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ABSTRACT

RICHARD WRIGHT'S HERO: FROM INITIATE
AND VICTIM TO REBEL AND ISOLATE
(AN ACHRONOLOGICAL STUDY)

By

Katherine Richards Sprandel

As the number of recent critical articles and special
issues on Richard Wright can attest to, there is currently
a resurgence of interest in this black American author.
Critics have finally arrived at the point where they can
evaluate Wright's work honestly, without the emotionalism
that characterizes the earlier reviews and responses.

White critical paternalism, it would seem, has met a timely
death, as has the white critical backlash, which insisted,
thirty years ago, that Wright was overstating his case.

It is now possible to study Wright as an American novel-
ist, who was great not because he was black but because

he gave voice to the human fears and desires that grappled
in his soul. Undeniably, the initial impact that Wright
had on the reading public was a direct result of his being
black; and, even today, Wright is read primarily as a black
author. But Richard Wright, one discovers, speaks for all

men through his black protagonists. What emerges from a

study of Wright's autobiography and major fiction,
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therefore, is a model of the contemporary anti-hero or
rebel-victim--the metaphor for modern man. Taken as
aspects of this prototype, Wright's heroes illustrate a
progression from victim to metaphysical rebel.

Wright's fictionalized autobiography, Black Boy

(1945), and his last completed novel, The Long Dream

(1958) , document the initiation rituals that surround the
maturation of black youth in the American South. Inno-
cents victimized by a guilty society, the heroes of these
two books discover that the outcome of initiation for
them is estrangement and renunciation. By the time that
they are adults they are alienated, lonely men.

Lawd Today (written during the late thirties but

published posthumously in 1963) and Native Son (1940)

explore the consequences of this dreadful ritual. Set
in Chicago in the thirties, these two books illustrate
the lives of not-so-quiet desperation that those blacks
lead who have left the Deep South, lured by the promise
of the North. But bigotry and paternalism exist even

in Mecca. As a result, the hero of Lawd Today is frus-

trated and emasculated; unable to fight the system, he
compensates by drinking, fighting, and whoring. With

Native Son, however, Wright adds a startling new develop-

ment to his hero; outright rebellion. 1In the tradition
of other metaphysical rebels, Bigger Thomas refuses to

accept his slavery; using an accidental murder to
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free himself, he transcends his environment to create a
new self.

The Outsider (1953) continues the pattern of meta-

physical rebellion seen at the end of Native Son. A

consciously existential novel, this book examines the
depths of despair its hero encounters as he seeks the
farthest - edges of nihilism only to discover the world's
meaninglessness and the bitter truth that men have need

of one another. These same truths burn into the soul of
Fred Daniels, the hero of "The Man Who Lived Underground"
(1944) , who attempts to preach this new gospel of brother-
hood to a world gone mad. Predictably, he is scorned

and, like so many of Wright's heroes, dies a violent

death at the hands of his enemy.

To more fully appreciate Wright's extreme ori-
ginality within traditional literary forms and themes,
it is useful to study Wright's hero in his relationship
to naturalism, Marxism, existentialism, and Freudianism.
Toward this end, this study draws on the insights of
such disciplines as psychology, philosophy, sociology,
and archetypal criticism.

When Wright began publishing, he broke with the
tradition of writing what the white public wanted to read,
thus opening new territory to authors like James Baldwin
and William Melvin Kelley. Today Wright's fiction is
still revolutionary; it challenges us to look deeply into

the human condition and question its meaning.
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CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

In studying a man's fiction, it is always possible
to take many critical routes, especially when that man has
been as controversial a figure as Richard Wright. Thus,

Edward Margolies (The Art of Richard Wright, 1969), after

first discussing Wright's non-fiction, studies Wright's
fiction more or less chronologically. Keneth Kinnamon, in

his recently published book (The Emergence of Richard Wright:

A Study in Literature and Society, 1972), primarily examines

Wright's environment and literary achievements through the

publication of Native Son in 1940. In contrast, Dan McCall

(The Example of Richard Wright, 1969) and Russell C.

Brignano (Richard Wright: An Introduction to the Man and

the Man and His Works, 1970) have preferred not to divide
their analyses into separ;te discussions of each work, but
have attempted instead to bring Wright's thinking together
under various topics.

And Wright's fiction certainly lends itself to such
an analysis since several recurring themes and topics help
to unify his work. For example, his interest in and use

of Marxism (especially in his condemnation of the white



capitalistic society); the theme of the black man's es-
sential alienation and invisibility in this white country;
the concomitant theme of living in an unreal or nightmare
world as a black man; the plea for brotherhood and the
bitter protest against a society determined to make slaves
of other men; the refusal of black men to accept the identi-
ties fixed for them by whites--the tacit acknowledgement,
therefore, that all men are ontologically free to create
themselves (the rumblings of existentialism appear in
Wright's early works even before he knew of its existence

as a philosophical school; The Outsider is Wright's attempt

to write a consciously existential novel). And, of course,
the frustrations, fears, and dangers involved in being a
black man in America are always part of the fabric of
Wright's fiction.

Because of the thematic unity of Wright's work one
can discover a definite pattern in his fiction, specifically
in the development of his hero--the method I take in this
study. But rather than tracing its development in real time,

which takes us in a circle (back to The Long Dream, Wright's

fictional account of Southern childhood), I will study the
hero in fictional time. That is, by rearranging the order
in which Wright's books were written, it is possible to use
Wright's last completed novel to help explain his first one.
This journey takes us roughly from the story of an innocent

victim to that of a metaphysical rebel. 1In this discussion,



then, each book prepares us for the next by filling in the
background information only hinted at in its successor.

Thus Black Boy (1945) and The Long Dream (1958) help to

explain the truncated lives of the heroes in Lawd Today

(published in 1963 but written sometime before 1940) and

Native Son (1940); these two books of latent and open

rebellion, in turn, shed light on the existentialism of

The Outsider (1953) and "The Man Who Lived Underground"

(1944).

