., president of Boston branch of N,A,A.C.P.,

agrees: "If you get the right circunstances and the ignition, then

you're goirig to have the problem" (Time, June 2, 1980, p. 13).

If the gap between the masses of black Americans and white
Americans continues, doesn't the shattering sense of frustration
and alienation that many Negroes experience create the climate
for new violent reaction? Doesn't the angry, bitter mood of Negro

Americans continue to reflect the view that Negroes themselves
would have to assume the major responsability for improving their

condition? ,
From this point of view, it does not seem important to
extend the discussion of urban Marxism and "mystical" black
nationalism, During recent decades, the efforts of most American
Negro leaders have been aimed toward integrating the Negro into.
the mainstream of American life. Malcolm X and others who, like
him, preached the opposite, were mere exceptions to the general
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rule. . v :

- In North America, both Marxism and black nationalism

preach revolution, an extensive and drastic change in the

status quo, It is only this that they have in common. If

we follow Erikson's categories, we would say that black na-
tionalism.is ar"totalistic" rearrangement of images, an inner
regrouping of imagery, -a negative conversmon, by which erst- |
while negatlve identity elements become totally domlnant,
making out of erstwhile positive elements a combination to

be excluded totally. On the opposite -side, Marxism is a
‘revolutionary doctrine that promises a new and wider identity.
‘Whether this new identity were were "peasant-and-worker" or
proletarian", of "all-workers", we would always be facing the

'_"wholeness"'of a more inclusive identity, in which it would
seem unimportant to be a Negro or a descendant of Negroes.

Not differentiating Negroes and whites, Marxism does not

present any original solution to the Black American pfoblem.
. Black nationalism has flourished only in times of eiisis,
in different forms—-sometimes mystical end even mythical.
Though neither Black Muslims nor:the Black Nationalist move-
-ment of Malcolm X, or the Black Power movement has found a
hospitable society to such totalistic turns, Nevertheless, we
" must emphasize that all these forms of black nationalzsm had
a salutary 1nfluence on Negroes' self-image, as we: shall see
later. They had long regarded themselves in terms of a
"surrendered identity," an identity of "negative recognition"
- (Erikson), which would not permit them a total realignment
to be self-certain as Negroes and, at the same time, inte-

grated as Americans.

II. The Self-Image of the Negro American

The relationship.of Black Americans with Africa has never

been an easy one, It comprises a broad field of attitudes,
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gome of them paradoxical. At one end we find a complete lack of-
intereét‘in Africa and a strong emphasis on the "Americaness™ of
Black Americans} at the other extreme there exisfs a radical
jdentification with Africa, adherent to a movement p:oﬁagétipg
ideas of a return to the "homeland,® namely Marcus Garvey's
wBack to Africa" movement (1920-1930). Garvey held that the
Negro must renounce all hope of assistance or understanding from
American whites, leave the countfy and build a new civiliiation |
in Africa. But the tfuth is, as the writings of Black Americans
demonstrate, they take an ambivalent attitude towards Africa,
depending on changing historical circumstances; and also on the
individual experience within one and the same period.

Despite this variety of attitudes, we see a constant preoc-
cupation in Black Americaﬁ writers with the "white" image of
Africa, which has had a profound influence on the lives and the
self-consciousness of Black Americans and thus in turn on their
own relationship with Africa., This image is really important
because only a very few Black Americans have actuaily succeeded

in emancipating themselves from the impact of this "white"™ image

of Africa,

It is remarkable in this context to'nofice, as the litera-
ture of Black America will show, that Black American attitudes
towards Africa are not only defined by the dominant (white)
iﬁage of the continent, but also by the position which blacks

occupy as a minority in white America.

A. The "White" Image of Africa
It is impossible to solve this complex'problem in a few

lines, but we can give the general picture of continuities and
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changes in the "white® image of Africa as a result of histori-
cal'and cultural evoiution.

All studies that have been published about the subject
emphagsize the existence of certain stereotypes, such as the idea
that has persisted over cenfuries that Blacks are»inferiorl
 beings who, as a consequence, have been considered as possessing
something like a *“natural®™ slave mentality. This has led to the
assumption that racism is a product of siaVery. But the con-
| ceﬁts of slavery, or more precisely, serfdom, had.been developed
in Europe--France, England, Russia, Bulgaria, etc.——long'before
the establishment of the transatlantic slave trade. ZPeople of
white or colored skin were indiscrimihately enélaved. It was.
true; in fact, that slaves were differentiated from free men and
a élave was under total subjugation to the will of another; and
therefore in an infer;or condition. As Jordan has pointed out,
"The slave was treated like a beast. Slavery was inseparable
from the evil in men; ;t was God's pnnishment upon Ham's pruri-

ent disobedience. _Enslafement was captivity, the loser's lot in
a contest of pover."5 _. _
This means thaf before the colonization of America, slavery

already existed as well as some more—or-less set ideas about it.
The African slave came easily into these ideas and hence the
racial dimension and the black-white problem, By the time
slavery was introduced into America, a remarkable differentia-
tion had taken place in the treatment of groups of white and
black servants. In fhis pexiod there are various indications
that "Negroes were more singled out for special treatment in

several ways which suggest a generalized debasement of Negroes
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" as a'group.“6 This differentiation between African and European
‘ﬁservants“'bécameLmQre obvious when slavery received legal -
éanction.' By this time, a man with a dark skin was almost al-
ways identified as being a "slave."™ Thus the state of Maryland
implemented & law in 1663 which stipulated that "all negroes or
other slaves within the province, and all negroes and other |
slaves to be hereafter imported into the province, shall serve

durante vita; and all children_born of any negro or other slave

shall be slaves as their fathers for the term of'their lives.'7

The degradation of the Blacks to an inferior status came in fact
as a‘direct‘cénsequence df slavery:

¥hy was American slavery the most awful the world has ever
known? The slave was totally removed from the protection
of organized society (compare the elaborate provisions for
protection of slaves in the Bible), his existence as a
human being was given no recognition by any religious or
secular agency, he was totally ignorant of and completely
cut off from his past, and he was offered absolutely no
hope for the future. His children could be sold, his
. marriage was not recognized, his wife could be violated or
sold (there was something comic about calling the woman
with whom the master permitted him to live a "wife®), and
he could also be subject, without redress, to frightful
barbarities~-there were presumably as many sadists among
slaveowners, men and women, as there in other groups. The
slave could not, by law, be taught to read or write; he =~
could not practice any religion without the permission of
his master, and could never meet with his fellows, for
religious or any other purposes, except in the presence of
a white; and finally, if a master wished to free him, every
legal obstacle was used to thwart such actiom. This was
not what slavery meant in the ancient world, in medieval 8
and early modern Europe, or in Brazil and the West Indies.
Later on, when the idea of inferiority was already estab-
lished, a change occurred in the image of Africa, which ap-
peared to justify this discriminatory treatment that had been
shaped during the period of European overseas expansiom prior
to the eighteenth century., This change accompanied the disso-
“lution of the feudal structures of European societies. In

fact, the negative ideas about the dark-skinned people came
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.ffom the "discovery" ovaffica énd,from the very beginning,
were connected with "white" ideas about Africa. It was that
condition of subjugation and racial diserimination in the New
World that induced Black people in the course of time to .
social pretest and to the search for an idehtity, in a new

society where they had been forced to live,

B. .How Negroes Came to be Considered Inferior

’ To understand the Negro's'self-image and "who am I?" prob-
lems, we must go back to the birth of the American KNegro., ' Over
300 years ago black men,,womeh and children were.taken from
Africa, their native land, and placed in an alien white land,
They occupied the most degraded of human conditions: that of a
slave, a non-person and a piece‘of preperty. The Negro family
was in this Qay broken. Econemic reasons were stronger and they
had to be used for that. In Alvin F. Poussaint's words im The -
~ Self-Image of the Negro Americanm, p. 350: ‘ |

The Negro male was completely emasculated, and the Negro -
woman systematically exploited and vilely degraded. The
plantation system implanted a subservience and dependency
in the psyche of the Negro that made him forever dependent
upon the good will and paternalism of the white man.

At the end of the Civil War (1865) slavery was abolished,
but the Negro had been stripped of his culture and stayed es.an
oppressed black man in a white world. In the late 1800's and
early 1900's, the racist propaganda of the white man about the
inferiority of the Negro increased intensely. He was terrorized,
mutilated and lynched. The white man projected his worst ideas
onto the black man: he saw the black as an animal with a lust
to murder, with ravaging sexual impulses, etc. . The white man.
got in this‘way what he most wantedz eXClusion of Negroes

- from society, inspiring the whole system of discrimination,
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| Whites could convince blacks that they really were infer—
ior. They encouraged attitudes in-Négroeé that realized their
stereotypes; Black mon'were happy-go-lﬁcky, lazy, stupid,rirre—
sponsible, etc., All these oropaganda ideas came through radio |
and movies such as "Birth of a Nation" and-acted like ¢léctric
shocks which oonditionéd the Negro to saj~"¥es, I anm infefior;“

They Were not only conditioned to believe that Negroes
are "no-good," but they also bélie#ed.that only "white is-
right." The only ones who could elevate themselves were
light-skinned Negroes because they had much more"white blood."
Some of these light~skinhed Negroes still reject their darker
brothers today. |

Black men--at least before the 1960's--despised their
kinky hair, broad noses- and thick lips, because they were
taught to despise them,

The most tragic fact is that the Negro has come to form
his self-concept on the basis of what white racists have said.
Therefore,,black people learn quickly to hate themselves more
- than their oppressors. We know racism has left almost irre-
parable scars on the Affo—American psyche that has obliged

- him to reaech out for a sense of identity.

Being a Negro bas many impiications for the development of
one's ogo; implications related to economic c¢lass status and to
the color of one's skin too. The black child develops in o
color caste systém which disturbs him deeply. The contacts with
these symbols of caste inferiority such as segregated schools,
neighborhoods and fhe indirect reactions of his family, bring
him the consciousness of being sociologically and'psychological-
ly rejeoted. He méy see himéelf as unWanted“by the white oaéte

~society and being unworthy of affection. Tﬁese negative forces
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shape the Negro's personality, developing in him-conscious or

unconscious feelihgs of inferiority, insecurity and self-doubt.

" Alvin P, Poussaint says in The Self-~Image of the Negro‘
American, p. 352, that: | i | | _

In the earliest drawings, stories and dreams of Negro child-

‘ren there appear many wishes to be white and a rejection of

their own color. They usually prefer white dolls and white

friends, frequently identify themselves as white, and show

a reluctance to admit that they are Negro.

R. Goles, in "When I draw the Lord He'll be a Real Big Man,"
reported that "Negro children in their draﬁings tend to show
Negroes as smail, incomplete people and whites as strong and
powerful."9 |

Poussaint adds that in Mississippi or any northern city
ghetto, children usually shout at each other in anger, "Black
pig,"” ®*Dirty nigger," etc., which proves their damaged self-
esteem. Most of theée negative complexes have been passed to
~ them by their parents who ~Were accustoqu to believe in their
own inferiority and to hate their blackness.

Many of their crimes are against their own people, against
'other Negroes; it is a vicious circle of self-destructive '
behavior as if to'séy to the’world, "Yes, I am inferior and I
nate myself for it." h

“But the Civil Rights Movement,(1960'$) has generated some
changes, though integration as presently practiced does not seem
to offer the mass of Negroes a solution to problems of the nega-
tive self-concept. This is due at least in part,to the fact
that integration has moved at a snail's pace and has been marked
by white resistance. The Negro has found himself in the posi-

tion of.asking the whife man to let him in his schools, restauf—
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| ants, theatres, ete., though heknows the white man did not want

him, Negro'parents feared psychological harm to their children
sending them to "integrated schools.® Many of these people
have found.this type of integrationldegrading and have not
wanted to go to any school where they have to be “accepted by
white Southern racists."

Negro children suffered because they were placed in a
school with children who were generally the produets 6fjprejue

diced white homes, Thé black child experienced a hard situation,

school was -"an experimental laboratory for bigoted &hites to

Jearn to live with Nigras."i0

White continued to be a model of

culture and thus the Negro had to give up.much 4of hisblack iden=
tity and subculture to be comfortably integrated. |

‘From this point of view, Black Muslimism, Black Power
and, in general, Black consciousness movements appeared to be
able to contribute a great deal to the Negroes' sense of
identity and self-esteem, For example, it is significant
that Emma J. Lapsansky, a black doctoral candidate in Ameri-
can Civilization, gave the title "Black Power is My Mental
Health" to her paper about the accomplishments of the civil
rights movement (in Black Americans, Forum Lectures, 1970).
"Black consciousness"™ programs can build Negro self-confidence
by calling upon the black man to think and do things for him-
self: and could mobilize the black community for positive

political and social action.

The development of black comsciousness could serve as an
alternative and supplementary approach to the.building of
the Negroes' self-image along wit?lthe present drive to-
ward complete racial integration.

This means that black people must undo the centuries of negative

self-image-creafed by white men and replace it with a more

positive self-image and greater self-confidence,
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If we'try to summarize the Black American historical
and socio~psychological background in a global view, we could
say that Negro and white relationshipsfrom the Civil War Gnwards
have been approached through three different and successive
predominant theories. |

The first one, promoted until this centufy, we could
call the "Sambo" school.lz. This theory states that Negroes
are innately lazy and incompetent,'capable of working only un-
der compulsion,’ From this point of view, Negroes are child-
like innocents, perhaps biologically inferior; slavery, what-
ever its excesses, was a generally benign means of giving the
coiored people civilize@ ways. We can find this general mes-
sage in Margaret Mitchell's long historical romance Gone With
the Wind (1936).

The second theory, whlch predominated in the 1940's and
1950'8, viewed Negro Americans as devastated victims in the
hands of the whites., Historian Stanley Elkins detailed in
Slavery (1959) a view that whites had done to blacks what the
Nazis did to the Jews, Negroes were acted upon{ they them-
selves didn't act because their culture was broken by slavery
and its racist aftermath. | |

. The third view, which emerged with the civil rights re-‘
volution of the 1960's, argues that Negroes are strong, proud
and culturally cohesive. The formerly described dévastated
black familj also had unsuspected resources. Historian Herbert
Gutman began to work on the view that the black family is
shrewd, strong, not so weakened as it had seemed, a view that
‘devéIOped further in his Black Family in Slavery and Freedom,
1750-1925 (Pantheon, 1976). Economist-historians Robert Fogel

and Stanley Engerman in their excellent book Time on the Cross:

The Economics of American Negro Slavegy_(Little,»Brown & Co.,

1974),4applying quantitative historicai methods and using com-

puters, came up with an astonishing portrait of slavery as a
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highly rational and.efficient system that gave the South
_bconsiderable,economic growth and a high standard of 1iving.
The belief that slave—bréeding, sexual exploitation andvproa
miscuity had destroyed thé black family would be a myth;
plantation owners were.economically interested in encoﬁraging

the stability of slave families.
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Theme for Negro writers will emerge when they have begun

to feel the meaning of their history as a race as though they in -

one lifetime had lived it themselves throughout all the long
centuries. ' '
Richard Wright
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CHAPTER THREE
‘RICHARD WRIGHT, 1908-1960

Wright was the first writer to break with a literary tradi-
tion that defined the black man either as a savage or a super-
hero; his concentration upbn subjugation, alienation, violence,
and frustration is similar fo‘that of subéequent authors who
have used Wright's achievement as a literary touchstone and a
point of departure. .

R. Wright was born on a plantation near Natchez, Mississip~
pi, in 1908, just over forty years after the end of the American
- Civil War'and exiled himsélf from America after the Second -
~ World War. He married a white woman and died in Paris in 1960,

His father was a black peasant; his mother a devout woman
who was forced to support her family as best she éould after.the.
descrtion of her husband, Wright's'childhood_consisted‘of inter-
mittent moves from one Southern town to the next, of part-time
Jobs and sporadic schooling, and of sharp lessons in what he
was later to call "the ethics of living Jim Crow." At fifteen
hekstruck out on his own, working in Memphis while he accumulated
enough savings to go north. Arriving in Chicago on the thresh-
0ld of the Great Depression, he worked at a succession of odd
jobs until his association with the Communist Party lifted him
to a new plane of consciousness,

From an earlj age Wright had dreamed of becoming a writer.
In Memphis'he developed a passion for reading Dreiser, Mencken,

Lewis, and Anderson. "All my life," he writes in Black Boy,
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had shaped'me for the réélieﬁ, the naturalism of the modern
_ novel.® B L

Black Boy, an autobiography'which traces the first seven-
teen years of his life, suggests how_w:ight attempted to sup-
press his tendency toward exireme behavior, how he had to dis-
semble before those white‘Southerners who expected him to be
submissive. When he diéeovéred the imaginative possibilities of
literature, his own discdntent'found itself mirrored-ih,the vio~-
lence of fiétional characters in contemporary Amgrican literature
of his time., "I vowed that as sobn.as I was old ehough, 1 would
buy all the novels there were and read them to feed that thirst
for violenée that was in me, for intrigue, for plotting, for
secrécy,_for bloody‘murders." '

.Ellison-explains in Shaéow and Act, p. 83, the reason why

Wfight felt that.thirst for violence: he feltviolence was in-
flicfed upon'him'by-béth:familywand-eémmunity, and;hisﬁ
respoﬁse was also violent and it was that violence that.gave
significance to his writings. : |

Wright's first writings were poems, articles, and stdries

written forfthe Communist Party press. His first book was Uncle

Pom's Children (1936)., This cry of angﬁish and violence clearly
reveals the strength of Wright's emotional ties to the deep

 South. His other major publications include a novel (Native Sonm,

1940), a pictoral history (Twelve Million Black Voices, 1941),

an autobiography already referred to (Black Boy, 1945), and a
posthumous collection of stories (Bight Men, 1961). Richard

Wright's Native Son marks a high point-in the history of the
Negro ﬁovel, not only because it is a work of art, but because

it had a strong influence on a whole generation of Negro
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novelists. It is a brutal novel, often called the American

Negro Tragedy.
Native Son is today the most familiar novel--and Bigger

'Thomas_the most memorable character--in Negro fiction. The book
was an instantaneous success and was successfully adapted.to the
Broédway stage by Orson Welles; ,

Dos Passos, Farrell, Steinbeck, and the late Dreiser were

the fountains where R. Wright quenched his thinstiwl&lAmerican

‘Tragedx (1925) seems to have been his direct model for Native
Son.: Both novels make use of criﬁinality as their‘emotional cli-
maxes and in each case the crime is the natural and inevitable
product:of a corrupted society. Both authors-based their triél ‘
ecenés oh authentic court events: Dreiser on a New York murder
case and Wright on the famous Leopoid and Loeb kidnam-murder in
Chicago. Both of fhem, Clyde Griffiths and Bigger Thomas, are
native American products. Both of them try to show the crimi-
nal guilt of the society they live in.. ., .

Much of the material for Native Son was provided by Wright's

personal experience in Chicago, a.hard and injust experience as &
- Negro in a whife society-. '

To confirm this brutal situation, remember Myrdal's socio-
logical analysis in An American Dilemma, which he started writ-

ing in 1940, the date of Native Son (see appendix).

In Chicago, he worked hard at all kinds of jobs, from pof-
ter to post office clerk. One job in a burial society took him
inside the south-side houses, where he saw the corrgsive effects
of ghetto life on the Negro immigrant. During the Depression,
he had been in the South Side Boy"sClub, where he saw the live

models which would inspire him to create his Bigger Thomas:
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- "They were a wild and homeless ldt, culturally'lost, spiritually
disinherifed, candidates for the clinics, morgues, prisons, re-
forﬁatories, and the electric chair of the state's death house.“l
Meanwhilé, R. Vright-increaséd his knowledge and had been se-
duced by the concepts of Marxism through the John Reed Club and
the Communist Party. | |

R. Wright joined the party in 1934 and left it ten years
later, disappointed~ hlB inwolvement in it is modestly under-

stated in The God That Failed (1949).

Ag a frustrated Negro and a segregated one, he felt the
need of belonging, and the Communist Party had appeared at the-
moment, the right way to find himself and to interpret his life
as a Negto, '

His correct sense of history helped him to understand folk
history, his racial past and to eénsiﬁer-the black ghetto as the
end product of a long historiecal process:

Perhaps never in history has a more utterly unprepared folk

wanted to go to the city: we were barely born as a folk

when we headed for the tall and sprawling centers of steel
and stone. We who were landless on the land; we who had
barely managed to live in family groups; we who needed the
ritual and guidance of established institutions to hold our
atomized lives together in lines of purpose . . . we who
had had our personalities blasted with 200 years of slavery
had been turned loose to shift for ourselves.

It was in this perspective that Wright saw his Bigger
Thomas's life. | | ' |

The most impressive feature of Native Son is its narrative§

R. Wright tries to involve us emotionally- throughout Bigger's

criminal career, without chapter divisions and with breaks

only when necessary to mark a change of scene.



against the society where he lives. "He knew that the moment
“he allpwed what his life meant to enter fully into his comnscious-
ness, he would either kill himself or someone else. So he de-
nied himself and acted tough.“4 Here is the key to all of Big-
ger's behavior and to all'hisiviolence. To justify Bigger's
tyranny and to prove how society influences a human being's be-
'havior, his'mother's voice fldated to him in song, & song that
irked‘him: . _

Life is like a mounfain.railroad

With an engineer that's brave

We must make the run-_'suceessful 5

Prom the cradle to the grave. . . . _

Yes, "life is like a mountain railroad® vhere to go ahead
means to cérry all our dreams, all our frusfrations,_everything
we have lived beibre;.and Bigger had been, imn fact, a11 his life
8o conditioned by fear and violence, that being found alone in a
. white girl's room, when blind Mrs. Dalton appears, forces him
into a state of hysterical terror, and he murders the poor girl.
It is an accident and not an accident; he killed .because -
of fear, accidentally, but he did kill to be someonme in the
society, where he never had been himself,

We bdlack 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 1ike I'm on the outside of6

the world peeping in through a knot-hole im the fence.

