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PREFACE

It must be admitted that a lof has been done in the last two
decades to bring down the strangulating effect of racism. In the
United States and South Africa, the world has withessed
tremendous changes not just in political affairs but in the
economy and social circles as well. Efforts to tackle racism show
that coordinated activities by both whites and blacks not only
reduced its influence but set the world on the path of rectitude.

But how do studies show that racism is still the world qgreatest
problem? It is because it is now manifesting in more subtle
forms, in ethnicism, in areater lovalty to tribes than in
nationhood. The nising tide of terrorism. querrilla warfare,
murder and assassinations all have their roofs in intolerance.
religious bigotry, ethnocentricism and racism. Thus, despite the
asfronomical development in science and technology, peace
has continued to elude mankind. The world has become more
insecure, far more than when the world wars were fought.
Then, at least the enemy could be identified and located. Now
ferrorism has become more faceless because protest over
teligion, creed and tribe are better settled with explosives and

bombs,

The first necessary step is to find out what the war is about. We
must not be in a hurry to realize that we sold human beings for
money and shedded blood with impurity. The violence we
initiated is now hunting us.

Dan Chima Amadi
January, 2012
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CHAPTER ONE

RACISM, APARTHEID AND THE SHAPE
OF DESTINY

INTRODUCTION :

Racism is an evolving term, which is sometimes used
synonymously with racialism. Recent studies have shown that
while the terms are used interchangeably, they have definite
qualities, which should not be confused. Wikipedia, the free
encyclopedia, defines racism as: “the belief in the existence and
significance of racial categories. In racial separatist ideologies,
the term is used to emphasize perceived social and cultural
differences amonq races”.

For James M. McPherson et al. it is not easy to describe any
individual, group or people without first establishing traits and
the like that set him or them aside from other persons for
recognition:

-..The terms “Black™ and “Negro™ or “White” and

“Caucasian” come freighted with connotations —

explicit and implicit, conscious and unconscious.

The terms are compounds of cultural traditions,

fictions, categories, stereotypes, and brands. Thus

our experiences and prejudices, (Whatever the

hues of our skins) may affect the connotations that

the terms “black” and “white” camy in any

particular instance of our using them. This pertains

to personal biases, whether of Alabama Sheriff or

Black Panther, white radical or black conservative.

And it pertains also to the assumptions and

methods used in the serious study of Black

Americans. (19)



It is important to make a distinction befween racism and
racialism as one is a stretch of the ather. Scholars believe that
racialism promotes well-being and mutual co-existence within
acceptable boundaries while racism is usually seen as limitation
of human association based on skin pigmentation. Wikipedia's
definition of the distinction can be of help:

While the term racism often refers to individual
attitudes and institutional diserimination; racialism
usually implies the existence of a social or political
movement that promotes a theory ol racism,
Supporlers of racialism claim that racism implies
racial supremacism and a harmful intent, whereas
racialism indicates a strong inferest in matters of
race without these connofafions. They say their
focus is on racial pride, identity. politics, or racial
segregation.  Organizafions such as the NAAWP
insist on these distinctions. and claim that they
vehemently oppose state sponsored racisim.

Kwame Anthony Appiah in his book In My Father's House
(1992) tries to establish a relationship between the two
concepts. He sees racialism as inheritable characteristics and
traits, which a race does not share with other races. Pierre-
Andre Taguieff (1987) argues that racialism is synonymous with
scientific racism. which can be distinquished from popular
racism. For him. once racialism can be scientifically defined, it
is racism.

W EB. Du Bois admits that there are differences between

races, which he calls racialism but submits that these differences

can only become racism when the belief is used to advance that

one race is superior to other races. In 1903, Du Bois observes

that “the problem of the twentieth century is the problem of the
10



color-line — the relation of the darker to the lighter races of men
in Asia and Africa, in America and the Islands of the sea” (23).
In his essay Dusk of Dawn: An Essay toward an Autobiography
on Race Concept, Du Bois argues that insult and discrimination
have become the heritage which “binds fogether not simply the
children of Africa but extends through yellow Asia and into the
south seas” (Dusk of Dawn 117).

Similarly in 1953, while still holding on to his view that “color-
line is a areat problem of this century”™ . Du Bois contended that
he could “see more clearly than vesterday (hat back of the
problem of race and color, lies a greater problem which both
obscures and implements it: and that is the fact that so many
civilized persons are willing fo live in comfort even if the price
of this is the poverty, ignorance and discase ol the majonty of
their fellowmen.( Souls of Black I'olks xii)

“On the other hand, while frying to see the meaning of race
from the angle ol biology, Reece McGee believes the term race
first appeared in scientific literature in 1749 1le argues that: “al
firsi skin color was used as an index for classilying human
differences. But biologists soon vealized that skin color was not
a reliable criterion for classilving races because there is no
sharp dividing line between one color and another™ (195).

Over time. the race concept has been seen to cany two or
double naftures: popular views and real biological definition.
The popular view which is usually manipulated by people to
suit their purpose has always been misleading. It is to fully
interpret the various angles of race that sociologists explore the
concept from both biology and social perspectives. Theodosius
Dobzhansky, a popular geneticist and biologist defines race as:
“Mendelian (interbreeding) populations which differ in the
incidences of some genetic variants in their gene pools™(228).
11



Reece McGee argues that:

Racism operates at two levels: the individual and
the institutional. Individual racism consists of
individual attitudes and actions that are recognized
as prejudice and discrimination.  Institutional
racism is the operation of impersonal, social
institutional forces or policies in such a way as to
produce  outcomes  consistent  with racial
discrimination. (208)

Essien — Udom sees racism as an ideology. He submits that in
racist ideology separate destinies exist for different racial
groups. But John Twitchin defines racism as “perpetuation of a
belief that human races have distinctive characteristics that
determine their respective cultures, usually involving the idea
that one race is superior and has the right to dominate others,
together wilh a policy of enforcing such asserted right and
systern of government and society based upon such a policy”

(32).

Oliver Tambo, one of the then leaders of the African National
Congress (ANC), thinks that racism has economic dimension to
it. He believes that why white people continue to foster racism
is because they have commercial interest at the back of their
minds.  He argues that the primary reason why apartheid
survived for so long was because:

--- a highly industrialized system, well-armed state
manned by a fanatical "group of white men
determined to defend their privilege and their
prejudice, and aided by the complicity of American,
British, West German, and Japanese investment -in
the most profitable system of oppression on the
continent. (XI - XII)
12



Harold Proshansky and Peggy Newton see racial conceptions
as a harowing experience for the Negro. The trauma he goes
through remains a life long experience which he comes to
realize is because he is a victim born on the wrong side of the
divide.

The racial world for the Negro child is not only empirical but
also conceptual. To be a' Negro™ establishes ‘who he is” by
relating him to all other individuals, known and unknown, who
have the same defining features. In time, he must realize the
general nature of his racial category because others label and
identify  him in these tenns, making his racial group
membership the nexus of his emerging self-identify. To achieve
such understanding, the child must first learmn 1o make racial
distinctions: to recognize and be aware of the differences in skin
color and related characteristics between himsell and others.

(181)

Essien — Udom thinks that purity of the races is another reason
why racism is developed as an ideology. [He argues that this has
led the proponents of racism to consider giving it both
economic and political feeth. Bul this has led to some form of
absurdity:
l1s basic ingredient is the doagmatic claim of the
existence  of genefically innate and unchanging
inequality among the races. In the broadest sense
racism is a system of shatification by which the
‘human race” and their civilizations and cultures are
hierarchically arranged. each race occupying a fixed
position from the bottom to the apex of the
pyramid, so to speak. In this system of stratification
some races are supposed to be innately and
permanently superior, others are similarly inferior.
In terms of physical criteria some races are

13



aesthetically beautiful while others are ugly, and
their superior civilizations derive from their physical
attributes. (236)

Worldwide promotion of racialism reached its peak with Nazi
Germany racialist  policy  of “GroBdeutschland™  (Greater
Germany). Anti-Senutism led {o the massacre of six million
Jews. Anti-communism was also taken to greater heights. In
Malaysia, racialist policies of “Keluanan Melayu”  (Malay
Supremacy) and the concept of Bumiputra (Sons of the soil)
were bandied about. Recently, racialism has taken a new turn
in the United States with its promotion by white separafist and
white supremacists groups like  Christian [dentity, Anyan
Nations. the American Nazi Party and White Aryan Resistance.

Racisin is an important term in South African and  Alrican
American literature. A review of this history shows that racism
started earlier in the United States, from the period  of
independence through the civil war days,

RACISM IN AMERICA

The history of racism in America can be fraced 1o the mfluence
of the slave trade and the subsequent fransportation of blacks
to the New World. The Negroes were imported primarily 1o
work in the plantations as sources of cheap labour. Other races.
particularly Indians could not be considered slavery because:

First. the king had declared that the Indians were
Spanish subjects and, thus, could not be
enslaved. Secondly, the Indians were believed to
be weak to withstand the arduous task of
plantation farming. This view arose because the
Indians who were compelled to work in the mines
and plantations died at alarming rapid rates
during the sixteenth century. (Chigbo 24)

14



The disease resistance of the Negroes made Africa the first port
of call in the search for cheap labour. Inter-tribal wars which
were rife in those days produced these slaves in large numbers.
Once the Negroes amived in America, their escape was
impossible as their dark skins easily gave them away. The
Thomas Jefferson declaration of independence in 1776 from
Britain was a landmark event. which should have made racism
unthinkable in the United States or at least reversed its course
significantly. But this was not to be. Jefferson had enthused at
that declaration:

We hold these huths to be self-evident that all
men were created equal. that they are endowed
by their creator with certain inalienable rights that
among these are life. liberty and pursuit of
happiness.  That to  secure  these  rnighis.
governments is instituted among men, deriving
their just powers from the consent of the
governed. {gtd in Redford etal 605)

One of the reasons why the American War of Independence
(1861-1865) was fought was slavery. On 12th April, 1861,
seven of the confederate states seceded from the union when
Abraham Lincoln was president. Lincoln went to war to keep
the nation intact and the war between the North and the South
ended in favour of the North. Taking a retrospective look at the
issues that gave rise to the American Declaration of
Independence, he could not reconcile himself with the
demands of the warring South and the stand of the founding
fathers. He reminded his compatriots that a standard had been
instituted and this standard must be:

Constantly. looked into, constantly laboured for,

and even though never perfectly attained.

constantly approximated and thereby constantly

15



spreading and dispersing its influence and
augmenting the happiness and value of life to
people of all colours everywhere. (Baster 406)

It is to the eternal credif of Lincoln that slavery was leqally
abolished in the United States.
Lincoln would yet make his immortal speech at the cemetery
constructed to bury the over six thousand Americans who died
at that great civil war in a speech at Gettysburg. His speech
would excite historians and mark a walershed for the whole of
mankind in a new wave of the concept of liberty. IFar more
than his age, Lincoln would leave a legacy that would establish
4 correlation between liberty and justice. individual freedom
and political liberty and then the true meaning of democracy,
which is everywhere quoted namely:

That from these honored dead we take increased

devotion. They gave the last to that course for which

we here highly resolve that these dead shall not have

died in vain — that this nation under God, shall have

a new birth of freedom and that government of the

people by the people, for the people shall not perish

from the earth. (gtd in Carnegie 167)

Although the Southern States of Alabama, Georgia, Arkansas,
Louisiana, Northern and Southern Carolina and two vears
later, Virginia, Mississippi and Texas came back to the Union.
the practice of racism was rigidly enforced there. And as
Chigbo again notes:

It is important that few constitutional amendments

during this period gave the blacks some measure of

freedom. Initially, a slave was regarded as not being

a full human being. A slave was 3/5 of a person.

With the abolition of slave trade and slavery, the

population of the blacks in southern states

16



increased. This 2. '2 them advantages both in
elections and at the congress because each slave
was now counted as a full person. This was made
possible by the 13th amendment of the
constitution. While the 14th amendment gave equal
citizenship, the 15th amendment gave blacks the
right to vote. They were no longer disenfranchised.
(Chigbo 28)

After the abolition of slavery, discrimination against black
people was so intense that a New England Negro sponsored
the emigration of thirty-eight Nearoes in 1815, Tle was so
wealthy that he was able to cany this enormous task. which is
believed to have inspired the formation of the American
Colonization Society in 1816 (Essien — Udom 33). Soon after
the abolition, the Negro found out that he was neither a slave
nor fully integrated within the mainstream of American life. The
few Negroes who achieved economic independence and so
became ‘white middle class’ could not lead other black people
for the simple reason that they could not command the loyalty
of the people. To be considered different, some Neagro leaders
proclaimed fthemselves ‘vace-men’, a feaching which was
popularized in the nineteenth and early twentieth century
where black leaders saw themselves neither as racists nor link
themselves with racial movements and organizations.

During the American war of independence, survival and liberty
were the key words. Blacks were enlisted both as soldiers and
labourers, but it was never the infenfion of white Americans
that they would serve with blacks under the same tenure and as
equals. Bul the war was a two edged sword:
Black Americans participated in the American
Revolution in two ways; as contributors and as
beneficiaries. As contributors, blacks played a part

17
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as labourers and soldiers. Thousands of slaves
escaped o the British lines and thereby won their
freedom: some of them served with the British
forces against  their erstwhile masters. The
colonies. in contrast were at first reluctant to enlist
blacks as soldiers, both because of the common
assumption of their inferiority and because of the
threat that their enlistment would pose to the
institution of slavery. But the colonists’ manpower
needs eventually overcame their reluctance, and
before the conflict was over at least 5.000 blacks
had entered the fray as soldiers on American side.
(McPherson et al 45 - 40)

Having fought along with the whites, seeing many of them fall
in battle, the invincibility of the white man was demystified. The
libertarian ideology of the revolution and the wave of
republican and abolitionist sentiments of the period came to the
aid of blacks. The constitutional convention of 1787 was a
boosl, bul it would still be a long walk to freedom for the
blacks.

The concept of racism in both South Africa and the United
States is the same although differently described. In South
Afvica it was apartheid while in the US it was called segregation
or separation. The United States General Assembly made up of
the Senate and House of Representatives had passed a law
making it punishable for anyone 1o teach the slaves to read and
write. As of the time of enactment, it was a fine not exceeding
one hundred dollars and imprisonment not exceeding six
months for a free white person. There were additional fifty
strokes of the cane if the offender was a free person of colour.

18



The essence of the law then was to take a long-term view of the
possible emancipation of the black people in the United States
where they could pose a threat to white dominance. To contain
the black man was a well-taken step to whip him into line. Yet,
while skeptics carried on without decorum, human sense,
civilization and black profest would exert their toll. Thus. by the
ttme the United States Supreme Court ruled on the case of
Brown vs. Board of Education of Topeka, Kansas, on Monday
17, May 1954, the world had noticed a considerable shift in
policy. The Ku Klux Klan denounced the judgment while a
member of the House of Representatives- John Bell- described
it as a Black Monday. But the worst was vet to come.