Thus for our purposes we begin with Wright's fiction-
alized autobiography, Black Boy, whose hero, the young
Richard Wright, suffers the same frustrations and fears
as the men he will later create in his novels and short
stories. Black Boy reveals how paternalism works: through
public coercion and vicious brutality, the whites struggle
to maintain their racial and social superiority. And, as
Wright tells it, the blacks help them by fatalistically
accepting their inferior status in the community. But in
the young Wright we see the seeds of his heroes' rebellions,
for he absolutely will nét allow either blacks or whites
to form a pre-conceived identity for him., His story is a
violent one with few sympathetic characters other than
Wright himself; it is man against society.

Wright's last novel, the Long Dream, recapitulates

Black Boy, since its hero, Fishbelly Tucker, is a child

living in the Deep South of Mississippi. In this book



Wright again presents the constant, insidious dangers of
growing up black in America. Fish's initiation ritual
comprises the bulk of the novel as he is continually con-
fronted with his special status as a black male (the book
illustrates Southern sexual mores in scenes of dread and
stark reality). By the end of the book, its hero, only
eighteen years old, has experienced enough terror to drive
him out of the country to save his life and his soul. PFish
is the initiate rejected by society, the innocent victimized
by a racist society.

Whereas Black Boy and The Long Dream offer Wright's

conceptions of the initiation of black men in America, Lawd

Today and Native Son illuminate the consequences of this

dreadful ritual.

Born in the South, Jake Jackson (Lawd Today) has

emigrated north and is living in a large industrial city
(Chicago), employed as a postal worker. Heir to the victim-
ization experienced by his younger counterpart, Fish Tucker,
Jake exemplifies the dissatisfied but helpless black man,
technically free but in feality slave to American prejudice
and the American economic system. Jake has fled the South
of overt bigotry to a more subtle and equally dangerous
covert paternalism. In this atmosphere he leads a truncated,
albeit colorful, life, separated from the Great American
Dream by virtue of his race. Although Jake is unhappy, he
is too busy compensating for his emasculation to really

rebel. He confines his rebellion to self-pity and brawls.



Another young man, just as frozen in place and

restless, is the fourth hero, Bigger Thomas (Native Son),

also a transplanted Southerner. Living in Chicago with
his mother and two siblings, Bigger adds another dimension
to Wright's hero: outright rebellion. Victimized and
despised like the men preceding him, Bigger Thomas takes
a more significant step than fleeing or fighting--he mur-
ders, using the deed to win his metaphysical freedom.
Alienated from the rest of the world, Bigger is also
alienated from himself throughout most of the book. By
the story's end, however, Bigger has resolved his self-
alienation by existentially creating a new identity for
himself.

The existentialism evident here is just a preview

of that in The Outsider, whose hero, Cross Damon (probably

the most complicated of Wright's heroes) takes up the burden
of complete freedom. Taking advantage of a fluke accident
to create a new personality for himself, Cross Damon be-
comes the epitome of the metaphysical rebel gone bad.
Enchanted by nihilism, Cr;ss comes to believe that in his
protest against the world's injustices he can do as he
pleases--even replace God. As a result, he thoroughly
isolates himself from other men, in whose name he had sup-
posedly been rebelling.

The final hero, Fred Daniels ("The Man Who Lived

Underground"), draws all the others together under his



mantle of love and brotherhood. A black outcast, victimized
like the rest because of his color, Fred becomes representa-
tive of all men. Forced to discover himself and the meaning
of life in a city's sewers, Fred concludes that all men are
alone, trapped in a meaningless world, and that they must
therefore stick together if they are to find any meaning in
life at all.

What we see in these six heroes, then, is the develop-
ment of a metaphysical rebel turned prophet. None of the
men accepts his condition; all in one form or another, with
varying degrees of success, attempt to create a self for
themselves in an otherwise fluid society which is preversely
determined to fix their identities for them. Because they
are black they have a tougher time of it than other men, but
they are undoubtedly representative of modern man in search
of himself. These men may be victims, but they are not
passive. The young Wright struggles valiantly to preserve
his integrity. Fish fights a losing battle, taking on the
entire Southern social structure. Jake madly compensates,
falling victim to the same vanity as Fish, but always,
always complaining. Bigger thrashes out through bloodshed.
Cross murders repeatedly to protect his dearest possession,
his complete freedom. And Fred, seeing all this pointless
violence and cruelty that men wreak upon themselves, emerges

from the heart of the world to plea for brotherhood.



Wright's archetypal hero is the rebel-victim who cries out
for immediate universal justice, much like Ivan Karamazov.

Many sources are helpful in a study of Wright's hero.
Not the least are his own experiences, expressed not only
in Black Boy but also in his speeches and essays, since much
of what he fictionalized he had earlier suffered himself.
Other sources, useful in understanding Wright's thinking,
are the works of such people as Charles C. Walcutt, Walter
B. Rideout, Albert Camus, Jean-Paul Sartre, Ihab Hassan,
Karen Horney, Northrup Frye, and Wayne C. Booth.

Because of Wright's early association with the
Communist Party during the time when he was learning his
craft, Wright's fiction was always marked by the influence
of the proletarian school of writing. These authors (like
Jack Conroy and Henry Roth) drew extensively on the tech-
niques used by the literary naturalists like Stepheh Crane

and Frank Norris. Charles Walcutt's American Literary

Naturalism: A Divided Stream clarifies the philosophy and

the method of these men. Walter B. Rideout's The Radical

Novel in the United States, 1900-1954 helps define just

what proletarian writing is.