Living on the margin of his culture, Bigger is constantly
tormented by the glitter of the dominant civilization. It is a
serious problem to him to feel confident of his own identity in
a society where he feels constantly in conflict. Hence comes
his dominant fear:

I don't know. I just feel that way. Every time I get to

thinking about me being bdlack and they being white, me

being here and they being th?re, I feel like something aw-
- ful's going to happen to me.! ‘
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against the society where he lives. M"He knew that the moment

he allowed what his life meant to enter fully into his comscious-

ness, he would either kill himself or someone else. So he de-

nied himself and acted tpugh.“4 Here is the key to all of Big-
gerls'behavior and to all his violence. To justify Bigger's '

tyranny and to prove how society influences a human being's be-
'hévior, his mother's voice floated to him in song, a song that
irked him: ‘ | |

o Life is like a mountain railroad

With an engineer that's brave

We must make the run suceessful 5

From the cradle to the grave. . . .

Yes, "life is like a mountéinvrailroad" where to go ahead
means to cérry all our dreams, all our frusffations, everything
we have lived before; and Bigger had been, in fact, all his life
8o conditioned by fear and_violence. that being found alone in a
white girl's rodm,'when blind Mrs. Dalton appears, forces him
into a state of hysterical terror, and he murders the poof éiﬁl.
It is an accident and not am accident; he killed because
of fear, accidentally, but he did kill to be someone in the
society, where he never had been himself.

We black and they thte. They got things and we ain't.

They do things and we can't. It's Jjust like living in

Jail. Half the time I feel like I'm on the outside'ofG"

the world peeping in through a knot-hole in the fence..

Living on the margin of his culture, Bigger is constantly
tormented by the glitter of the dominant civilization. It is a
-gerious problem té him to fegl confident of his own identity in
a society where he feels constantly in conflict, Hence comes
his dominant.fear: ‘

I don't kxnow. I just feel that way. Every time I get to

thinking about me being black and they being white, me :

being here and they being thﬁre, I feel like something aw-
ful's going to happen to me. . -
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 Bigger is afraid, but transfers his fear to Gus, accusing
Gus_{ "Aw, you scared; that's all. He's a white man and you
scared.."8 That is exactly what torments Bigger, because they
have never.robbed white people before: Biggélj is afraid of
robbing‘ a white man and he knows that Gus is afraid, too. Blum's
store is small and Blum _iS &lone., ‘but Bigger cannot think
‘of robbing him without being flanked by his three pals. But
‘even with his pals, he is afraid. He had argued all his pals
but one into consenting to the robbery, and toward the lone man |

who holds out hefeelsa hot hate and fear; he has transferred his

fear of the whites to Gus. 'He hates Gus because he knows that
Gus is afraid, as even he is.?‘r |

"The Gay WOman,l“ a movie Bigger watches while he and his
gang kill the time wéiting to rob Blum's shop, is emblematic of
that futile world of cdckfail part'ies,’ golf, etc: the white
world from which he h#d bee.nl forevér excluded; the white world
he hates and he envies because he can't be'admitted‘thezl'e. ~To '

£ill his empty world, he gets a job af Dalton's, the good whites,

who protect the blacks, therefore he has aplabe with them, a place
 he doesn'trecognize and finds monotonous; and to break the mono-
tony o‘f-his daily life, he commits murder, .a murder that is
understandable, but nbn.-—accepvtable.

All his reactions, even the crime he commits, are like
~ those . of conditioned animals in laboratories who reac_t" in a cer-
tain way to certain experiences and then are put in a situation
where it'snot possible toreact. "Bigger's eyes were wide and
plaeid, gazihg into space. 'That's when I feel like something
awful's going to happen to me. . . .° 'Naw; it ain't like some-

thing going to happen to me., It's . .. It's like I was _going
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to do something I can't help. . . .'“10

Bigger Thomas, as an
American, has grown upﬁin a society %ﬁat'imposes as ideals the
fight against injuétice,'the struggle not to be humiliated
before anyone, the right to free professional determinéfioh,
respect fpr human dignity, and t%e"freedom and equality pro-

- claimed in the Declaration of Independence,--But he; as a Negrd
American, .cannot; react nor&gl}y to that state of being con~
ditioned; the Negro youth has been taught to believe these

ideals but cannot aspire to live, like the white Americans,
according ta. them,” From this situatiom: comes the frustration
and the neurosis he feels when he is in the whites' world:

“"He had not thought that this world would be so utterly dif-
ferent from his own that it would intimidate him. . . . He
was sitting in a white home; dim lights burned around him;
strange objects challenged himj and he was feeling angry and
uncomfortable.““ll Even the whiteness of Mrs,' Dalton terri-
fies him (he isn't used to living near white people): "Her
face and hair were completely whitej: she seemed to him like

S a ghost.'"12 Everything is strange aﬁd confusing to him: "The
long strange words théy’used made no sense to himj it was
 another 1a.nguage."13 How can it be possible for both peoples |
" white =nd black, to live in the same country and in the same
society and to both be human beings®?! Hence comés the vio-

lence, Bigger reacts by violence,'

This Negro boy's entire attitude toward life is a crime!
The hate and fear which we have inspired in him, woven by
our civilization into the very structure of his conscious-
ness, into his blood and bones, into the hourly function-
ing of his personality, have become the justification of
his existence.. 3 _

Every time he comes in contact with us, he kills! It is a
physiological and psychological reaction, embedded iE his
being. Every thought he thinks is potential murder.l4
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Other Negroes in the novel, like his mother and his sister, have
an opposite reaction, also-abnormal,.of sumnitting to every-
thing and passively accepting everything, singing church hymns,
suffering silently, bearing the offenses, and always saying
fyes® to the whitelpeople—-and that is why they are praised by
them as a good example of Negro behavior, that is to say, of
guarantee of perpetuation of’nnequal relations between both
races.

Ellison states in Shadow and Act, p. 83, speaking of R,

Wright, that there were other wéys in which other.Negroes con-
fronted their destiny: In the South of Wright's childhood, some
accept'fhe role created for them by whites and solve their con-
flicts through the hope and the catharsis of Negro religion; or
they can repress their dislike of Jim Crow social relations
and help the whites in oppressing their brothers; or they can .
reject the situation and adopt a criminal attitude, being ter-
- ribly violent, as was Bigger Thomas. - |
The Negro suffers a sharp clash, he continues, on the psy-
chological level, individual and familiar. The- young Negro
critic, Edward Bland says: '
In the pre~individualistic. thinking of the Negro the stress
is on the group. Instead of seeing in terms of the indi-~
vidual, the Negro sees in terms of "races," masses of
people separated from other masses according to color.
Hence, an act rarely bears intent against him as a Negro
individual. He is singled out not as a person but as a
specimen of an ostracized group. He knows that he never
exists in his own right but only to the extent that otgers
hope to make the race suffer vicariously through him.l
Book II, "Flight", opens with Bigger's relations with his
family and gang again;'to Show the different behavior he has
after thé murder. Bigger is now a hero: "He had murdered and

created a new life for himself.,* As a criminal, Bigger achieves
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a sense of purpose, a meaning in life, an imaginary identity he
hadn't bhad before being oppressed by society; he feels himself,
hé feels free. |

He has a rebirth:

The shame and fear and hate which Mary and Jan and Mr. Dal-
ton and that huge rich house had made rise so hard and hot
in him had now cooled and softened. Had he not done what
they thought he never could? His being black and at the
bottom of the world was something which he could take with
a new-born strength. What his knife and gun had once meant
to him, his knowledge of having secretly murdered Mary now
meant. No matter how they laughed at him for his being
black and clownlike, he could look them in the eyes and not
feel angry.  The feeling of being always enclosed in the 16
stifling embrace of an invisible force had gonme irom him.

But after his rebirth he is submitted to a series of interroga-
tions by Peggy, by the Daltons and finally by the police.
Throughout the action he is convinced of being cleverer than the
others he fools and he learns to exploit the blindness of others,
"fooling the white folks" during his interrogation, using this
deep something in his faéial tradition to tell the whites what
they want to hear from a black mouth.

But soon comes discovery, flight and capture. The narra-
tor uses the moment to comment on Bigger's "normal"™ way of 1ife:;
"But it was familiar, this running away. A1l his life he had
been knowing that sooner or later something like this would hap-
pen to hJ'.m."17 His flight and eapture are reinforced by vio-
lence again~~Bessie's murder, whichconvinces the police that he
had not killed Mary Dalton accidentally. It is Bessie's murder
that is used during the trial to convince the audience to con~
demn Bigger and to demand his death for Mary's death.

They were bringing Bessie's body in now to make the white

men and women feel that nothing short of a quick blotting

out of his life would make the city safe again. They were
using his having killed Bessie to kill him for his having

killed Mary, to cast him in a light that would sanction
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any action taken to destroy him. Though he had killed a
black girl and a white girl, he knew that it would be for
‘The black girl was meresy Mevidence.sif . oo Puniehed.
Wright's wéy of writing is:delightfui;‘he gives us in a
meticulous narrative his strong sense of life, sufféring and
fighting with his Bigger Thomas; he describes the emotional
state of his éharacters.in'psyéhological terms, brought from the
deep life of the deep South, | ' |
The'wholg novel oséiilates; like a Rembrandt painting, from
black to white, from the huge black rat Bigger kills with a skil-
let to the icy gales and heavy snowfalls of Books I and II
representing the hostile white environment: "To Bigger and his
kind white people were not really people; thej were a sort of
great natural force, like a stormj sky looming overhead,"19
There is a constant play on blindness, the blindness of Mfs. Dal-
tonwho can't see who killed her daughter, the blindnes o.f white:
people who»can't understand the‘ambitions of Negro people,
~ R. Wright ‘could choose for avictim _a‘bru‘tal O'ppres-soi', but
he _prefers: to‘direct'his anger against someone who ironically
helps the Negroes and ;ks friendly to them; someone who "wants“.
to give the Negroes a chance," But they helped to make the
black ghetto as it is'oh the éouth Side, separating the Negrdes
froﬁ the whites, renting only old houses to them in black quar-
ters, being just as innocent, just as quiet as the others;
remember the loud cries of the mad man who had been introduged
to Biggér's cell::
"You're afraid of me!"™ the man shouted. "That's why you
put me in here! But I'll tell the President anyhow! 1I'll
" tell 'im you meke us live in such crowded conditions on.
the South Side that one out of every ten of us is insane!

I'11 tell 'im you dump all the stale foods into the Black
Belt and sell them for more than you can get anywhere else!__



I'll tell 'im you tax ﬁs, but you won't build hospitals!

- I'11 tell *'im the schools are so crowded that they breed
perverts. I'll tell 'im you hire us last and fire us 20
first! I'll. tell the.President and the League of Nations!
Book;i portrays the old Bigger; Book II, the new; Book III,

the Bigger who might have been. The whole narrative is con-
cerned with Bigger's fight for his life. The important question
throughout the book is not whether Bigger will be spared, but
whether he will be saved. Max, the lawyer, tries to save him,

| After his talk with him, Bigger feels that he must make a deci-
sion: *In order to walk to that chair (the electric chair) he
had to weave his feelings imto a hard shield of either hope or
bate., To fall between them would mean living and dying in a fog
of fear;“21 How will Bigger die; in hope or in hate? This is
the tension of Book III. ‘

Bigger's fundamental problem is to find someone or something
he can trust. Kérdiner and Livesey have written of the lower—
class Negro family: _

The result of the continuous frustration in childhood is to

create a personality devoid of confidence in human rela-

tions, of an eternal vigilance and distrust of others.

This is a purely defensive maneuver, which purports to pro-.

tect the individual against the repeatedly traumatic ef-

fects of disappointment and frustration. He must operate

on the assumpiion that the world is hostile.22

This lack of relatedness to the world appears especially in Big-
ger's relations with Bessie. As Max points out, "His relation-
ship to this poor black girl reveals his relationship to the
world."23 Their affair is a strange one, devoid of devotion,
loyalty or trust--which society has denied to both, This
shows their incompleteness as Negroes (the negative category,
according to Erikson)

Bigger's lack of relatedness is proved at the end of Book
; Ii, just before his capture: "He was sSurprised that he was not
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afraid.’ Under it all some part of his mind was beginning to
‘8stand aside; he was going behind hisncurfain, his wall, look-
24 " Bigger's conflict

-with himself and with the others increases in Book III, while

ing out with sullen stares of contempt.

he struggles in the death cell toward some relatedness with

his fellows:

. If he reached out his hands, and if his hands were electric
wires, and if his heart were a battery giving life and fire
to those hands, and if he reached out with his hands and
touched other people, if he did that, would there be a re-
ply, a shock? Not that he wanted those hearts to turn
their warmth to him; he was not wanting that much. But
just to know that they were there and warm! Just that, and
no more; and it would have been enough, more than enough..
And in that touch, response of recognition there would be
union, identity; there would be a supporting oneness, a
wholeness which had been denied him all his 1ife.25
‘The structure of Book III is essentially a series of at-

tempts by Bigger to find himself and to have an identity. He
rejects his family (%"Go home, Ma®; "Forget me, Ma")26; his fellow
prisoneré»("Are you the guy who pulled the Dalton job?" --He
does not want to talk to the whites because they are=white and
he does not want to talk to Negroes because hefeels agshamed. His
'own-kind would be too curious about_him')27; and religion, neg-
lecting the Negro preacher's attempts to give Bigger a heart of ~
love and not of hate: | |
"Son!®? the preacher admonished.
"] don't want you!®"

‘"What's the matter, son?"
"Pake your Jesus and gol"

28

To reject Jan and Max is the hardest for him; the only
1ink he has with the world is through them and the main
conflict of the novel occﬁrs between them and Bigger's experi-~
- ence as a Negro--his distrﬁst of whites, his incompleteness as a
Negro. | ‘

Jan and Max are remains in Wright's mind of his experience

in the Communist Party. The Qommunist_Party would be the only
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one to eliminate racism, being the freest arena of inter-

racial contact'in America,

In Book III of Native Son this interracial conmtact is ex-
pressed in.Jan, who tried all the time to be nice and fiiendly
to Bigger and it is Max who shows the,due social justice of the
American society to their Negroes, as a Communist answer to
.Bigger.

" mo Bigger, Communism is a matter not of ideology but of
®relatedness." Jan and Max are his oniy hope. Jan through his
act of understanding,_forgivihg Bigger even for the loss of his
love-~the dead Mary: "The word had become flesh. For the first
time in'his life a white man became a human being to him."29
But Max éerves as Bigger's'confessor, more than a lawyer;'after
Max's speech fails, Max %nies-to communicate his vision of Com=-
munism to Bigger, but fails too. _As Bigger loses his hope, he
takes up the shield of hate which is his destiny, .dying in the
"erisis"” of his identity without solving it.

Bigger saw Max back away from him with compressed.lipé. .

e « Max lifted his hand to touch Bigger, but did not . . .

Max's eyes were full of terror. . . . He felt for the door,

keeping his face averted. . . He did not turn around . .

. Max paused but did mot look,30
What terrifies Max isn't that Bigger dies, but that he dies
“hating. He struggles for love, but Bigger is defeated by the
environment that dominates him and doesn't permit him to find
“his real identity. |
For Wright himself, the Communist Party was no shield of

hope, therefore Max, representing it, wasn't enough to realize
~a Bigger "in hope." Bigger is a human beihg,whose environment

ﬁés made ﬁim incapéble of relating to other_human beings except

" by murder.
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Wright in his article "How Bigger Waé Born" says: "Bigger,
an American product, a native son of this land, carries within
him the potentialities of either fascism or communish.“31
Wright tries to develop a political symbolism in the novel that
‘1s not quite successful. Bigger continues forever a nationalist
Negro claiming his own right to a fair place in an American white
- society. Bigger is R. Wright himself struggling for what is due
to him as a Negro. It is in the American society he tries to
find his identity, while other writers go back to their racial
past looking for Africa, as did Alex Haley. |

Wright's most imporfant achievement was--he has converted
the American Negro impulse toward self-annihilation and
®going underground® into a will to confront the world, to

evaluate his experience honestly and throw his findings
unashamedly into the guilty conscience of America,

Considering the problem ofvidentity as it relates to the
American Black's vision of Africa, we see Africa doesn't play a
prominent role‘in Wright's work. However, this dpesn'f ﬁean
that it played an insignificant ome. It is typical of Wright's
attitude towards Africa that he does not refer to it in his |
autobiography. Only years later; when.planning a trip to Ghana,
he tells us that when the word "Africa" came up, "something
strange and disturbing stirred élowly in thé deptﬁs of me." He
had a vague feeling that "I am African! I'm of African descent
. ; . yet I'd never seen Africa; I'd never really known any Afri-
cans; I'd hardly ever thought of Africa.®™ When Dorothy Padmore,
the wife of the well~known "father of Pan-Africanism,"33 agked,
"Why don't you go to Africa?", he felt he was "on the defensive."
And when; while in Ghana, an African asked him "what part of
Africa™ he came from, Wright's reaction was similar: "I didn't

ahswer; I stared véguehraboﬁt me. I had, in my childﬁood, asked
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ny parents about it, but they had no information, or-elee they
hadn't wanted to speak of it." The truth is Wright as his
parents, felt uncomfortable about their African descent their
reaction to this complex is defensive silence.33A But some of
Wright's novels have some information about his early.contact
with Africa and his negative attitude towards it.>4

In The'Ieng,Drean (1958)--one of the novels ~ con-

t:cerned Qith racial iseues--for instance, Fishbelly, the hero,
and his friends, have a heated debate about Africa. Sam, the
son of an adherent of Garvey, asks preVOcatively: "Fish, you
want to go to Africa?® But Fishbelly - only mumbled: "All I
know about Africa's what I read in the geography book at school.”
"Sam wants us to git naked.and run wild and eat with our hands
| end live in mud huts." Zeke ridiculed Sam's words. Clearly none
of them wants to iden{ify himself with this kind of image of
Africa. They are ashamed of their heritage: "White folks.say'
you bad ‘*cause yeu black,® Sam said.r "And there ain't nothing
you can do about being black." As thej can't be free from their
inheritance at least they try to forget and to deny it. They
avoid the problem of their identity and live under the illusion
that they are "ordinary Americans.® But Sam, influenced by his
-father, nows that this is a dangefous delusion. Tony's Provo-
cative question is meaningful: ®"Why you put lye and mashed po-
tatoes on your hair? . . . You kill your hair to make it straighﬁ
l1like white folks' hair!" Sam's provocation is also worth being
‘quoted ‘because it offers a good idea of the problem of the Ne-
groes' identity and their image of Africa, as Wright treats it:
"Pish, what your color?" —="M_my color? Fishbelly asked

stammeringly. "Hell, man, can't you s~-see I'm black?"
"Yeah?" Sam asked ironically.. "And why you black?® --*I



T2

~was born that way," Fishbelly said resentfully. --"But
there's a reason why you got a black color," Sam was im-
placable, —-“My mama's black. My Eapa's black. And that
makes me black," Fishbelly said. “And your mama's: mama and
your papa's papa's papa was black, -wasn't they?".Sam asked -
softly. --"Sure," Fishbelly said with a resentful hum,
afraid of the conclusions to which his answers were leading.
--%And where did your mama's mama‘'s mama and your papa‘'s -
papa's papa come from?® Sam next wanted to know, --“From
A-Africa, I reckon,* Fishbelly stammered. --"You just
reckon?* Sam was derisive. ¥You know damn well where--~"
~-40kay. 4chey came from Africa.~ Fishbelly tried to cover
up his hesitancy. Sam now fired his climactic question:
"Now, just stand there and tell me what is you?" Before
Fishbelly could reply, Zeke and Tony set up a chant: Fish~
belly's a African! PFishbelly's a Africanl® -~-"Let Fish
answer!?" Sam tried to drown them out. --"I'm black and I
live in America and my folks came from Africa,"™ Fishbelly
summed up his background. "That's all I know.," =-=%"Your
folks was brought from Africa," Sam sneered . . . ®Fish is
a African who's been taken out of Africa.,. . . Fish thinks
he's an American, but he ain't, Now my papa says all black
folks gught to build up Africa, 'cause that's our true
home=- : . -

But the friends reject this idea vigorously. They feel_
they belong to the United States, thus driving Sam into a final

outburst of anger:

You niggers ain't nowhere. You ain't in Africa, 'cause the
white man took you out., And you ain't in America, ‘cause
if you was you'd act like Americans-- . . . You ain'’t no
American! You.live Jim Crow . . . You can't live like no
American, 'cause you ain't no American! And you ain't
African neither! So what is you? Nothing! Just nothing,

‘This is the climax and the end of the discussion.
Wright's novels reflect not only his vision of African

descent, but his sense of powerlessness vis-a-vis the whites.