In the United States, purity of the races was taunted and
bandied about. Proponents consistently put this forward as a
reason for official racial segreqation. They arqued. first, tha
colour pigmentation was an act of God, which oughi to be
preserved and protected. Thus, this was promoted at official
places, schools and places of leisure such as hotels. Emergence
of culls was primarily to protect and promote this ideal. In
marriage, these cults fought against inter-marriages and
defaulters were visited with violence. The situation was
particularly rife in Southern states where the Supreme Court
decision was openly challenged and where racial purity and the
protection of white womanhood were advaocated

When the civil war ended, many blacks migrated to northern
cities in a movement called the “Great Migration” (McPherson
et al 185). During the First Waorld War, about 367.000 blacks
fought on the side of the US although racial discrimination and
prejudice trailed their sewice. In the Navy, blacks were
excluded from important positions and none of them were
admitted to the marines. The 5,300 black recruits lived their
service in ufter disillusionment although they performed
19



creditably. Within the officers corps of the army only 1300
blacks were commissioned after intense pressure from
organizations  like the National  Association for  the
Advancement of Colored People (N.AA.CP.), (black students.
civil right leaders and black press). (McPherson et al 192-193).

Woodson G. Carter remarks that before 1861, 90 percent of
the black slaves and half free blacks in America were illiterate.
This was accentuated by legislations forbidding blacks from
being taught fo read and write. The position was reversed
through the founding of private schools by free blacks and
missionary societies.

RACE RIOTS

Between 1885-1015, nearly 3000 black men and women were
lynched in the United States of America. This barbarism fook
place on the slightest suspicion and provocation and blacks
usually paid the supreme price. Bud by far the most shameful
led to race riots where white mobs beat and killed blacks.
destroying their properly and invading their neighborhood.
Charles Darwin’s theories were used to justify white supremacy,
among other sources of authority cited. Race riot was rather
vaunting in the 1920s. On this, Thomas . Gossett in The
History of an Idea in America says: “There was a riot between
whites and blacks in Chicago in 1919 in which 23 whites and
15 Negroes were killed, 537 people injured. and 1000 lefi
homeless. Less than a year later, there was another major one
in Tulsa Oklahoma". (371)

The post war era, spanning both the civil war and the First

World War was a period of great depression for the Negro. He

was everywhere discriminated against and only menial jobs

were offered him. If he made a higher bid, the Ku Klux Klan

(KKK) was there to visit him with violence. He lived in over-
20



crowded shanties and was constantly under police surveillance.
Charges could be preferred against him at the least provocation
and he knew those who enforced the law did not trust him. The
paymaster was the white man who could fine him at will. And
since the Negro knew that he had litile education, there was a
limit to his quest.

Harlem was the home of the Negro. It was not that he did not
want to live in other places, but he was constrained to live his
entire life in this neighbourhood where he could be contained
and easily hunted. As Long and Collier observe in Afro-
American Writing, Harlem is not just a Negro Community: “It is
a city within a cily, the greatest Nearo city in the world” (323).
The founding of Harlem would later become the source of
retrogression for the Negro. Since blacks were clamped together
in this neighbourhood, it became a good reason to neglect,
disparage and subjugate them. The Negro world was a life of
suppression.

The Negro deprivation would reach a crescendo in his
relationship with the black woman. As the white man did not
trust him, so was the black woman who preferred to recline
towards the white man. For his own salvation, he turned his
libido to the white woman who was ever being protected by
white cults. In the Southern states, the situation was quite grave
where black women constantly summoned white police officers
to protect them. This practice and the adverse reaction of the
black man made the black woman hate her male counterpart,
She believed that the black man was sexually perverse as
Calvin C. Horton says:

The black woman worked more than the black man,

around white people-cooking, house cleaning, taking

care of children and she received more of the white

man'’s favor as she had by white men, and in a
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twisted way received some kind of “affection” from
them. She was, therefore, instilled with some
attitudes toward the black male that white people
held. She, for instance, came 10 believe that her man
was a rapist of white women, and she acted out, all
at once. emotions of hatred and jealousy and
repulsion toward black men. (14)

FFrom his capture through the brutal middle passage, the Nearo
discovered he was now a human cargo, owned and ought to be
bought or sold. He would live through this indenture status 1o
chattel hood and this would be a permanent feature between
him and his former slave master. It was here then that the race
relations and prejudice began and  w wld be fostered by
economic and political pressures. Slavery was the forerunner ol
race prejudice, and colonialism gave it grand impetus and
approbation.

JIM CROW

The concept of Jim Crow was a factor in American history,
preceding Uncle Tom's Cabin. It was used as racial term 1o
denigrate blacks. [t was not as irritating to blacks like coon or
darkie but however resented. It gradually acquired a status as
laws to oppress blacks. On 18th May 1896, the United States
Supreme Court in the case Plessy v. Ferguson upheld the
concept of separate but equal public facilities and by so doing
gave approval 10 Jim Crow laws all over the country. By 19th
century, however its popularity had waned.

UNCLE TOM'S CABIN

The concept of Uncle Tom's Cabin began with a book
published on 20th March., 1850 with that title by Harriet
Beecher Stowe. She wrote it in response to the Fugitive Slave
Act of 1850 which required American citizens in Northern states

22



to return escaped slaves to the South. The mission of Stowe in
the novel was not to achieve racial equality but her concern
was on religion, family and motherhood.

Stowe believed slavery was too painful to go into and thought it
would end by itself. The book did condemn slavery but it was
not the first anti-slavery book. It was clearly the most successful
which sold 10,000 copies in the first week and over 2,000,000
within two years all over the world. (The Civil War Preservation
Trust inforccivilwar.org). By 1879, there were more than fiffy-
nine traveling companies performing Uncle Tom’s Cabin
throughout the United States.

EARLY BLACK FICTION IN THE UNITED STATES
[ its present state, it is clear that African Americans have made
their impact on American literature. American literature by the
17th cenfury modeled itsell along British litevature. This
position changed significantly in the 18th cenfury, parly
because of American desire to assert herself in both politics and
arl, and partly because of American Renaissance taking place at
the period. This period spanning 1830s — 1865 produced such
notable writers like Ralph Waldo Emerson, Henry David
Thoreau, Herman Melville, and Walt Whitman etc. In his
assessment of early American literature Protus O. Kemdirim
5aY5:
The first notable American literature was written by
Captain John Smith, an English saldier of fortune
whose reports of exploration were strongly shaped
by a New World Consciousness. His writings.
published in the early 1600s were a catalogue of
themes: myths, images, characters, events, and
locales. These were later to become a basis of the
national literature. In 1776, the year United States
achieved its independence Noah Webster declared.,
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“America must be as independent in literature as
she is in politics, as famous for the arts as for
arms”. (31-32)

Before 1880, only three published novels by African Americans

were recorded. By 1920, about thirty of them had appeared,

although according to McPherson et al:
The authors of these novels were by and large
members of the black middle class, and their
novels reveal the tension and ambivalence in that
class's view of the racial situation in America at the
turn of the century. On the other hand these
novelists tried to counter myths of racial inferiority
by presenting black characters whose values,
behavior, and speech are indistinguishable from
those of the white middle class. On the other
hand, they express from fime to time a more self-
consciously black sense of pride and outrage, a
sense that perhaps the only solution for black
Americans is to defy, rather than emulate the
behavior of the writers. It was the task of these
novelists to try somehow to resolve the tension
between emulation and defiance (174)

Although Stephen Crave and Gertrude Stein have been
credited as the most important white writers to treat the
problems of the black Americans since the civil war in their
books, The Monster and Malanctha respectively, it is Mark
Twain who gives central positions to black characters in his two
major novels: Huckleberry Finn (New York, 1885) and Pudd'’n
Head Wilson (Hartford, Conn, 1894). Not only does Twain
challenge racism in the novels, he highlights the inhumanity
inherent in sanctioning slavery. He also brings to prominence
the dignity of the black personality in his portrayal of Jim, the
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slave in Pudd'n Head W!'sun, although we fail to see him
differently from the world of racism he condemns. Twain is
significant in the fight against racism because his mission at that
period is indeed a bold one.

Thomas Nelson Page and Joel Chandler Harris soon appeared
on the stage but they were not as well gifted as Mark Twain.
While Harris concerns himself with the life of Georgia blacks,
Page romanticizes on the defeat of the South as a disaster, the
ideal plantation system and loyal African American to the
benevolence of white masters. Albion W. Tourgee proves to
have great talent in his effort to show that intense racism in the
South can be countered by the determined efforts of
Northerners to enforce equal rights.

Toinette's first novel published in New York in 1874 and later
re-litled A Royal Gentleman in 1881 (ackles the life ol a Southern
mulatto and her daughter as they relate with both Southern and
Northern whites during the war and fhe post war era. George
Washington Cable wrote many essays and lectures but he
appeared nol 1o be having an in-depth knowledge of the racial
problems in America. He was both a writer and commentator on
Southern problems. His most famous works were Dr. Sevier

(Boston, 1885) and Madam Delphine (New York, 1881).

IFrom the fore-going, it can be seen that African Americans
have been expressing their resentment of racism from the
earliest times. Their cumulative efforts helped to abolish racism
and encouraged the eventual journey of blacks to the White
House.
While African Americans wrote poems, plays and spiritual
books, they also wrote autobiographies to counter the course of
racism. Roger Whitlow believes that:
During the same period that George Horton, James
Whitfield and Mrs. Hamper were publishing their

25



early volumes of verse, black autobiography was
reaching its maturity and black fiction was born.
Nearly thirty autobiographies — or slave narratives.
as most of them were — were published by black
Americans during the nineteenth century prior to
the civil war. (39)

Whitfield argues that some of these autobiographies have been
out of print for more than a century. Some like Putting on Ole
Massa (New York, 1969) by Gilbert Osofsky which contain
slave narratives like that of Henry Bibb, William Wells Brown
and  Solomon Northup. Arna Bontemp's (Booton, 1969)
contains the narratives of Gustavus Vassa. Those that survived
include Narratives by William Wells Brown (1847) and The Life
of Josiah Henson by Josiah 1 lenson. Harriet Beecher Stowe is
believed fo have used some of the incidents in Henson's
account 1o write Uncle Tom's Cabin. Others include Narrative
(1849) by Henry Box Brown, Autobiography of a Fuaitive
Slave {by) Samuel Ringgold Ward, Twelve Years A Slave
(1853) by Solomon Northup and Running A thousand Miles for
Freedom (1860) by Ellen Crafts.  Some ol these
autobiographies were expanded and renamed several times like
the autobiography of Frederick Douglas which was published
as Narratives (1845) and expanded as My Bondage and My
Freedom in 1855 and later expanded and published as Life
and Times of Frederick Douglas in 1881. In 1892, it was further
refined and published under the same title.

The first three black fictions were published in the 1850s.
William Wells Brown wrote the first novel in 1853. He was a
runaway slave and the novel was entitled Clotel or the
President’s Daughter. It was later republished as Miralda (1860-
61) or The Beautiful Quadroon, Clotelle (1864) or A Tale of
Southern States and The Colored Heroine (1867). Brown's
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novel has been criticize -r its outrage against melodra.
propaganda and digression. But it is undoubtedly a beautiful
novel, rich in detail and lucid in its portrayal. Many find it
readable and enjoy its nineteenth century idiom.

The second novel by a black American is The Garies and their
Friends which was published in London in 1857 by Irank J.
Webb. Webb is seen to have been a better artist than Brown
and is somewhat related in style to Charles Dickens and Scott.
Blake or The Huts of America by Martin R. Delany (1812-
1885) is the only novel written by its author, considered as
being more militant than the novels of Brown or Webb. The
novel was set in Mississippi and Cuba and was marked by
political consciousness where its hero, Blake, planned 1o cause
slave uprising in the South and Cuba. But didactic poems and
songs thal have litlle bearing with the plot and hurmiedly
contrived dialogues weakened its aesthetics.

The period 1890 to the start of the Harlem Renaissance saw a
development of artistic consciousness by black American
writers. Born free and trying to create a niche for themselves in
the United States, they began to articulate their thoughts in
writing. Some efforts were committed to thoroughness and
seriousness. They soon directed their attention to “Black
Codes” and “Jim Crow” laws which deny blacks voting rights
and the right fo receive good education. Black consciousness
was heightened by the ruling of the Supreme Court of the
United States that the Civil Right Act of 1875 was
unconstitutional and in 1896 while blacks challenged
discrimination in public places ruled in Plessy V Ferquson that
“separate but equal”™ public accommodation were “reasonable”
for blacks.
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The outstanding black American writers of this period were
Paul Laurence Dunbar and Charles Waddal Chestnutt.
Significantly both were brought up in Ohio but Chestnuft, who
was largely successful as a lawyer published five novels and the
biography of Frederick Douglas. Edward Margolies summed up
Dunbar and his career thus: “Borm in Dayton, Ohio, the son of
a fugitive slave who had fought in the Union Army, Dunbar
won high academic honors in an all-white high school. But
because he was “very black”, Dunbar could only find work as
an elevator operator.” (27)

Chestnutt’s shorl stories were highly rated and his second
novel. The Marrow of Tradition was published in 1901 in
Boston. and this collection appeared as his best. Dunbar on
the other hand is best known for his poetry. which dwells on
plantation life and in dialect form of the black-white relations.
Oak and lvy published in Dayton, Ohio in 1893 deserves
acclaim. Dunbar appears not to be living up to expectations m
dealing with the problems of black life in America. OFf his four
novels, the fourth, The Sport of the Gods, published in 1902 in
New York appears to be his best.

Paul Laurence Dunbar is generally regarded as the first black
American distinguished poet. Charles Chestnut and James W.
Johnson wrote the best fiction of the period and W.E.B. Du
Bois was perhaps the most gifted essayist of any age on racial
relations. Dunbar died of tuberculosis at the young age of thirty
four. but before then, he published two volumes of verse Oak
and vy (1893) and Majors and Minors (1895). William Dean
Howells who was Dunbar's mentor and who sponsored his
other collections is said to have discouraged him from writing
issues of protest (Whitlow 55). Thus, except in his nowvel, The
Sport of the Gods (1902) and his short story, “The Lynching of
Jube Benson” Dunbar refrained from the issues of racial
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injustice and protest, perhaps to win the approval of the white
middle class readers. Dunbar also chose white protagonists for
his four novels that greatly irked the blacks of his generation.
He was thus seen by the black middle class as a sell-out. His
“accommodationist” racial sentiments which adorn his fiction
and poetry preach black servitude and the idea that blacks
should persevere in their lowly stafe. “Keep A-Pluggin’ Away”
from Lyrics of Lowly Life (1895) is particularly about his
“accommodationist” racial sentiments.