Wright was also strongly affected by his association
with existentialism. For the best explanations of his
thinking along these lines, we can turn to Albert Camus'

The Myth of Sisyphus, The Rebel, and Caligula. Jean-Paul

Sartre's fiction and philosophy further elucidate Wright's



existential backbround, works such as Being and Nothingness,

The Age of Reason, Nausea, and The Flies. For a critical

approach to Wright's philosophical premises, Ihab Hassan's

Radical Innocence: The Contemporary American Novel is

probably the best source, especially his first two chapters
in which he discusses the rebel-victim in fiction. Although
Hassan does not discuss Wright, his insights into the
characteristics of contemporary fiction have done much to
reveal the qualities of Wright's heroes as radical innocents.
As a study of human behavior, Karen Horney's Neurosis

and Human Growth: The Struggle Toward Self-Realization

offers the probable psychological motivations of Wright's
heroes.
For general critical approaches, Northrup Frye's

Anatomy of Criticism and Wayne Booth's The Rhetoric of

Fiction were most useful. Frye's influence permeates the
entire discussion with his definitions of ironic tragedy,
myth, ritual, and archetypal criticism. Wayne Booth's
astute observations about narrative technique help explain
Wright's methods of effecting an emotional impact on the

reader.



CHAPTER 1II

THE VICTIM AND THE REBEL

Richard Wright knew from personal experience what
it was like to be both poor and black at the turn of the
century. Born in 1908 in Natchez, Mississippi,1 of desti-
tute parents, Wright had an unhappy childhood. His mother,
Ella Wright, was a schoolteacher who had trouble finding
work; his father, Nathaniel Wright, was a sharecropper who
deserted his young family, leaving behind an embittered
son. Wright never forgot nor forgave his father. Nor did
he show more charity toward the whites, whose despotic
caste system nearly destroyed him. Furthermore, Wright
had little patience for those blacks who kow-towed to the
whites; as a result of his early experiences, he remained
critical all his life of those blacks who participated in
their own degradation.

Wright's account of his youth and adolescence appears
in his fictionalized autobiography, Black Boy. In this book
Wright blends his own personal history with the universal
experiences of his race in a conscious attempt to portray
himself as a symbol of the black lower class (in doing this,
according to Constance Webb, he omitted many details that

would have shown his situation as actually much more

9
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tolerable than that of the poverty-stricken blacks he was
trying to represent).2 When Wright borrows from the legends
handed down by generations of slaves, he tells the stories
as though they truly happened to him personally. The best
known example is the traditional folktale of the preacher
who comes to dinner and eats all the fried chicken; ac-
cording to Black Boy it happened to the young Wright--it
wasn't just a favorite story. Another event that Wright
heard about and told as though it were part of his own
history is the anecdote of his uncle driving him into the
middle of the Mississippi River. According to Webb, this
to was told to Wright by Ralph Ellison.3

On the other hand, Wright often deplores the tradi-
tions of his race in Black Boy, ignoring its positive
values, and making a concerted effort to remove himself
from its confines., These ambivalent feelings toward
blacks haunt him in all his fiction. While he perhaps
subconsciously continued to exploit black folklore, he
intentionally attacked and rejected the blacks' way of
surviving, condemning them for aiding the white man in
his emasculation of the black man. Ironically, Wright
was employing the fruits of the black man's oppression--
his folklore and traditions--as he was chastizing the very
behavior that invented these marvelous tales. Wright
obviously was a complex man, struggling to come to terms

with his heritage, his environment, and himself. These
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conflicts created fascinating fiction, chronicles of the
twentieth century black man seeking identity and a place
in the world. What Wright reveals is often frightening,
but it is never dull. For whenever we study an abreactive
author, as Wright seems to have been, we are exploring the
recesses of the human mind. Many inconsistencies appear
there, but they challenge us to read more in hopes of
grasping the real man.

Many of the themes that Wright would return to time
and again appear in Black Boy. His fiction and nonfiction
seem to have supported each other. Whereas Black Boy is
autobiography laced with fiction, Wright's novels and short
stories are primarily fiction with obvious borrowings from
his own experiences. All his work, therefore, has a certain
unity about it that discloses a sensitive and serious man
living in an uncertain age. Like his fiction, Black Boy
contains the themes of social and self-alienation; it is
the poignant tale of a young boy searching for his identity.
In Wright's later fiction, the boy will become a criminal,
but the metamorphosis illustrates Wright's expanded vision
when an innocent boy and a killer share the same agony of
not knowing who they are. The young Richard Wright, like
all his later heroes, must wrench his identity from a
hostile environment; neither Wright nor his heroes have
the comfort of being accepted by their own race. All are

aliens among both the whites and the blacks. A major
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difference between Black Boy and the fiction is that, although

several stories are Bildungsromans, none are Kunstlerromans

except the autobiography since it alone focuses on a
budding artist. The other heroes are either lower class
or petty bourgeois failures. Wright's proletarian vision
prevented him, one supposes, from choosing artists as
protagonists in anything other than his autobiography.4

Although Black Boy's story is one of fear and

cruelty, Wright infuses these memories with a certain
nostalgia by his almost poetic descriptions of his yearn-
ings for identification with the rest of the world. It

is through the magic and beauty of words that Wright grows
to love the world and becomes enchanted with its possibili-
ties. His first experience with the magic of words was the
tale of "Bluebeard and His Seven Wives," whispered to him
by the young schoolteacher boarding with his family. His
fascination with words is amplified when he is punished

for an obscene remark he innocently makes to his devil-
fearing grandmother. Granny's extreme reaction and her
accusation that Ella's novels have corrupted him mystify
Richard who vows to conquer the power of words. From this
moment, the elder Wright recalls, his perception of men

and nature became drastically altered. To express this
change in himself Wright lists the wonders of nature, using
Whitman to help him illustrate his urge to absorb the world
and all its marvelous offerings. The feelings seem nearly

to overwhelm him as he remembers that
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There was the drenching hospitality in the pervading
smell of sweet magnolias.

There was the aura of limitless freedom distilled
from the rolling sweep of tall green grass swaying and
glinting in the wind and sun.

There was the feeling of impersonal plenty when I
saw a boll of cotton whose cup had spilt over and
straggled its white fleece toward the earth.?>

The young Wright's next experience with literary
urgings is the excitement he gleans from reading stories
in the magazine supplement of a paper he sells, specifically

Zane Grey's Riders of the Purple Sage, whose very title

entrances the imaginative child. But this particular paper,
Wright discovers to his shame, is a mouthpiece of the Ku
Klux Klan. And so he is forced to give up yet another
source of reading material since Granny had already driven
out the schoolteacher and her novels. Resourcefully, he
turns to second-hand magazines to feed his growing desire
for life outside the rural south.