He concluded "that those powerful, invisible white faces ruled
the 1lives of black people to a degree that but few black people

" could allow themselves to acknowledge.® This idea has a curious
effect on Wright's characters such as ?ishbelly, Bigger or

. *Black Boy." Théy hate the whites so much and.they are éo
ashamed of‘being black that they feel in crisis, a crisis of
‘alienation from their own group and from the world of the whites
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from whieh théy had been excluded. Fish was aware "how blaek
people looked to white people; he was beginning-tovlook'at.hia |
people through'alien eyes and what he aéw evoked in him a sense
of distance between him and his people that baffled and worried
him.*ss _

This isolation characterizes all other characters in
Wright's novels. He wants to show us how the American soelety
. dehumanised them. fThey all, states Wrighte-including himselfe=
“felt tense, afraid, nervous, hysterical, and restless," because
wthe elvilization which had given birth to Bigger contained no
spiritual sustenance, had created no culture which eeuld-hala
and claim his allegiance and faith," % - F

It séems sometimes Wright*s ﬁeéro nationalism, as we éee‘
in “Blueprint for Negro Literature," is an escape from this
alienated gociety. Wright, thereféie, exhorts Black American
writers to revive Negro culture and "racial wisdom" by giving to
the Negroes of the ghettos an awareness of their cﬁltuxe, with
Southern roots. Fclqure is one of ‘the most impdrtant.African
_inheritances. Tater on, Wright, @isillusioned with this nation-
alism and With the Communist Party principles, wrote @ remarkable

novel, The Outsider. Its main eharacter, Cross Damon, sees him-

self as a rootless intellectual who called himseli "ereator of
ninself. 37 Damon (and Wright himself, T believe) thinks his
intellect enables him ‘to construct his own world of values 1o
compensate for the vacuum around him. His eolor has no
positive function here; it only helps cdlored people to be
avare of their social and eultural questiama. They are more
knowing “than ﬁhites;*sg But neither ﬁrass,nam ény of Wright's

" other characters can be called “free-outsiders.* They 211 have
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a fixation to the American white world they opt, only by cir-
cumstances. Remember the words of Fishbeily: "I don*t want to
read nothing about Africa, I want to make some goddaﬁ money."39
fhis is a long dream "from which their awakening turns in death,*
an account of their impossibility of adapting to the American
standards which blocked them. Finally, identifaction with the .
white world is so complete that inferiority, “that fantastic and

40 is accepted as valid-and is per-

fearful image of one's self,¥
petuated.41 -
Fish--like Wright himself--escapes from this vicious circle
only by leaving the United States. Bigger, on the other hand,
accepts his inferiority, "the crime of being black,"42 to the
hilt as he Qas barred.frbm finding his identity thrbugh positive
action, his hatred of theAwhifes and of himself drives him to an
act of destruction., But even this negative "act of cre'artion,"43
as Baldwin interprets Bigger's resort to murder, does not giﬁe
him moxre than a sham liberty; "They still.ruled him ., . . he -
had reached out and killed and¢ﬁad not solved anything."44 No— -
thing betrays the absufdity of Bigger's predicament more candid-
‘ ly than the reports which appear in tﬁe local press about his
case, He had hoped, through these murders, "to wring a‘meaning

out of meéningless suffering"45

and to.find ameasure of humanity.
But the press commentaries heap the most humiliating insults |
upon him, calling him a "jungle beast . . . utterly untouched by
the softening influences of modern-civilization."46 They fail
to appreciate how much he is, after all, a product of this "mo-
dern civilization" and push him back into the pit from which he.

was hoping to escape. The circle of hopelessness closes.47
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Wright's world is a complex one, oscillating between two
worlds—~51ack and white, both being iepulsive to,his chara§teis..
They live, as he said, in a "no-man's land."48 5o, in fhis way,
Wright stays an "outsider" who can't déal with his social réali— ,
ty; because of it, the idéa of a,réturn to Africa as an alterna—
tive to a miserable life in the United States continuedfhammeré
ing his mind. This is the Garvey Movement tendency--to exalt
"the potential strength of the American Negrb," to search for an -
identification with the African homeland"; but'all,this program
- wag, Wright later thought, based on illuéions. He says this
movement doesn't offer a solution to the problems of the blackéu
in the United States, and going back to Africa wouldn't be é"
solution, either. Africa is a distant continent and beople there
wouldn't have solidarity with his own group in the United States.
Going back to Africa he would ask himself: "But, am I African?

e« « o How can I make contact with this sort of people, I don{f
understand even their language?® Wright's world was really énr
ambivaleht one. He didn't succeed in making contact with the
Africans, because "he.also made the mistake of’attempting to ap--
ply his concept of the outsider rather uncritically to Africa.n4?
But the more Wright knew Africa, the more he convineed himself
"each hour events were driving home to me that Africa was another:

world, another sphere of being.“so "] had ﬁnderstoéd nothihg.‘

I was black and they were black, but my blackness did not help
0ol

(S

He set out to judge a civilization by Western standards,

ieaving him alien to it, leaving him to continue an oﬁisidef, in

"his "no-man's land between the black world and the white."S?
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His conflict his dilemma between Africa and the New World
is well symbolized by his farewell to Africa, at Cape
Coast Castle, once the assembly point of slaves:

If there is any treasure hidden in these vast walls, I'm
sure that it has a sheen that outshines good--a tiny, pear~
shaped tear that formed on the cheek of some black woman
torn away from her children . . . @ shy tear . . . on that
black cheek, unredeemed, unappeased--a tear that was hasti-
ly brushed off when her arm was grabbed and she was led
toward those narrow, dank steps that guided her to the
tunnel that directed her feet to the waiting ship that 53
- would bear her across the heaving, mist-shrouded Atlantlc.

At the time when Native Son was written (1940), the
"Sambo School® view still predominated in the U.S. (see p. 45),
though there were already signs of change. It was the time
of Myrdal's comprehensive study of the American Negro problem,

sponsored by The Carnegie Corporation of New York, which had
begun in 1938 and which would lead to the famous An American

~Dilemma (1944). Wright himself, as we have seen, puts in-
Max's defense speech the guilt-of-the-nation thesis, ant@ci-
pating in this way the view considering Blacks as devastated
victims in the hands of whites. | |
At that time, social inequality, segregatibn and discri-
mination contrasted with the mass passivity, the inertia and |
‘inarticulateness of the black masses in America. As Erikson
pointed out, the same instinctive sense that told Jewish
mothers they should make their children study, because intel-
ligence was their pass to the future, "told the majority of
Negro mothers to keep their children, and especially the
gifted and the questioning ones, away from futile and danger-
ous competition, that is, for survival's sake to kéep them in
their place, even if that place is defined by an indifferent
and hateful compact majority." (p. 332) ‘
' In other words, that was the very time of an identity of
‘negative recognition, of the surrendered identlty that had

been forced on Negroes for generations.,
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Biggér ié a typical example of a young man brought up
in the post-slavery period, in which social stereotypes had
made an unconscious mixture of guilt and fear on the_white
side and an opposite mixture of hate and fear on the black
side. ' '

Bigger's positive identity had been undermined systemati-
cally. Belonging to an oppressed and exploited minority, pre-
vented from emulating the dominant cultural ideals he even-
tually developed the negative imagés held up to him by the
dominant white majority. He had the feelings of inferiority
end of morbid self-hate evident in most minority groups. His
identity was defined only in the negative terms of his defen-
sive adjustments to the dominant white majority, plus the
violence and revolt we will go on to-deal with.

In all countries and in all classes, says Eriksoﬁ, young
people "fit into and take active charge of technical and scien-
tific development, learning thereby to identify with a life-
style of testing, inventing and producing. Youth whiéh is -
eager for such experience but unable to find access to it
will feel estranged from society,'upset in its sexuality, and
unable to apply its: aggression constructively." (p. 338) 1If
this happens in all countries and in all classes, how would
Bigger, whose childhood was violence, who found no carrier,
no choices in adolescence, behave?

He had no choices, and like his créator, Wright, he would
be a militant black nationalist if he had lived twenty years
later, At that time, he had to choose between the Communist
Party and . . . nothing! If he were a white man, he could
be a fascist. As a colored man with anti-white feelings, the
Communist Party couldn't fit him in because the Party didn't
offer him the possibility of revenge—-and, after all, the

vast majority of American Communists were whitel
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Anothér real Bigger was already born when this fictional
.Bigger came out: Malcolm X, then a teenager with another
name, His father had been murdered, probably by whites, and
Malcolm soon would enter the fringes of the Chicago and Har-
lem underworld, Becoming a procurer, a dope pusher, and an
armed robber, among other things, Malcolm'was‘sentenced in
1945, at the age of 20, in Boston, to ten years in prison for
burglary. While there he read prodigiously and developed an
interest in the Nation of Islam, popularly known as the Black
Muslim movement,

Bigger dies in hatred, after a short life of fear and
hate, Violence is the only open to him. Revolt is the only -
identity element available to him--and that leads him to an
anti-social identity. He never surpasses.the'identity crisis
in which Negro American "surrendered identity" had plunged
him. If he could manage to surpass that crisis, it would be
through a "totalistic rearrangement of images," by which his
negative identity elements would become totally dominant
(Erikson), and never throuth the "wholeness of a more inclu-
sive identity," permitting him to be himself--certain as a
Negro and integrated as an American. In this sense, as
Wright himself has ascertained, he, Bigger, is an'"American
product," carrying within him the potentialities of "either
fascism or communism," that is to say, the germ of political
violence,

He was an “"American product" under the peculiar circum-
stances of sociel inequality, segregation and discrimination
which Black Americans like him had to deal with at that time,
The country as a whole, however, is not hospitable either to
‘totalistic turns or to revolutionary doctrines promising the

"wholeness" of a new identity of peasant-and-worker.
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Fictionibecame the agency of my efforts to answer the
questions: Who am I, how did I come to be? . . . What

does the American society mean when regarded out of my
own eyes, when informed by my own sense of the past and
viewed by my own complex sense of the present?l

R. Ellison
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'CHAPTER FOUR
RALPH ELLISON, 1914~

Ralph Ellison's Invisible Man (1952) was judged in 1965 by
a group of'cfitics; authors, and editors as "the most distin-
guished single work®™ published in America since 1945, Ellison
wasn't known before, in spite of having already written stories
and essays. _ |

Ellison's yoﬁth was different from that of many twentieth-
century Negro writers. He was born in 1914 in Oklahoma City,
where the barriers between white and black were not severé; At
the time of his birth, Oklahoma had been a state for only seven
yéars;'"thus it had no tradition of slavery, and while it was
segregated, relationships between the races were more fluid and
thus more human than in the old slave states."? He was com-
pelled to attend the usual segregated schools“(which surely cre-
ated in him a subconscious color problem), but he was able to
' develop his interest in jazz and then in classical music which he
studied in the Tuskegee Institute. He then studied sculpture in
New York, where he met R, Wright, who had Jjust published his.
first eollection of stories, Uncle Tom's Children. Wright be=-

came his close friend and influenced him strongly. Like Wright
and many intellectuals of the 1930's, Ellison was attracted to
political radicalism, and some of his early work--"The Birth-

mark" (New Masses, 1940), "Recent Negro FPiction" (New Massés,

1941), and "The Way It Is" (New Masses, 1942)—-expresses his

. interest in left-wing politics. But while Wright joined the
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Communist Party, Ellison was too individualistic, as we see by

.the central themes of Invisible Manl-and its main character

("I am nobody but myself," "I visualized myself " "] felt su-
' perioro"B) and he never joined the Communist Party.

His fietion of the early 1940's asserts the need for white
Americans to recognize Negro identity in all of its complexity.

This was the idea he explored in "Mister Toussan," a short story'

published in New Masses. Other steries; such as "Slick Gonna
Learn"-(1939), "Afternoon" (1940), "In a Strange Country" (1944),
"Flying Home" (1944), and "King of the Bingo Game" (1944)'ap;
“proached the same theme from various pointe of view. Some of
these stories and others have recently been collected in Shadeﬁ
and Act (New Yerk: Random House, 1964),

The‘theme of racial identity, reflected in all these

stories, is the artistic point of Invisible Man. This novel re-~

ceived the National Book Award for Fiction in 1953, and was con-

sidered an important work in modern American literature as well.
This chapter analyses the problem of identity in Invisible

Man and in the essays, Shadow and Act. Identity has been de-

fined as the search for an "Ego," for self-definition, a perma-
nent theme in Ralph Ellison. This theme is not onlyvspecifically
Negro, but American too:

It is the American theme. The nature of our society
is such that we are prevented from knowing who we are. It
is still a young society and this is part of its develop-
ment. . : '
Pierre Dommergues in a volume entitled "Les U.S.A. en Re-

cherche de leur Identité," states that the tneme we find in Ralph

Ellison always.worried'American writers, so Invisible Man isn't

specifically a Negro novel, though its main character is a colored
man. According to the French critic, this undefined identity is



85

both a lack of ethnplogical cohesion and a national past iden-
- tifiable with the vastness of the American territory.

We know the wish for individual definition is considered a
dominant preoccupation of the modern spirit and though this is
as intrinsically human .as the vital needs 6f our body, it is un-
fortunately conditoned by the factors that prevent its develop-
ment. Phis is the case of a country born under the most beauti-
ful ideals of dembcracy&-the U.S.A.--where people are scaled
according fo their ethnological antecédents, a8 is their parti-
cipation in the American society and culture. The most siriking
exampleé are the Jewish and particularly the Negro communities.

 The American Negro who offers his efforts to the letters
and arts of his country always sees this work undervalued due
to the limitations of his color.. With his social and spiritual
aspirations'usuélly frustrated ones, he feels himself digplaced-
in his own country. This fact can't be forgotten when speaking

of the hero of iﬁ&iéibié ﬁén, whose problém is partly, but not

-~ exclusively, the modern and mechanized man's problem; he is an
oﬁééidef whé struggles for integration, for self~-knowledge and
self assertion in a segregationist world.® It can be clearly
understood now that color can't be disregardéd when speaking of
the protagonist énd his identity; therefore, each page of the
work oscillates between black and white: ggiié men and women

(p. 36); white man (p. 38); she's white (p. 55); white and black
(p. 70); ggiﬁg folks (p. T1); géijg shorts (p. 71); Qg;ié uni-
form (p. 71); a white person (p. 74); his ﬁéiié forehead (p. 83);
white dividing line (p. 84); white pillars (p. 85); ﬁﬁiﬁg hair

*R, Ellison, Invisible Man, p. 24-—"1 had been left alone
with an unknown danger.
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(3 82)} white collar (p. 99); white blacksmith (p. 103); white
vapour (p. 107); etc., etc. |

in Qhéninvisibienﬁén, the hero of the novel, like its
auther, i8 looking for his "ego™ and for his place in the world.

e Peaeh it, he participates in.a series of experiences
whieh &¥%e essential to define himself--such as: his -grand-
fathey's advice when dying, his past years in a South Negro
Beheol, his experience in the industrialized North, his rebirth
by %he machine, his contact with the Brotherhood and at last his
- meed¥ing with Rinehart. Each of these experiences ends with the
£a11 of the hero and the "wasting" of his doctrine, but each of -
these experiences is‘folléwed'by others which form a circle which
esgéntially defines the parameters of the entire book.

in the prologue, the hero introduces himself to the reader
in & Btate of invisibility and in an "underground hibernation."

I am invisible simply because people refuse to see me , . .

whéen they approach me, they only see my surroundings, them-

gelves, or figments of their 1mag1nation—-1ndeed everythlng
and anything except me. . . . Nor is my invisibllity exact~
1y a matter of biochemical accident of my epidermis. That
invisibility to which I refer oceurs because of a peculiar
disposition of the eyes of those with whom I come in con-
tact. A matter of construction of their inner eyes, those
eyes wit? which they look through their physical eyes upon

Peality. .

A8 a conclusion, the hero is only psychologically invisible,
®a matter of construction of their inner eyes," in Ellison's -
WeRdE, ' |

~Light is for him a symbol of truth: "I love light." "Per-
haps you will think it strange that an invisible man should need
1ight, desire light, love light. But maybe it is exactly because
I am invisible, Light confirms my reality, gives birth to my

$o¥Ry o + . The truth is the Light and the light is the Truth."®
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‘That is why he has his "refuge" lighted by 1369 lamps whose

current is diverted from Mdhébbl&éeaﬁiiéhé"éﬁé'fawéri

This condition of invisibility is eonnected to that of ir-
responsibility--"to whom can I be responsible and why should I
be, when you refuse to see me? Responsibility rests upon reeog-
nition and recognition is a form of agreement, nl

The hero s hobby is listening to music.,. He understands and
feels Louis Afmstrong's“beat pPerhaps because both are invisible
and he admires the Negro musician because he knew how to trans-
cend his invisibility. »

' He feels the necessity of meditating upon his past, of
recognizing the failures of his life and thus there arises his
idea of writing his memories. As for his author, writing is a
way of communication, So:in-fhe first twenty chapters following
the prologue (which are a series of "flashbacks" in the first
person) we are presented with the early years of the protagon-
ist's life. |

How long will this state of hibernation last? -All we know
is that the hero doesn't consider it a permanent situation: "a
: hibernation is a covert preparation for a more overt a\c-il:i‘on.;‘8

Only later on, as we can conclude from the epilogue, he
feels the necessity of abandoning that state and coming back
again to the world: "Nevertheless, the very disarmament has

_brought me to a decision. The hibernation is over, I must shake

off the o0ld skin and come up for breath." (Invisible Man, p. 468

This act of reconciliation is a necessary, conscious one.
It is necessary because, as he confesses to us, every man, even

invisible, has a mission to fulfill and if he doesn't do it he

practices a social crime; it is conscious because ooly now,
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knowing the realities of the'world.that he imagined perfect;GOES'e
he aecept ‘the necessary ceexist_ence ofvthev-ile and the marvellous:.
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,
invisibiliay has taught my nose to classify the stenches

of death. ,

He still recognizes that a false concept, to which he sub-
mitted his whole life, lies at the original'baSe of his situa-
tion% | |

And ny problem was that I always tried to go in every-
one's way but my own. I have also been called one thing

and then another while no one really wished to hear what I

called myself, So after years of trying to adopt the opin-

ions of others I finally rebelled. I am an invisible man.ll

The spiritual conflict that prevails over the hero's rebirth
is translated into dualism, both negation-and acceptance ofhjs past:
"Open the window and let the foul air out," "it was a good green
before the harvest.*DAHe later changes to an"attitude of compro-
mise. From the man he had been he only accepts the condition of
invisibility, a condition he doesn't want to leave, to contest
against the chaos of the world to which he returned.

In the reader's first contact with the protagonist of in%i-
gible Man, he is seen as a victim of himself and of society. He
confesses in the first ehapter of the ﬁovel that he has fought
all his life for the truth and condemns. himself because he tried
to build his image according to others' eyes. That truth is
nothing other than his.self-knowldege. 

Tt's interesting to notice the personage who identifies him-
self with the narrator is not known by his name, which proves he

has only one identity. He was the young wman who, before the fall
of his illusioms, believed in the principle White is right and

in the "Brotherhood n12 and later in Rinehart13 the Master of

Chaos. The transference of one phase to another is not possible
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‘'without ruining a doctrine, without the feeling of a fall and
without a revelation of another truth. Each of these truths,
either Bledsoe's or the Brotherhood's or Rinehart's have a com-
mon element coﬁnecting them togeﬂhef, symbolically expressed in
the sentence: "Keep this Nigger-—-Boy‘--Ru_nning."l4 This
truth,runs‘throﬁghbut the others stayingjxithe protagonist's
consciousness; he knew it, even as a child when his dying érand-
father advised him:

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 gave up my gun back in the reconstruction.

‘Live with your head in the lion's mouth. I want you to

overcome ‘em with grins, agree them to death and destruc-

tion, %etﬂ'em swoller you till they vomit or burst wide

open, i ‘ _

Though considering this a delirium of a dying o0ld man, the
- protagonist doesn't exclude the possibility of its being full of
meaning, hence his search for the meaning behind it. Therefore,
in the epilogue, he begins to understand the deep meaning of his
grandfather's words. Do they mean the principle that commanded
the formatibn of the country whose greatness had been violated
| by men?! Will the Negroes be the inheritors of that principle
by which they had been sacrificed?! Will they be the ones to
reaffirm that principle because théy haven't been corrupted by

the world? Moving from dowbt to doubt, the Invisible Man ends

- with another question:

Agree them to death and destruction-~grandfather had ad-
vised. Hell, weren't they their own death and their own
destruction except as the principle lived in them and in
us? And here is the cream of the joke: weren't we part
of them as well as apart from them, subject to.dif when -
they died? I can't figure it out; it escapes me,.16

The hero of Invisible Man moves in a world of violence that

sometimes sounds like a world of nightmares:
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For a second I saw him bent over holding his hand, then
going down as a blow caught his unprotected head. I played

one ou against the other, slipping in and throwing a
- punch and then stepping out of range while pushing the

others into the mélée to take the blows blindly aimed at
me, The smoke was agonizing and there were no rounds, no
bells at three-minute intervals to relieve our exhaustion.
The room spun round me, a swirl of lights, smoke, sweating
bodies surrounded by tense white faces., I bled froT both
nose and mouth, the blood spattering upon my chest. 7
 He is always dreaming of violence. ZEven the irony and the humor
have tragic implications. In the first part of the novel there
is a dramatic intensity which diminishes in the second half,
where there is a narration of his relations with the Brotherhood
and this returns in the second chapter with the Harlem Revolu-
tion. This violence contrasts with the passivity of the prota-
goniét. o .

The hero begins as a docile Southern Negro, faithful to the
principle "White is Right," at the same time anxious both to

please the "white folks"le.

and to honor his own people-~-within
the established limits.
. As an extraordinary'orator, he is invited to repeat; in the

- presence of the most important whites of the city, the words he
had used when he graduated from high school, defending humility
as the essence of progress--not because he believed in it, but,
| as he confesses to us, because he knew he would be well accebted.

After having gone through a lot of outrageous experiences, |
he counld understand its true meaning,

To amuse those who both envy and fégr him, he is invited to
fight blindfolded with nine other men. The prize for the.winner
is some gold coins set in an electrified carpet. Through this

act of humiliation and through the stimulus of insincere words of

praise, he gets the prize, a scholarship to a Negro College.
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Keep developing as you are and someday it will be filled
with important papers that will help shape the destiny of
your people.+7 -

Through this triumph he believes he is free from his grand-
father's words. Later on he understands better that such free-
dom is impossible., That night the very truth is shown to.him

through a dream whose meaning he cannot yet fully grasp:

That night I dreamed I was at a circus with him and that he
‘refused to laugh at the clowns no matter what they did.
Then later he told me to open my brief case and read what
was inside and 1 did, finding an official envelope stamped
with the state seal; and inside the envelope I found ano~
ther and another, endlessly, and I thought I would fall of

weariness, "Them's years," he said. "Now open that one."
And I did and in it found an engraved document containing -
a short message in letters of gold. "Read it," my grand-
father said., "Out loud," 420

"To Whom It May Concern, Keep This Nigger-Boy Runnlng.

During his short stay.in the college, which corresponds to
his last years in the South, the hero is so optimistic that not
- even an unjust punishment can discourage him. His ideal of suc-
csss is Bledsoce, his Negro director whom he dignifies in such
words: |

« « « he was the example of everything I hoped to be.

Influential with wealthy men all over the country, consulted

in matters concerning the race; a leader of his people;

e o o What was more, while black and bald and everything

white folks poked fun at, he had achieved power and authori-

ty; had, while black and wrlnkle—headed made himself of
more importance in the world than most éouthern white Ten.

They could laugh at him but they couldn't ignore him,?