Dunbar’s sentiments will later be shared by other black
novelists like Oscar Micheaux in The Conquest (1913), Henry
F. Downing in The American Cavalryman (1917) and Mary
Etta Spencer in The Resentment (1921). In his criticism of their
works, Roberl Bone says in The Negro Novel in America
(1965):

They “play white” in their novels in much the

same sense as children ‘play house - - - their

anlagonist are nol prejudiced whites but rather

those ‘Lazy’ or “indifferent’ members of the race

who, in their view, willfully refuse to succeed. (59)

lFavourable reviews believe, especially in the case of Micheaux.
that the novels were thinly disquised autobiographies which
recorded the Herculean fasks they surmounted which came
more from blacks. Du Bois similarly wrote uninspiring fiction
like The Quest of the Silver Fleece (1911). Dark Princess
(1928) and the trilogy The Black Flame (1957. 1959. and
1961). The Black Flame is clearly a response to Washington in
the wake of the dust raised by his book The Souls of Black Folk
and Autobiography of WEB Du Bois (1968). Du Bois is
mainly remembered for his essays which have formed the
bedrock of the thesis on race relations in America for which he

will be forever remembered.
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THE HARLEM RENAISSANCE

Strong opinion put the beginning of the Harlem Renaissance as
1919 and the publication of Claude McKay's poem *If We Must
Die” (1919) as the spark that started the cultural movement.
Black cultural organizations like Writers Guild in New York, the
Black Opals in Philadelphia and the Saturday Evening Quill
Club in Boston also helped. Harlem then played a part as the
capital of Black American Culture and the nurturing ground for
major writers of the period. It was also a period of the Jazz Age
when restless whites helped to ferret it to an astronomical level.

The Renaissance orgy was exacerbated by white writers who
reated black themes. They include Eugene O'Neill's The
Emperor Jones (1920) and All God’s Chillum Got Wings
(1923), Paul Green's In Abraham’s Bossom (1926), Sherwood
Anderson's Dark Laugliter (DuBose Heyward's Poray) (1925)
and Mamba's Daughters (1929)and Nigger Heaven by Carl
Van Vechten (1926). The climate of the period was one of
restlessness and a curiosity 0 find oul what could cheer and
what made many sad. Since writers were on hand to interpreter
this climate, publishers found themselves inundated with
manuscripts of all sorts in a way never seen before.

In 1925, a black Howard University professor, Alain LeRoy
Locke published a classic, the anthology of black essays, fiction,
poetry and drama, titled The New Negro. He also published
Four Negro Poets (1927), The Negro in America (1933). The
Negro and His Music (1936) and The Negro in Art (1941). The
impetus created by Locke’s anthology reveals a conscious effort
by blacks to put behind them the protests paranoia of the
nineteenth century, the grim of plantation life and an open
embrace and acknowledgement of their blackness. This was
what the new Negro meant and this penetrated all aspects of
black American life and a pride in black art and artistic
authority. Such black writers. include Claude Mckay, dJean
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Toomer, Countee Cullen, Langston Hughes. Nella Larsen,
George Schuyler, Arna Bontemps and Zora Neale. Hurston,
emerged at the period. Through a good education, emotional
detachment and peer influence they were able to produce good
literature that gave a good account of their dedication.

Mckay wrote Home to Harlem {1928), a best seller for which he
was fondly remembered in his days. Mckay was criticized by
black writers like DuBois for highlighting the ugly image of
Harlem. Mckay published other novels like Banjo (1929).
Banana Bottom (1933) and a collection of short stories
Gingertown (1932), and an autobiography, A long Way from
Home (1937). But Mckay's greamess can be seen in his last
book of verse, Harlem Shadows and last novel, Banana
Bottom. In the novel, Mckay dramatizes a young black
Jamaican girl, Binta Plant who was raped at twelve by an
eccentric village man, Crazy Bow Adair. She was sent to
Europe after that by a missionary couple named Craig. Binta
returns to Jamaica where the Craigs want her to marny another
missionary, Herald Newton. Binta rejects Herald when he is
found defiling himself with a goat. She marries Jubban instead,
the farmer from whom she finds marital bliss and emotional
fulfillment.

Jean Toomer wrote Cane (1923) which is more of poetry than
fiction but which established his name in American body of
letters. As a prose sketch, it moves with cadence and explores
the spiritual side which Toomer was known to crave for in life
but which he never fully realized. Countee Cullen’s only novel,
One Way to Heaven (1932) is about an unbelieving
professional “convert” who later strengthens the faith of his
wife. Langston Hughes' reputation as a poet is known but he
wrote two autobiographies - The Big Sea (1940) and | Wonder
As 1 Wonder (1956).
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Nera Larsen (1893-1963) published two novels, Quicksand
(1928) and Passing (1929). She was the recipient of a Harmon
Foundation award and a Guagenheim Fellowship. Quicksand is
a better work in the consideration of her readers which treats
the problem of the mulatto in American society. The heroine of
the novel, Helga Crane, a twenty-three year old restless mulatto
is dissatisfied with her neighbours and world. She abandons
Noxos, the black Southern School where she is teaching and
moves to series of locations. She takes several jobs until she
spends several vears with her aunt at Copenhagen. She refuses
a Danes offer of marriage and returns to New York, where she
meets Mr. Pleasant Green, a visiting black Alabama preacher.
Here Helga is “converted™.

Quicksand has been criticized for its hurriedly contrived role for
Helaa that is considered unworkable. This is largely because the
chemistry between Mr. Green. the uncouth preacher and the
highly exposed Helga is just a bad union. Nella Larsen is
generally not considered fo be in the mainstream of
Renaissance writing despite the fact that her two novels were
published at the closing era of Harlem Renaissance. The
Harlem Renaissance came to an end soon after the crash of
1929 but black American writing continued.

George S. Schuyler published a very successful satirical novel,
Black No More (1931) which is an attack on black social codes
and those of whites. His posture shows he is an anti-
Renaissance writer. His article “the Negro-Art” Hokum
published in 1926 in The Nation is a good example. Arna
Bontemps wrote three novels, God Sends Sunday (1931)
which x — rays the squalor of the Renaissance era and its fast
life. gambling and drinking. In 1936, he published Black
Thunder which is about slave rebellion of Gabriel Prasser in
1800 and Drums at Dusk {1939) which is also about slave
- uprising based in Haiti. His best novel is Black Thunder which
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he presents in a controlled mood and joumnalistic grace. Zora
Neale Hurston is considered the last great writer of the post-
Renaissance cra. She reflects her unpleasant childhood in Dusk
Tracks on A Road (1942). She did extensive work on black
folklore which took her round Deep South states and the West
Indlies. Apart from her satirical book on race relations. Muoses,
Man of the Mountain (1939), she wrote three novels: Jonah's
Gowrd Vine (1934), Their Eyes Were Watching God (1937)
and Seraph on the Suwanee (1948). The first two explore folk
hradition while the third is based on the relationship between
sox and racism. Their Eyes Were Watching God is often
compared with George W. Henderson's novel, Ollie Miss
(1935).

Richard Wright represents the group of writers who wrote under
Urban Realism. His novel. Nalive Son (1940) and autobiography
Black Bov (1945) will sel a standard for which most of his
contemporaries will rail. He wrote nonfiction Twelve Million Black
Voices (1941) and Whiteman, Listen! (1957). Lawd Today (1963)
was his last novel which is very much on the theme of Native San.
The influence of Richard Wright has been immense. Rober! Bone
found a name for his influence- “Urban Realism™ or “Wright
School”. Writers who wrole in this vein include Chester Himes in
If He Hollers let Him Go  (1945) and Lonely Crusade (1947),
Ann Petry in The Street (1946). Curtis Lucas in Third Ward
Newark (1946). Willard Savoy in Alien Land (1950) ;’mcl [loyd
Brown in lron City (1951). Critics like Robert Bone and Roaer
Whitlow believe most of the writers of Wright's school are
mediocre, except perhaps Mrs. Petry and Willard Motley. Ann
Petry wrote three novels, The Street (1946), Counhry Place
(1947), The Narrows (1953) and a collection of fiction Miss
Muriel and other Stories (1971). Some writers who should be
included in Wright School include William Attaway in Blood on
the Forge (1947).
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The next group of black writers to lift black writing to a higher
level include: Dorothy West in The Living ls Easy (1948),
James Baldwin in Go Tell it on the Mountain (1953),
Gwendolyn Brooks only novel, Maud Martha (1953), William
Demby in Beetlecreek (1950) and Ralph Ellison in Invisible
Man (1952). With these writers, black writing reached its
apogee. Margaret Walker's only novel Jubilee (1966) was
translated into many languages and is meant to serve as a
response to white “nostalgia” fiction about the antebellum and
reconstruction  South. Paule Marshall's  Brown  Girl,
Brownstones (1959) is considered as the last important novel of
the period.

After the Wright School, writers who wrote looked at the
American society bleakly. They adopted satires and the theme
of Armageddon to reflect the good of the period and the
uncertainties that characterize it. Kristin Hunter wrote two
novels, God Bless the Child (1964) and The Landlord (1906).
Her satire touches most of the urban race types. Ishmael Reed
alsp wrote two novels, The Free-Lance Pallbearers (1967) and
Yellow Black Radio Broke-Down (1969). In his satirical pieces,
Reed attacks the myth, capitalist ethics, indiscretions and
stupidities in American society. Reed attacks the foibles across
the divide, hitting both blacks and whites.

William Melvin Kelley's best first novel is A Different Drummer
(1962) which is situated in a Deep South state. Other fictions
include Dancers on the Shore (1964), a collection of short
stories and three novels, A Drop of Patience (1965), a satire
Dem (1967) and Dunford's Travels Everywhere (1970).
Gordon Parks wrote on the rural Kansas in A Learning Tree
(1963). Hal Bennette wrote about rural Virginia in A Wilderness
of Vines (1966). Sarah E. Wright dwells on Maryland's Eastern
Shore in This Child’s Gonna live (1969). Robert Deane Pharr’
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looks at the Southern Urban sporting life in the Book o
Numbers (1969). Black writers who expressed theories of
Armageddon include Don L. lee in Don't Cry! Scream (1969),
Sonica Sanchez in We A Baddd People (1970), Imamu Amiri
Baraka's (Leroi Jones) The System of Dante's Hell (1965) and
in his collection of stories and sketches, Tales (1961). But Amiri
Baraka's fiction is not easy to read as he spends time in
circumlocution. Another writer is John A. Williams in The Man
who Cried 1 am (1967) and Sons of Darkness, Sons of Light
(1969) and Sam Greenlee in The Spook Who Sat by the Door
(1969).

SOUTH AFRICAN LITERATURE

African Americans have a longer literary history than South
African  blacks. For one, they started earlier and their
experience has a longer period of gestation. Education for
blacks in South Africa came through the missionaries who also
helped in the consolidation of apartheid. While Olive
Schreiner's novel, The Story of An African Farm (1883) is
noted as the first attempt to introduce feminism info the novel
form. Solomon Thekiso Plaatie's novel, Mhudi (1930) is one of
the first known novels written by a black author. The book was
in an African language, a kind of fore-runner as future black
writers either wrote in English or Afrikaans.

Alan Paton published the international bestseller, Cry, the
Beloved Country in 1948. The book chronicles the story of a
black priest who comes to Johannesburg to find his son. Andre
Brink was the first Afrikaner to have his book banned by the
government for his book, A Dry White Season. It is the story of
a white South African who is shocked by the truth of a black
friend who dies in police custody. Zakes Mda published The
Heart of Redness which won the 2001 Commonwealth Writers
prize and was later included in the South African schools’
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curriculum. Thomas Mofolo wrote a Sotho classic, Chaka.
Ezekiel Mphahlele’s Down Second Avenue (1971), an
autobiography, brought him international acclaim. He also
wrote Africa My Music. He treats the theme of his exile in two
of his novels, The Wanderers and Chirundu set in Zambia.
Chirundu is concerned with two black South African exiles
where one decides that a return to police torture and exile is
preferable to living abroad. Mphahlele also wrote short stories
in Man Must Live and The living and the Dead. Other South
African writers who wrote good short stories include Nat
Nakasa, Themba, Arthur Maimane, Bloke Modisane, Richard
Rive and Alex [La Guma.

Alex La Guma wrote short novels that dwell on the excruciating
pain of living under apartheid. He also wrote Beyond
Naturalism and gave penefrating insights into the nature of
mankind. They include A Walk in the Night and Three Fold
Cord which tackle the life in South African ghetto. The Stone
Country is somewhat autobiographical as it records his
experiences while in prison. Fog of the Season’s End i1s about
the life of an activist in South Africa. Time of the Butcherbird x-
rays the forced removal of black South Africans to temitorially
segregate homeland.

Bessie ead has distinguished herself in her novels: When
Rainouts Gather, Mary and A Question of Power. The novels
tackle the theme of exile and alienation which draw from her
life on exile in Botswana, although she is a South African
citizen. Peter Abraham is the first South African to attract
international recognition with his novel, Mine Boy. Most of his
works were written while he was in exile in Ghana. England
and Jamaica. They include A Wreath for Udomo, Wild
Conquest, The Path of Thunder and his autobiographies Tell
Freedom and Return to Goli.
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Some South Africans like A.C Jordan and Jordan K. Ngubane
wrote in African languages. A.C Jordan wrote Ingqumbo
Yeminyanya (The Wrath of the Ancestors) which is a classic of
modern Xhosa fiction. Uvalo Lwezinhlonzo (His Frowns Struck
Terror) written in Zulu by Jordan Ngubane was also widely
received. Ngubane wrote Ushamba in English which was later
banned in South Africa.

Andre Brink. a white South African writer, published in 1974,
his first politically committed novel, Looking on Darkness.
Here, he indicts the white South African minority regime which
he concludes as inhuman. Jane Larkin's Crain sees the novel as
an “Anatomy of racist South African society”. Nick Totten sees
An Instant in the Wind also by Brink, as “the immediate
political mythos™ of Brink’s South Africa. Lewis Nkosi evaluates
Rumours of Rain by Brink as a chionicle of the sins of
commission and omission to the South African Minority regime.
A Dry White Season by Brink did not go down well with his
critics.

Nadine Gordimer and JM Coetzee are the leading South
African novelists living today. Apart from the fact that they have
both won the Nobel Prize for literature, they have consistently
shown in their writings that they are opponents of the apartheid
policy.

In the 1950s. Drum Magazine was used by South African
writers 1o air their views, essays, fiction and satirical reviews.
Yet, it need be mentioned that Nadine Gordimer's novel, July's
People released in 1981 dealt the real decisive blow on
apartheid by its prophetic preview of the collapse of apartheid.
Other writers include Mongane Wally Serote who wrote No
Baby Must Weep, with an insight into the everyday lives of
South Africans during the dark days of apartheid
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Literature review on South African literature dwells on the
unique nature of the society. Apart from apartheid, there is a
tendency by South African writers to weave their literature
around themselves. through biography. autobiographies and
diaries. On this score, the writings have been rich and
compelling and in a way inundating. The problems of identity
have assumed a frontal role in the evaluation of art in that
region. “Autobiography as a vehicle of protest in South Africa”
by Sonja Bahn takes a critical look at the use of autobiography
by blacks to explore the cultural diversities of South Afvica.
Bahn's finding is that Black South Africans explove the
condition in South Africa by seeing it through their private life
experiences. Shane Graham looks at the society in his essay
“The Truth Commission and Post Apartheid literature in South
Africa”. He tries to find out if the commission has truly laid the
foundation for reconciliation and how far this has been
reflected in the literature of that society. ’

Gwendolen M. Carter fraces the origin of white-black
confrontation in South Africa in “South Africa; Growing black
white confrontation” and concludes that when the peacefully
demonstrating South African high school students exploded
into violence in Soweto on dune 16, 1976 in response to police
brutality: they set off a chain reaction of black protests that later
engulfed that society. Carter takes this study to the very root ol
that complex society and the evolution of each group that have
come to compound the South African situation.