At length he tries to write a story himself. He
calls it "The Voodoo of Hell's Half-Acre," saying of it
years later in his autobiography,

It was crudely atmospheric, emotional, intuitively
psychological, and stemmed from pure feeling (144).

A local paper, The Southern Register, printed it; however,

no extant copies have ever been found.

\ Later, in Memphis, Wright awakens to the ideas of
H. L. Mencken and Theodore Dreiser. Through their influence
he reccgnizes that he must leave the South in order to

realize his potential. Since his environment has not given
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him any reason to believe in himself, he later concludes
that books have been his mainstay. And although he leaves
Memphis with little hope and no plans, he is convinced that
staying would be suicidal, "either because of possible
violence to others against me, or because of my possible
violence against them" (226). After moving to Chicago,
Wright learned to fight with words instead of guns and
fists.

Whereas Wright emerged successfully from his initi-
ation rituals, his heroes do not. For initiation does not
necessarily guarantee social acceptance, especially in
America. Here it has a peculiar outcome--that of victim-
ization and renunciation--as Ihab Hassan has discovered:

Our concern is the encounter between the self and

the world in fiction, that confrontation of the 'hero'
with experience which may assume the form of initiation
or victimization. Now initiation may be understood as
a process leading through right action and consecrated
knowledge to a viable mode of life in the world. Its
end is confirmation. The result of victimization, how-
ever, is renunciation. Its characteristic mode is

estrangement from the world, and its values are chiefly
inward and transcendental.®

Hassan also remarks that in anti-utopia there is only victim-
ization; and that the Naturalistic mode of initiation (rele-

vant to Native Son) is one where the hero submits to the
7

forces of society and nature.
Out of victimization, the dark side of initiation,

arises the rebel-victim, the outraged hero "on trial for
8

nothing less than his being," as Hassan sees him. The

paradigm of the innocent hero victimized by a guilty society
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is the black man in America. For, traditionally, a black
youth's initiation has ended in renunciation: the white
majority society rejects him and he in turn isolates himself
from the rest of the world, for all practical purposes
recognizing and accepting his inferiority. Deep within,
however, stirs the wrath of a violated man.
The estrangement mentioned by Hassan is evident in

Black Boy. Wright is not only alienated from the dominant
white society but also from his own race since he abhors
the concept of accommodation which they embrace--albeit
unwillingly. Afraid of disturbing the delicate equilibrium
between the two races, the blacks complicate each other's
socialization and individuation processes by pressuring
their own to maintain the status quo, to play the role
demanded of them by whites. Edward Bland calls blacks in
this predicament pre-individualistic. And Ralph Ellison,
basing his statements on Bland's theory, argues that this
pre-individual state is induced artifically by blacks in
order to

impress the Negro child with the omniscience and

omnipotence of the whites to the point that whites

appear as ahuman as Jehovah, and as relentless as

a Mississippi flood. Socially it is effected through

an elaborate scheme of taboos supported by a ruthless

physical violence, which strikes not only the offender

but the entire black community. To wander from the

paths of behavior laid down for the group is to

become the agent of communal disaster.?

As a result of living in constant fear and tension, the

blacks themselves enforce obedience to the code of behavior
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drawn up by the whites. A black rebel lives briefly, often
bringing disaster down upon his own community before his
death can be consummated by irate whites. Therefore, as a
measure of self-defense, the blacks teach their children
"The Ethics of Living Jim Crow."™ In an abbreviated version
of his autobiography given this name, and in Black Boy,
Wright recalls the advice other blacks offered him as help-
ful suggestions for staying alive in a hostile environment.
Knowing that the only way to stay alive was to stay in line,
Wright's friends warn him to think before he speaks to
whites, a lesson that comes hard to the independently-minded
young man. George Kent has said that Wright's major
strategy in Black Box.was to portray the tension springing
from the conflict between a black outsider and his group's
protective reactionary tactics, for even as a child Wright
rebelled against having his individuality suppressed in

10 This

order "to protect the group from white assault."
resoluteness on the part of the self to exist in the face
of almost insurmountable destructive forces creates in
Wright's and the reader's‘mind some fragile hope for the
disinherited man.

All his life, Richard Wright refused to comply with
the whites' expectations of him; he rebelled intellectually
and managed, after moving to France, to lead a fairly

normal, rewarding life. Black Boy recounts Wright's early

initiation, his struggles with himself, his black neighbors,
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his frightened, highly religious family, and--most im-
portantly-~his struggle with the white world. The "har-
rowing perspective" of his black viewpoint reveals to Robert
Bone what he calls Wright's major literary theme, that is,
that the entire society is mobilized to keep the Negro
in his place: to restrict his freedom of movement,
discourage his ambition, and banish him forever to
the nether regions of subordination and inferiority.
This attempt to mark off in advance the boEEdaries
of human life is Wright's essential theme.
In Wright's case, the whites' attempt fails; he transcends
his situation and environment to become a prominent inter-
national literary figure. But Wright remained obsessed
with the number of victories chalked up by the white com-
munity, and, therefore, spent the rest of his life renouncing
a society that left individuals unfulfilled and isolated
from human compassion and companionship.

Early in his life Wright himself had experienced a
desire for brotherhood, a "yearning for identification"
which was loosed in him "by the sight of a solitary ant
carrying a burden upon a mysterious journey" (7). But
because of constant hunger and loneliness, Wright says,
he eventually grew to "distrust everything and'everybody”
(26) . His father deserted the family, and his mother was
forced to leave Richard temporarily with a woman whose
ugly face and foul breath repelled the young boy. Wright

is shuttled from one relative to the next because the

family is so poor. And, thus, he slowly but inevitably
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becomes alienated from his own people, remarking later in
his autobiography, to the shock of many blacks, that he
used to ponder

the strange absence of real kindness in Negroes, how
unstable was our tenderness, how lacking in genuine
passion we were, how void of great hope, how timid
our joy, how bare our traditions, how hollow our
memories, how lacking we were in those intangible
sentiments that bind man to man, and how shallow

was even our despair (33).