It is an irony, but it is Bledsoe who is closely related to
his tragic fate, either destroying his first identity or recom-
mending his permanent unemployment.

Bledsoe had chosen the protagonist to show off to the North-
ern white philanthropost, Norton, who contributed heavily to the
qulege, building the games' yard. The hero chose the "wrong
way" and showed the College;s benefactor the misery, the corrup-
tion, and the madness that existed behind the College walls, and

T
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that had been craftily hidden by Bledsoe. For this error, the
| hero was expelled.

During the drive conducting Norton, the invisible man took
him to a cabin where there lived a Negro family whose chief,
Trueblood, is an African not contaminated by three centuries of
‘eivilization and a practitioner of incest. Norton ig 8o curious
about the fact, he wants to heai‘from the Negro all the details
of that story. |

"You see, suh, it was cold and us didn't have much flre.
Nothin' but wood no coal, I tried to.git help but wouldn't
nobody help us and I couldn't find no work or nothin'. It
was so cold all of us had to sleep together; me, the ole '
lady and the gal. That's how it started, suh. ‘

"That's the way it was," he said. "Me on one side and the
-0ld lady on the other and the gal in the middle, It was
dark, plum black. Black as the middle of a bucket of tar,
The kids was sleeping all together in they bed over in the
corner. I must have been the last one to go to sleep,
tcause I was thinking *'bout how to git some grub for the
next day and 'bout the gal and the young boy what was star-
tin' to hang 'round her. I didn't like him and he kept
eomin' through my thoughts-and I made up my mind to warn
him away from the gal. I was black dark and I heard one of
the kids whimper in his sleep and the last few sticks of
kindlin' cracklin' and settlin' in the stove and the smell
of the fat meat seemed to git cold and still in the air
just like meat grease when it gits set in a cold plate of
molasses. And I was thinkin' 'bout the gal and this boy
and feelin' her arms besides me and hearing the ole lady
snorin' with a kinda moanin! and a-groanin' on the other
gside. I was worryin' 'bout my family, how they was g01n'
to eat and all, . . 22 '
" There we wag, breathin' together in the dark.,"

Deeply moved by it, Norton gives one hundred dollars to.the
African as a gift.

Some critics think Norton is an "alter—ego“ of Trueblood
and say both committed the same crime; while Norton only de-
gired it, Trueblood did it. One is reminded of Norton's com-
ments about his daughter during the drives .

Her beauty was a well—spring of purest water—of—life, and
to look at her was to drink and drink and drink again.
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« o« o She was rare, a perfect creation, a work of purest

art. A delicate flower that bloomed in the liquid light

of the moon. A nature not of this world, a personality

like that of some biblical maiden, gracious and aueenly.
I found it difficult to believe her my own,.23

Norton was so shocked when he heard Trueblood, that the

hero needed to take him to Golden'Day, a house of ill repute,

where he gave him a drink. There were mad people and prosti-
tutes there, whose misery and madness also shock Norten, andv
bring him much Suffering. .With a towch of irony, it is a mad
man who tells Norton the basic truth: "You cannot see or hear

n24

or smell the truth of what you see, and the protagonist lis-

_tens‘for the first time to the reveiation of his true identity;
and the mad man said, turning to Mr. Norton:

He has learned to repress not only his emotions but his
humanity. He is invisible, a walking personification of
the Negative, the most perfect achievement of your dreams,
sir! The mechanical man "and the boy this automaton" "To
you he is a mark on the score eard of your achievement, a
thing, not a man; a child or even less a black amorphus'
thing. And you for all your power, are not a man to him
but a god, a force™ . . . "He believes in you as he be-
lieves in the beat of his heart. He believes in that
great false wisdom taught slaves and pragmatists alike,
that white is right. 1 can tell you his destiny. He'll
do your bidding, and for that his blindness is his chief
asset. He's your man, friend. Your man and your ggstiny.
Now the two of you descend the stairs into chaos.®<’:

It sounds as though a mad strength impells the passive hero
to the most revolutionary behavior and then to his'own destruc-~
tion. _ ‘

Bledsoe is terribly cynical toward the Invisible Man at his
departnre. He condemns him because he has chosen a miserable
section of the city to show to one of the most important men of
- the North; he also condemns him because he can't ° lie, when
the lie is for a Southern Negro what most pleases the white. The
protagonist has no opportunity to defend himself because Bledsoe
says the only truth is the truth of the most powerful.
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" Bledsoe orders the Invisible Man to leave the College and
to go to the North, promising to help him there. He:giveéﬁto him
some letters of recommendation, all of them closed. The poor
hero blindly accepts the letters and does not suspect that they.
will condemn him to perpetual urnemployment. |
In this moment of crisis, the hero sees his grandfather 8
ghost smiling at his failure.
| But the hero doesn't desist; optimiet ic,. he seeshis punish-
ment only as a proper recompense for his fault and.he thinks to
return one day after hawving paid his debt.:
‘ Accepting the responsibility of a crime he hadn*t committed,
| thé hero goes to New York hoping to get a jodb fhere as soon as
possible with the aid of Bledsoe's letters. When he. discovers
Bledsoe's treason, he is deeply disappointed, feeling at the
same time the weight of his past:
| Twenty-five years seemed to have lapsed between his handing
me the letter and my grasping its message. I could not be-
lieve it, tried to read it again. I could not beliegg it,
yet I had a feeling that it had all happened before.
.Allegory dominates this chapter. In a certain way, Bled-
soe's punishment is related. to the-Battle-Royal scene?zndxlboth i
cases we see the destrucfion of the Negro by the Negro, and the
strongest being victorious, There.is still a parallel between
his dream, when he got his certificate and Bledsoe's letters,

both confirming the message "Keep This Nigger-Boy ﬁuhning."

Bledsoe's behavior is a result of his wish to please the whites,
whom he believes to hold power. .

At last the hero begins to work in Liﬁé££§mféinté, a very

large factory which has the "slogan" "Keep America Pure with

Liberty Paints." This is his first contact with the industrial
world, where he finds, as in the South, fraud and disillusion.
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This chapter is one of the most symbolic of the whole novel.
~ The hero'must throw ten drops of a black liquid in tins with '
white paint to make it still whiter, the "optic white," that is
nothing else than an optical illusion. The white becomes whiter
because it assimilateé the black vitality. As in the Battle-
Royal,2! the Negro is used to increase white power—-the ten drops
- ayre probably the ten fighters. The hero mistakenly dilutes the
white paint and "a grey tiﬁge giowed throﬁgh the whiteness,"
which makes. us think that the black power wrongly used can con-
tribute to annul white power.~'It is interesting to nbte that
this failure is only visible to the personage, which proves that
the black paint is invisible like the hero, and his grandfather's
words wefe right: | _ .

I looked at the paintéd glab. It appeared the same: a

grey tinge glowed through the whiteness and Kimbro had

failed to detect it. I stared for about a minute, wonder-

ing if I were seeing things, inspected another and another.

All were the same, a brilliant white diffused into gray.

I closed my eyes for a moment and looked again and still

no change. Well, I thought, as long as he's satisfied.28

Pinally when his failure is discovered, he is transferred
to another section where he must'ﬁanage the.machine which pre-
pares the base for the white paint. As he can't = control the
paint color, he got hurt and they take him unconscious to the.
hospital. i

The following scehe shows to us the hero in an electrified
box where he is submitted to suffocation., Visibly invisible--
that is the irony of the situation--he listens to two voices
which éeem to ignore him, discussing him:

‘The machine will produce the results of a prefrontal lobo-

tomy without the negative effects of the knife . . . and
the result is as complete a change of personality as you'll

find in your famous fairy tale cases of criminals trans-
formed into amiable fellows after all that bloody business
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of a brain operation. And what's more . . . the patient
is both physically and neurally.whole.
: But what of his psychology?
Absolutely of no importance . . . the patient will

live as he has to live and with absolute integrity . . .

he'll experience no major conflict of motives and what is

even better society will suffer no traumata on his account.2?

The psychological meaning of the sentence "society will suf=-
fer no traumata on his account," pictures the opinion of the
Rorthern whites to the Negro, as the surgeon, still more violent,
represents Southern whites. Both want the Black neutralized, but
through different ways.

This scene symbolizes man dominated by the machine; it re-
minds us of the electrified carpet of the Battle~Royal.

He only is cured when he doesn't remember either his name
or his mother's, that is to say, when he loses his identity and
the memory of-his past: .

I tried to remember how I'd gotten here but nothing C%Be.
My mind was blank as though I had just begun to live.”’" .

This rebirth by the machine that is a castration of the
"Ego®" to Ellison, comes as a way for him to enter in the Brothér-

hood.

So, the first part of the novel ends with the most macabre
adventures of the hero.

FPor the first time in his 1life, the hero meets someone giv-
ing him a sisterly and friendly hand--Mary. Mary, like her quiet,
"controlled® house, is a force to impel him and to prepare him to
enter the Brotherhood: |

e « o« nor did I think of Mary as a "friend%; she was some-

thing more--a force, a stable familiar force like some-

thing out of my past which kept me from whirling off into
some unknown which I dared not face. . ... Mary reminded

me constantly that something was expected o§ me, some .act
of leadership, some newsworthy achievement. 1
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It was Jack, one of the'Brotherhoodfé leaders, who invites
the hero; because of his ocecasional speeéh; to become a member
of the Brotherhood. This proposal is a promising one to him,
but hedoesn't know at that moment, the rules of the movement;
accepting it he can assert himself and be somebody socially.

If I refused to join them, where would I go--to a jéb of

gggzgg %g :g:aiﬁg%road station? At least here.was a

To get 2 new identity, he must break the memory of the past -
and submit to a hard training according to the principles of the
movement. At that time he is optimistic about and faithful to
the opportunities given fo him by the Brotherhood--apparently a
non-racist movement. .

Here was a way that didn't lead through the back door, a

way not limited by black.and white, but a way which, if

one lived long enough and worked hard enough could lead

to the highest possible rewards. . . . For the first time,

lying there in the dark, I could glimpge the p0331b111ty

of being more than a member of a race.

Later on we can conclude this new forced-idehtity isn't the
permanent and final one. The remembrance of his grandfathér,
and Mary is still alive in hié mind; though his new persbnality
of a Brotherhood orator, his ®"public self," tries to annul it.

This part of the novel‘déscribing his stay in the Brother-
hood is very slow narration, which breaks the dramatic tension -
sustained in the novel till then. Here we see both the climax
and the fall of the hero. This second part introduces two main
chaiacters-—01ifton and Rinehart--who sybolize disillusidn and
decadence.

The slow fall of the hero is here gradually contrasted with
the first part of the novel where it is_abrﬁpt. Here the pro-

tagonist tries to do his best for the Brotherhood, but its
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members slowly come to dislike his speeches and they}dismiss
him from.this topic to another of less importance--td the "Woman
Question.” | |

~ That dismissal (his first glimpse of the truth about. the
Brotherhood) is sent in an anonymous letter to the hero of the
novel: _ ,

e « o« G0 not go too fast. Keep working for the,peopie but

remember that you are orne of us and do not forget if yom

get too big they will cut you down. You are from the South

and you know this is a white man's world. So take a K

friendly advice and go easy so that you can keep on helping

the colored people. They do not_want you to go too fast
and will cut you down if yom do.BX ‘

Tod Clifton, whose destiny is paréllel to that of the hero,
is the first one to adviée him about the false aims of what
turns out eventually to be a communist fromt organization. Clif-
ton, feeling betrayed by the Brotherhood, leaves it and passes
his last days of life selling "sambo-dolls" in New York streets.

Phe fact that he sells'"sémbo-dolls" for only 25 cents is
nothing more than a criticism of the Brotherhood; Clifton thinks
that every human being is a "sambq~doll" manipulated by histori-
cal wires. _ -

Clifton's death begins the Harlem Revolt. Clifton pro-
vokes the'police, who shoot him in order to alienate his race
from the Brotherhood.

It is Clifton's death that awakes doubt for the first time
in the hero's mind, He can't . understand why Clifton left
the Brotherhood. Were its prihciples really valid, true? Why
‘did Clifton leave a movement which gave him a chance for self-
agsertion?

Ellison's passive hero now becomes revolted with Clifton's

death, Without asking the leaders of the movement, he makes a
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speech dnring the_fuheral ceremonies which ﬁx;.heavily-érifi—
cized, because he defends  individual responsibility. '

It was then that Jack tellshim that discipline and blind-
' ness are the most important items in the~Brotherhood; That is
the main point for the hero, who at that moment begins to under-
stand what is hidden behind appearances.

Jack étill says to him he is proud of having lost one eyé'
defending his duty. We would say that -the fact of Jack having
" only one eye indicates his distorted perspectiie of the Brother-
hood. . | |

If it should, maybe you'll recommend me to your oculist.
e « « Then I may not-see myself as others see-me-not.

In spite of being disappointed, the hero can't leave the

Brotherhood:

"o o ¢ I felt as though I had been watching a bad comedy.
Only it was real and I was living it and it was the only
historically meaningful life that I could live. If I
left it,_I'd be nowhere as dead and as meaningless as

Clifton.3 |

In his partial way of seeing'Jack's behavior is parallel +to
Bledsoe's; it is Jack's attitude that'destroys coméiétely the |
_hero's illusions: ‘

I couldn't leave it and I had to keep contact in order to
fight. But I would never be the same. Never., After to-
night I wouldn't ever look the same or feel the same.
Just what I'd be, I didn't know., I couldn't go back to
what I was--but I'd lost. too much to be what I was. Some
of me too, had died with Tod Clifton.37
A To escape from the consequences of his acts and to escape
from the threat of society, he decides to disguise himself in
dark glasses and hat to hide. Instead, he is known as Rinebhart, .
"Rinehart the runner, the gambler, the briber, the lover and the
Reverend. He 1is all of them; he is the "alter ego" of his

“invisibility which he unconsciously createé. It is fhrough
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Rinehart that the hero acquires consciousness. For Rinehart
~the world is possibility and facility.

The protagonist now asks himself if one of the aims of the
Brotherhood wouldn't be the sacrifice of the weak; he considers
himself a victim ahd a sacrifice-~-a victim used by the Brother—
hood for its aims and a sacrifice inciting Harlem Negroes tb
racial violence. He also recognizes the big mistake of the
Brotherhood for the Negro: -

I thought they accepted me because they felt that color

made no difference, when in reality it made gg difference

because they didn't see either color or men.

He considers his invisibility a constant in his life though
only now is he conscious of it:

And now I looked to & corner of my mind and saw Jack and

Rorton and Emerson merge into one single white figure.

They were very much the same, each attempting to force his

picture of reality upon me and neither giving a hoot in

hell for how things looked to me. I was simply a material,

a natural resource to be used. I had switched from the ar-

rogant absurdity of Norton and Emerson to that of Jack and

the Brotherhood, and it all came out the same~-~except now

1 recognized my invisibility.>d ‘ :

Now he can understand the meaning of his gréndfather'é
words; therefore he tries to apply his grandfather's lesson to
‘his behavior--to agree with Jack though he is agaihst his methods
and principles till he has something yeal"™ to hang on to.

And how does the hero find his identify and gain knowledge
of himself? | '

. Well, pursued by Ras, after the Harlem Revolt has broken
out, he falls in a hole from which he can't escape. To illumi-
rate it, he is forced to burn his diploma; Clifton's doll and

the Brotherhood's identity card. Without these symbols he has
' neither past nor identity.
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After haVing told us his life and having decided to try the
world again, Ellison's hero asks the readér: "Who knows bdbut
that on the lower fréquencies I speak for you?40
. " From this final identification of the-narratbr with the
reader, we can con¢lude that.beyond.the color problém, the hero's -
problem will also be that of any man of his epoch,

Ellison proposes this question in his thesis and proves
what some critics say, that the novel's theme isn't specifically
the Negro and American, but esﬁeéiall& the dilemmé of "The Mo-
dern,® _ ' |

Ve étated before that it is difficult to define American
identity due to factors such as fhe non-existence of a national
past, the lack of ethnological cohesion and the vastness of the
American territory. The Negrb has another aim--to modify the
image created by the white about his identity. The error, says
the author, is in the ways used by Blacks to.define,themselvés
as Blacks and as Americans. This is the hero's problem, who is
as faithful as any other'American,'to.the old "American Success
Dream," and tries to assert himself, individually and socially;

" but without being able to f£ind the truth of a world in a meta-
mérphosis where Good and Bad, appearance and reality; continual-
1y change their forms. This situation leads him to choose to be
invisible in others' eyes.

This state of being invisible is for Ellison the loss of
his "ego.?” This is why Negroes are a hated and envied group,
which is not seen by the others as truly human.

He only becomes visible when he discovers his identity,

which the hero does when he leaves his contemplative hiberna-
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This metaphOrical condition of being invisible is rein-
forced by‘actual physical blindness. Barbee, the preacher,-is-.
blind; Jack has only one eye and even the hero since he vas a
Southern student feels himself blinded by his ambitions. The
metaphors of darkness and light reinforce the blindness meta-
phor--to see in the dark he must burn the éymbols of his past
and later on, because he needs light, he illuminates his refuge
with 1369 lamps. . '

Even the characters have their own symbolical meaning,
Thus, Norton is the Northern capitalist, who associates himself
with the Southern middle class and the eonservafive Negro ehiefs
to young schools' institutions. Bledsoe, the Southern Negro
éducator, is a pragmatist; fighting_by hard and eynical ways,
Iueius Brockway represents the anti-associative Negro group of
workers. |

Structurally, the novel rotates around the opposite poies
of Capitalism and Communism, Communism is represented‘by the
'Brothefhood. Both forces are strong ih'thé modern world. The
hero's destiny in the Brotherhood symbolizes that of a genera-

" tion of Negro intellectuals who entered and believed in the
American-Communist Party; the Communist'Party was an alfernative
in a Capitalist society the Invisible Man knew in the factory
where he worked in the Northern United States.

The Brotherhood is not ohly a communist movement, but it
also symbolizes the integrationist aspiration of the modern
Negro, vhile Ras, to whom Negroes are from Africa, their land of
origin, represehts.the separatist tendency of Blaék Muslims, the
one major Negro group that in the 1960's called for sebération
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of the races and Black supremacy as an alternative approach to
the black man's problems of identity.ahd self-esteen,
Relating'this problem'of identity_fo the image of Africa

in Ellison's Inﬁisible“ﬁan;~we don't see an active and permanent

image of Africa in it. Probably because Ellison, as we stated
in the Introduction, denied "that there is any significant kin-
ship betweén American Negroeé and Africans."41 He has, he
writes, great difficulty in "associating himself with Affica,"
because:
the American Negro people is North American in origin and
has evolved under specifically American conditions: cli-
matic, nutritional, historical, political and social, It
takes its character from the experience of American slavery
and the struggle for, and the achiewement of, emancipation;
from the dynamics of American race and caste discrimination,
and from living in a highly industrialized and highly mo-
bile society possessing a relatively high standard of liv-
ing and an explicitly stated equalitarian conecept of
freedom, Its spiritual outlook is basically Protestant,
its system of kinship is western, its time and historical
sense are American (United States), and its secular values
are those professed, ideally at least, by all of the people
of the United States.42 ,
Nothing could be more explicit than this statement: 'thefe
is a complete lack of cultural connection between Africans and
. Afro~-Americans, according to Ellison. The real nature of black
culture can be derived oniy from the history of the bdlack Ameri-
cans in the United States. Black American culture has, to him,
various pointé-of contact with Anglo-Saxon eculture; but it also
pdssesses a number of independent elements which derived from
“the dévelopment of black society in white America and which
Ellison would like to see preserved, what can be said is that
- Africa--in the shape of Pan-African nationalism 8 la Du 3ois,

for example, doesn't play a role.
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But it ééems.to us that Ellison at the same time didn't
forget'Africa, in spité of never having seén it. This is a
natural and understandable attitude: parents have uses which
they transmit to their children; though they sometimes repell
them, something stays in their uhcénsciousness.

Ellison has a negative attitude towards Africa, but it does
_not mean that he has nothing to say on this subject. For
:example, in the Invisible Man we find his "ugly ebony African

god"43 is kept together with other fcracked relics from slavery
times"44 in a room at thg college which the main character of
the novel is atténding.A "Though I had seen them very seldom,"
~ he éays,‘"they were vivid in my mind, They had not been plea~
sant and whenever I had visited the room I avoided the glass
case in which they rested."4?
It was only during hié "archetypal® journey from the South
to the North that he learns fo aceept tﬁe:Afro-American part of
his'past.- He discoversfhis true self hidden deep down in this
past, stating "I am what I am! ... . To hell with being ashamed

n’6 Slowly he comes

of what you liked. No more of_that for me.
to realize that alienation from his true self, from his bdlack
ego, haé turned him blind and been used by different social
forces which manipulated him in pursuit 6f their own selfish
interests. That was the case of the Brotherhood--formed by
liberals and the communists--which imposed on him their own
ideas about what his role should be.

His ego revolts finally against these foreign influences;
he is not a Bléck, but an American Nationalist. Elliéon dis-

‘cusses Ras, the'Black'Nationalist in his work; it seems that

‘Ras' movement oécupies a special place among those he discusses
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and he tries to show us Ras' movement is worthier than the

Brotherhood.

~Ras appears as a Jjudge of the Invisible Man's behavior as
a member of the Brotherhood: |

You my brother, mahn. Brothers are the same colour; how
the hell you call these white men brother? Shit, mahn. .
That's shit! Brothers the same colour. We sons of Mama
Africa, you done forget? You black, Black! . . . You -
african, African! Why you with them? Leave that shit,
mahn, They sell you out. That shit is old-fashioned.
They enslave us-~you forget that? How can they mean a 47
black man any good? How they going to be your bdbrother?

These words clearly have a profound effect on the hero of
the novel as on his friend Tod Clifton; they feel fear and amaze-
ment, but Ellison's ego is too deeply involved with the ideology
‘of the Brotherhooé to readily accept Ras' words when he asks
thems ‘ |
' VWhat you trying to deny by betraying the black people?
Why you fight against us? You young fellows; You black
men with plenty education; I been hearing your rabble-
rousing. Why you go over to the enslaver? , . . Is it self-
respect--black against black? . . . He got you so you don't
trust your black intelligence. TYou young, don't play you'-
self cheap, mahn. Don't deny you-self! . . . You black

and beautiful--don't let 'em tell you diffigent! « « o Ras
recognized your black possibilities, mahn.