Emeka Nwabueze tries fo locate the South African personality

by evaluating the history of that nation through the prison eve

of one of the longest serving political prisoners in any nation.

His article, “The Memoir as Literature: Evolutionary Meliorism

in Nelson Mandela's Long Walk to Freedom” looks at the

concept of meliorism and the wonderful elastic capacity of
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Nelson Mandela and projects that love of the fatherland and
the ultimate love of God can get the best out of any nation.
Mandela’s optimism brings hope not only to South Africans but
indeed the entire world.

lsidore Diala in “Biblical Mythologies: Apartheid and Anti-
Apartheid Readings” argues that the use of the holy book to
justify injustice and indignities of blacks is central to South
African literature. Taking André Brink as a case study, he says
that the bible is distorted to suit racist ideology. He analyses the
Christianization of apartheid and the appropriation of religion
by the Africana Establishment to justify an inhuman system. He
says that the act gives apartheid its final legitimacy.

In a forward looking piece, both David Attwell and Barbara
Harlow try to take a look at South Afvica after apartheid in a
piece tilled, “Introduction: South African  Fiction After
Apartheid”. After taking a aritical look at the post apartheid
literature, the two scholars arque “that the story is one that was
both consensus building and controversy generating”. South
Africa under a new name and the horrors of revelation by the
Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) are landmarks in
an attempl to reshape that society.

Brian Worsfold takes a critical look at “Growing up with
Apartheid: A look at the socio-political background in Ezekiel
Mphahlele's Down Second Avenue and Peter Abraham'’s Tell
Freedom”. He explores the horrors of blacks in the apartheid
era and the indignities they have to go through.
Ethnicity and race will similarly mould South African literary
study if we have to consider its evolutionary trends and what
Andrew Asheron describes as:
beginnings of a frontier society, and a resultant
frontier mentality which was decisively to affect
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race attitudes in South Africa. Being intensively
engaged in the struggle for survival, a frontier
society can afford to give little consideration to
other peoples. Under such conditions, self
identity and status, through the use of social
distance must be kept to a maximum. In the
meeting of the pastoralist Boer and African (1770
onwards) and with competition for water and
grazing lands, it became imperative from the
Boer point of view to dominate the Africans and
to accentuate their difference. (62-3)

South Africa has a rich diverse literary history. In her review of
the South African literary history, Christine Loflin arques that
her literature should not be separated into periods involving
race, ethnicity, geography and language alone but must include
popular culture, oral cullure and vernacular. She says that the
analysis should be made based on historical, social and political
considerations. a framework that could reveal issues that bind
rather than the current framework that divides it.

RACISM IN SOUTH AFRICA
The earliest contacl between white and blacks in South Africa
had a missionary colouration. The civilizing mission apparently
had no commercial orientation. But the rich mineral resources
of South Africa would attract such notable countries like Britain
and the United States because three quarters of the world gold
lie buried in the country’s earth’s crust. Until the 1960s, these
two nations monopolised both the import and export trade of
South Africa. They would later be joined by France, West
Germany, and Japan. The interesls of these highly
industrialized nations greatly boosted South African economy
and technology and France would make herself pre-eminent in
the supply of arms (Carter and Meara 94).
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The deliberate exclusion of blacks from the advancement of this
nation made agitation to come early and more violent and
difficult to resist because of the swifiness applied in the
extermination of the uprising. Africans in this land were the first
to notice the enormous wealth of their country and the least in
the continent to be rewarded politically. By the time many
African nations were busy achieving political independence,
blacks in South Africa were being repressed educationally,
politically, economically and socially. The result was a great rise
in African nationalism in that country where not one African
was allowed to participate in the legislature that fashioned how
the country was ruled.

Two officially sponsored and enacted legislations sealed the
hope of blacks in South Africa for half a century in a land
nature had placed them. The Population Registration Act and
the Group Act, both passed by the South African white
dominated parliament in 1950 saw the black people ceding
their choice lands to white settlers. The two million whites used
their votes to subjugate the over twenty million blacks. What
was worrisome in the South Ahican situation was that both
sense and logic were not applied in the reward of political
appointment. Voting rights were denied Africans. Nelson
Mandela had to go to Robben Island prison for twenty-seven
years, out of which eighteen years were spent in one cell. The
Sharpeville Massacre and rising violence in South Africa were
some of the signs that all was not well in that region.

Paradoxically, it is difficult to draw value judgment from the
proponents of racism in both societies as they consistently refer
fo the Holy Bible in support of their claims. The Afrikaners in
South Africa saw separation of blacks and whites as a divine
act. The Dutch Reformed Church saw Africans as hewers of
wood and Afrikaners as their God-sent rulers. To control black
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education, the white minority regime introduced the 1953
Bantu Education Act. To contain black agitation and violence,
the authorities enacted the 1967 Terrorism Act with which
blacks were incessantly clamped into jail for the slightest offence
(Carter 103)

On 19th October, 1977, the South African minority regime
banned 19 black organizations, including the Black Students
Organizations (SASO), BPC (the adult wing), the Union of
Black Journalists etc and sent to jail most of their leaders. The
death of Steve Biko, the young South African black leader in
police custody did not ameliorate things. As George Orwell
rightly observed in Nineteen LEighty-Four, “the greater the
opposition, the tighter the despotism”. Urban protests and
demonsirations increased and the Apartheid regime became
more infolerable.

The black-white relations in South Africa took place from about
1652 when the Dutch East India Company established a
settlement to the East at the fringes of the African continent.
The area they occupied now known as Cape Town, was taken
over by the Dutch settlers. The groups were frenetic with the
profestant teaching of John Calvin and were desirous to impart
same on the natives who were considered to be heathens. The
Christian mission was swift and the conquest of the natives
decisive as they were quickly driven off their lands. Many of the
Bushmen or San were crushed before the superior weaponry of
the new settlers. But the missionaries did not find it so easy with
the pastoralists, Khoikhoi or Hoftentots, who fought qallantly
but ultimately ended up as servants and labourers.

Meanwhile. slave trade had commenced and some slaves were
bought from East Indies and other parts of Africa. The

prospects of cheap labour made the settlers abandon their
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earlier intention of depending on white labour. With the dearth
of white women, the male settlers saw options in the slave
women, Hottentots and Bushmen. This resulted largely in a
breed now known as coloured. which forms a large percentage
of the South African population.

With the growth in the population of the coloured people, they
soon began to spread eastward along the coast. They however
met stiff resistance in the Nguni tribe along the great Fish River,
an area largely now known as Transkei and Ciskei. The
coloured people waged series of wars to seize the lands of the
natives from 1791, but the will of the better-armed new settlers
held sway. Like in the other areas, the conquered people
succumbed  to miscegenalion, cheap labour, squatting and
servitude. Glowing with this military success, the coloured
carried their luck to Natal but they were stiffly resisted.

The experience of the blacks would be visited on the Dutch
seftlers. The British soon occupied the temilory. annexing it in
1815 when the Dutch allied with the French during the
Napoleonic wars (Carter & Meara 95), By 1834, slavery was
abolished and this led Africans in the cape to acquire a new
status. In a movement now known as the Great Trek, the
Boers. as the Dutch were called, were gradually moved from
the Western part of the Cape. Some of them crossed over to
the Natal region and were brutally massacred. In 1838, the
Boers returned in revenge at Blood River and Africans suffered
the same fate. This victory, which is still being celebrated by the
Afrikaners, led them to want to create a separate state which
was foiled by the British annexation of Natal in 1845 (Carter
and Meara 96).

The racial problem of South Africa would become more
complicated with the coming into the countryv of Indians,
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Moslems and other whites. The Indians were to work in the
plantations and then return to India. But many did not and so a
new population was built from there. The Boers moved further
North where they established two Republics: Orange Free State
and South Africa Republic (Transvaal). There they firmly
institutionalized racism by affirming that there should be “no
equality of black and white in church or state™.

In 1867, diamond was discovered in great quantity at

Kimberley, which made the Boers want to annex it as part of

their republic. This attracted British interest who annexed
Transvaal in 1877. Although the area was returned to the Boers
.when the British army was defeated at Majuba Hill in 1831, the
"discovery of gold in 1886 in Witwatersrand reef registered the
_ lnrere';t of other Western nations like Ifrance, Britain, Germany
,and the United States as the Boer control could no longer be
“tolerated. Britons and Americans were hired to mine the rich
mineral deposits.

Tension began in the area when heavy taxes were imposed on
Africans with a view to forcing them to the wage shucture. To
assert their position, the Afrikaner regime began to resist the
Boer excesses by denying the foreigners the power to vote. This
sparked off the Anglo-Boer war of 1899-1902, following the
abortive coup of 1896. In the Jameson Raid, which was done
to supplant the administration in Transvaal, the British
Government and the Prime Minister of the Cape were
implicated. Despite the utmost endeavour of the British and the
assemblage of a large army, Her Majesty's army was defeated.

POST APARTHEID SOUTH AFRICA AND RACISM

June 1976 Soweto Uprising

The background to this event which is now commemorated as

a national holiday in South Africa was the protest of high
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school students in Soweto for better education and the police
reaction with live bullets and teargas, The crisis was fueled by
prolonged anti-black polices. The Bantu Education Act of 1953
led to the establishment of a Black Education Department in
the Departrnent of Native Affairs. The goal of this Department
was to compile a curriculum that would suit "the nature and
requirements of black people.” Dr Hendrik Verwoerd who was
both the author of the legislation and Minister of Native Affairs
stated that "Natives (blacks) must be taught from an early age
that equality with Europeans (whites) is not for them."”

Unfortunately for the whites, the Bantu Education Act helped
more blacks fo enroll in schools in Soweto, but under
deplorable conditions. There were lack of facilities; teachers
and those who taught were unqualified. The situation was
aggravated by the apartheid regime’s homeland policy which
barred new schools from being built in Soweto from 1962-
1971. Although government vielded to pressure to build new
schools, the figure was grossly inadequate. The result was that
those who were not engaged formed gangs and clashes began.

By 1975, when South Africa entered economic depression
government was spending only R42 per black child and R644
on a white child. This fueled racial consciousness and
underground agitation. The South African Students Movement
(SASM), the South African Students Organisation(SASO) and
Black Consciousness began to unite to voice out their protest.
The other objectionable issue was the introduction of Afrikaans
as the language of inshruction in schools. As some of the
teachers could not speak the language but were required to
instruct with it, the unity of students with their teachers was now
complete.



In the morning of 16th June 1976, thousands of students went
to Orlando stadium to protest the use of Afrikaans. The
students sang and waved placards with slogans like “Down with
Afrikaans”, “Viva Azania" and “If we must do Alrikaans, Vorster
must do Zulu". Colonel Kleingeld fired the first police shot and
students replied by throwing stones. The first person to be shot
was Hastings Ndlovu and then twelve vear old Hector
Pieterson.

On the moming of 16th of June 1976, 23 blacks, and two
white people were killed in Sowelo, including Dr Melville
Edelstein who had devoted his life o the social welfare of
blacks. The racist South African government immediately
deployed 1500 heavily armed police men and the South
African Army was placed on the alert. At the end of the crisis,
the casualty fiqure was put between 200 -600, while more than
1000 people were wounded.

A racist society of South Africa can be likened to the country’s
principal prison, Robben lsland. In this prison, most South
African political activists were incarcerated. The wardens of the
prison urinated close to the inmates’ food and those that
collapsed out of exhaustion —were moved away In
wheelbarrows. Racism continued as if the origm of the Island
and South African Society was the same. There is a link
between Nelson Mandela and Makanna, the six-foot
commander of the Xhosa army who was drowned trying to
escape from the Island and the equally six-footer Nelson
Mandela who spent twenty-seven years on the [sland. Both
men were fighting against white domination, Mandela against
racist South African laws and Makanna banished there for
leading a ten thousand strong army against the British. But that
is perhaps where the comparison ends. Mandela is highly
educated, being a lawyer who combined his education with
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political activism. On the other hand, Makanna barely educated
sought an escape from what he considered an unjust
banishment. Mandela never sought an easy route to his
freedom.

On January 31, 1985 the then president of South Africa, P.W.
Botha offered Mandela conditional pardon, if only he would
renounce political violence. Bul in Soweto Jubulani Stadium,
Zindzi, his daughter, publicly read her father's response, to
Botha's request on February 10, 1985:
I cherish my own freedom dearly, but | care
even more for your freedom. Too many have
died since | went to prison. Too many have
suffered for the love of freedom. | owe it o
{their widows, to their orphans, to their mothers
and to their fathers who have grieved and wept
for them. Not only have | suffered during these
long, lonely, wasted years. | am not less life
loving than you are. Bul 1 cannot sell the
birthright to the people to be free. (623)

Mandela had condemned the racist policies of the government
of Botha and called for the unbanning of the African National
Congress and freedom for those either sent to prison or exile
for opposing apartheid. Above all, he called for the dismantling
of the apartheid system itsell. But Botha worried and under
infernational pressure remained adamant. FW. de Klerk who
succeeded him would eventually see reason and on Znd
February, 1990 while addressing the South African parliament
in Cape Town announced the release of political prisoners and
the lifting of ban on political organizations. He promised that
his government would go into negotiation with all interest
groups and thus making “the process of negotiation™ to be of
the “highest priority”.
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De F.W. Klerk lived up to his promises as negotiation began
that year and in May 1994, the first ever democratic elections in
South Africa took place in which Nelson Mandela, leading the
African National Congress won and was inaugurated the first
black president. His first term ended in 1999 and was
succeeded by Thabo Mbeki, The end to the gruesome years
and the elevation of blacks from their subservient position
marked a significant development for both politics and art in
South Africa.

Thus. in the 1990s, a significant change in South African
literature occurred. The literature of this period articulates the
uncertainties thal characterized this era, “the tension between
memory and amnesia. It emphasizes the imperatives  of
breaking silences necessitated by long years of shugale. the
refashioning of identities caught between stasis and change.
and the role of culture or representation m limiting or enabling
new forms of understanding” (Attwell and Harlow 200)

South African literature from the 1990s is comparable to Soviet
literature alter glasnost. Bul apartheid had a different mission
from the political situation that prevailed in the Soviet enclave.
The question then was what would be the preoccupation of
South African writers now that apartheid had been distnantled?
Would African writers live up to expectations by turning their
attention to the new democratic state and find a lasting solution
to the inter-racial conflicts? Both Attwell and Harlow believe
that: “in post apartheid literature, the future has little future,
whereas the future of the past is reasonably secure”. (3)

Through the pattern of democratic evolution three epochs can
be identified in South African literature. First is the quiet era of
subtle evolutionary segregation of which Peter Abrahams (black
and coloured) and Ezekiel Mphahlele Tell Freedom
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(1954)Down Second Avenue (1954) gave a good account in
their autobiographies respectively. The second epoch is the
introduction of apartheid and the violent protest that greeted it.
The third is the era of reforms. fransition and post apartheid.
Opposition to discrimination among writers can be codified info
black, coloured and white writing. The codification is essentially
not on the level of commitment but the racial information of the
South African literary society. Considering the generic theories,
there is always something in each to be found in the other,
although treated differently. The theme of racism cannot on its
own be exhausted, ance the tapic can be examined [rom
different flanks.