This bleak outlook is reflected fictionally in Native Son

where Wright paints a depressing picture of impoverished
blacks. There is no affection in Bigger's family, only
bitterness and quarreling. But Wright, speaking through
Bigger, clings to his belief that these hardened outcasts
still long for a chance to belong, to feel at home with
other men and the world.

In addition to his feeling of loneliness among other
blacks, Wright had also experienced dread of whites by the
time he was ten years old, as he recalls,

I had already grown to feel that there existed men
against whom I was powerless, men who could violate
my life at will (65).
Although he had never been personally abused by whites at
this age, he nonetheless knew their capacity for hateful
acts. And when the brother of a friend of his is murdered,
it affects him deeply.
The things that influenced my conduct as a Negro did
not have to happen to me directly; I needed but to
hear of them to feel their full effects in the deepest
layers of my consciousness . . . , creating a sense

of distance between me and the world in which I
lived (150f).,
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Whereas Wright says he condemns the blacks for lacking
traditions and kindness, he nevertheless empathizes thor-
oughly with the experiences of his race, blaming instead
the whites for the Negroes' shortcomings since they have
refused his people the full benefits of Western culture.
Wright identifies with the most debased of blacks; his
novels give them strong voices to protest against their

condition. Thus Native Son is told entirely from the

viewpoint of Bigger Thomas, the narrator; we never know
what is in the minds of the other characters. In limiting
himself to Bigger's perspective, Wright is asking the
reader to identify with his hero and to try to understand
his motives and actions. This talent for making the reader
identify with his heroes is one of Wright's most impressive
accomplishments as a novelist, 12

In order for us to more thoroughly understand the
reasons for Bigger's attitude, however, it is helpful to
first study the last novel that Wright wrote, The Long
Dream (1958). Based to a great extent on Wright's own
childhood, this book fictionally presents the initiation
rituals of a black boy in Mississippi. It is the story
of the estrangement of Fishbelly Tucker from his own black

race and from the majority white society of Clintonville,

Mississippi. In this regard, The Long Dream has many points

of intersection with Black Boy; both, for example, illus-

trate the victimization of black men in America. Moreover,
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because Bigger Thomas was a product of the South before
the slums of Chicago had their chance to destroy him, his
background must have been comparable both to Wright's and
to Fish's, for repression in the South has been not only

a matter of class but also a matter of race.

Although The Long Dream has been available for study

for more than a decade, it has received very little critical
attention. Moreover, those critics who have discussed it
tend to linger overlong on its flaws, virtually ignoring

any strengths or significance it might have.13 Probably

the most devastating comment appears as a footnote in The

Negro Novel in America in which Robert Bone calls it "a
14

still more disastrous performance" than The Outsider.

Granville Hicks' 1958 review is also quite caustic as he
scorns Wright's craft, especially his ability in character-
ization. Strangely enough, Hicks entitled his article

"The Power of Richard Wright" (italics mine), mentioning

this "power" only as an afterthought as he concludes his
piece. There he claims that Wright, "alienated from reality"
as he is, still has the capacity "to touch both the emotions

and the consciences of his readers."15

Saunders Redding is
also content to attack, counterpointing every compliment
with a condition. Conceding in praise that Wright's tone
is ironic, he complains that its effect is "flattened by

too much iteration." Acknowledging that Wright's theme is
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valid, he insists that Wright doesn't know when to stop
and that he fails to convince readers that this "lamentable,
tragic manhood . . . is the only kind of manhood possible

for a Negro in the South,"16

Such critical arrogance
seems uncalled for, especially when one considers what

Wright was trying to do in The Long Dream. It seems

apparent to one who has read all of Wright's fiction that
he was tracing the sources of isolation and alienation in
black men in this his last finished novel. For the book
1s unquestionably a thorough account of what it was 1like
to grow up in the Deep South as a Negro male. It is

therefore an invaluable prelude to a study of Native Son

and The Outsider. It is, like many of Wright's other

stories, a tragedy in the ironic mode, and it has the fur-
ther advantages of being very carefully laid in archetypal
patterns. As irony in its late phase where it returns to
myth, it presents "the world of the nightmare and the
scapegoat, of bondage and pain and confusion."17

And so perhaps it is up to the more recent critics,
less emotionally involved, to more accurately assess the
qualities of Wright's final work. For it is a book, like
most, comprised of strengths and weaknesses. It is a
protest novel: strong in its condemnation of racism and
vet strangely weak in its effect. For example, because

the plot is episodic, its amplitude of details tends to

crush the reader into apathy instead of exciting him to
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anger. Wright's protest seems to feed on the wealth of
horrors that surround Fish's life, but the reader is more
stunned than outraged. Furthermore, the book's ending is
certainly too hastily handled after such exhaustive search-
ings into Fish's psyche; ultimately, the novel resolves
nothing.

On the positive side, however, Wright has finally
given us the story that helps explain the conditions and
motivations of his earlier heroes. With this fuller
perspective we can study Bigger Thomas, Cross Damon, and
Fred Daniels with greater reward. For it is in The Long
Dream that Wright gives us the whole sordid story of a
young black growing into manhood, and he spares us no
details. In this respect he is much more thorough than
in his autobiography--there he omitted references to sexual

maturation.18

Here he dwells frequently on the sexual
problems implicit in a racist society. In fact, Wright

seems to propose in The Long Dream that sex is the primary

cause of racial tension, for Fish's agony and alienation
are both intimately related to sex. His ritual of initi-
ation is always sexually oriented. Finally, we are left
with the disturbing knowledge of what it is like to be
young and black in America.

Several contemporary scholars have begun to recognize

Wright's accomplishment in The Long Dream. Russell Brignano

for one admires the "ironies in dialogue and action and the
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inclusion of mirrored episodes" in this novel. And most

critics agree with Edward Margolies that Wright has created
a "remarkable portrait" in Fish's father, Tyree Tucker.20
Margolies further maintains that the book is more authentic
than Wright's other work, since it does not suffer from
metaphysical or political debates.21 Instead of using
philosophy to give intellectual depth to his book, Wright
uses symbolism.