This criticism is a warning to the narrator, but he is comQW
mitted to the Brotherhood_and at this moment he can't yet under-
stand the meaning of Ras! words, It is then step by step that
he comes to recognize how Harlem assumes the rights of its
people--ﬁlgég people. Ras the Exhorter has become Ras the Des-—
troyer on a great black horse. He leads a contingent of blacks,
armed with sticks and rifles, into a batfle agéinst both.the
whites and the blacks of the Brotherhood.

It seems that African power, coming difectlx from Africa,

is playing an important role on the American political stage.
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Ras appears on the battle scene dressed as an African chief ﬁith
a "fur cap upon %is‘pggd, hig”arm bearing a shield, a cape made
of the skin of ébme Wiidvanimal around his shoulders."49 He
leaves the.protagonist with the impression of a "madman in a
foreign costume. . . . A figure more out of a dream than out of
Harlem, than out of even'this.Harlem night, yet real, alive,
alarming."50 Eilison doesn't take Ras as comic, but seriously.
B He'knows fhat Rag! way of dressiﬁg,‘like his hatred and violehce,
are expressions_of deep feelings of soeial frustration, which we
deduce from all his behavior as a black leader who wants for his
people due rights.in American society: "We are Americans, all
of us, whether black or white, regardless of what the man on the
ladder there tells you, Americans.">t

But, on the other hand,VRas's'shield, spear and fur are
evidently intended to indicéfe’cultural distance and to demon-
strate how inappropriafe it is for Black-Americans, living as
they do in an industrial society, to orient themselves towards
- Africa, This is a weapon Ellison uses to find his identity only‘
- inside thé'United States. Ras' black nationalism only forms an
V‘alien identity, furning'Black Americans into Africans: "And I
knew it was better to live out one's own absurdity than to die
for that of others, whether Ras's or Jack's."?? fThis is obvi-
ously a rejection of Africa. FNevertheless, Ellison discusses
the African problem and doesn't forget the biack sons of Mama
Africa, its "knuckles™ and the "rabbit-foot™ as luck pieces, the
African tom-~-toms and all peculiar cultural fichness the slaves

(often referred to)‘brought to the vast whiteness in which they

themselves were lost..



107

Having finished Ellison's Invisible Man analysis, we will

consider briefly Shadow endbﬂet, essays where Ellison explaine
‘to us what ie most precious in Negro culture and how-it relates
to the problem of identity. - These essays are, in Ellison's
words, concerned with three-general themes: "with literature and
folklore, with Negro musical expression--especially Jjazz and-fhee
~ blues~-and with the complex relationship between the Negro
American subculture and North Anerican culture as a whole."53
Literature and'mﬁsical expression are arts; and as Ellison's
art is a celebration of llfe"54 he, as a writer, celebrates
what is most precious_in.Negro life, the human qualities'that
Negroes have developed beyond the barriers that have been imposed
upon them. He considers it most important to.the Negrowriter to
show what he feels and not torshow what the Negroes should have
been. His literary attitude requires a consciousness of the .
moment and a special purpose to fulfill, It alsolrequires aban—"
.donihg his doubts about fyho" and "what" he is, and how he came
to be. He shows the psychologicalievolﬁtion not only in Shadow

and Act but in Invisible Man too.

We said that Ellison finds it important to celebrate the
values of Negro life which are worth preserv1ng, for him the key
of that celebration is in Negro folklore:

fhe history of the American Negro is a most intimate part
¢f American History. Through the very process of slavery
came the building of the United States. Negro folklore,
evolving with a larger culture which regarded it as in-
ferior, was an especially courageous expression. It an-
nounced the Negro's willingness to trust his own experience,
his own sensibilities as to the definition of reality,
rather than allow his masters to define his crucial matter -
for him. . . . It is important to me. One ironic witness
40 the beauty and universlity of this art is the fact that
the descendents of the very men who enslaved us can now
sing the spiritual and find in the singing an exultation

of their own humanity. . . . _
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Just take a look at some of the slave songs, blues, folk
ballads; their possibilities are infinitely suggestive.o?

He asserts the need for white Americahs to recognize Negro
identity in all of its complexity and says in this old song,
there are three attitudes faced with the problem of liberty:

Ole Aunt Dinah, she's just like me

She work so hard she want to be free

But 0ld Aunt Dinah's getting kinda ole . \

She 'afraid to go to Canada on account of the cold.

Ole Uncle Jack, now he's a might "good nigger®

You  tell him that you want to be free for a fac'

Next thin you know they done stripped the skin

off your bdback.

Now ole Uncle Ned, he want to be free

He found his way north by the moss of the tree

He croos that river floating in a tubdb

The patate roller give him a mighty close rub,56

The song reflects the aspiration of the American slaves for
their individual rather than collective freedom.

The first attitude is that of a slave who dreams of freedom,
but rejects it because-he knows the problems it would cause him,
problems he feels unable to face such as:  separation from the
family, abandonment of homeland, etc.

The second attitude is that of a slave who dreams of free-
dom, and plans to run away, but he confides in the wrong per-
son and is denounced. _

-The third attitude is that of the slave who dreams of his
flight alone and without being seen.

Freedom in the song is always in the "North"--in the north-
ern states of the U.S5. or even Canada.

But to speak of folklore implies knowing the African who

created it and knowing the conditions in which he, as slave,

brought it into being.
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Ellison says that Negro folklore is generally considered
bj white.cultures as "unaccéptable and reduced to-a'negative
sign."”! Mo him, the Negro slave is the man who produced the
world of music; to whom the art, the songs and the dances were
an expression of liberty, as compensation for his frugtrations
and sense of personal failure,

These are Ellison's words, speaking of the ®"blues":

The blues speak to us. simultaneously of the tragic and the
comic aspects of the human condition and they express a
profound sense of life shared by many Negro-Americans pre-
cisely because their lives have combined their modes, THIS
has been the heritage of a people who for hundreds of years
could not celebrate birth or dignify death and whose need
to live despite the dehumanizing pressures of slavery de-
veloped an endless capacity for laughing at their painful
experiences., This is a group experience shared by many
‘Negroes and any effective studg of the blues would treat
them as poetry and as ritual,”

The blues are an impulse to keep the painful details and
episodes of a brutal experience alive in one's aching con-
sciousness, to finger its Jjagged grain and to transcend it,
not by the consolation of philosophy but by squeezing from
it a near tragic near comic lyricism: as a form, the blues
is an autobiographical chronicle of a personal catastrophe
expressed lyrically.29 A

Al11 human aspects translated here, under a structure that is as
poetry as ritual, are the essential tones expressed in the
"blues" by Ellison,

Also considering Jjazz, as part of the Negro-American life,
a Negro experience translated into music and a way of the artist .
being free and finding oneself; Ellison, worrying now more than
ever about his identity, increases the value of Negro culture.
As he says in his egsay "Living With Music®:

I had learned from the Jazz musicians I had known as a boy

in Oklahoma City something of the discipline and devotion

to his art required by the artist. These men, many of them

world famous, lived for and with music intensely. Their

driving motivation was neither money nor fame, but the will
to achieve the most eloquent expression of idea--emotions
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through the technical mastery of their instruments (which

some of them wore as a priest wears a cross) .

The delicate balance struck between strong individual per-

sonality and the group during these Jam sessions was a

marvel of social organization. I had learned too, that the

end or all this discipline and technical mastery was the

desire to express an affirmative way of life through its

musical tradition and that this tradition insisted that

each artist achieved his creativity within his frame., He

must learn the best of the past and add to it his personal

vision. Life could be harsh, loud and wrong if it wished,

but they lived it fully, and when they expressed their at-

titude toward the world it was in % fluid style that re-

duced the chaos of living to form. Y

'Ellison states music, liké classics.and jazzmusicians, e:»:al*.;:‘s~
life in rhythm and melody, trying to give meaning to it. But,
he says, jaz? apprenticeship is done in a different way: not in
long years of learning, but in what he considers "apprentiééship_
ordeals, initiation ceremonies of rebirth."®l And ne explains
to us that after the musician has learned the techniques of
Jazz and the operation of the instrument and knows traditional
styles, intonation and timbre, he must find himself--he must be
reborn to £ind his soul. All with the aim of getting the iden-
tification between the instrument and his inner impulses, in
order to express his own voice and to reach what he calls "self-
determined identity." 50

Mahalia Jackson, Charlie Parker, Charlie Christian and
Jimmy Rushing were some of the famous names related with jazz
~admired by the writer. 7

Speaking of Mahalia Jackson: "Her singing is simply the
expfession of the Negro's natural ability as is held by the
stereotype. . . o Miss Jackson is the master of am art of a
singing which 1s as complex and of an even older origin than
that of jazz."62

But no other musician struggled more than Charlie Parker for .

the value of jazz; he had been one of the famous: post-war Jazz
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“powers," despite the bad social conditions of his time:
Parker operated in the underworld of American culture on
that turbulent level where human instincts conflict with
social institutions, where contemporary civilized values
and hypocrisies are challenged by the DYONYSIAN urges of
a between-wars youth born to prosperity, conditioned by
the threat of world destruction and inspired--when not
seeking total anarchy--by the need to bring social reali-~
ty and ogr~social pretensions into a more meaningful
balance,©3 B}

His popularity was not among the Negroes, but among a certain

middle-class white group, who reacted against the traditional

American way of life_:, against the education, habits and clothes

which is well represented in the "white-hipster."

Ellison says that they don't kmow very-much about the his-
tory_of jazz; they 6n1y know thé jazz as entertainment, an art
not separated from social problems, was: probably born in a
eertain moment and in a certain club.

Ellison still says that jazz tries to express the Negro
experience in Amerieca. In primitive jazz, these sounds were
expressed in "blues." One of the most famous blues' singers
was,Jimmy;Rushing.

The blues is an art of ambiguity, an assertion of the ir-

repressibly human over all circumstances whether created

by others or by one's own human failings. They are the

only consistent art in the United States which constantly
reminds us of our limitations while encouraging us to see
how far we can actually go. When understood in their more

profound implication: they are a corrective, an attempt to
draw a line upon man's limitless assertion.®

EﬁlisonconsidersthatthroughthetﬂuesJimmycouldcommand

the attention of the American public after the Depression, prov-
ing to them that musical expression, even considered as pure
entertainment, could teach them who the American-Negro was.

We said before that Ellison found the celebration of
Negro values in folklore. We-confirmed it épeaking of 5b1ues"
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and "jazz," but we had not yet spoken of the opinions the author

givee abouf Negro folklore in Invisiﬁle Man.

Ellison asserted that he took from Negro folklore some
theme symbols and images for his novel He cites, as an example,
the sentence "If you are black, stay back; if you are brown;
stick around-kif you are white, you are right"- another one--
the anecdote——“the Negroes are so black that ve can't see them
in the dark." Both of them are related to the contrasts light/
blackness, good/evil,'ignorance/knowledge from Western mythology.

After this explanation, we undersiand better his statement:

In my novel the narrator's development is one through black-

ness to light; that is, from ignorance to enlightenment:

invisibility.®5

The process of the adaptation of that folklore is better
described in the following passage:

It took me a long time to learn how to adapt such examples

of myth to my work--also ritual-- , . . the rituals become

social forms and it is one of the functions of the argést
to recognize them and raise them to the level of art.

The Battle-Royal scene in Tﬁéfih&isisié”ﬁéﬁ, where fhe

blindfolded boys are obliged to fight with one another to amuse
the white spectator, is typical of Southerh behavior, as
accepted by whites as by Blacks. It is a ritual of initiation.
Another example cited by Ellison is the use of the mask:
We wear the mask for purposes of aggression as well as for
defense; when we are projecting the future and preserving
the past. In short, the motives hidden behind the magk
are as numerous as the ambiguities the mask conceals.
When the Americans revolted against English power, he explains,
they sank the tea in Boston Harbor, using Indian masks. The
society of that time encouraged the use of the mask. Negroes
use it not.only because of fear, but to hide their identity.

This is expressed in the character of the grandfather in The
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" Invisible Maﬁ, who, behind his kindness hidés the good sense of
saying "yes" wanting to say "no." His behavior is a denial and
rejection tﬁrough agreement:. “ '

Samson, eyeless in Gaza, pulls the building down when his
strength returns; politically weak, the grandfather has
learned that conformity leads to a.similar end, and so
advises his children. Thus his mask of meekness conceals
the wisdom of one who has learned the secret gg saying the
“"yes™ which accomplishes the expressive "no,"

This advice, which implies rejection and a false agreement,
points the plot in the dual direction which the hero follows
throughout the novel,

In this way, the hero's mask hides: Ellison's true identity,
and af_the same time interrelatednes of blackness and whiteness
can  be easier, because both whites and Negroes always look at
each other suspiciously.

Rinehart is the best example of using a mask in the novel.
" He is a character of many faces, representing America and its _
evolution, the chaos in a country without a past. Even his name
reminds us of the call of _the students of Howard to@ anarchy and
it has the echo of.a "blue® song by Jimmy Rushing:

- Rinehart, Rinehart |

it's so lonesome up here-

in Beacon Hil169

In Ellison's words:

Rinehart is a cunning man who wins the admiration of those

who admire skulduggery and know-how; an American virtuoso

of identity who thrives on chaos and swift change; he is

. greedy, in that his masqQuerade is motivated by money as
well as by the sheer bliss of impersonation; he is godlike
in that he brings new techniques--electric guitars, etc.--
to the service of God, and in that there are many men in
his image while he is himself unseen; he is phallic in his
role of "lover"; as a numbers runner he is a bringer of
manna and a worker of miracles, in that he transforms (for

winners, of course) pennies into dollars, and thus he feeds
(and feeds on) the poor, etc. ‘ ‘
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Rinehart's role in the formal structure of the narra-
tive is to suggest to the hero a mode of escape from Ras,
and a means of applying, in yet another form, Bis grand-
father's criptic advice to his own situation.”

Under his mask, Rinehart tries to show his different faces
to the hero. His identity and that.. of the other fictional
characters is determined by what they do or don't do.

To write, Ellison explains to us, is an act of communica-
tion., Hismessage, thatis, themain point in the processof défi-
tion of a Regro and novelist is now the object of our attention..

Wevalready called attention to the fact that the author
re jected the propaganda literature and interpretation of the

world in terms of race, to celebrate the human values of his

folk, We will prove it with examples from Sﬂaéé&wéﬁaiAEt.

When we speak of the novel theory of Ralph Ellison, we must
have in mind two concepts: one of the Negro novel and another
of the Negro novelist, both related with the process that con-
sidered him an artist. '

We do become writers out of an act of will, out of an act

‘of choice. It is through the process of making artistic

forms--plays, poems, novels-=-out of one's experience that

one becomes a writer and it is through this process, this
struggle, that the writer helps give meaning to the experi-
ence of the group. And it is the process of mastering the
discipline of techmiques, the fortitmde, the culture through
which this is made possible that cons%itutes the writer's
real experience as writer, as artist. :
We can conclude from this statement that the translation of the
.personal experience in artistic forms has to Ellison the pur-
pose of defining him as writer and giving meaning to his folk -
experience: and the way to that self-definition is his own |
experience as an artist. |
So he explains to us that from his knowledge as a writer

he concluded that a simple novel wasn't enough to translate all
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experiences, as the American life was too rich to be limited to
a single novel. . ' .

As Negro, he féels attractéd by the nineteenthécentury
novelists who, in his own words, "considered the American demo-
cracy and pictured in their works the inner conflictd of the hu-
man,being."72 ) ' .; e vy 23)

Ellison says that something is lost in A@erican Literature

after Mérkvmwain; excepting Faulkner, the treatment of the Negro

af ter Huckiebérry Finn suffered a complete amnesia in Ameri-

can letters. | | _
Despite Twain's humanitarian treatment of the Negro, he di-

vide&thmﬁintqﬁgoodniggérs“énd“badniggaré;"E&lisomcongratu-

lates him for the former. In Huckleberry Fimn, Ellison comments,

Twain doesn't idealize the Negro, but pictures him as he is in
Jim's charaéter; in his good and bad traits, in his ignorance
and superstition, in his condition not only as slave but as a

human being anxious for freedom.
Huck is in a dilemma~~he is undecided whether to free

Jim or wrjte to Widow Watson and receive the reward money
for sending him back to. her. In the end,-rejecting the com-
non treafment given the fugitive slave, Huck decides to re-
cognize the Negro as a human being. Later on he states to
Tom Sawyer, "I know you will say it is dirty low down busi-
ness but I'm low down and I'm going to steal him.".TzA
So as Ellison sees, this sense of democratic responsibility
we find in Huck Finn disappears in twentiéth—century.fiction,
énd with it, the sense of black-white brotherhood. |
For a clearer uhderstanding,of Ellison's theory of Art, we

will quote the following passage
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Art by nature is social. Arnd while the artist can de-
termine within a certain narrow ccope the type of social
effect he wishes his art to create here his will is defi-
nitely limited. Once introduced into society the work of
art begins to pulsate with those meanings, emotions, ideas,
brought to it by its audience and over which the artist
“has but limited control. . . . ,

In its genesis the work of art, like the stereotype,
is personal; psychologically it represents the socializa-
tion of so profoundly personal problems involving guilt
(often symbolic murder--parricide, fratricide--incest, homo-
sexuality, all problems at the bage of personality) from
which by expressing them along with other elements (images,
memories, emotions, ideas) he secks transcendence. To be
effective as personal fulfillment it is to be more than
dream, the work of art must simultaneously evoke images of
reality and give them formal organization. And it must,
since the individual emotions are formed in society, shape
them into socially meaningful patterns., . . .

The work of art differs essentially from reportage not .
merely in its presentation of a pattern of events, nor in
its concern with emotion (for a report might well be an
account of highly emotional events), but in the deep per-
sonal necessity which cries fullthroated in the work of 73
art and which seeks transcendence in the form of ritual.

Phrough this statement we know how Ellison relates literary
work to society. Now we must analyse the two concepts--the
Negro novel and the Negro novelist, as the author of iﬁﬁiéigi;
Man gees it,. "

Being conscious of the ambiguity in American society in
which the Negro lives, Ellison defines his position as an Ameri-
can Negro writer, saying: "I am without doubt a Negro and a
writer, I am also an American.writer;“74 And later on he addg
to it | |

The American Negro novelist is himself inherently ambigu-

ous. As he strains toward self achievement as artist

(and here he can only "integrate" and free himself), he

moves toward fulfilling his dual potencialities as Negro

and American.7g .

As a Negro writer, he had always had the preoccupation of
picturing the experience of his folk, and giving value to the
Negro-American subculture distorted by the false interpretations

based on the society and on statistics:
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Like most Americans we are not yet fully conscious of our
identity either as Negroes or as Americans., This affirma-
tion of which I speak, this insistence upon achieving our
social goal, has been our great strength and also our great
weakness because the terms with which we have tried to de-
fine ourselves have been inadequate. We know we are not
the creatures which our enemies in the White South would
have us be and we know too that neither color nor our civil
predicament explains us adequately. Our strength is that
with the total society saying to us "Wo, no, no," WE con-
tinue to move toward our goal. So when I came to write I
felt moved to affirm and to explore all this~-not as a
social mission but as the stuff of Literature and as ag
expression of the better part of my own sense of life, 6

Ellison confesses to have always had the pfeoccupation of
giving value to the human qualities the Negro developed while
reacting to the obstacles he should have faced:

If the writer exists for any social goal his role is
that of preserving in art those human values which can en-
dure by confronting change. Our Negro situation is chang-
ing rapidly, but so much we've gleaned through the harsh
discipline of Negro American life is simply too precious
to be lost. I speak of the faith, the patience, the hu-
mour, the sense of timing, rugged sense of life and the
manner of expressing it which all go to define the Anerican
Negro. These are some of the things through which we've
confronted the obstacles and meanness of which you speak
and which we dare not fail %o adapt to changed conditions
lest we destroy ourselves. !

We have said that Art is for this writer a celebration of
- 1ife and the social conditions, which depicts so well the situa-
tion of the colored man in the U.S.A.,, are not the only factors
to give value to the Negro experience in this country. That
experience poorer in Jjoys than in pains can't be absent from
Ralph Ellison's work.
As for my writer's necessity of cashing in on the pain
undergone by my people (and remember I write of the humour
as well), writing is my way of confronting, often for the
hundredth time, that same pain and that sam$ pleasure. It
is my way of seeing that it be not in vain, 8

Referring to his decision to write novels, Ellison says

that the art of novel writing is:
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that of describing for all that fragment of the huge di-
verse American experience which I know best, and whieh

~ offers me the possibility of contributing not_only to the
growth of literature but to the shaping of culture as I
should like it to be. The American novel is in this sense
a conquest of the frontier: as it describes our experi-

ence, it creates it.79
The theme of this dissertation is the problem of identity
as it relates to the American Blacks! vision of Africa.

We described the main subject of some of Shadow and Act

eésays which are coneerned with Ellison's artistic theory, where .
he defends the main purpose of his work as a writer that is to
celebrate the human values of his people--the Negro Ameriean
people~-not in terms of é race but of a peoplp. Here he concen-
trates on the question of identity that is to him more a univer-
sal question than a question limited to a'race.

As in Invisible Man, we don't seef;n Shadow and Act a per-

manent preobcupation of the author with Africa. It is true we -

can't eompare a work of art, such as Invisible Man with Shadow

and Act, which is only a collection of eséays and interviews, -
where the author only confesses his feelings and he criticizes
what he sees worth being criticized, without any pretensions
| of'writing literature, |

The image of Africa only appears to juétify his true Negro-
American culture, when R. Ellison was asked about what he

understood by "Negro culture®:

e » o for the term "culture," I know of no valid dem8nStra~
tion that culture is transmitted through the genes°8 :

e o« o the American Negro people is North American in ori-
in and has evolved under specifically American conditions:

climatic, nutritional, historical, political and social.

It takes its character from the experience of American
slaver agd the struggle for, and the achievement of, eman-

cipation.%l '
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He doesn't care specificélly about Africa. Hé is ﬁ.S.A.-
oriented, where he feels himself ?arf of the American people,
only with specific characteristice from his cultural inheri-
tance. .