The post apartheid literary publications have been immense
J.M. Coetzee has been out with his memoir, Boyhood: Scenes
from Provincial Life. In fthe book, Coetzee continues his
plaasroman. the ideological codilication of writing. The thrust
of the message is on the uncerfainties of the post-apartheid era,
the murder of white farmers and the need for quiet land
reforms. Through “lineal consciousness”, Coefzee traces the
relationship between a child and generations before and after
him. Land which is immortal outlasts both the child and the
preceding and successive generations. The child then does not
own the land: on the contrary, the land owns him and will
cover him in its bowel. Coetzee's next work, Disgrace was
awarded the distinguished Booker Prize. in 1999, By this,
Coetzee became a two-time recipient of the prize having won if
in 1983 with his Life and Times of Michael K.

Zakes Mda came out with Ways of Dying which has been

attacked for its unpartisan outlook in a post-apartheid era in

which blacks are actively involved. Mark Behr's Sindive

Magona wrote two autobiographies: To My Children’s Children

and Mother to Mother. Andrew Bruck's An Act of Terror tells of
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the omnipotence and the image of desting which apartheid
represents. Thomas Landman escapes the apartheid security
forces but at a great cost. It is only in Imaginings of Sand
published in 1996 that Brink advocates political changes. In the
Rights of Desire, Brink explores what Isidore Diala calls:
“Afrikaner’s sense of disqust and estrangement arising from the
new dispensation in South Africa™ (917)

RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN AMERICAN AND SOUTH
AFRICAN SOCIETIES

The long drawn battle between whites and blacks and the
implication of this for the harmonious working relationship of
the two groups is an interesting theme for writers. The batile
has been tortuous and long for blacks and not completely
unscathing for whites. For both societies, it was clear that
freedom would be achieved through some form of violence. In
South Africa, the war was far move violent than in the United
States. In her assessment of the situation at its peak,
Gwendolen M. Carter says:

When thousands of peacefully demonstrating
South African high-school students exploded in
violence on June 16, 1976. in response to police
brutality, they set off a chain reaction of black
protests that have erupted intermittently ever
since. From its side, the government has
increased repression. .. The Chief of its Security
Police, Brigadier C.IF. Zeilsman, declares that his
men are building a “steel ring” around the
country to prevent infiltration and to block the
flight of exiles. He confirms gun battles with
African National Congress guerrillas in rural areas
of the northeast but admits that “the main battle
is against urban terrorism”. (93-94)
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Violence and racism are win evils in both societies. Racism is
an important term in the literature of South Africa and that of
Black America. This is because the term conjures oppressive
memories and it is the starting point in the discussion of
literature in both societies. Since the responsibility of the writer
is to reflect his immediate society, the emerging art is a
certification of that which is prevalent in those societies. The
place of the black person in the two societies is that ol a
servant. Although legislation and fierce eriticism have tended to
change things, we still see inequality in all spheres of life.

It is pertinent fo review the two societies from an analytical
stand-point. Although we are talking of black people, their
situation is not what one could describe as similar. The Afvican
American situation is particularly unique. African Americans
were brought 1o America involuntarily. They fthus did not fit
into the mould of voluntary immigrant pattern. The American
society was also harsh on them on arrival. With racial
seqregation, they were lumped into slums and legislations were
enacted to prevent them from acquiring literacy, just as there
were laws to prevent miscegenation. Will Kymlicka, while
assessing the African American situation, argues that:

They came from a wvariety of cultures, with
different languages and no attempt was made to
keep together those with a common ethnic
backaround. On the contrary, people from the
same culture (even from the same family) were
typically split up once in America. Moreover, they
were legally prohibited from frying to recreate
their own culture (e.g. all forms of black
association, except churches, were illegal).
(Kymlicka 24)



Efforts were made by early black leaders like W.E.B. Du Bois
and Marcus Garvey to create black states in the South in the
1930s and they had support. Kymlicka contends that the move
was even endorsed by the American Communist Party (24).
But migration to northern cities prevented blacks from realizing
this dream. The situation is such that there is no state n
America where African Americans form a majority (Kymlicka.
965). Fighting through the civil rights movements, African
Americans see themselves as entifled to full membership of the
_mainstream American society.

However, the basic difference between African Americans and
other minority groups is that while the other minority groups
came voluntarily as individuals or families. African Americans
were herded unto American society forcefully. This act of
working on their psyche has prevented  them from quick,
smooth and natural full integration.

The case of South Afvicans 1s som ewhal similar. As they were
herded off from the areas where they naturally saw as their
habitat. there were stiff leaislations to prevent them from full
integration with their white counterpars in the same country.
Whites used descent-based considerations as a maxim for
integration to national life. With the official promulgation of
apartheid in 1948, the majority fell into the category of minority
and racist structures held sway. Seeing this as unjust, Kymlicka
says: “national membership should be open in principle to
anvone, regardless of race or color. who is willing to learn the
language and history of the society and participate in its social
and political institution” (23).

Emeka Nwabueze articulates it hetter when he compares the
two societies:



An interesting relationship exists between the
South African literature and its African American
counterpart. The preposterous nature of the
societies, the illogicality of their moral imperatives
and the consequences of these for fictional
depiction are major issues in both South African
and Ahican American literature, The fictional
form in the two societies is both thematically and
stylistically — interfered  with  and  indeed
circumscribed by the dictates of the socio-political
environment. The Blacks in South Africa suffer in
the hands of a white munority: the blacks in
America sulfer in the hands of a white majority.
In South Afvica, segregation assumes a human
face and appears as a legitimate weapon of
oppression in the name of apartheid. In America,
seareqalion started with slavery and when slavery
was  abolished, the imaage is of a partnership
between a horse and ifs rider. (27)

The discovery of America in 1492 by Christopher Columbus
opened a new route for trade and that included slave trade. In
a way, therefore it can be said that repression of blacks has a
longer standing history in the United States than any where else
in the world, though not necessarily more in intensity. In the
circumstance, it might be befter fo treat the two literatures
separately by taking writers and their works exclusively. It is
believed that this may be a more rewarding experience.

RACISM TODAY

Recent studies including the internet have shown that racism is
still the world's greatest problem. This is because ethnicism is a
form of racism and legislation against the practice including
worldwide condemnation has made its application more subtle
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and its practitioners more faceless. Frustration in the modern
world has made individuals to vent their spleen on people of
different colour, believing that they in one way OF another
contribute to their plight.

Joshua Miller admits that offorts have been made in the recent
times to address the problems of racism, even by cecnservalives
like George Bush Sr. and George W. Bush Jr. Tor instance he
admits as progress the appointment  of the first African,
Clarence Thomas, to the Supreme Court in America, the first
African American male Secretary of State, the first African
American female Secretary of State, Condoleezza Rice. But he
argues that the opposition of their appointments by major civil
rights organizations Wwas: “hecause of the reactionary track
records of the nominees and perceplions of cynical molives
harbored by the nominators” (1).

Joshua Miller also lakes a hard look at the progress made by

African Americans but still concludes:
That racism exists foday s indisputable, — as
evidenced by the desegregation of schools and
neighborhoods, he extraordinary numbers and
proportions of incarcerated people of color, the high
yates of disabling illness and lower life expectancies
among people of color, and the continued presence
of racial stereotypes uncovered by social
psycholoaists conducting tesearch projecls across
the country-to mention only a few indicators. And
yet, unlike in the 1950s and 60s, there ts no major
social movement comparable to the civil rights
movement, virtually no government initiatives 1o
address racism, and little public discourse in

mainstrearn media about race and racism.
[http:psuchsenices pavchiatruonling argk'.gi.-’::oment-'fu1L-'57"1."15} 9
of 08/06/08)
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There is a new concept now finding its feet in American society.
it is the belief that racism is on the reverse and white people are
now the victims of racism. Aaron David Gresson in his
confribution to Racism: Essential Readings wonders “how in
the decades following the civil rights movements and Great
Saciety, racism became “reverse racisim”, with whites as victims
and those who have suffered past and present racial oppression
positioned as having special privileges: "The appressor is now
the oppressed, and the wvictim is now the villain” (gtd in
Psychiatric Services January 20006).

The kind of racism that is giving concern to African Americans
1s the one subtly practised in schools and work places where
Alrican Americans are denied places to make room for white
people. Aaron king in reviewing the 90 year progress of African
Americans says:
When 13 parents led by Oliver Brown first
challenged the racial searegation of the Topeka,
Kansas school system in 1951, they looked to
overturn 90 years of the “separate, but equal”
stafute in the United States. By 1954, when the
case appeared before The Supreme Court, Martin
Luther King had began preaching equality in
Alabama, and the Civil Rights Movement was fully
underway. The decision in Brown V. the Board of
Education was meant to cure the racial ills of all of
America’s education stems, from elementary to
university. It was intended to save as the temporal
partiion separating “now” from “then”. But if
1954 was supposed to be a turning point, it has
been a wide bend. (King 1-2)

In South Africa, racism is very much in place, even with the

black majority rule in that country. Chris McGreal in his article
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“South Africa Today: there is racism, but not in public”, he
argues that legislation; the new states of South Africa and world
wide condemnation have merely driven racism underground,
making its practice more insidious and surreptitious. He says:

A generation after Mandela walked free. race
sometimes seems as dominant an issue today as it
was in the darkest years of apartheid. No more 5o
than during the past week as South Africa has
arappled with the significance of a video showing
Afrikaner students at the university of the lree State
in Bloemfoniein humiliating black women. The
videa prompted days ol demonstration on  the
campus with some black students warning white
people that they were no longer welcome at the
university, and provoked angry cdenuneciations
across the country from politicians, leachers and
lhe  civil  rights  groups.  Eleven Afrikaner
organizations issued a joint condemnation of the

video as “disgusting”. (1)

The racial situation in South Africa is still very grave. Whites
have maintained their lead in all sectors of the economy despite
the facl that blacks have been in power since 1994 when
Nelson Mandela was inaugurated its first black president.
McGreal arques that: “large racial inequalities remain, with
white people accounting for just 9 percent of the population but
45 percent of the country’s income. But that has not stopped
widespread talk of a new anti-white apartheid and questions
about whether white people have a future in South Africa” (2).

Megan Lindow believes “Racism holds South Africa Back”. He

says that a 2002 study conducted in the city of Cape Town

found that 67 percent of respondents had never used a
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computer before, and only i percent had infernet access. This
s cerfainly a disturbing situation. Although Nigerian figure at
the moment may not prove better, what is however worrisome
is that:

“a decade on, South Africa uniquely straddles

the developed and developing worlds, with a

wealthy  minority enjoying living standards

comparable to Spain's while coexisting with

an impoverished black majority. Despite the

arowth of a sizeable black middle class, old

racial  divisions  are  largely  reinforced by

conlinuing economic inequalities. No  other

country except Brazil has such disparities of

wealth. This schism is particularly apparent in

South Africa’s  burgeoning  technology

industry,  which  remains largely  white”

(Lindow 1)

Government spokesman in South Africa, Themba Mascko, had
told the Associated Press that racism was still strong in that
country. s view can be found in CNN.com edition of 6th
March, 2008. Barnaby Phillips in George, Western Cape,
contends in “South Africa’s Shuggle with Racism” that racism
has not diminished in South Africa. His comment came after
Wanda Stofburg was attacked by irate whites who fell she was
bringing in too many black people. To where? Her attack which
was outside her house also gave her a mark with a shamp
mstrument fo carve a “k” onto her chest. “K" is an abusive ferm
for black people. The attack provoked an antfi-racism march
organized by Reverend Nkosinathi Ngesi who admits: “there
are also blacks who are also racists — we cannot run away from
that as well. So we are addressing the two sides of the story
here™ (2)






CiiARPTER TWO

NATURALISM, BLACKS HOPELESSNESS AND POST
WAR JUSTICE IN RICHARD WRIGHT'S NOVELS

NATURALISM

Naturalism as a distinct movement became noticeable in the
late nineteenth and early twentieth century novel. Naturalism
was a theory advocated by Emile Zola, Maupassant and other
nineteen century French writers who rejected the supernatural
religion and advocated that the natural religion was sufficient
for man. It was a close following ol nature without idealism.
Naturalism believed that science had all explanations for what
could be found in the world. As a 19" century movement, it
sought for factual and realistic descniption of life, claiming that
all religious truths were derived from nature and natural causes,
and not from revelation. In art and literature, it called for close
following of nature. The concepl seemed o have been derived
from Darwin's theory of the survival of the fitfest which
infillvated into literalure and arts. It was even more difficult for
the Negro writer to break the barier cutting him off from the
literary world. It was generally believed Negroes should be
confined 1o physical and not menial work. Many whites, for
instance believed that Negroes were not capable of producing
any work of art thal had merit. To conceive this, according to
them was to take the Negro beyond his world. Yet, as soon as
very few blacks debunked his notion, some benevolent whites
began to entertain the possibility that blacks could praduce arts
of merit.

Richard Wright who was born in 1908 near Natchez, Mississippi
is best remembered for his works dealing with twentieth century
black-white relations. Wright did not have a normal sweet
childhood as maost children of his age had. His father
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abandoned his mother and ran off with another woman. For
this, the writer was raised in indigent homes and among
relations of his mother. His education had to be broken off as
the fortune of each of the family he had to live with fluctuated.

At the age of six, he was introduced to the saloon by drunken
blacks who taught him the four letter word. These drunks gave
him alcohol so much so that he became drunk himself. While in
school, street boys fook it on him; they beat him and snatched
both the goods and money he was sent along with. But his
mother knew he could not grow into a responsible adult by
avoiding the street boys. She sen him back with a finn warning
not to come running home in tears again. Wright took this
advice, fought the boys and according to him, won his way into
the streets of Memphis. Thereafter, he began to join gangs
whose influence remained with him. In each school he entered.
he fought.

Food was a major problem in the home of Wright. The
situation was so grim that he had to steal a number of times 1o
assuage his hunger. The deprivation in Wright's home made
him hate his father and at a stage, he could have been  happy
if someone had killed him. As he grew older, his anger shifted
to white people whom he believed were yesponsible for the
plight of black people. He wrote in Black Boy:

Watching the white people eat would make my
empty stomach churn and 1 would arow angry.
Why could I not eat when [ was hunary? Why
did | always have to wait until others were
through? 1 could not understand why some
people had enough food and others did not.
(16)
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Black Boy is the autobiography that treats the first seventeen
years of the life of Richard Wright. The book tackles the life of a
Negro in white America and the influence of racism in
determining the position of the Negro. Native Son is related
to Black Boy in subject matter as it is concerned with Negro-
white relationship. However, Black Boy sets the foundation on
which most of Richard Wright's works are based, as it outlines
that style, conflicts and the factors that control Negro life in
America.