22

Carefully documented from Wright's own experiences,

The Long Dream is a ritualized account of a black boy's

initiation into the two conflicting worlds of the blacks

and the whites, a ceremony that members of both races
participate in. 1Indeed, a major portion of character
development, or more accurately character malformation,

is effected by the blacks on their own kind. To insure
their youths' safety, the black community abets the emasculative
process begun by whites when slavery began here centuries
ago. But just as surely as black parents act to destroy,
they act to save. As John Williams points out in his
introduction to Sissie, blacks "love their children as much
as any others. . . . But because they are black the parental

23 When Wright censures his own people

burden is greater."
he is only too aware, as he points out in Black Boy, that

they have been excluded from the benefits of Western culture
and its traditions. How black parents react may be deplora-

ble, but it is certainly understandable, at times even

necessary for the survival of their children.
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Divided into three parts, the novel covers the life
of Rex (Fishbelly) Tucker from pre-school years to his
eighteenth birthday, a span of time sufficient for a
southern black man's complete maturation, i.e., time to
wake into the world's nightmare of reality.

In order to fully appreciate the scope of Wright's

accomplishment in The Long Dream, it is necessary to examine

the book from an archetypal perspective. As Northrup Frye
says in his essay on symbols, "From such a point of view,
the narrative aspect of literature is a recurrent act of
symbolic communication: in other words a ritual. . . .
Simularly, in archetypal criticism the significant content
is the conflict of desire and reality which has for its

n24 Because both the form and

basis the work of the dream.
the content contain aspects of recurrence and the "dialectic
of desire and repugnance," they reinforce one another.

Their union in literature Frye calls "myth": "the identi-
fication of ritual and dream, in which the former is seen

n25

to be the latter in movement. Thus ritual is mythos or

plot and dream is dianoia or thought. The Long Dream is a

paradigm of this happy symbiosis where the form and content
complement one another almost to perfection. Although the

book is not terribly exciting to read, it does seem to be

technically a minor tour de force.
The controlling image of the book is the dream, as

expressed not only in its title but also in its epigraphs,
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Fish's dreams themselves, comments made by his father, and
in its section headings: "Daydreams and Nightdreams,"

"Days and Nights," and "Waking Dream." These section titles
illustrate another aspect of the book's theme, the tension
between desire and reality. Complementing the dream motif
are the ritualistic implications of Fish's initiation and
his eventual expulsion from society.

In his chapter in Radical Innocence called "The

Dialectic of Initiation," Hassan defines the ideal purpose
of initiation, saying that
Initiation can be understood . . . as the first
existential ordeal, crisis, or encounter with
experience in the life of a youth. 1Its ideal aim
is knowledge, recognition, and confirmation in the
world, to which the actions of the initiate, how-
ever painful, must tend. It is, quite simp1¥, the
viable mode of confronting adult realities.?
Recognizing its basically dialectic nature, he observes
that "Initiation takes the classic pattern of withdrawal
and return; its context is the conflict between social
and instinctive behavior, ideal choice and biological

necessity."27

But after studying nineteenth and twentieth
century American fiction, Hassan concludes that initiation
has backfired for American heroes. Although the end of
initiation should be confirmation, this has seldom been
the case for the American adolescent. Instead, rejection
has been the pattern:

Sacrifice, regression, defeat--these summed up the

recurrent expense of initiation. The face of the

initiate in modern America began early to shade into
the face of the victim . . . still rebellious and
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still outraged. Initiation did not end with communion;
it led to estrangement.28
The dialectic of initiation as expressed in the

conflict between desire and reality in The Long Dream is

the same dialectic that Camus has identified as the condi-
tion of the absurd. Since Fish is forced to encounter and
live with this tension he becomes, like the other Wright
heroes, an absurd hero, a man in quest of meaning and
identity. Where this search takes him is the content of

The Long Dream. Its narrative pattern is the ritual of

initiation: Fish is undergoing the same rituals that
generations of black youth before him have experienced.
And so, as Frye suggests it should, two patterns

emerge from an archetypal study of The Long Dream: one

is cyclical, the other is dialectic. Through his presen-
tation of Fish's maturation, Wright continually signifies
that a ritual is taking place; to support the larger ritual
of growing up, he has included several minor ones, such as
Chris' ritual murder, the ritual of sexual initiation, and
the ritual of death as exemplified in Tyree Tucker, the
undertaker. As Frye further notes, "We have rituals of
social integration, and we have rituals of expulsion,
execution, and punishment." Thus even the ritual whose
main feature is its recurrence has aspects of conflict

in it. Moreover, the dream, whose major feature is "a

parallel dialectic, as there is both the wish-fulfillment
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dream and the anxiety or nightmare dream of repugnance,"
also contains the element of recurrence, the daily cycle
of waking and sleeping--the reappearance of the day's
activities in dream form.29

Perhaps the single most impressive ritual that Fish
witnesses is that in which Chris Sims is murdered and
castrated for having a white mistress. Although this
ritual of punishment and execution is indigenous to black
American culture, it is often ignored or denied by the
whites--its very perpetrators. It appears, moreover, in
such "white" literature as William Fulkner's Light in

August and Harper Lee's To Kill a Mockingbird. The general

pattern is this: a white woman is attracted sexually to a
black man who either: (1) denies her advances and is
accused of rape by the outraged rejected woman, or (2)
succumbs to her attraction and is accused of rape by
either the woman when she tires of him or the general
public who refuses to believe that a white woman could
actually desire a black man. In the end, the black man

is killed and often castrated.

In The Long Dream Chris Sims, a black bellhop at a

local hotel, is more or less seduced by a white prostitute
who lives there. When she becomes bored by him she turns
him in, not only to get rid of him but to rid herself of
guilt. The townspeople, enraged that one of their 1lily-

white women has been violated by this black beast, set
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out on a man-hunt to track down and destroy this dangerous
creature. Once they have captured Chris they torture and
mutilate him until no semblance of the human remains.