It is when speaking afout that inheritance that he
speaks of Africa, when he relates blues and jazz with their
primitive African origins in Shadow and Act.

Ellison was six years younger than Wright; they worked

together for a few years on New Challenge, a Negro Marxist

magazine begun in 1937 in New York. Notwithstanding his ap-

| prenticeship dominated by Wright, Ellisoh's Invisible Man is

the best novel ever written by an American Negro, having been
judged in 1965, as we saw, the best American novel since
World War II. |

Invisible Man is a densely symbolic and maybe even ironic

novel, written exclusively about Negro American identity'in
America's socio-political context., In Part I, we deal with
the actual Negro-American context, first in the agrarian
South with its myths, where all the prizes: of white society
were held out to the Negroes, only to be denied them, and
then in the capitalistic North, where Negroes were used as
unskilled laborers out of the workers'_unions. Part I ends.
with the protagonist being subjected to painful shock therapy,
whose purpose is "to produce the results of a prefrontal lo-
botomy without the negative effects of the knife."s2

In Part II, we deal with the possible options open to

the actual context, described in Part I. Ellison gives two

alternatives: +the Communismlof the Brotherhood and the

black nationalism of Ras. Ellison portrays a satyrical

- image of Communism, a new myth which tries to capture the

- Negro masses only to betray them later. He gives to Ras the
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quixotic image of a warrior riding a great black horse and
-dressed_in the costume of an Abyssinian Warrion, complete
with shield and spear. |

The protagonist has no otherréhoice than to keep continu-
ally running, running, running from the South, the North,
Communism, black nationalism. . . o By.ruhning, he discovers
the only way he can survive~-invisibilify; There is another
alternatlve (a 1ess manlpulatlve form of invisibility) repre-~
'sented by the dlsgulsed Rlnehart a chameleon-~like person, '
from whom the protagonist asks: "Could he be all of them:
Rine the runner and Rine the gambler and Rine the briber and
Rine thgiover and Rinehért the Reverend?“83-

The protagonist himself chooses, or is impelled, to in-
visiﬁility.i Even there, when he collapses, too tired to
close his eyeé, lying in "a state neither of dreaming nor of
waking, but somewhere in between," he has a nightmare: He
is the prisoner of a groﬁp consisting of all the people he
has been running away from, who castrate h1m to free him of
"illusions." w84

We can see in this state of béing invisible the loss of
the protagonist's ego; but if we try to interpret this prob-

- lem in the context of Erikson's psychOanalytic ego theory,

we must go deeper, Maybe the very title of Ellison's novel
suggests: invisibility, nobody;ness, an absence of identity or
the prevalence of what Erikson calls "negative identity ele-
ments, " but we would rather interpret Ellison's preoccupa-
Ation.with invisibility (like that of oﬁher‘Negro Americans
such as Baldwin) as:

a demand to be heard and seen, recognized- -and faced as
individuals with a choice rather than as men marked by
what is all too superficially visible, namely their
color (and by the stereotypes which go with it). In a
haunting way they defend an existing but in some ways
voiceless identity against the stereotypes which hide
it. They are involved in a battle to reconquer for
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_their people, but first of all (as writers must) for
themselves8 what Vann Woodward calls a “surrendered
identity."%?

We have in Ellison a similar position to that of Wright.
Both of them try to overcome the identity crisis of Negro
Americah-people-~one showing that running away, invisibility,
is a false solution (to be free of "illusions" one must be
castrated), and the other convineing us (almost to the
author's disappointment) that Black violence doesn't seem to
solve the Negro-American problem. It is remarkable that both
protagonists agree on one point: Communism is, for both, a
matter not of ideology, but of relatedness. To Bigger, "for
the first time in his life a white man became a human being
to;him“86; to the "invisible man,"™ in the Brotherhood, "for
the first time . . . I could glimpse the possibility of being
more than a member of a race."87-, ’

‘But what we must emphasize here is that neither of these
two authors was able, at the different times when they were
writing, to envisage the feasibility of integration of blacks
and whites in the "wholeness" of a more inclusive identity:'

oL

- For a more: inclusive identity-is-a:development by which
two groups who previously had come to depend on each
other's negative identities (by living in a traditional
situation of mutual enmity or in a symbiotic accomoda~
tion to one-~gsided exploitation) join their identitiegain
such a way that new potentials are achieved in both.
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If you don't care who and where you come from, weil, I
does! - o
(Roots, p. 664)
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CHAPTER FIVE
ALEX HALEY, 1912-

For years, even Haley,'who is now 57, did not know that he
was a writer. He got only mediocre grades in high school, and
after two years at a North Carolina teacher's college, he be-
came a cook in the Coast Guard, where he stayed_for-zo years.,

He started writing to relieve the boredom of life aboard ship,
and when he left the service in 1959, he decided on even more
hazardous duty, the life of the freelance journalist.

It was in London, on a writing assignment in 1964, that he
conceived.the idea of Eggigo 'Looking at the British Museum's
Rosetta Stone, which is the key to an understanding of ancient
Egyptian hieroglyphs, he wondered if the Strange African sounds—-
Kamby Bolongo; Eg; Kunta Kinte--his grandmother had passed on to

him could somehow be the key to his own background, He discov-
ered that they could, and he spent the next twelve years doing

' research and writing, eventually tracing his own origins back
seven generations to a young African by the name of Kunta Kinte.
This was the name of "the African," as his grandmother called
him, that had lived across the ocean near what he called the
"Kamby. Bolongo® and had been out in the forest one day chopping
&ood to make a drum when he was set upon by four men, beaten,
chained and dragged aboard a slave ship bound for Colonial Ameri-
ca. . R . | -
| He discovered not only the name of "the African®--Kunta

- Kinte-~but the precise location of Juffure, in Gambia, West
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Africa, from where he was taken in 1767 at the age of sixteen

‘and imprisoned on the Lord Liﬁbnier on its way to Maryland, and
sold to a Virginia planfer. |

In Juffure, Halej talked with his own African sixth cousins
snd took some photographs with them, . |

| He has rediscovered for himself and for an entire people a

cultural heritage that slavéry had taken awéy from them--a heri-
tage thét represented their owﬁ.identityo

At fhe-moment, Haley is finishing up a book about the writ-
ing of Roots, called Search, which is to be published in the
spring of 1980, After that he wants to begin another book,
probably about the islands of the Caribbean, an area that fasci-

-nates him because of its mixture of races.

ROOTS, GENERAL OVERVIEW: WHY ROOTS ?

gggjg represents a pan—African racial "boost" which implies
that a better future for a pyegro 1nvolves.not only a new social
situation--bread, housing, health and jobs--but another mqrall
and spiritual atmosphere of respect for the most semsitive ele-
. ments of the Negro personalityz religion, culture, history, etc.,
i.e., for his true identity.

Haley, like Wright and Ellison, wants a due place for the
Black American, as Abdias do Nascimento wants for the black
Brazilian, when he says, "The Negro is not a strange body newly
arrivéd in this coﬁntry, he is the very body of the cou_ntry,"l
therefore, his own identity is proved. Haley,‘to prove it, goes
Yo his origins, to Africa, where there might exist such a valid

culture and civilization, perhaps even greater than those of the

white people. He exaits- Mandinka culture and also
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glorifies Kunta's (his seventh grandfather's) origins so that we
will feel deeply moved by Kunta's departure, leaving his homeland
as a slave, in this way losing his own identity.

Around the fire that night, the drummer from Juffure chanted -
the names and the feats of great Mandinka wrestling cham-
pions of even a hundred raing in the past, and when it was
the boy's time f%r bed, the wrestlers left the jujuo to re-
turn to Juffure.

' The first child of Omoro and Binta Kinte is named

Kunta! _ : ' _

As everyone knew, it was the middle name of the child's
late grandfather, Kairaba Kunta Kinte, who had come from his
native Mauretania into the Gambia, where he had saved the
people of Juffure from a famine, married Grandma Yaisa, and
then served Juffgre honorably till his death as the vil-
lage's holy man.”

Roots is still a litefary compensation in psychoanalytical
terms; it raises a consciousness of being a Black American with
African roots; it is even more,'it is a cultural and physical
resistance against American culture by referring back to an Afri-
can continuity, as if he wanted to say to us: "We are somebody;
we have our own non-American past.” |

Roots, with the image of Afriga always preseﬁt, is a
human affirmation, ethnological :and cultural, a document writ-
ten to overcome the Black man's shame of slavery. The book
is structured around a series of identity "layers" that can
be diagrammed as follows:

a. The fact of being black
1. Racial

b. His spirit, his sensitivity, his
sentimentalism

l. To be free or to be a
slave

Roots a, Tribal 2. The different African
. ’ dialects

Ideptlty (a 3. Ways of living:

dominant 2. Soclal Dressing style

idea in the Songs and dancing

author's

Drums communication
mind)
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2. Social The author is against accul-
(cont.) turation. He shows Afri-
b. National - ca had a culture and a
_ civilization too, before

;%e "toubobs" discovered

3. Identity with land of origins--Africa was his (or
~ + their) homeland. -

4, Identity with the Sun: "Each day's new sun will
' remind us that it rose 12 our Africa, which is
the navel of the earth,"

5. Identity with nature: with "the lonely old oak
. in the middle of a field.,"?

Compared with the attitudes of Wright and Ellison, Haley's
relationship with Africa is more direct and more personal. In
fact, Haley would not even be known as a writer if it were mot

for the revolutionary néture_of his work and his own eccentri-
City as a researcher, Sometimes the novel displays the same
tensions énd ambivalenceé which are characteristic of Black.
American writers. However, Haley's position vis—a-vis Africa
is clearer than any of the others, in terms of preserving his
racial past and his racial individuality as a Negro: It was
in Africa that Haley tried to assert his Negro self; unlike
. Wright and Ellison, whose world was the American society where

they belonged, or tried to belong, asserting themselves.

We believe Haley's work Roots represents a rebirth for the
author. In this way he compensates for a lot of his innef prbb—
lems. ' They were problems of a whole people; people, though of
different identities, of different tribes, of different dialects,
in a long and painful Journey; fhey cried and lamented--always
in their own languages, the only ones. they had, which.they-tried
td keep until foréed'to.speak that of the New World., The com-
munication among the @ifferent Black pebple during that tortuous



131

journey turns the different identities into only one, which is
the éymbbl of the total force of a people. Haley's work—-gégjgf-
represents a total identity, long before it was‘lbst:

Kunta realized from the low murmuring that spread gradually

throughout the hold that once the men had actually been able

to see each other up in the daylight, he and his own shackle-
mate weren't the only ones trying how to communicate with
one another. . . . for the first time since they had been

The men o semse of being topeiher. b o [ Llere Was amone

Haley was like all the black people in the U.S.A., unadapted
to eircumstances or forced to adapt to them, but feeling truly
frustrated. He was experienced enough to expeet salvation in
American society, where he was born and livéd most of his life;
then he thinks his best salvation is to kﬁow'his foots, and to
sing them for every people who had lost theirs and their identity.

The dramatic "scenes of Kunta's departure and econversion,"
the key passages of the bdok, show how gtrong Kunta's inner re-—
gsistance (maybe Haley's inner resistance) was in identifying him-
self with the image American society created for the Black peo-
ple—-a world in which the manifold associations of "black" with
"slave," "thief," "dirt," "evil," "sinner," are evidence of deep-
rooted prejudices.

There was no chance for Kunta or his people to escape this
darkness which was their fate. He had no choice but to identify
himself (even as a rebel) with the suffering of all black men
and to accept despair and misery until the slaves would be free
again, Based on this sort of identification with black people's
sufferings, Haley, Kunta's descendant seven‘generations later,

- returned to his homeland, glorifying " his grandfather's

lost identity, singing his "roots."
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gé2i§ appears to us as a racial odyssey‘where the dominant
theme is'the.suffering of a,people who lost their identity when
enslaved. To emphasize that identity, Haley's attitude towards
his African ancestry is directly connected with his views on
African life; he had the opportunity of knowing it well when he
went to Gambia searching for his roots, Africa embodies for him
the mysterious and free past of the Blacks, a racial past that
includes the fact of being black and possessing a different
spirit and sensitivity. Haley seems to defend the pure physical
image of an African black and in this way his true identity be-

fore being enslaved and mixed with the whites:  "Kunta noticed

his reflection in the still surface of the pooi——é ﬁaffow“blaék
face with wide eyes and mouth. Kunta smiled at himself, then
grinned with all his teeth showing."7 Haley also seems to re=-
ject that loss of being pure black,'accepting'the Mandinka's
imagé of it when a bléck woman had escaped from a tdubob (which
the African people named the whites who imprisoned the Africans
.as slaves) that took her away from the tribe: “But then the
child was born: He was a strange pale tan colof, like a cured
hide, and had verj 0dd bair--—and wherever Yankeh Jallon would
appear thereafter, people would look at the ground and hnrry‘
elsewhere."® This continues hammering at his mind, probably
because Haley himself is filled with ambivalence about his own
color; he is'a."paleface," like almost all Black Americans,
compared to the dark skins of black Africans. "Kunta grew so
furious every time he thought about that brown one that he

- wished he knew enough of the toubod tongue to go and shout, 'At
least I'ﬁ black, not brown like you!'"9 - Later on, he still
states (through Kunta's mouth): "Every time Kunta thought about
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ahy aspect of‘blood mixing, he would thank Allah that he and Bell
could share the comfbrt of knowing that whatever otherwise might
prove to be His will, their manchild was going to be black."0

But the physical identity of a race isn't the onl& preoccu- |
pation of the author. Haley describes the blacks as highly sen- |
sitive, with a sensitivity the ®"toubobs" élways neglectea; this

is the case of the grandmother Nyo Boto, who once told Kunta her

anguished story:

"In my home village one night, very far from her and many
rains ago, when I was a young woman and wife," Nyo Boto
said, she had awakened in terror as flaming grass roofs came
crashing down among her screaming neighbors. Snatching up
her own two babies, a boy and & girl, whose father had re~
cently died in a tribal war, she rushed out among the others
--and awaiting them were armed white slave raiders with
their black slatee helpers. In a furious battle, all who
didn't escape were roughly herded together, and those who
were. too badly injured or too o0ld or too young to travel
were murdered before the others' eyes, Nyo Boto began to
sob, "--including my own two babies and my aged mother."l

Haley seems to be here not only an impersonal writer,'bﬁt a
critic influenced by the feeling with which he identifies him- .
self--gensitivity. This is the same that we feel when he de-
scribes Kunta's feelings--symbbls of"affection and sensitivity-- -

after being captured, still in his homeland:

Kunta was let alone the rest of the night. At dawn, he
began to make out--tied to other bamboo trunks--the figures
of the other captured people, eleven of them-—-s8ix men, three
girls, and two children--all guarded closely by armed sla-
tees and toubob., The girls were naked; Kunta could only -
avert his eyes; he never had seen a woman naked before. The
men, also naked, sat with murderous hatred etched in their
faces, grimly silent and crusted with blood from whip cuts.
But the girls were e¢rying out, one about dead loved ones in
a burned village; another bitterly weeping, rocked back and
forth, cooing endearments to an imaginary infant in her
cradled arms; and t§§ third shrieked at intervals that she
was going to Allah. _

Leopold Sédar Sénghor, = the President of the Republic

of Senegal and founder of the cultural movement known as
- “Négritude," finds the African's heightened sensibility and
his strong emotional{quality his chief psychic traits., Two
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‘gourees, he says, explain the origin of the psychic profile of
the Negre African: the millenniums of his tropical experience
8nd the agricultural nature of his existence; the heat and humi-
- aity of frofical regions and a pastoral closeness to the earth
and the rhythms of its seasons., Emotion, he finds, is-at the
heart of hégiifﬁd;: "emotion is Negro."

famuel Allen records in "Tendencies in African Poetry" that
Richapd Wright writing American Negro poetry shows.rebellious-
héss, intensity and despair due to the common social factor of
eppression. Sénghor, on the other hand, finds an intensity in
& poém by Wright which he ‘considérs peculiarly African.

Haley accepts and identifies himself with this Sénghorese
black image of African sensitivity. Neither distance nor time
iB important to galey. He is proud of all his past and of his
people, and Africa is his emotional home. Four hundred years
6% alienation from Africa had turned the blacks into "Americans

y"14; but it is no

and ‘their destiny was in the country's destin
more. Bégig is a shout of hope for him and for his people,
asserting themselves. It is with pride that Haley describes
the gocial identiiy of Afﬁicans, a social identity both on'tri—
bal and ﬁationéllevels. Haley develops the tribal identity
largely and passionately in reaction to the Americanness of
Black Americans.

He points out the way of living in the tribe, how the Man~-
dinka's children learned to read in Arabic, how they learmed to
1ove and to worship Allah, taught by the arafang, their teacher:
how they counted their age by Tains, throwing a stone in a

1ittle pot to count it: how they learned to head off the goats:

How to defend their animals and themselves against the wild
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beasts; how the young people respecfed the old ones;;their
examples, their teaching and their Jjudgment; how they communi;
éatéd,'by drums, +their usual language used for distances; how
Mandinka men chose their wives, how they loved them and how the
wives respected the husband as a chief and a male; he also points
out their style of dress, how they use fur ornaments according
”to ﬁheir agé; the‘meaning of their amulets; how they sing and
déhce to célebrate the mos+t important fact for them, the harvest;.
how tasteful their food was in contrast later with that of the
Americans.

He also gives a very detailed account of the circumeisioﬁ’
celebration~~how the boys are isolated deep in the forest and
how they learn there how to fight like a Mandinka, becoming
proud warriors, never feeling défeated; how they learn how %o
survive aione, hunting and fishing énough.for themselves and
for their future families; how they learn the meaning of‘bird's
songs and the sounds of the other animals; the language of the
forest, He goes on at length about the facts of Mandinka his-
tory and their religion and, finally, describes their sexual
practices; he also points out the different African dialects
and how they are c¢losed to the respective tiibes; he distinguish-
es preciseiy between freedom and slavery, probably to emphasize
how the fact of being free before having been enslaved was so
neaningful for his people, and also to show how the slaves, who
lived among them, in tribes, were so privileged that "slaves
aren't always easy to tell from those who aren't slaves‘,"15 They

could easily be free again; they could buy their freedom with
what they saved from farming on half-share crops with their
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masters, or by marrying into the family that owned them which
would never happen to the slaves of whites.

Haley also explains, through Omoro, Kunta's father, how in
thelr tribe some people are slaves, and others-not:

~~Some were born of slave mothers.

--0thers had once faced starvation during their home vil-
lage's hungry season, and they came to Juffure and begged
to become the slaves of someone who would feed then.
~-S5till others had once been enemies and been captured as
prisoners--"They become slaves, being ngt brave enough to
die rather than be taken," said Omoro.l

It seems that Haley wants tq prove that the tribal life was
really an important one for the Blacks who have lost it, so
through Kunta, when he is already in America, he says:

As the days passed, he began to see that although these
‘black ones lived better than those on the previous toubod
farm, they seemed to have no.-more .realization than the .
others that they were a lost tribe, that any kind of re-
spect or appreciation for themselves had been squeezed out
of them so thoroughly that the¥ seemed to feel that their
lives were as they should be.l

To glorify African culture, he is. against acculturation,
and, as a result against the ignorance that says that Africa had
no culture or civilization before the "toubobs" discovered it.

Kunta told Bell how all the children in his village Were

taught to write, with pens made of hollowed dried grass

stalks, and ink of water mixed with crushed pot black. He
t01d her about the arafang and how his lessons were conduc- -
ted both mornings and evenings. . . . Kunta told her how

the students in Juffure had to be able to read well from

the Koran before they could %raduate, and he even recited

for her some Koranic verses,

It is also in revolt against acculturation that he wants to
continue being named Kunta Kinte, as soon as he arrives in Ameri-
ca; he rejects "his" American name~~Toby; he rejebts American
food, and he also rejécts the shorts the "toubobs™ give to him
to wear to cover his body; he wants to continue to be himself,

just as later on he wants his daughter Kizzy to continue being
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an African déscendant, giving to her a Mandinka name: Xizzy.
He teaches her African words, he offers her a Mandinka doll as a
toy, wifh her he speaks of Mandinka'svtribe and his people.

Because ‘he wants his daughter to be as Afrlcan as he him-
self he detests the friendship between his daughter and Massa's
niece, which could acculturate her: '

| . This Qasrtoo much, It was outrageous enough to have to
- 8it by and watch while Kizzy was turned slowly into a well-
mannered lap dog, but now that she'd been housebdbroken, they
wanted him to deliver the animal to its new keeger. Kunta
shut his eyes, struggling to contain his rage.l
And to continue his idéntity; even in a foreign land, he teaches
Kizzy ﬁandinkafs words and he himself wants to continue being
called Kunta instead of the "toubob's" name Toby. He doesn't want
anything to do with the hlacks who are intimidated by the master
to shun anything African.20 These black Americans have lost their
'roots and Kunta wonders if Bell knows=wheré her grandparents
came from, since she has told him that she heard the whites
were against imported Afriecan Negroes.21 }This happened probably
because the idea of Afriea isn't so important for an un-self-
conscious African, sucﬁ as Bell; as it is to a self-conscious
African, exiled in a strange lénd, such as Kunta. The black is
conseious of 3222 chiefly because he has lost it..