His mother. Ella Wright, played a key role in his life. After she
had been abandoned by Richard Wright's father, the family
faced immense tribulations. For ten vears, they wandered
across Mississippi, Tennessee and back to Mississippi in search
of a permanent home. Richard Wright was put also in an
orphanage from where he once ran away. He had altogether
nine years of intermittent school life as the family was
conslantly relocating. He spent the first twelve years of his life
like @ nomad in search of a greener pasture. Yet, it must be said
that these twelve vears provided him with the basic materials
with which he wrote.

He made it clear in his autobiographical novel Black Boy that
he would not succumb to the fate of the Negro in white
America. e refused fo seck escape in religion like his mother
and grand mother; instead he tried to redefine existence for
himself. To survive, he did menial jobs in the south. but later
moved to Chicago where his poverty and depression reached a
feverish pitch.

His first story was published in a Negro magazine in 1931. He
joined the Chicago John Reed Club during this time and in
1933 entered the communist party. In 1935, he joined the
lllinois Federal Writer's Project and published a few poems and
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short stories. He later moved to New York and became the
editor of the Communist Paper The Daily Worker in 1937. In
the same 1937. Uncle Tom's Children and four novellas were
published. In 1940, Native Son made a heroic debut and in
collaboration with the photographer, Edwin Roskham. The 12
Million Black Voices was published. This was a folk history of
Arerican Negro.

Richard Wright broke up with the communist party mn early
1042 Prior to this date, the party had been supporting the
Nearo cause. But when the Nazis invaded Russia in 1940, the
party began to pay little attention 10 the Negro plight. This was
because all efforts were directed at mobilizing support for the
Allied Forces. But Wright's despondency was heightened when
some of the parly leaders began to pass uncomplimentary
remarks about Native Son. I'dward Margolies writes in his
critical work, Native Sons:

The final straw appears to have come when some

of the party leaders privately criticized Native Son

as being ideologically incoherent. Wright didl nof

break with the party publicly until early 1 942-and

the decision was a difficult one to make. The party

had provided him with a sense of history and

identity he had never known before-and now he

was alone again in the American racist wilderness.

(70)
Thereafter. the works of Richard Wright began to take the form
of existentialism which was manifest in the works that follow in
1944 The Man Who Lived Underground: Black Metropolis and
Black Boy (1945). In all, Wright wrote twelve books including:
The Outsider (1953), Savage Holiday (1954), The lLong
Dream, Black Power (1954), The Color Curtain (1950), White
Man, Listen (1957). Pagan Spain (1957). It must be stated that
not all the works were successful artistically. Some have been
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failures with the public. The Outsider and Savage Holiday,
according to Margolis, “must be accounfed artistic failures”
(Native Sons 70). Pagan Spain, is considered as: “one of
Whright's best journalistic efforts, however, it did not relate all to
Asian and African problems, but rather to the psycholoay of the
Spanish people, some twenty-five years after their civil war”
(Native Sons 71}).

The success of Native Son and the mark it makes in the social,
political, economic, cultural and historical life of America
establishes the name of Wright for all time. In his preface to the
works of Wright, Russell Carl Brignano says:

Wright was neither a consistent refined craftsman
nor a stylistic innovator. His  successes  are
colossal, his failures dreadful. His creative efforts
usually reveal first a Negro conscious of his race,
second an  artist  committed to  polished
performance. However, he is a fascinating figure
not only for literary critics, but also for historians,
sociologists, and philosophers. (Preface X)

A number of factors combine to influence the works of the
author. The first was his frustration about the treatment he
received in the hands of white Americans which prompted
inclination to be aggressive and an instinct to survive in a world
where his race had a little chance. There was a seeming
tendency in him to disapprove of others because he was ever
suspicious of both whites and blacks. There was thus a
pervasive tone of antagonism towards southern whites in all the
works. In his novels, Wright dwelled so much on the survival of
the individual. FFor instance, Bigger of Native Son committed
several murders, the most monstrous being the killing of Bessie
Mears, his girl friend, for survival.
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However, justice and equality for all seemed his ultimate end.
Margolies captures the essence in Native Sans:
He was. like all Americans, a creature of the
American dream of justice and equality for all
men. and each of his works is informed by this
idea. His adoption of communism years later was
only a variation of this theme. Whright did not
believe that freedom could be attained under the
present political conditions of American life. (67)

The writings of Richard Wright can be divided into three
periods. The first was the era ol naturalism when he
experienced racism first hand, his indigent life, and the period
when he ied to break into the literary world. The second
stage was the period when he had become famous and
struggled hard to defend the storm which Native Son and
Black Boy had created. The third stage was the periad when
he wenl to Irance, maried a white girl and tried to sociahise
with other French writers, and finally his death in 1960,

The Wrights were invited to France in late 1945 by the
provisional French Government. [e honoured the invilalion
and later setiled in France permanently. A number of reasons
led him to make this decision. The first was his reservations
about race relations in America. The second reason was his
marriage to a white woman. There was the fear that his wife
may not fit into a racist American society. Another important
reason was that he suspected that his past associations with the
communist party would alienate him in his homeland. The final
reason might even be the first. Wright was excited by the
Erench enthusiasm for him and his subsequent integration into
their culture. These were more than he had bargained for.
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While in France, he became friendly with French writers and
philosophers. especially existentialists like Jean Paul Sartre. The
influence they exerted on him was tremendous as could be
seen in The Outsider. Wright traveled extensively thereafter. He
traveled to Spain, Indonesia, and Ghana where he met the late
kwame Nkrumah.

It 1s pertinent here to advance reasons why Black Boy and
Native Son are chosen as case studies for this essay. First, the
two novels represent the view point of Richard Wright in the
white-black relations in America. Secondly, the two nowvels
convey very vividly, Wright's naturalistic tendencies which are
the main concern of this chapter.

In New York, Alfred Knopf led other white publishers in
ientifying and promoting black literary talents. During this
period, black wrifers had to court white publishers to get both
thewr approval and their publishing contracts. It must, however,
be noted that the prevalent world chaos helped also to stifle
black publications: the turbulent political times in the United
State after the first world war, the Bolshevik revolution and the
anti-colonmial  movements  that were gradually taking root
elsewhere in the world.

As the knowledge of blacks of world experience improved,
mare Negroes began to reflect their experiences in writing.
While some wanted liferature to be used as a weapon for civil-
right strugales, majority favoured race consciousness and racial
pride to remain in black literature. William E. Burghardt Du
Bois did his best to promote black interest in the middle class
and to get blacks to forget the consistent inclination towards the

ghetto.
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There are many significant black writers whose contributions to
Negro literature cannot be glossed over. They include Ralph
Ellison, James Baldwin, Langston Hughes, Levi Jones, Claude
McKay, Frederick Douglass, Allan Locke and others. Richard
Wright stands out for his obsession with transgression against
convention. His heroes do not have any remorse for breaking
the law. They are rather afraid of punishment which the
institution can give.

In the Invincible Man, Ellison explores the ironic actions and
the ambivalent situations of blacks in America. For William E.
Burghardt Du Bois, Negroes can find expression in world wide
organizations. In Dark Princess, he describes the umbrella by
which blacks operated: National Association  for the
Advancement of Coloured People (NAACP) and the Pan
African Congress. Du Bois also believes that the Negro masses
cannot enhance their status without the assistance of intellectual
elite. Du Bois shows that clearly in the Souls of Black FFolk.

Some Negro writers have sought fo explain the pathelic
condition of their race through sex. Chester Himes belongs to
this tradition. Although his books are in naturalistic tradition,
they still retain the quest for love. Margolies says this of him:
It is true as well that he appears to be devoted more
and more fo his work to material hitherto regarded
as taboo-inter racial love, Perhaps Himes feels. like
so many other Negro authors and intellectuals, that
underlying the structure of American society is an
unresolved residue of erotic racial quilts that
manifests itself among other ways, “the Negro
problem™.(9)

In his two novels. If He Hollers let Him Go and Lonely
Crusade, Himes explores the theme of sex, but he is at his best
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in the character, Lee Gordon. Gordon plays between his black
wife and white mistress. His relationship gravitates between
love and hate for this white woman who could lead his life to
an unpleasant end.

In all respects, black writers have been able to put forward
slavery as an inheritance that created both environmental
problems and racial crisis. The tone is even stronger in Richard
Wright. To see the influence and what Wright has been able to
do for his race, it is pertinent to see what James A Emanuel
and L. Gross say of him:

Richard Wright was the first twentieth-century writer
to deal decisively with the economic and moral
problems of the Negro as they existed in the Ghetio.
His concentration upon subjugation, alienation,
violence, and frustration is similar to thal of
subsequent  authors who  have used Wright's
achievement as literary touchstone and a point of
departure. Moreover, Wright's evaluation from an
intellectually barren childhood in Mississippi fo a
sophisticated maturity in Chicago, New York, and
Paris encourages later Negro writers: for it was a
cultural  journey  accomplished through Wright's
tenacious  will and  ambition  through  his
determination not to be defeated by  his
environment. (222)

THE EFFECT OF NATURALISM ON THE MINOR CHARACTERS

The minor characters in the Native Son and Black Boy are
certainly victims of the environment. The environment and
other social forces combine to put the characters in the situation
they find themselves. Various characters in these novels
illustrate this point. It is perhaps for this reason that Ruth Miller,
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In Black American Literature, notices the emphasis on this

motif in Richard Wright's novels:
Whatever system that he advocated for the
restoration of social justice, one idea pervades
his Writing: that the root of evil does lie in the
society, never in the man. The worst man is
retrievable: pariah or parasite, he may be
restored, the predator, the outcast, the hopeless,
the helpless-all may be saved. But there are
degrees of outrage, there are degrees of
victimization, and the Blackman has suffered a
burden of afflictions beyond the reach of reason.

(426)

The plight of the Negro thus takes primacy in the works of
Wright. The author underscores this idea at the very beginning
of Native Son when Bigger Thomas's mother exclaims “We
couldn't have lived in this garbage dump if you had any
manhood in you" (3).

The minor characters in Native Son include Bigger's mother,
Buddy, G.H, Mary Dalton, Jan Erlone, Peggy, Mr. and Mrs.
Dalton. Although they do not feature as much as Bigger. Max
and Bessie, their contributions are to the overall development
of the plot and necessary for the realization of the theme. The
ever presence of pots and the rats, the squalor they live in and
the choking condition of life of the Thomas's make Bigger’s
mother see no better future but utmost suffering.

The opening passage in which Mrs. Thomas prophesies
Bigger's doom captures the mood of tragedy that results in the
final cataclysm. She feels so exasperated with their condition of
life that she begins to wish that God would call back her soul.
Then she warns Bigger:
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“You'll regret how vou living some day” she went
on. “If you don't stop running with that gang of
yours and do right you'll end up where you never
thought you would. You think | don’t know what
you boys is doing, but | do. And the gallows is at the
end of the road you fraveling boy. Just remember
that™. (13)
But the woman is helpless. The social condition makes Bigger
to steal and she partakes of the proceeds. Mrs. Thomas settles
between her conscience and the hard reality or the wickedness
of the society she lives in and the tenets of her God. Her
despondency reaches a climax when she says:
“Vera sometimes [ just want to lay down and quit”
“Ma, please don't say”.
“I can't last many more years living like this.”
“I'll be old enough to work soon™. (2)

Both Vera and her mother see family co-operation as a possible
antidote to the black crisis. But the social laws that insist on the
attainment of a cerlain age before one can earn a living will not
be compromised. All menial jobs are open to blacks and the
pay is insufficient to support the family. The result is that the
Negro is constanily hungry and his life glides over the very
basic or vagaries of life to the fear of white people. Both Gus
and G.H see no future in American society. They live by
robbing, not whites but their fellow Negroes. They rob Negroes
because they see it as less dangerous because white police men
never really search diligently for Negroes who rob Negroes.

After killing Mary Dalton, Bigger gives his friends cigarettes and
receives their approbation. Yet, Bigger sees how blind they are,
how utterly helpless they are in the society. Before coming to
consciousness, Bigger plays white and military characters with
them. Through such practices, they escape realism. According
to Edward Margolis in Native Sons:
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But Wright shows that all of Bigger's waking
existence is a kind of meaninglessness- a kind of
death. In the morning Bigger loiters on the street
with members of his gang and plots (fearfully) to
rob a white man's store. Later he qoes to a movie
and sits through a banal Hollywood double bill.
Wright here shows how the glitter of the great white
world beyond titillates Bigger and at the same time
frustrates him all the more. When Bigger returns
from the movie he has a savage fight in a pool
room with one of the co-conspirators in the
proposed robbery. (Native Sons 74)

The life of Bigger is not very different from that of Gus and
G.H. Gus sees Bigaer as a bully, but Bigger sees violence as the
only option towards acquiring both confidence and a living, as
the only means of forgetting his sorrows, his empfiness in a
society that does not want him. When Bigger wants to rob
Blum, he thinks of violence as the only way to put away the
gang and fake the Dalton’s job. So. he fights Gus to avenge on
his peer what the society he lives in denies and visits on him.
On the contrary, Buddy the younger brother of Bigger Thomas,
is contented to live in the American society in which he finds
himself. Although he does not like the squalid condition of his
existence, he does not violently seek its overthrow. Ie wants a
job like an average black young man. He wants to drive white
people around as Bigger does. He sees it as having amived, the
ultimate vision of black people. He, in addition wants to share
Bigger's confidence but the latter does not allow him. Bigger
sees him as blind too. He feels that Buddy is incapable of
seeing a world where black will challenge white supremacy. He
feels sorry for him, but could not bring himself to share his
inner secrets.
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Bessie Mears belongs to the generation of blacks who prefer to
maintain the status quo. She connives with Bigger, like other
blacks, to rob their white masters and mistresses. But she
challenges Bigger's right to take life even if the person
concerned is white. She consistently probes him, wants to know
his inner secrets. But Bessie is not ignorant of the condition of
blacks. She lives alone, and serves in white homes. Her only
pleasure comes when Bigger gives her liquor and then makes
love to her. Her life gravitates between servitude, liquor, and
sex. Bigger knows that the only way to keep her is to buy her
drinks and when she is intoxicated, makes love to her. He
knows also that if he fails 10 provide these necessities, someone
else will and take her way from him. Bigger finds Bessie a
reluctant conspirator in the bid to extort money from the
Daltons. According 1o Margolies:
Bigger realizes Bessie is at  best an

unenthusiastic conspirafor, and decides he must

kill her or she wil some day reveal his

whereabouts fo the police. He makes love to her

and after she has gone to sleep smashes her

head with a brick. The monstrousness of the

second murder exhilarates Bigger all the more.