At the height of the man-hunt, Tyree rushes franti-
cally to school to pick up his son, whose safety he fears
for. Although Chris had been a well-liked young man, Tyree
overcomes any emotional involvement he might have had with
the youth in order to convert his experience into an
object lesson for Fish. He shouts at his puzzled son,

"'NEVER LOOK AT A WHITE WOMAN: YOU HEAR?"'30

Fish, com-
pletely baffled by his father's bizarre behavior, is never-
theless convinced that he is witnessing an important event
since his intuition tells him that he is watching his own
initiation drama unfold. Fish is warned to avoid white
women for his own safety. And so, to save his son's life,
the father reinforces the whites' teaching that black men
have no right to white women. But, because the information
is couched in less than frank language, Fish is more
perplexed than educated by the shouted admonitions not

to look at white women. "The notion of 'looking' at a
white woman seemed so farfetched as to be funny, but he
feared the fear that was now showing on his father's
shadowy face" (60). His mother symbolically hugs him

in a gesture "taking leave of his childhood, of his in-

nocence" (60). While Chris is being beaten to death across

town, Fish is learning the cold facts of black adult life.
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Not only is Fish being instructed in how to act
toward white women, but he is discovering for himself the
other side of his parents' self-assured manner, that is,
their absolute fear of whites. When he sees his mother's
face "bloated with fear" he is repelled, unwilling to
accept her as the mother he has known:

Were these scared and trembling people his parents?

He was more afraid of them than he was of the white

people. Suddenly he saw his parents as he felt and

thought that the white people saw them and he felt

toward them some of the contempt that the white

people felt for them (58).
After his father has screamed at him, "'They outnumber us
ten to one! . . . TEN TO ONE! YOU HEAR?'" (60), he hears
his father say, "'Be a man, son, no matter what happens'"
(61). But Fish cannot swallow this advice that so obviously
conflicts with how his father is behaving; furthermore, his
father's abject fear shames him.

Having never before been confronted with "this
business of white people" (62), Fish is filled with anxiety.
He cannot understand why no one has ever discussed the
problem before, neither at school nor in church. He feels
betrayed, isolated, lost. And once again in a‘pattern
that will remain with him all his life, he sees blacks
through white eyes and "what he saw evoked in him a sense
of distance between him and his people that baffled and

worried him" (62). From this vantage point he deduces

that the white world is the real one, that the blacks lead
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non-lives. How blacks arrived at this negative state he
cannot determine, but Fish realizes that cringing in fear
is not a solution to the problem. Thus, even before the
ritual is complete, Fish has recognized his own alienation
from the rest of the blacks.

Secluded in the bathroom to mull over Tyree's strange
advice not to "look white," Fish discovers in an old paper
a photo of a scantily clad white woman, which he tears out
and places in his pocket for further reference. Unable to
come to grips with this new outlook on life, he hopes the
picture will help him solve the mystery of white women.

He is intrigued by the fact that black men die because

of white women--especially because the woman in the picture
doesn't look at all dangerous. And Tyree's warning, "'When
you in the presence of a white woman, remember she means
death'" (60), has only increased Fish's fascinated pre-
occupation with the type. So far, the lesson is backfiring
on Tyree.

The ritual continues when Chris' body is found in a
ditch. Tyree's reaction to this discovery is a nervous
relief: "'They killed im,'" he says. "'And I'm glad!'"
He's glad because he sees Chris as the sacrificial animal
on the whites' altar: "'We can live only if we give a
little of our lives to the white folks'" (65). But this
pragmatic attitude toward life takes its toll in mental

anguish, and Tyree is no exception. He hates the whites
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for demanding victims and the blacks for yielding them=--
even though he knows it's necessary. Fish can appreciate
the pangs his father feels in supplying the blood guaranty
and so is not surprised to hear him say reverently, "'Chris
died for us'" (66). Chris' (or Christ's, as Wright has
made rather explicit) death buys every black man a little
more time to live. Chris is innocent of the crime of

rape but is brutally and incongruously murdered; he, like
Christ, is the archetypal scapegoat, the pharmakos "who

has to be killed to strengthen the others" and whose
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punishment far exceeds his crime. Interestingly enough,

Faulkner's sacrificial victim in Light in August also has

a name closely akin to Christ, i.e., Joe Christmas. And
he too, like Chris Sims, is mutilated at death by actual
physical castration.

Intent on digging every possible lesson for Fish out
of this horror show, Tyree takes his son with him to watch
the autopsy. In a scene calculated to remind the reader
of the soldiers' haggling over Christ's clothes, Tyree and
0l1d Man White argue over the body fee; the body snatcher
finally getting paid ten dollars for the mangled corpse.
What follows in grisly detail is the autopsy itself, during
which Fish observes that "not only had the whites taken
Chris' life, but they had robbed him of the semblance of
the human" (70).32 By destroying Chris' body and castrating

him, the whites have avenged the white girl; moreover, the
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whites have temporarily assuaged their blood thirst. And
so, because Chris has died for them, the blacks will have
a period of reprieve from the whites' violence. It is there-
fore relatively easy for the doctor and the undertaker to
be calm during the autopsy, both having accepted life on
the white man's terms.
But Tyree, pragmatic as he is, still grieves over
the black man's condition. Echoing the book's title, he
laments, "'A black man's a dream, son, a dream that can't

come true.' He expands his idea by giving Fish advice to
go ahead and dream, "'But be careful what you dream. Dream
only what can happen'" (73).

And that night, as on so many nights following
significant days, Fish dreams. And his dream contains,
as Freud has observed all dreams do, "a repetition of a

n33 The dream's

recent impression of the previous day.
content reflects the same conflicts that the day has
brought Fish: sex, race, and fear. In the dream, Fish
is in his parents' bedroom. There, under his mother's
chair he sees a fishbelly covered with hair; as he stoops
to examine it, a white clock begins thundering, "Don't.
Don't." At this point a locomotive's smokestack touches
the belly and swells it to enormous proportions. Finally
it bursts and blood pours out and

he saw the naked bloody body of Chris with blood

running to all sides of the room round his feet at
his ankles at his knees rising higher higher he had
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to tiptoe to keep blood from reaching his mouth and
it was too late it was engulfing his head and when
he opened his mouth to scream he was drowning in
blood. . . (75).