To Kunta, the'image of Africa is his salvation and it is
permanently in the author's mind. When Kunta's child was bofn,
‘he "felt Africa pumping in his veins--and flowing from him into
the child, the flesh of him and Bell--as he walked on a little
farther."?2 We feel throughout the reading of gégig-the severe
~pain the author feels beeause his ancestors were taken away from

Afriéa} Kunta is nothiﬁg less than a pSychqlogical picture of
Haley.
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Haley identifies himself with the land of his origins--
Africa} Africa was his homeland_and his anéestors' homelaﬁd.
Evenrthe African earth was part of them; he and his brothers as
they were dragged along even ate the sand they were dragged _
through in a strong attempt to retain the tie to their land they
did not want to lose.23

Kunta,‘knowing he would never see Africa again, idealized
his villége Juffure: "No other well has such sweet water. No
other trees' shade is as pleasant. No other kitchens smell of

n24

the cooking of our women, and disconsolately thought of the

grief that would be felt in his village as his family realized

25

that he was gone forever. “"The voyage was over. He had lived

through it all. But his tears soon flooded the shoreline into a

gray, swimming mist, for Kunta knew that whatever came next was

 going to be yet worse."26 Here starts his loss of identity when

he touches the toubob's land, and they do what they want with-
nim; mistreating him when he resists them, bathing and oiling .
him, forcing him into strange clothing, and finally chaining him
together with the pthers.27 |

Kunta represents today's Black-American, conscious of his

roots and of his peoples, who wants to continue being African

from Affica, with his own identity. Therefore, ignoring the
distance between the toubob's land and his own, he tries to runm
away, believing he will meet other excaped Africans somehow
there in the land of the toubob, "and maybe they would be as
desperate as he was to feel their toes once again in the dust

of their native land.“28

If he stayed there, he would remain
an outcast, a non-being, because he did mot identify with his

existence as a Black American without a past. He would have to.
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integrate his life as a member of American slavery, in spite of
being_psycholbgicaliy alienated from it. In other words, what |
Haley tries fo do is generalize the very personal evolution of
his own comnsciousness as Kunta's descendart.,

We believe gggjé is just a matter of making sense of the
present by including itsvpast histofy. Haley realizes that
- adopting this position involves taking over the bibliecal notion
of black being the symbol of "evil, sin, dark." Déath, violence,

and hatred (remember Wrightts Native'Son) are the crosses which

Black Americans have to bear, not merely for the sake of their
own humanity, but also, and above all, to save white America.

In fact, Haley interprets Bléck American problems as deriving
from their refusal to knoy their true origins and causes as a
direct reéult_of slavery. The blacks, purified by their suffer-
ing,‘shown in gggzg, are expected to provide a kind of "moral
consciousness® of white Americems who probably never think“*'g
what they are doing when supporting raecism, and what their
white ancestors did . when they forced the Blacks into sla-
very. '

Through love and compassion, we feel through Kunta's servi-
tude and that of all Blacks captured by whi%es, the history that
gives . them the due rehabilitation denied for a long time.

We see slaves as Christ-figures of that time, beaten and mocked
with no just cauée.

Haley's appeal to love his past, his people, his earth, his
naturé, his tribes, his dialects, his ways of living, is a con-
stant effort to be himself. He transfers to Kunta, his ancestor,
his black ﬁationalism in order to prove his identity. He feéls

as lonély in America, as "the lohely 0ld oak in the middle of
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a field," but he is reborn when he identifies himself with the
sun, the giver of light to life: "Each day's new sun will re-
mind us that it rose in our Africa; which is the navél-of the
eartho"zgr

But Kunta dies without being free again, never accepting

the toubob's land or their culture. Freedom is Kunta's constant
thought. Hé and all his people free in Africa. ﬁ&o%g is about
the struggle for freéedom, because freedom was part of his iden-
tity. EKunta dies physically, but his effort {o survive spiritus=
ally doesn't, and it continues alive in all his descendants. -

Kizzy, Eunta's daughter, never forgot her father, even

though she lived away from him, being enslaved and used by a
white owner she detested.

Kizzy would find herself smiling as she remembered with
what delight she used to sit on the high, narrow buggy
seat alongside her pappy as they went rolling along the
hot, dusty Spotsylvania County roads; how at other times
she and Kunta would walk hand-in-hand along the fencerow .
that led to the stream where later she would walk hand-
in-hand with Noah.,

She said to his (mulatto) son, George:

WYo! gran'vappy like to tell me things in de African. tongue.
Like he call a fiddle a Ko, or he call a river Kamby Bo-
longo, whole lotsa different, funny-soundin' words. like
dat. She thought how much it would please her pappy,
wherever hgowas, for his grandson also to know the Afri-
can words. - :
Time passes. and Kizzy's son is already six years old when

peace of the U,S.A. starts being disturbed; it is one'Sunday
in 1814, when Kizzy's son, George, who helps in the whites'
kitchen, comes flying down to slave row, breathless with a mes-
sage: "Miss Malizy (the slave cook) say tell y'all dat England's
army done whupped fivé thousan' Newnited States so! jers, an' done

n31

burnt up both dat capitol an' de White House. He refers fo
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the war between U,S.A., and England, which had started in 1812.

George was a clever boy; he was son of Kizzy and his master,
Mr. Lea. He would later be called Chicken George; he was the
new "gamecocker" like his father, Master Lea had been; he was of
mixed blood, but he never forgot what his mother told him about
Africa and his grandfather Kunta Kinte: |

"Mammy," he said "one time you tol' me gran'pappy give de
feelin' dat de main thing he kep' on his mind was tellin!
you dem Africa things"-- h

Af%eé énéther silence, George said, "Mammy, I been thinkin'.,
Same as you done fo'! me, I gwine tell my chilluns 'bout '
The passing on of Kunta Kinte's name and history becomes

a refrain throughout the book. It binds George, who, in turn,
Passes it on.to his son Tom, a master blacksmith who is eman-
cipated after the Civil War. One of his daughters, Cyﬁthia,
marries an ambitious black man named Will Palmer, who, in 1894,
becomes the prosperous owner of a lumber company. They were
Haley's grandparents; Haley was born son of Bertha Palﬁer and
Simon Haley, both college~educatéd teachers and solid members
of the black bourgeoisie. ‘ v

Roots' fictionalization wvirtually ends with the move of
the family to Henning, Tennessee,after the Civil War, where
- whites welcome Tom's skill as a blacksmith, but will not allow
a black to have his own shop., Rather than work for anyone but
himself, Tom rigs a wagon with a forge and bellows and begins
a successful career as an itinerant blacksmith. -

Freedom was the family'S»IAng-time dream, As a slave,
Tom dreamed of going North: o

Yp Nawth" offered to free black people, and Tom had

weighed at great length proposing to the whole slave-row

family that instead of waiting endless years trying to buy

their freedom, they shoul%5carefully plan and attempt a
mass escape to the North.
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Being free was one of the ways in which they could be them-
selves and continue having the African inheritance brought to
the U.S.A; by Kunta Kinte, Tom's-great-grandfather. This strong
African inheritance which marks Kunta Kinte's descendants, can
be seen in the following conversation ovairgil, Tom's brother,

and his daddy, Chicken George:

"Pappy," he said finally in his piping vomce, "you gwine
tell us 'bout omr great-grantdaddy?"

"You's a. good man, George," said Kizzy softly. "Don't .

never let nobody tell you no different! An' don't never
git to feelin' we don't love you., I b'lieves maybe you

gits mixed up 'bout who you is, an' sometime who we is.

We's yo'! blood, Jes' like dese chilluns' great-gran'pappy."

Overwhelmed w1th emotlon, Chicken George moved his chair
near the hearth. The three boys (his sons) squatted down
before him, their eyes glistened with anticipation, and
Kizzy handed him the baby. Composing himself, he cleared
his throat and began to tell his four sons their gran'
mammy's story of their great-gran'pappy.
"Pappy, I knows de story, too!®™ Virgil broke in. Making a
face at his younger brothers, he went ahead and told it
himgelf-~including even the African words.
"He done heared it three times from you, and gran'mammy
don't cross de do'sill without tellin' it again!® said his
wife with a2 laugh. George thought: How long had it been
since he last heard his wife laughing?

Trying to recapture the center of attentlon Virgil
jumped up and down,
"Gran'mammy say de African make us know who we isi®
WHe do dat!" said Gran'mammy Kizzy, beaming.>%

Tom's father, Chicken George, was concerned about Free- .
dom all the time, and it was that idea he transmitted to his

sons, especially to Tom, whose direct descendants we know,
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"Magsa, don't mistake me none, ain't got nothin' but de bes'
kin' o' feelin's 'bout you, Massa, But me an' 'Tilda jes'
got to talkin', and Massa we Jjes' 'cided we gwine try see
couldn't us buy us an' gur chilluns from you, an' spen' out
de res! our days free!®>5 . ‘

But they couldn't buy their freedom, because meanwhile their

owner went bankrupt and George's family was - = sold to another
Master. Chicken George went %o England as "gamecocker," sent by

his owner (his father), who promised him liberty as soon as he

- came back; When he returned he couldn't bear his slavery any

longer, but he only received his freedom paper after a lot of

trouble. . _ -

Chicken George only needed to free all his family, who were
then working for Murrays, a very good white family; but after
the war between the North and the South of the U,S.A., Presi-
dent Lincoln abolished slavery, signing the "Emancipation
Proclamation" which set them all free. In this way they con<
quered part of their identity.

The jubilance in the slave row was beYond any measure now

as they poured out across the big~house front yard and up

the entry lane to reach the big road to Jjoin the hundreds
already there, milling about, leaping and springing up and
down, whooping, shouting, singing, preaching, praying.

"Free, Lawd, free!" ., . . "Thank Gawd A'mighty, free
at las'in3b

Even Lilly Sue's son,37 Uriah, eight years of,age, had lain
for weeks suffering a delirium of fever.

"Freedom! Freedom!" He raced first for the pigpen shout-

ing, "Ol' pigs quit gruntin', you's free!" He coursed to

the barn, "O0l' cows, quit givin' milk, you's free!" The
boy raced to the chickens ngﬁt, "0l' hens quit layin®,
you's free! --and so's mel®"2S . _

Freedom came to thenm again.and the image of Africa contin-
ued alive from one generation to another. The same African

words Kémby Bolongo; Ko and Kunta Kinte had passed on from one
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generation to another till the day Haley, Kunta Kinte's seventh -
grandson, intended to search for his past, for his roéts, for
his self. |

If you don't care who and where you come fiéﬁ, well, I
does!39 |

Neither Wright's Native Son, nor Ellison's Invisible

Man has reached the popular success of Roots. John Aldridge
- once remarked thét "the quality and intensity of a literary
work will depend upon the sudcess with which the writer can
find and communicate his private truth in the public truth
of his_age."4o | ,

Haley's private truth is that of his color threatening
constantly to deprive him of individuality, of his own identi-
ty; the public truth to which this corresponds is that all
Black Americans have been similarly threatened., Another
point is that thinking about their own families and where
they came from, they are trying to find out who they are. On
the other hand, to Black Americans who in the 1970's were al-
ready thinking about them and their ancestors as strong,
proud and culturally cohesive, Roots was just a matter of
filling in the blanks of their history. To the white Ameri-
cans, who at that time were still thinking of Negroes as
devastated victims, broken by slavery and its racist after-
math, Roots awakened the feeling of guilt, giving whites a~
sympathetic view of Negroes and their history, leading to Pro-
fessor John Callahan's quotation that "We now know our roots
are inextricably bound with the roots of blacké and cannot
be separated." |

We think that these are the reasons the book has reached
the category of a social phenomenon. Intrinsically, as a
literary work, it has nothing especially valuable, Nor is
it a truly historical novel. AS a blend of facts and fiction
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(Haley called his saga "faction"), it cannot be evaluated as
nistory, but also it is not mere entertainment.

. Africa is romanticized to the point that it seems a com-
bination of classical Greeée and a holiday resort; it would
be paradise if the whites didn't come in. Besides, in gggﬁg,
nearly all the whites are villainous and nearly all the
blacks are heroic. |

Roots' opening section, a fictionalization of Kunta's
birth, Moslem upbringing and manhood rites, have a vividness
of detail that an impassioned imagination can provide, ILet
us consider this passage, for example: |

In rage, Kunta snatched and kicked against the shackles:
that bound his wrists and ankles, Instantly, angry

. exclamations and jerking came back from whomever he was
shackled to,4% »

The horrors: of Kunts's ocean croésing are based on fami-
liar scholarship. ' |

Once in America, where Kunta is sold to a Virginia
planter and renamed Toby, Haley recreates the 0ld South of
mansions and slave shacks, fully aware that chains and blood
ties were at times indistinguishable. For example, the
father of George, Kizzy's mulatfo son and Kunta's grandson,
was also George's own owner, the planter who raped Kizzy at
fifteen just after he bought her.

The}book details slave family life--birth, courtship,
marriage ("jumping the broom"), death and the ever-present
fear of being sold off and having to leave one's kin. Roots
seems to agree with the explanation of the historian Herbert
Gutman42 who argues that family stability among black slaves
(now widely accepted, despite the breakup of many families
- by sale) was a strong anti-insurrectionist force., When Kunta

plans to run away once more, despite his partially amputated
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foot (following his fourth escape attempt, half his right

foot was cut off), Bell, the slave woman he married, tells

_him that her first husband was killed for running away and

her children sold off, and that now she is pregnant again.
So Kunta stays. ‘7 |

The actual master-slave relationship doesn't seem to
have been the one ‘traced in nggg. The historian James
Brewer Stewart says, "Plantation overseers and owners were

not all-powerful. They were tied by a system of reciprocal
rights and obligations."43 v

Roots often looks like a cartoon, where the'hero is al-
ways a Negro and the villain is always white., Whites are
treacherous, violent and contemptible; blacks are noble and
enduring, even forbearing when given a chance for revenge.
Let us consider Tom's encountef a few weeks after the Civil
War ended, with one of the villainous white bosses:

A morning . . . he recognized a lone rider along the
road as the former Cavalry Major Cates, his uwniform
tattered and his horse spavined., Cates also recognized
Tom, and riding near the fence, he reined up. "Hey,
nigger, bring me a dipperful of your water!" he called.
Tom looked at the nearby water bucket, then he studied
Cates' face for a long moment before moving to the
bucket. He filled the dipper and walked to hand it to
Cates. "Things is changed now, Mr, Cates," Tom spoke
evenly. "The only reason I brought you this water is
because 1I'd bring any thirsty man a drink, not because
you hollered, I jes' want you to know that."

Cates handed back the dipper. "“Get me another one,
nigger."

Tom took the dipper and dropped it back into the bucket
and walked off, never once looking back.44

In a sense, Roots is effectively "the story of the Ameri-
canization of the Kinte clan," and, the way it is written, it
"strikes enough human chords to sustain the book's cumulative
power," despite its "considerable'structural and stylistic

flaws," pointed out by R. 2. Sheppard.45
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Thanks to the new ages, inaugurated in the 1960's with
African decolonization and the Americén.Civil Rights revolu-
tion, we héye in Haley a view on the Negro-American problem
of identity that is quite different from that of Wright or
Ellison. tWith Haley, we have no struggle ethnic identity sur-
vival, Haléy's heroes don't fiight to reconqﬁer their people
from a "surrendered identity"™; black people don't need that
because they are "“liberated" in America as well as in Africa.
The surrendered'idenfity belongs to the past. In Haley, we
still have a search, but it is for a comprehensible ethnic
past, both individual and communal. The "real me," the "Sub-
jective sense of invigorating sameness and continuity" (which
Erikson calls the "sense of identity") must include a sense of
pride, shared by individuals belonging to a determined peoplé,
even if this has been despised throughout history.

The average man has an unconscious tendency to believe
that’his}tribe or race, class, caste or religion is naturally
superior to the others, or, at least, not inferior. It is
this feeling and search in the past for the elemenfs to demon-
strate its assertiveness that make up Haley's Work. If white
people have a well—knéwn rich cultural past in Europe, Ne-
groes also have a homeland and, thanks to their moral traits
and other cultural attributes, they have endured centuries of
physical and mehtal'sufferings as no other peOplé could do.
And now that the worst is over, Negroes have only to think on
what they have accomplished in the past, under the most ad-
verse circumstances, to realize what they can achieve in the
time to come,

S50 we can easily find in Roots, using Erikson's cate-

- gories, a positive identity, both individual and communal-—~
conscious, deeply rooted invthe past and projected into the

future to "the wholeness of a more inclusive identity."
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_U,This'whole identity would be the achievement of the

* Americanization of all Kinte's Afro-American clans, in order
to ogfer to the American Negfo hié'pléce in a new constella-
tion, the nucleus: of which is suggested by the words Negro
and American--that is to say, where he would feel a balance--

neither more black nor more American.
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CHAPTER SIX

CONCLUSION

Looking back on the literature which has been examined

(respectively Native Son, Inﬁiéibie Man and Roots), it seems

justified to reaffirm our introductory statement that Africa,
negatively’br\positively, never ceaéed to occupy an important
place in Afro-Ameriecan life and, in particular, in the writings
of Afro-American intellectuals.' Africa possesses a considerable
weight as a cultural element within Afro-American culture, even
if few Afro-Americans are themsélves conscious of this.

In the introduction of this dissertation, we mentioned the
"white image" of Africa, an image that had been strongly influ-
enced by the theory of evolntion that the racists used to juSti-
fy the Negro's inferiority. It was this image, according to
which~Blacks belonged to the "inferior races," which confinéd
the Afro-Americans to the status of an underprivileged minority.
| Amoﬁg the damage done t6 Blacks muét be counted the loss of
’self—respect and the identification with the valués of the domi-
nant culture~-or on the other extreme, a non-identification,
resulting in protest (as in Wright's works). Inevitably, iden-

tification with that image implied the acceptanée of its notions

about Africa and blaeck men in general.

The "white"'image of Africa makes understandable the
facts that Negro-Americans’ would straighten their hair and
use bleaching cream, because curly hair and dark skin were

regarded as ugly. Also according to that image, the great
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majority of Negro Americans found it impossible, for many
generations, to identify with Africa, that “"wild" and "bar-
baric" continent. And if a Negro American despises his "black -
ego" .or is ashamed of it, .the resulting self-hatred is, as a
rule, not restricted to his individuality. It is also trans-
ferred to other Negroes, in whom he encounters his own
"econtemptible! ego.

On the other hand, the "white" image of Africa justified
'.white‘racism and the image Qf the Negro as "“Sambo," the
stereotyped "typical" plahtation slave, lacking character
and a sense of responsibility.

Surrounded by so many distorting mirrors, the Negro's
positive identity was undermined sYstematicaily and reduced
to the reflection of a negative recognition. And even this
"surrendered identity" was stimulated, as pointed out by
Erikson, by that "instinctive sense" which guided the majority
of Negro mothers to keep their children away from vain and
dangerous competition, "that is, for survival's sense to keep
them in their place even if that place is defined by an indif-
ferent and hateful 'compact majority.'"l

That "white" image of Africa, with the idea of an
uncivilized," pagan, and wild continent inhebited by people
who were allegedly morally and intellectually inferior, still
impregnates the works of the first of our three authors: |
Richard Wright, According to Wright, Negroes belong nowhere
and are nothing: "You niggers ain't nowhere . . . you ain't
no American! And you ain't African neither! So what is you?

Nothing! Just nothing!"™ (The Long Dream, cit.) In this way,

Richard Wright was perpetuating the myth that in Negro life
there exists no tradition, no éulture, in short, that black

existence is nothingness. We see it in Native Son's hero,
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Bigger Thomas, who accepts his inferiority, "the crime of be-
ing black"; the press calls him “a junglé beast ... . utterly
untouched by the softening influences 6f modern civilization."
Bigger is a Negro who has lost completely (or better, .who
neVer hadj a sense of orientation and is absolutely alone.
The "white" image of Africa is also presént in Ellison's
work., Alienation characterized his attifude towards Africa.
He denies any interest in Africa, but it would be a mistake
to conclude that Ellison never concerned himself with the
problems of Africa. In one way or another, Africa is a re-
current theme in Negro-American literature-~and it is encoun-

tered in Invisible Man, fox'éxample, in the shape of an "ugly

ebony African god," kept fogether with othef "cracked relics
from slavery time.," The protagonist says that "though I had
seen them very seldom, they were vivid in my mind. They had
not been pleasant and whenever I had visited the room I
avoided the glass case in which they rested."2 ’ Also
characteristic of Ellison's attitude towards Africa is the
way he describes Ras's ideology as exotic, crazy and funny;he
concluded that "it was better to live out one's ovn absufdity
than to die for that of others, whether for Ras's or Jack's. ">
Only with the third of our authers, Alex Haley, do we
see the traditional "white" image of Africa surpassed. Haley
is one of the men that contributed much to the re-establishment
. of the African past as a positive value in Negro-American iden-
tity. Roots filled in the blanks in Black-American history,
appealing to a proud image of it. It was just this that made
the book's strong success.
Closely connected with the African image that people
- hold is the Negro-American problem of identity--individual

and communal,
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Thfs. problem of identity is aconstant in the three authors,
who are quite different from oné another., All of them tryv to assert
themselves as members of an ethnic-cultural group in American
society. If in Wright and Ellison that search for an identity
is not linked to Africa, in Haley, identity and African roots
are closely associated, To Wright "Africa is a distant conti-
nent," whose language he wouldn't understand, To Ellison,.if "we
are sons of Mama Afrieca® (p. 299) the truth is that from it the
Black Americans only have "tpm—toms beating our #oices (p. 333),
"knuckles" (p. 313), "rumba and Sambo" (p. 345), and "a small
Ethiopian flag" (p. 220). To Haley, Africa is a way of self-
discovery, an alternative to his loneliness among millions of
Americans, Africa is an old world, but for him it is a new one,
where Haley tries to find -his own roots and his-people's roots.
He hopes to find a cultural past to tell the world about--to say
to the whites, "We are someone. Why don't you white peoplé re—-
cognize us, if it was you who brought us out of our motherlandfﬂw

As a result, in Ellison and in Wright, the heroes don't trj
to assert their identity through Africa, but rather in American
society as American Negroes, But we should contrast them. .