(77)

On the other hand, some whites are sympathetic to the plight of
the Negroes. Among these are Mrs. Dalton, her daughter Mary,
and the communist Jan Erlone. But Mary Dalton and Jan
Erlone could not change the American society for the better. As
communists, Jan and Mary see the growing chasm between
white and black as a time bomb that will later confound the
American society. So they seek to diffuse it by encouraging
black revolution. They see black rebellion as a mitigating ploy
that will reduce the violence of racism and its future growth.
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But Jan, Mary and Bigger belong to different worlds: one of
black and the other two of white. Despite Mary and Jan's
efforts to bridge the gap in- between the two worlds, Bigger
could not find a comfortable platform. On their way to Ermnie's
kitchen where Jan takes over the wheels and Bigager is
sandwiched between them; he could not contain his feeling of
fear and embarrassment. Bigger sees Jan and Mary as blind.
They could not see the monster which the American society has
made of him. They rely on communism and the dictates of
conscience while Bigger sees violence and murder as the only
solution to the black problem.

All the minor Negro characters in the novel have been
conditioned by environment and inherited biological traits to
accept the condition of servitude.

In Black Boy as in Native Son, social and biological forces
condition both major and minor characters. Unlike Native Son
however, Black Boy features numerous characters that have
come to terms with their situation. There are, however, some
exceptions; those who seem to be comfortable with their
situation under the whites.

Ella the coloured girl accepts the status quo and is not ready to
be the instrument of rebellion. “Your grandmother wouldn't
like it if I talked to you about novels,” she told me. But Richard
presses her hard but she insists:

“When you grow up, you'll read books and know

what's in them”, she explained.

“But I wanl! to know now™. She thought a while,

then closed the book.

“Come here", she said. | sat at her feet and lifted

my face to hers. “Once upon a time there was an

old, old man named Bluebird”, she began in a low

voice. (Black Boy 47)
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She tells Richard the story of Bluebird and his seven wives. Like
she prophesied, his grand mother dislikes it. She slaps Richard
and tells Ella not to tell him further stories:

“You stop that, you evil gal”, she shouted.

“I want none of that Devil stuff in my

house™. (Black Boy 47)

For the insistent Richard, she says “You are going to burn in
hell”, she says with such furious conviction that for a moment,
the young Richard believes her. Mrs. Wilson's attitude later
sows and proves her fears. Richard vows to rekindle the interest
when he must have grown up. Thereafter he begins to buy all
the novels he could afford, first to engrave in himself a literary
interest and secondly to satisfy the violence in him. Thus Ella
sows the first literary interest in the author. But she has little
ambition and her efforts in the black dilernma come close to
mere storm in a tea-cup.

In the case of Mrs. Wilson, the grandmother of Richard Wright,
the story is slightly different. She belongs to a different world.
She is content to allow the whites have their way. She prefers
to pray and see all situations in life in line with the scriptures.
Any story that is not Christian is heathen. She does her best to
support her daughter and grand-children which helps greatly to
reduce the itinerant movement of the Wrights. Yet, she is blind
to Richard. Her actions help to foster the white domination of
blacks. But she could not have this.

When Mrs. Wilson is bathing her grand son all she wants is to
wipe him clean. But she does not see the extent of his
contamination. So, when Richard, having graduated from the
saloon as a drunk at the age of six, tells her to kiss his ass, she
turns blue. She hits Richard hard. But she could not see the
relationship between his perversities and acquired dirty traits as

the problem of the southern Negro:
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No matter how hard | tried to convince them that I
had not read the words in a book or that | could not
remember having heard anyone say them, they
would not believe me. Granny finally charged Ella
with telling me things that | should not know and
Ella, weeping and distraught, packed her things and
moved. The tremendous upheaval that my words
had caused made me know that there lay back of
them much more than | could figure out, and I
resolved that in the future | would learn the meaning
of why they had beat and denounced me. (Black
. Boy 53)

Th}lc situation of Grandpa Wilson is pathetic. As a demobilized
soldier, he comes close to a demented state as he wails
patiently for the civil war fo resume. His little education, like
those of most blacks, s his greatest undoing. His pride and lofty
lifl?stylc keep him away from reality and he remains so until
death. The little inferest shown by the white American
government takes away the life in many blacks.

The case of uncle Hoskins deserves in-depth comment. Like
Richard, he rejects the prescribed role which the white
Americans laid down for blacks. He escapes the naturalistic
environment by running successfully a liquor store against the
wishes of whites. After persistent threats. he refuses fo vield to
pressure to take to menial jobs. In the end, he pays with his life.
When he dies, Aunty Maggie could neither see his body nor
claim his assets. The white mob plunders this delicate nuclear
family and leaves it to die of penury and diseases. The killing of
uncle Hoskins, like the killing of many blacks, passes unnoted.
When Hoskins is killed at Arkansas, his family has no
alternative than to flee. In other words, when the white mob
raises its instrument of death, blacks cower in submission:
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[ learned afterwards that uncle Hoskins had been
killed by whites who had long coveted his flourishing
liguor business. He had been threatened with death
and warned many times to leave, but he had wanted
to hold on a while longer to amass more money ...
There was no funeral. There was no music. There
was no period of mourning. Therz were no flowers.
There were only silence, quiet weeping, whispers,
and fear. 1 did not know when or where uncle
Hoskins was buried. Aunt Maggie was not even
allowed 1o see his body nor was she able to claim
any of his assets. Uncle Hoskins had simply been
plucked from our midst and we, figuratively, had
fallen on our faces to avoid looking into that white-
hot face of terror that we knew loomed somewhere
above us. (64-65)

White threat is a recurring motif. Unlike uncle Hoskins who has
his revolver within reach when he sleeps, Professor Matthew
chooses to be on the run. When he is sought for murder, he
seeks refuge with the Wilsons who also harbour Maggie,
Richard and his family. The life of Professor Matthew in Black
Boy is like that of Mann in his short story “Dawn by the River”.
Richard Wright explains how Mann is killed after shooting to
death a white man. Mann is the central character and he kills to
save another. His wife, Lulu, is pregnant but does not get to
deliver the baby before she dies also. Professor Matthew. like
Mann, is an example of growing black violent figures in white
America. They murder, then seek asylum only to be caught and
visited with justice- white justice. This account of Professor
Matthew's violent act is as monstrous as Mary Dalton's murder
in Native Son:

“But what did you do?” Aunty Maggie asked. “T'll tell

vou later”, “Uncle” said. “We got to get out of here
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before” ghey come” “But you've done something
terrible”. Aunt Maggie said. “Or you wouldn't be
running like this.” “The house is on fire” uncle said.
“And when they see it, they'll know who did it. “Did
you set the house afire?” My mother asked. “There was
nothing else to do”, uncle said impatiently. I took the
money. | had hit her. She was unconscious. If they
found her, she'd tell. I'd be lost. So | sel the fire”. “But
she'll burn up,” Aunt Maggie said, crving into her
hands. “What could | do?" uncle asked. “1 had to do if. |
couldn't just leave her there and let somebody find her.
They'd know somebody hit her. But if she burns,
nobody’ 1l ever know”. (Black Boy 76-77)

The roles of Aunty Addie can be best seen in the religion where
she seeks escape. The relationship between Addie and Richard
is not in the best of terms. When the author starts his literary
career, and writes the short story “The Voodoo of Hall's Half
gcre". it wins the publisher's approbation, but Addie’s
isapproval. Aunty Addle says it is a sin o use the word “hell”.
She contends that Richard uses it because he is not properly
quided. She blames the usage on his bad upbringing. The short
story, however, attracts the envy of his classmates who seek to
put him out of commission at the least opportunity. [Even his
class teacher begins to infer that he is asking too many
questions. Some of his classmates, in an attempt to control him
begin to shout “keep quiet”. But the hostility does not kill the
literary interest; instead it helps to accentuate it. The author
describes his relationship with Aunt Addie in this language:
Aunt Addie took her defeat hard, holding me in a
cold and silent disdain. | was conscious that she had
descended to my own emotional level in her effort to
" yule me, and my respect for her sank. Until she
married, years later, we rarely spoke to each other,
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though we ate at the same table and slept under the
same roof, though [ was but a skinny, half frightened
boy and she was the secretary of the church and the
church’s school teacher. God bless our home with
the love that bind. (121)

Uncle Tom is literarily a symbolic figure who enjoys or accepts
the place of servitude assigned to him by whites. He is in fact a
symbol of a black who is ready to accept the status quo and
submit to white reign. The name is a descendant of Beecher
Stowe's, Uncle Tom's Cabin who is seen as a complacent black
who co-operates with whites. Similarly, Uncle Tom in the Black
Boy represents the older order which supports the prevailing
system. Although he has never been helpful fo Richard, he is
not happy that Richard is loeing a rebellious line. So, he
attempts to whip him info line with the cane. Richard resents
and refuses to submit to the corporal punishment. The author
recounts his ordeal at the time:

I felt weak all over. How long was this going to last?
[ ow long was | gaing fo be beaten for trifles and less
than frifles? 1 was already so conditioned toward my
relatives that when | passed them | actually had a
nervous fit in my muscles, and now | was going to be
beaten by someone who did not like the tone of
voice in which 1 spoke. [ ran across the room and
pulled oul the dresser drawer and got my pack of
razor blades: | opened it and took a thin blade of
blue steel in each hand. I stood ready for him. The
door opened. | was hoping desperately that this was
not true, that this dream would end. (Black Boy 174)

On the other hand. the white characters adopt or support
vacism. Fxcept in the exceptional case of Jan, Mary and Mr.
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Falk who allows Richard to borrow books from the library with
his card, most of the characters foster racial growth. For
instance, when the brickyard white boss dog bites Richard, the
Whiteman does not show any sympathy. When he examines
Richard, he merely laughs: A dog bite can’t hurt a Niger”, he
says. Refusing to treat Richard, he tfells him to inform him if the
wound hurts.

The position of blacks becomes clearer as Richard moves from
one job to another. His attempts to assert his position are
always greeted with immediate sack action. In the end, Grigas
finds a job for him, but not until he has handed over to him a
severe warning to be of good behaviour. This good behaviour
entails utmost submissiveness and acceptance of white reign.
Richard obeys. But Reynolds, Peace and Mr. Crane will not let
him live the newly acquired way of life. Soon black ambition
rears its ugly head in him. In the optical company, for a black to
aspire to be a skilled worker is against the desian of the white
man. So, when Richard desives to acquire the skill, he gets a
good beating to soften him, and a voluntary withdrawal of
service despite all the efforts of the owner of the factory to
retain him. Richard seeks the safest way out; to get paid off.
Reynolds tells Richard if he were born black he would kill
himself.

The grand hostility that is everywhere present forces Richard to
escape northwards. He could no longer tolerate Southern
racism. Yet since there is no money, he has to steal from a film
house to do this. He makes enough to see him up to Memphis,
Tennessee, in a cold November Sunday morning. In 1925,
Richard makes his way into Beale Street in Memphis. Mrs. Moss
and her daughter, Bess., welcome him with open arms. The
offer is not without some conditions though. Bess wants the

seventeen-year old Richard for a husband and her mother
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wants grand children fast. The children are so needed that the
family business could be ceded if need be. But the naive
Richard. who has never nurtured a relationship before lets the
affair to slip away by not co-operating. But his naivety and lack
of co-operation will have a cost. He faces immediate approval
to move out of the house and later re-acceptance to continue to
lodge. This first baptism edges Richard to be on his guard,
especially as a distressed child with a long standing history of
poverty.

[n status, the Moss's come close to middle class by blacks
rating. But they are supporters of the status quo. Although they
are optimistic that things might change for blacks, they are
however not ready to be apostles of this change. Bess tells
Richard. “I wanna love”. The love for a family life without risks
of white threats fills her world. With little education, vision, tact
and zeal. Bess sheds off the floundering collective destiny of
blacks and extends her hands to collect her fair share of what
her parents could provide by pawning it with Richard’s love.
This state of affairs worries Richard:

Had a black boy announced that he aspired to be

a writer, he would have been unresistingly called

crazy by his pals. Or had a black boy spoken of

yearning to get a seat on the New York Stock

Exchange, his friends-in the boy's own interest-

would have reported his odd ambition to the white

boss. (Black Boy 24)

The case of Harrison is pathetic. Conditioned by the
environment and doing menial jobs like other blacks. he is
pitched against Richard by Mr. Olim. Mr. Olim sets Richard and
Harrison against each other, each believing that the other is
plotting to kill him. Both blacks begin to come to work with a
knife, after an initial period of stalking. In the end, a boxing
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contest is arranged, despite the obvious knowledge that each is
living a lie. They are both set up where they beat themselves
black and blue. Lamenting these schemes by whites, Richard
says:
The game of egging Harrison and me to fight, to cut
each other, kept up for a week. We were alraid to tell
the white men that we did not believe them, for that
would have been tantamount to calling them lars or
risking an argument that might have ended in
violence being directed against us. (Black Boy 262)

Shorty is the greatest jackass of the whole lot. He does not have
an iota of self respect. He crouches in the meanest way possible
and accepts all the insults that Richard resists. He is the
acceptable nigger per excellence. Richard has no patience with
him. He feels he is the areatest obstacle to the liberation of his
race.

THE INFLUENCE OF NATURALISM ON THE MAJOR
CHARACTERS
In Native Son, Bigger Thomas, Boris Max and Bessie Mears
may, in one sense, be called major characters, while Richard
Wright and his parents are the main actors in Black Boy. In
Bigaer Thomas, Wright creates a monster, a blood thirsty Negro
whose instinct for survival transcends that of his neighbours.
Edward Margolies gives an opinion when he says:

..Bigger Thomas unlike the usual amay of

proletarian victims, i1s thoroughly the anti-hero.

He is not simply weak; he is an outright coward.

He is incapable of warmth, love or loyalty, he is

a sullen bully, and he enjoys his first range of

humanity and freedom only after he commits

two brutal murders. (Native Sons 72)
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It may be difficult to accept Margolies’ view because Bigger
Thomas is an American creation. He is a victim of the society
and he fights his creator with all the forces at his disposal. From
the outset, the narrator makes it clear that the social system has
dehumanized Bigger. He sees white people in his stomach, in
his throat, and their influence looms large in the society. His
mother worries hersell to almost a point of hysteria wondering
if he would take the Dalton's job until he can fight to protect it.
He justifies his action when he says:

All one had o do was be bold, do something

nobody thouaht of. The whole thing came to him

in the form of a powerful and simple feeling:

there was in everyone a great hunger to believe

thal made hum blind, and if he could see while

others were blind, then he could get what he

wanled and never be caught at it. Now, who on

earth would think that he, a black timid Negro

boy, would murder and bum a rich white qirl and

would sit and wait for his breakfast like this?

Elation filled him. {(Native Son 102)

His life is a series of warfare and he sees the next person as a
potential enemy. In the home of the Daltons, while he is talking
to Mrs. Dalton, it is clear he does not know what he wants,
what he will like to be or whether he will like to go to school;

"“How far did you say you went in school,

Bigger?”

“To the eight grade, mam™

“Did you ever think of going back?”

“Well. I gotta work now, mam”

“Suppose you had the chance to go back?”

“Well, I don’t know, mam.”

“The last man who worked here went to night

school and got education.”
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“Yessum'™.

“What would you want to be if you had
education?”

“l don’t know, mam.”

"Did vou ever think about it?”

“No'm.”

“You would rather work?”

(Native Son H3)

Bigger did not want to go to school. Organized life is beyond
the Negro, because he lives in a world where what matters is
what will go into the stomach, how to satisfy the immediate
need. The life of the Negro in America is an unplanned one.
Because he is never given the opportunity, it is difficult to plan
against a future that does not exist. Bigger's fear ol white
peaple, like that of an average black man in America, is
excessive. He could not shake Jan on their first meeting and he
feels odd amongst them despite his assurances and  their
journey to a black neighbourhood to eal al Emnie’s kitchen
shack. Bigger feels odd all the way, and his psychological
balance never returns even when he has seen Bessie who is as
much afraid as he of white people. Bigger's fear of white people
is of a strange kind. It imbues him with a psychological feeling
that suspends him between white and black world. In the
presence of whites, we are fold that:

He felt he had no physical existence at all right

then: he was something he hated. the badge of

shame which he knew was attached to a black

skin. It was a shadowy region. a No MAN'S

land, the ground that separated the white world

from the black that he stood upon. He fell

naked. transparent... (Native Son 214)
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Before the case of Mary L”wn, Biager had killed many blacks.
But it is Mary's murder that he feels he has accomplished
something. His confidence improves and he sees his folks with
a difference, with different eyes. His values have changed.
Before the murder is traced to him, he sees everyone, including
dan and the Daltons, as blind. He does not feel sory for Mary
after killing her. Mary is not real and he does not see her as a
human being. He feels that the shame and fear he experiences
have justified her murder. By killing her, he feels he has shed a
burden off his head. He sees Mary Dalton as a part of a system
that is oppressing him. To kill her is to remove this oppression
and he feels a psychological relief after the act.

Through the actions of Bigger Thomas, the reader perceives
that the black man is drawn away from both the religion and
the folk culture of his race. This can be seen in Bigger's endless
search for a job, his search through the movies for self identity
and safislaction. When he picks the Dalton’s job. he
symbolically enters as a primitive force operating between two
worlds and yet identifying more with that of the Negro. He is
that black man who refuses 1o accept the place created for him
by whites. He takes his fate in his own hands and is destroyed
by a force that is greater than his own.

In the end, fate calches up with Bigaer, and he has to go by the
way of those who fight a powerful system. Edmund Margolies
describes the mood of Bigger when luck turns its back on him:
Immediately after his capture, Bigger reverts to his pose
of sullen apathy. But Max’s genuine efforts to help and
understand him awaken in Bigger a vague sense of
hope and trust in men. He needs Max and looks {orward
to his visits. He knows the jury will doom him, but this
does not disturb him very much. Throughout the agony
of his trial, Bigger has been trying fo puzzle through the
meaning of his life and world. (Native Sons 79)
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In Black Boy, the fear, frustration, hatred and internal rage of
the narrator are everywhere present. The book gives an
account of the first seventeen years of his life by flashing or
throwing light on the pre-Marxist and pre-Northern period.
Although the book dwells on the fate of the black man in white
America, Russell Carl Brignano, in his Richard Wright: An
Introduction to the Man and His Works believes that: It is
also a sensitive quest for self discovery. The search for
respectable and safe place in American society for Wnght... for
Negroes in general-is accompanied by a painful need for both a
vocation and a father” {An Introduction 5).

The author realizes quite painfully that he is a Negro and that
his status is ranked at a sub-human level. He fights against this
and seeks an amicable environment for the American Negro.
To accomplish this, he runs northwards but still finds the same
environment but at a more tolerable level

The narrator in Black Boy makes an issue out of the
restlessness of youths. He emphasizes it to bring out what il
could cost a black boy. His white counterpart has no such
inhibition or disadvantage. He lives in a natural setfing where
almost everything is provided for him. There seems to be a
dividing wall as rigidly erected as the Berlin walls. But Wright
violates this and in his own words says:

“I crossed restlessly to the window and pushed back the fluffy
white curtains —which [ had been forbidden to touch-and
looked vearningly out into the empty street”. (Black Boy 3)

In the beginning, the hero has no eye or ear for race distinction.
But he comes to know of it when the white Arkansas mob kills
his uncle and they flee the town. This gives him the first hand
information about how white people take black people. and
what they can do to his people. This account of the narrator
brings the message home:
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“Mr. Hoskins... he done been shot. Done been shot
by a white man”, the boy gasped.

“Mrs. Hoskins, he dead.” Aunt Maggie screamed
and rushed off the porch and down the dusty road
into the night. “Maggie” my mother screamed.
“Don’t you-all go to that saloon™. The boy called.
“Maggie” my mother called running after Aunt
Magaie.

“They'll kill you if you go there” the boy yelled. “White
folks say they'll kill all his kinfolks” my mother pulled
Aunt Maggie back to the house. Fear drowned our grief
and that night we packed clothes and dishes and
loaded them inlo a farmer’s wagon. Before dawn, we
were rolling away, fleeing for our lives. (Black Boy 62)

With this, Wright forms an opinion. Russell Carl Brignano sums
up the hero's feeling thus:

“The vouthful Wright began to perceive whites not as real
persons but as parts of a general, abhorrent and potentially
destructive force”. (An introduction 9) With hatred and threats
of whites challenge, Wright begins to dream of a retaliatory
action against his enemy and those of his people.

During the author’s painful search for a job, he sees how the
Negro labours. He also sees that a Negro could only keep his
job if he hides his sense of outrage with a cheerful
subservience. To show any form of resentment is to stand a
chance of being visited with violence, injury, death. or
incitement of whites against him. Before he picks up another
job at a drug store, Richard records his experience of weeks of
joblessness:
For weeks after that 1 could not believe in my
feelings. My personality was numb, reduced to a
lumpish, loose, dissolved state. [ was a no-man,
something that knew vaguely that it was human but
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felt that it was not. As time separated me from the
experience, [ could feel no hate for the men who
had driven me from the job. They did not seem to
be individual men, but part of a huge, implacable,
elemental design toward which hate was futile. What
[ did feel was a longing to attack. But how?... | went
to bed tired and got up tired, though I was having no
exercise. (Black Boy 213)

The instinct of survival for the Negro is very strong in America.

To survive, the Negro finds a way. According to Brignano:
Ways and means were found to cheat white men
behind their backs, to gain triumphs great in black
men’s eyes but hardly noticed as victories by the
whites. For example, a teen-aged Wright engaged
himself in such illegal activities as stealing money
from his employer in a movie box office and bootie
legging liquor info a hotel where he worked as a
bell boy. (An Introduction 10)

But this recourse to petty stealing merely helps to re-enforce the
white man’s distrust of black people. Yet, funny as this may
sound, this is what the white man expects from blacks and he is
happy about it. Through this, he knows he still has power over
him, that the black man is dependent on him for his existence:
No Negro in my environment had ever thought
of organizing, no matter in how orderly a fashion,
and petitioning their white employers for higher
wages. The wvery thought would have been
terrifying to them and they knew that the whites
would have refaliated with brutality. So,
pretending to conform to the laws of the whites,
grinning, bowing, they let their fingers stick to
what they could touch. And the whites seemed to
like it. (Black Boy 219)
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The author also shows how white hegemony is maintained.
Pressures are put on Negroes and once they aspire to higher
skills, whites conspire against them. If the Negro persists, threats
are made on his life. Wright has this experience with Jackson at
the Mississippi optical firm. After threats to his life, he is forced
to leave and do another menial job. Even a reactionary like
Grigas, who later finds another job for him advises him to seek
a lowly state so as to keep a job. The hero finds this pathetic
and a submission to a culture of indolence, complacency and
negativity. The author takes a position and states his case:

My objections to stealing were not moral. [ did not

approve of it because | knew that, in the long run,

il was futile. That it was not an effective way to

alter one's environment, Then, how could [ change

my relationship to my environment? Almost my

entire salary went to feed the etemally hungry

stomachs at home. (Black Boy 219)

LITERARY STYLE
Richard Wright is more interested in the message than in the
medium. His works are written for the masses, to educate the
masses on the Negro's plight. Although there are extensive use
of symbols, metaphors, alliteration and other literary devices,
the author allows his arl to carnry him often to the realm of a
crusade. There is a penefrating frankness which remains with
the reader long after he has read the work. OFf all his works,
Native Son enjoys a unique privilege of being the most
proletarian. Edward Margolies in assessing this writes:
With the exception of Bigger, none of the characters is
portrayed in any depth, and most are depicted as
representalive “types” of the social class to which they
belong. Despite his brutally conditioned psychology.
there was moment in the novel when Bigger, like the
heroes of other proletarian fiction, appears to be on the
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verge of responding to the stereotyped communist
vision of the black and white workers marching
together in the sunlight of fraternal friendship. Finally,
Wright succumbs too often to the occupational disease
of proletarian authors by hammering home sociological
points in didactic expository prose when they could be
understood just clearly in terms of the organic
development of the novel. (Native Son 72)

In making this observation, Margolies implies that the world
view of Wright is determined by communist vision and
sociological traits. These features are prevalent in the works of
Wright and they give his works a peculiar colour.

Native Son is both a psychological and a sociological novel.
The author tries to present in a sympathetic tone one of the
most  disagreeable characters in fiction. He tries to
communicate thoughts that the inarticulate and illiterate Bigger
cannot express. In an attempt to express his hero’s thoughts, he
presents accurate picture of Bigger's emotions. Margolies on
this declares:

Finally, there is the style. Since the viewpoint

throughout is that of illiterate and inarticulate

Bigger, Wright had to discover a means of

communicating thoughts and feelings Bigger

is unable to express. At times Wright frankly

interprets them to the reader, but often he

reveals them in objectified images of Bigger's

environment-the way the streets look to him,

the feel of the sleet and the snow against his

skin, the sounds of a rat rustling in the

darkness of a tenement-and in dispassionate,

unadorned accounts of Bigger's movements

which in themselves give an accurate picture

of Bigger's emotions. (Native Son 73)
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The style of Richard Wright is basically simple. The language
moves with grace, in imaginative and lucid prose and the
reader is carried along. The tone is controlled, vet filled with
hate and anger, against whites and by implication all
oppressors all over the world. Wright's indignation is prevalent
in all his works. He is a Nearo and is out to protect his race.

The author uses appropriate symbols and imageries. For
instance, Bigger begins the day by killing a rat and ends the day
by killing Mary Dalton. His career begins and ends with death,
symbolically speaking. His life, according to Wright. is a kind of
meaninglessness, a kind of death. In the moring, Bigger loiters
on the shreet with members of his gang and plots to rob a white
man's store. Later, he goes to a movie, and sits through a
charade that merely excites and does not solve his problen.

In the same way. in Black Boy, Richard and his family are
always on the move, from one street and city fo another. The
street acts as a symbolic path of flight from one southern city to
another until the flight to the north. The curtains in Black Boy
symbolically represent a dividing line between white and black
people. When Wright. in his youthfulness, pushes them aside, he
is venfuring inte the white world. The southern whites have
established severe penalties for blacks scaling the hurdle. Curious
and bold, Wright violates this but meets. to his chagrin, a danger
across {he line. He hates the Negroes who stay behind. who do
not take risks.

Moreover, the grotesque scene where Bigger is chasing the rat
in their one-room apartment is symbolic in another sense. The
rat will later be interchanged, in the minds of whites with the
Negroes in general. Bigaer then is later to assume the role of a
hunted animal. The early scene where the gang discusses the
possibility of flying a plane is also symbolic. [t brings out clearly
the curtain dividing the two worlds. Gus confirms this when he
says: “Them white boys sure can fly.” And Bigger offers an
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explanation: “Yes... they get a chance to do everything”
(Native Son 14). But Bigger defines segregation when he says:

“Goddamit, look: we live here and they live there. We black
and they white. They got things and we aint. They do things
and we can't. It is just like living in jail.” (Native Son 17)

Bigger is an archetypal symbol of the Nigger. He represents its
intimidated image as well as the crude primitive force. He is the
scum that represents the black race since they became slaves.
In Bigger, Wright creates a hero, a monster and a metaphor
that will occupy an everlasting place in American literature.
According to Russell Carl Brignano, “Bigger is a prefiguration of
the existential hero Cross Damon in Wright's The Outsider”
(1953). Although Bigger is stationed outside the Negro folk
culture, he carmies within him the fears, hatreds and frustrations
of the black culture”. (An Introduction 33)

Native Son moves around primitive symbols such as the sun,
water, wind and fire. The main character proceeds through the
experiences of a normal primitive Negro in America. Bigger
sees the killing of Mary Dalton as a creation, a relieving of
tension. Although the death is an accident, it is evidently a very
primitive act. The other murders he carries out help to
accentuate the notion that Bigger's human feeling has reached
the nadir in the course of the proceedings. And since Bigger, in
Whright's opinion, is representing the Nearo in America, his tale
is metaphorically a collective Negro tale, the epic of the Negro,
which symbolizes a collective decision.

The art which Wright creates has been described as honest,
dreadful and heart -breaking. In his style, he does not imitate
anyone. Yet, he leans towards the psychologist, sociologist. and
social activist. He dissects the causes of savagery in man and
fransmits these in raw form to literature. Donald Gibson, taking
a holistic view of the works of Wright, declares:
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He was no dea.cated craftsman, like Hemingway;
no novelist-philosopher, like Sartre and Camus; no
brilliant stylistic innovator, like Joyce and Faulkner.
His talent was to smite the conscience — and to
smite  the conscience of both white and black
Americans. Whites read him and lamented, “Is this
what our demaocracy has done?" Negroes read him
and quavered, “Is this us”. (Five Black Writers 5)

One of the hallmarks of Wright's creation is the careful and
appropriate use ol the speech patterns and dialects of southern
Nearoes and whites. Apart from the deep aesthetic value they
add to his works, they bring the chavacter to the level of reality.
[For instance, shortly before going to take the Dalton’s job after
a fight with Gus, Bigger has this dialogue with his mother:

“That vou, Bigaer?™ his mother called from behind

(he curtain.

“Yea”, he said.

“What you run in here and run out for, a litile while

aaqo? Don't you go and get into no trouble, now

boy".

“Aw. Ma Leave me alone”. (Native Son 42)

The scene of frustration and despair created by this apt
language foreshadows the horrible murder scene that will later
follow,

Wright's use of metaphor is in line with white-black relations.
He uses “blindness™ as a symbol. Blindness to Bigger is ability
to see what athers do not see. Murder converts him and gives
him self esteem and he sees himself towering above others. e
15 insensitive to Negro life and the humanity of whites. For
instance, he finds it difficult to accept Jan's hand of friendship
because he sees all whites as oppressors.

91



Metaphor is also an essential instrument in the works of Wright
as he dissects the Negro-white relationship in America. Bigger
sees his family and even Buddy as blind. The metaphor can be
extended in the way Bigger sees even the well-meaning
Daltons. Edward Margolies says this of it:
Bigger's new vision enables him to see how blind
whites are to his humanity, his existence. Whites
prefer to think of Negroes in easily stereotyped
images of brute beast or happy minstrel. They are
incapable of viewing black men as possessing
sensitivity and infelligence. It is this blindness that
Bigger counts on as the means of getling away with
his crimes. When he schemes with Bessie to collect
ransom money from the Daltons, he tells her: “They
think the Reds is doing it. They won't think we did.
They don’t think we 