In Native Son, Wright's hero, Bigger Thomas, is always an-

guished, subjugated, frustrated, violent; and because of this
alienation, he is a hero whose fear and hate lead to his.selfé
destruction. That destruction is, however, positive: it was
in this way that Wright converted the American Negro tendency
of "self-annihilation" into a strength to.face the world and to

awaken the American consciousness to a feeling of responsi-

bility for Negro alienation.
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Negro, but his ego fades slowly throughout the first part of the
work; his "gelf" has a dblack color, but that color disappears in
society, to give way to the universal man: "But we are all hu-
man . . " (p. 195) The Négro's “"invisibility"™ is enlarged
until "race" becomes a metaphor through which larger meanings
are conveyed. . | |

Negro-Americans have really inherited a social role of
nobodyness-~that voiceless, surrendered identity which would
geem fitted to Ellison's invisibility. But, according to
Erikson, that preoccupation with invisibility shbuld be inter-
preted as "a demand to be heard and seen, recognized and faced
as an individual with a choice rather than as a man marked by
what is all to superficialli visible, namely, his color (and
by the stereotypes which go with it)e." (p. 136)

Ellison's hero is an ambivalent protagonist who lives be-
tween two opposite poles, that of humanism and that of a mechan-
ized world. This protégonist, as the alienated intellectual
that he is, sometimes is a passive "automaton" (p. 81), "a black
amorphus thing" (p. 81), and other times he is active-;"he has
eyes and ears . . o he's leérned to repress not only his emo-
tions but his humanity" (p. 81). |

He‘is a complete protagonist; he is a whole; he represents
his people. Literally, besides being a protagonist, he is a
critic and a narrator. As a critic he seems like a white man:
"Phese niggers look like they're about to pray" (p. 26). As a
pnarrator he is an impartial witness; and at the same time a pro-
tagonist, telling about his experience from the viewpoint of an
impersonal observer:

With the supercargo lying helpless upon the bar, the

men whirled about like maniacs. The excitement seemed to
have tilted some of the more delicately balanced ones too
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far. Some made hostile speeches at the top of their
voic?s aga%nst the hospital, the state and the universe .
o o (P T3 .

Haley's hero, Kunta Kinte, is a historiecal protagonist; we
would call him an exemplary protagonist because there were many
other Kuntas like him. Could we have so many "Invisible Men"
and so many "Bigger Thomases"?. Although he ié a real life pro-
tagonist, the way that the heré achieves his maturity is some~
times artificial, This is because his action is described by a
Negro American who is looking at Africa from the outside.

Kunta, we may Specﬁlate, represents the Negro American
of today, conscious of Mis roots and of his people, with a
positive sense of identity, full of pride in his African
roots. In him, the Negro-American present is linked with the
actuality of an African living past, with the values and
memories of Africa giving meaning and direction to a new
Negro~American culture., And surely this is the only way thatl
can lead to the joining of black and white American identi-
ties "in such a way that new potentials are activated in both,™
that is to say, in a "more inclusive identity" (Erikson).

Kunta, we may speculate, represents the Negro American of
today, conscious of his roots arnd of his people, who wants +to
continue being an African from Africa, with‘his own identity. .

Comparing Bigger Thomas, the Inivisible Man and Kunta Kinte,
we can note several similarities and contrasts between them.

. The contrast between Ellison'’s and Wright's heroes is ob-
vious. If Bigger Thomas is, in a certain Way,'a " jungle beast,"
Ellison's hero is a conscientious educated being, who rejects
violence. Both, however, experience the same alienation in rela-
tion to the»society, which made one "a beast" and the other a

being divided between a human being and an automaton.
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Haley's hero, Kunta Kinte, is distinct. Eunta and his des-
cendants make one herovqnly; they are coherent with themselves
from the beginning to the end. Why? Kunta was a free man be-
fore, who has been enslaved; but who never accepted his situa-
tion as a slave and who struggled rationally, using all his ef-
forts, for his freedom again., His daughter Kizzy, his grandson
George and his great-grandson Tom did the same. But only
Tom realized the .-dream: of+-:the. abolition of slavery,
as a result of the victory of fhe North in the Civil War of
1861. '

The "invisible man" is at the same time a palpable and an
imaginative protagonist, while Bigger Thomas is only a palpable
protagonist. The "invisible man" is imaginative because he lives
underground all the time (but another premise could be consi-
dered if we say "invisible man" goes underground only because he
wants to be free); but he is palpable because he has a remarkéble
individuality, as we can see by his constant use of 1, though.
that I lives in a social loneliness: "I am an -invisible maﬁ o o
o I am invisible, understand, simply because people refuse to

see me." (p. 7)

The Invisible Man's protagonist is a hopeful man (p. 106);

Hope, Faith, Endurance and Triumph are aspeects of his moral
strength, while Bigger Thomas is a deluded and violent man. The

Invigible Man's protagonist believes in human relations, and

Bigger Thomas doesn't believe in anyone, even in those who
do their best to help him, Bigger Thomas refuses the advile
of the priest, who would like to encourage him and to help
him; he is a radical, he does: not believe and will not be-

lieve in anyone while the American world segregates him, The
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"invisible man" is optimistic and reflectiVe; and because he
believes so much in others, he almost fails and is destroyed.
It is only light which gives him strength and faith in the
world again. Kunta Kinte is also optimistic and it is this
optimism that makes him fight many times against the "tou- .
bobs"2 and takes him near destruction.

The Invisible Man's protagonist doesn't want destruction:

"I wanted freedom, not destruction"; "when I discover who I am,
I'1l be free . . " (p. 137) The same happens to Kunta Kinte.
Wright's Bigger Thomas wants destruction, because through it he
is free; after having murdered he feels himself free-—"He had mur-
dered and created a new life for himseif--an imaginary identity

~-he feels free" (p. 155--Book I1I),

Summing up, the Invisible Man's protagonist is an ambi-

valent protagonist--a protagonist who knows and doesn't know
who he is, who accuses whites because they diminish his ego. -
Ellison's hero is black and is white at the same time;.he is.
the one who hides himself in the darkness, to reappear in the
light, who starts as an individual Negro, slowly becoming an
American, and finally a universal man.

In contrast to him, Kunta Kinte and Bigger Thomas are
stable and relatively simple protagonists; the first wants
to be free till the end of his life; the second wants vio-
lence, he also is secure within, till the end. The basic

problem of Native Son is how to translate Bigger's complicated

feelings into universal ideas; in Bigger's relationship with
Max, he is forced to attempt to formulate ideas his intellect
cannot handle, Between Wright's skill and knowledge and the
potential of Bigger's feelings lie a thousand years of con-

scious culture.
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"Both Bigger Thomas and the "invisible man" will end their
lives alienated, though they have tried throughout to 1ive.new
lives without being truly reborn. Both of theﬁ, as well as |
Kinte,‘were alienated from their own family; though Kinte and
his family aren't an alienated family, as we can see by their
constant memory of their origins; this is also proved by
the transmission from one generation to another of the old Afri-
can's saga and _also by a scattering of inherited African
words; with the same aim, it is meanlngful that at the birth of
each member of the family, they celebrate the cult of consecra-
tion to the moon. (p. 14)

We should point out that Haley, as a histerical and popular
noveiist, is optimistic and romantic in the sense that he probab-
ly thinks that everything would be all right if whites would be-
have rationally and were educated about black.history; on the
contrary, Wright's vision (and even Ellison's) is far more
extreme, more tragic; more doubtful that the whole system can
be changed by such rational means. We could call the latter two
part of the "underground." |

When we approach Wright's and Ellisoﬂ's'visions as part
of the "underground," and at the same time compare them to _
Haley's optimistic and romantic vision, we touch the bottom
of the question, which is precisely the main theme of this
dissertation: "“The Problem of Identity as it Relates to the
American Blacks' Vision of Africa." |

We have seen in chapter two that until very recently
only a few Black Americans have actually succeeded in emanci-
pating themselves from the impact of the "white" image of

Africa, As psychological studies have shown, Black American

children learn early to identify themselves with the value
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system of white culture.

It is mainly for this reason that the great majority of
Black Americans find it impossible to identify themselves
with Africa. But itAis also true that there has always ex-
isted a sﬁall minority whose adherents are more-or-less aware
of the mechanisms which have been produqing that Negro- .
American alienation, and therefore have attempted to create
a racial solidarity in order to activate a group consciousness,
A1l black nationalist movements are nourished this way. The
first black consciousness groups were religious and the aware;
ness of their African roots found expression in names such as
the well-known African Methodist Episcopal Church, founded in
Boston as early as 1816. Among the more recent nationalist
movements, already discussed in this dissertation, are Garvey-
ism, Black Muslimism and Black Power,

It seems that black nationalism becomes radical (or more
radical) whenever the situation: of Negro Americans worsens or
there are high, but unfulfilled expectations. The latest
wave of nationalism arose in the 1960's, when the failure of
the integration movement of the 'previous decade became obvi-
ous. Now, if "the my%h of black progress" is only "dangerous
illusion," because it does not apply to the "vast majority of
black people," as Vernon Jordan points out (see chapter two),
it seems probable that in the next few years we will see a
Black Power resurgence.

On the other hand, it seems that each wave of black
‘nationalism is more intense than the preceding one. The wave
of the sixties surpaséed all previous movements with regard
to popular support. Now Black Americans no longer see them-
selves in terms of that surrendered identity forced on them
for generations by the "white" image of Africa. Black Ameri-

cans feel strong, proud and culturally cohesive, Today, they
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identify strongly with their African past to an extent which
has not Been observed before, This accéptance of an ethnic
identity will result in group cohesion and a strengthening of
their political position to an extent which earlier national-
ists had never dreamed of.

_ It is in this context that we see Wright's, Ellison's
and Haley's visions of Africa,

Bach man shapes his entire persohality according to his
environment. Our three authors' identities--and those with
which they molded their main protagonists--are not exceptions
to the general rule. ‘ |

‘Both Wright and Ellison believed in the “"primitiveness"
of Black Africans. Civilization was "white." Racism was also
"white," but weren't the Negroes inferior to white folks?
When did colored people dominate the world? Where could white
cultural, social and economic predicaments also be found in

colored peoples?

What role could a black have in a white society? Wright's
and Ellison's answers are similar to a certain extent. .The.
black man wasn't in a position to demand anything. Blacks
were nobody, were "nothing" (Wright), were "invisible" (Elli-
son). In this context, it is understandable that both Bigger
and the "invisible man" go underground, '

What role could Africa have in Black-American life?

Once more Wright's and Ellison's answers are similar: none.
They were Black-American, not Afro-American. Africa, and,
'therefore, black nationalism, from Garveyto the fictional
Ras, could not solve Black-American problemss

Where else could they find a way to solve Black Ameri-
can problems? Wright and Ellison try alternative ideologies
proposed by "white"'soéiety, namely Communism, Communism

did not solve their problem.



163

It seems that Bigger must really die and that Ellison's:
protagonist must run to invisibility. There can be no other
way out . . . _ ‘

But there is another way, only it happens that in the
forties and fifties the essential requirements were not yet
brought together, We had to wait for the Civil Rights revo-
lution and. the series of reforms that followed it: anti-
discrimination laws and practices, more political power for
blacks, job programs. Only after all‘tﬁis has the Negro-
American community been able to arrive at a reliable estimate
-of the place which African heritage occupies in their culture.
Only then were they in a condition to develop an autonomous
andlliVely culture of their own. This culture had to be
capable of offering to Negro-Americans a positive image of
themselves and of giving them some protection against the
identity~destroying impaét of racism; this culture must, there-
fore, make Black Americans aware of the value of their own. |
traditions and customs. ,

Haley's Roots, "the story of the Americanization of the
Kinte clan," despite its "considerable structufal and stylis-
tic flaws" (R. Z. Sheﬁpard), fulfilled this necessity of
spreading the values and memories of Africa in American
literature. |

Now we have arrived at our dissertation's ehd. It would
be interesting to return to the hypotheses formulated in the
Statement of Purpose and see if they were correct or not,

The first one stated that "the main protagonists of

Native Son, Invisible Man and Roots, as individuals belonging
to the Negro American minority, are outsiders within a "white"
society which regards black races and culture as inferior to

whites" This assertion was fully confirmed.
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The second hypothesis ruled that "to assert themselves

" as non-white individuals and as members of a non-white com-
munity, they (the protagonists) have to overcome the "white
image of_Africa, accbrding t6 which the primitive African (or
the "Ape Man") would live with his instincts still intact, .
and whose poiygamy, nakedness, and apparentlj less restric-
tive sexual life were mistaken by Anglo-Séxon puritanism &s -
promiscuity, "sinfulness," and "obscenity." This hypothesis.
was also confirmed. We have seen how Wright and Ellison,
notwithstanding their cultivated skills and the masterpieces
of literature they have produced, failed to break the circle
of alienation, of nobodyness that was woven around them by
the "white" image of Africa. On the other hand, the success
of Roots, a secondary literary work, illustrates well its
meaning‘to.a society that had justly overcome that "white"
image, thereby disclosing the riches of a new cultural dimen-
sion,

The third hypothesis asserted thaﬁ "striving to overcome
their identity crisis, these protagonists must affirm their
'different' cultural identity, rooted in a prized African
past and expurgated ffom values and ideologies relevant only
to the 'white' society. It is an assumption well confirmed,
as we have just seen. .

The fourth and last hypothesis argued that "this dif-
ferent black-American cultural identity and its rejection of
the present American way of life will lead to a revolutionary
claim for total equality with whites in American society or,
alternately, to black nationalism, hostile to the -American
traditional 'white' society." It is a hypothesis that could
largely sﬁrpass the limits of the three works we deait with, -

In Native Son and in Invisible Man, we see the current
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American way of life discredited; in Roots, the same purpose

is fulfilled through a systematic erosion of the "white"

image., The hero is always a Negro, the villain always a

white, In the three works, a preoccupation with racial equali-

ty is ever-present that in Native Son and Invisible Man leads

to a discussion on Communism in terms of racial relatedness

rather than ideology. Invisible lan also explores the other

hypothetical violent issue, that of black nationalism, thus
showing that this hypothesis should be examined,

What is. really worth emphasizing here is that neithexr
Wright nor Ellison was able to'envision.the feaéibility‘of a
total integration of Negro and white Americans.,AHaley, how-
ever, was able to Americanize his "Kunta clan." This is be-
cause a Negro-and-white integration in the "wholeness" of a
more inclusive identity depends on the developmént of an
autonomous, living Black-American culture, capable of offer-
ing a positive image of this group, which only then could
join its identity to white Americans "in such a way that new

potentials are activated in both" (Erikson).



NOTES

lErikson, . 332.

2Invisib1e Man, p. 148,

3Ibid., p. 450.

4Toubobs-—-the white Americans.
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ABPENDIX I

Negro crime has periodically been the subject of
serious debate in the United States and, at least since
1890, has often been the object of statistical measure~
ment. At all times the stereotyped notion has prevailed
that Negroes have a criminal tendency, which manifests
itself in acts ranging all the way from petty thievery
by household servants to razor-slashing homicide. '

' Statistics on Negro crime have not only 3ll the weak=-
necesses of crime statistics generally--such as imcomplete
and inaccurate reporting, variations between states as to
definition and classification of crimes, changes in policy
~~but also special weaknesses due to the caste situation
and to certain characteristics of the Negro population.
Breaking the law is widespread in America, but only a snall
portion of the population is arrested, convictad, and sent
to prison. Only when official action.is taken are there
statistics. Some major crimes (such as violation of the
Sherman Antitrust Act and avoidance of tax payments) are
committed in the ordinary course of conducting a busi-
ness; others (such as fraud and racketeering) are committed
freguently and often go unpunished. It happens that Negroes
are seldom in a poisition to commit these white-collar
crimes; they commit those crimes which much more frequently
result in. apprenhension. and punishment. This is a chief
source of error when attempting to compare statistics on
Negro and white crimes. ’

In the South, inequality of justice seems to be the
most important factor in making the statistics on Negro
and white crime not comparable. Negroes are more likely
to be arrested than are: whites, more: likely to be indicted
after arrest, more likely to be convicted in court and pun-~ -
ished more heavily. Some white criminals have made use of
the popular belief that Negroes are inherently criminal, and'
by blackening their faces when committing crimes have di-
verted suspicion onto Negroes. Some of the erimes in the:
South usually can be committed only by Negroes; for
example, the violation of the segregation lauws. Again,
when white lawyers, installment collectors, insurance agents,
plantation ouwners, and others cheat Negroes, they are: never
regarded as criminals.:

A third cause of distortion of the Negro's crime record
is his poverty: he cannot bribe: the policeman to let him
off for a petty offense; he cannot have a competent lawyer
to defend him in court; he usually cannot pay fines and must
serve a prison sentence. The Negro's ignorance acts in a.
similar fashion: he does not know his legal rights and he
does not know how to present his case; he lacks influential
connections. In the North the fact that an unusually large
proportion of Negroes are in the age group 15-40, which is
the age group to which most criminals belong, operates to
make the Negro crime rate, based on total population
figures, deceptively high. Negro concentration in the
cities in the North, where the crime rate is higher than
in rural areas, acts in the same manner.
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, In general, our attitude toward crime statistics must
- be: that they do not provide a fair index of Negro crime.
Even if they did, a: higher crime rate would not mean that
the negro was more addicted to crime, either in his
heredity or his culture, for the Negro population has
certain external characteristics (such as concentration

in the South and in the young adult ages) which give it

a spuriously high crime rate. ' -

In 1939 there were about three times as many Negro
males in prisons and reformatories as there were native
white males, in proportion to the sizes of their respective
populations; the rate for Negro women was more than four
times as great as that for native white women. In the
South the number of Negro male felony prisoners was only
between two and two and a half times as great (in propore-
tion to population) as the number of native white male
felony prisoners. In the North, however, the Negro rate
was almost five times as large as the white rate. This
would seem to be due mainly to the fact that Northern
Negroes are. concentrated in cities, where social disorgani=-
zation is greater and law enforcement is more efficient.

In view of the fact that whites generally believe
that:Negroes are: especially responsible for rape and sex
crimes, it is important to note that these offenses are
relatively unimportant.among Negroes (although the rate
is higher among Negroes than among whites). Like other
Negro crime rates, the Negro rape rate is fallaciously
high: white women may try to extricate themselves from.
the consequences of sexual delinguency by blaming or fram-
ing Negro men; a white woman who has a Negro lover can get
rid of him or avoid social ostracism by accusing him of
rape; neurotic white women may hysterically interpret an
innocent action as an "attack'™ by a Negro. Real cases of
a Negro's raping a white woman probably inveolve only
psychopathic Kegroes, at.least in the South, for punish-
ment is certain and horrible. : '

The first group of “"causes" of Negro crime to be
consideres is the discrimination in. justice, already
summarized., In the same way, poverty, ignorance of the
law, lack of influential connections, Southern patterns
of illegality and use of weapons in fights, concentration
in the cities and in young adult ages in the North--~
operate to make the Negro crime rate higher than the white
crime rate, and so may be thought of as another group of
causes,

A third group of causes of Negro crime is connected
with the slavery tradition and the caste: situation. It has
always been expected’ that Negro servants in the South should
pilfer small things. In fact, their money wages are extreme-
ly low because white employers expect them to take part of
their earnings in kind. Something of the same custom pre-
vails between all white employers and Negro employees in
the South, This custom operates to raise the Negro's
criminal record in two ways: First, it has developed in
the Negro a disrespect for the property of others. This
feeling is strengthened by the fact that Negroes know
their white employers are exploiting them. The second
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way in which this Southern custom gets the Negro in
trouble is when he moves north. 1In the North any type
of taking of property without express permission is regar-
déd as stealing and it may sometimes lead to arrest:

Negro servant women in the North have a bad reputation

for petty pilfering, and this adds to bad interracial
feeling. , _

Much more deeply based in the caste situation than
this custom is the Negro's hatred of whites. A good many
crimes of Negroes against whites are motivated by revenge
for disciminatory or insulting treatment. Caste, especially
when it causes legal injustice and insecurity of 1life and
property, prevents the Negro from identifying himself with
society and the law. Because the white man regards him as
apart from society, it is natural for a.Negro to regard
himself as apart. The Negro community tends to be sympa-
thetic toward an individual Negro who commits a. crime
against whites, since he is only expressing a hostility
which is generally felt. The slavery tradition and the
caste situation are refelcted also in the low regard for
human life that characterizes louwer-class Southerners
generally, and especially Negroes. The fact that: the law
. is arbitrary in the South further depreciates the value of
a Negro's life and property. _

Certain traits, present everywhere, but more developed
in the Negro as aconsequence of his slavery background and
his subordinate caste status, also have been conducive to a
high Negro crime rate. Sexual looseness, weak family bonds,
and poverty have made prostitution more common among Negro
women than among white women. Carelessness and idleness
have caused the Negro to be the source of a disproportionate
number of accidental crimes and of vagrancy.

Social disaorganization is generally high among
Southern Negroes, but disorganization reaches its extreme
when Negroes migrate to cities and to the North. The con-
trols of the rural community are removed, and the ignorant
Negro does not know how to adjust to a new type of 1ife,.
Negroes are especially prone to take over the criminal pat-
terns of the urban slums, since they have difficulty in
getting regular and decent jobs. flore Negro mothers than white
mothers have to work for a living and so do not have time to
take care of their children properly. WNegro children, more:
than yhite children, are forced to engage in street trades
wvhere they easily pick up the arts of robbing and prostitu-
tion. The overcrowdedness of the homes and the consequent
lack of privacy prevent the growth of ideals of chastity
and are one element in encouraging girls to become prosti-
tutes.

" Partly because Negro neighborhoods are slum areas and
partly because Negroes are supposed to be masters of
sensuous pleasure, Negro neighborhoods are frequented by
whites who wish to do something illicit or immoral. Gambling
dens and cabarets, illegal selling of narcotics, white and
Negro brothels are concentrated in Negro neighborhoods. The
ouwners of these enterprises are practically all whites. The .
police do not enforce the law much in Negro neighborhoods;
what goes on is too much for them to handle, and they come
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to expect graft for "protection."' In such a neighborhood
Negroes, especially children, develop a distorted sense:
of values,

Ue know that Negroes are not biologically more crimi-
nal than whites. We do not know definitely that Negroes
are culturally more criminal than whites, although we do
know that they come up against law~enforecement agencies
more often. UWe suspect that the "true" crime rate--~uyhen
outside influences are held constant--is higher among
Negroes. This is true at least for such erimes as involve
personal violence, petty robbery, and sexual delinguency,
and because of the caste system and the slavery tradition.
The upper and middle classes among Negroes are at least as
1aw"abid.ing as the Corre,'sponding 'classes'among the \.Uhi’tES;
?ucz 2: Ehihdifferential in gross crime rate lies in the

ac a € proportion o - : :
much greater. i f lover-class Negroes is so
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