It is not difficult to trace the sources of Fish's
imagery and symbols in this dream:
white clock: has a white face which can watch him;
becomes the white code and the blacks who enforce

it by warning him continually against desiring white
women.

fishbelly with hair: ever since the first time he
saw a fishbelly its smell has reminded him of sex;
obviously the belly with the hair on it stands for
the female sex organ.

locomotive: years ago having caught his father un-
awares having intercourse with a customer, Fish
described his father as a locomotive; the smokestack
is an obvious phallic symbol.

The immensity of the sexual mystery and problem seems to
be symbolized by the uncontrolled enlargement of the fish-
belly; furthermore, Fish and his father had originally
inflated the real fishbellies. The fact that the belly
is filled with blood seems to symbolize the violence and
danger inherent in sex, especially since Chris is revealed
to be floating in this tide of blood that threatens to
drown Fish,

Although the manifest content of this dream identifies
it as an anxiety—dream,‘it can be seen to be latently a
wish-fulfillment dream, as Freud argues all dreams really
are. Afraid of the implications of possessing a white
woman, Fish nevertheless desires to know what it is like--

apparently even if it means his death, as his father warns
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him it will. Thus the dream repeats the dialectic of the
ritual he has undergone the day before: while Fish is
being initiated into the secrets of manhood, he is also
discovering his alienation from the rest of the world.
Other incidents in his life preceding this ritual
support this interpretation. For example, when Fish is
just a child he loses his first name. Through an adventure
instigated by his father, that of blowing up fish bladders
for balloons, the child, too young to discriminate between
bellies and bladders, is forever labeled by this misnomer.
Rex permanently becomes Fishbelly Tucker. An important
portion of his identity has become blemished: the king
has become a lowly fishbelly. And it "stuck to him all
his life, following him to school, to church, tagging along,
like a tin can tied to a dog's tail, across the wide oceans
of the world" (12). One wonders just how far Wright meant
to go with the associations tied to these names. The
possibilities are extraordinary: for example, Jesus Christ
was called both "King of the Jews" and a "fisher of men";
through this name Wright could be tying Fish to Christ just
as he linked Chris and Cross Damon with Him.°* Given an
inherently noble name, the young hero is symbolically
castrated by his own father--who always seems to act out
of a misguided love for his son. At the same time, "Fish
Tucker" is a name full of latent sexual overtones; i.e.,

fish are symbolic of sex (besides Christianity) and Tucker
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certainly has aural connotations of sex. 3> Although Wright
might not have consciously intended these explicit rela-
tionships, they do honor the book's basic premise that
Fish is an innocent victim ruined by a sick society's con-
cept of sexual mores. Moreover, Wright has been known to
play with names before as in Bigger (nigger) Thomas and
Cross Damon (demon). Whether or not Wright set out to
create a name so fraught with archetypal associations
seems a moot point, for the fact that it conjures them up
in the reader's imagination seems in itself to justify
these sallies into the realm of conjecture.

A year after this incident with the fishbellies,
Fish, six years old, has his first encounter with whites
whom he regards as "huge mechanical dolls" (13) completely
incomprehensible to his limited experience. Grabbed by
one of the men to roll some dice for luck, Fishbelly is
blinded by tears and convinced that the unfamiliar term
"luck" must be bad since it sounds like a word he knows
is forbidden. This fear of the unknown is compounded by
the crap players' verbal and physical abuse--his captor's
vanquished competitors throw a brick at him when he is
released--abuse only slightly mitigated by the dollar the
winner has given him. This dollar presents a further
problem to the now thoroughly shaken little boy, for he
must account for the money to his father. Resolved to

hide the truth, he cons his doting father and tells his
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first lie, another response destined to reappear as a
permanent feature of Fish's personality.36 Not only does
Fish mislead his father, but he is quite careful to keep
to himself anything embarrassing or shameful--losing, as
a result, the comfort of sharing painful experiences. Thus
his first experience with whites has taught him to fear
the race and to lie, and, in so doing, has prevented him
from learning of the universality of his experiences.
Unable to find comfort in a racial heritage he remains
ignorant of, Fish continues to feel different, isolated,
lonely. And so, this scene, according to Saunders Redding,
"sets the tone, which is ironic; establishes the theme,
which is the fragmentation of a personality. . . .37

In chapter three we get the first glimpse of the
family's status in the black community, when Fish, now
seven years old, is instructed not to associate with the
black railroad workers because, although they are his
color, they are not his kind (19). As a successful under-
takér, Tyree Tucker has been able to establish himself as
socially superior to the rest of the blacks in Clintonville
and can therefore train his son to scorn certain people.38
The shame of it, however, is that Fish is left with no
body of people to call his own. Too proud and rich to
hob nob with the ordinary blacks and racially unable to

fraternize with the whites of his social standing, he is

left virtually isolated. Of course, Fish, at so young an
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age, cannot conceptualize the problem that he will later
face, although he intuits it vaguely, sensing "a relation
between the worlds of white skins and black skins," but
being unable to "determine just what it was" (23).

A second mystery is partially unveiled to him in
this same chapter when Fish surprises his father fornicating
with a strange woman. Uncertain as to the complete signifi-
cance of what he witnesses, he is nevertheless old enough
to be impressed with his "father's ability to lie with such
indignant righteousness" (24). Having compared his father's
sexual activity to a locomotive, Fish creates a symbol
that will reappear in his dreams years later. Wright's
imagery is particularly sensuous here:

From that day on, thundering trains loomed in his
dreams--hurtling, sleek, black monsters whose stack
pipes belched gobs of serpentine smoke, whose seething
fireboxes coughed out clouds of pink sparks, whose
pushing pistons sprayed jets of hissing steam--panting
trains that roared yammeringly over far-flung, gleeming
rails only to come to limp and convulsive halts--long,
fearful trains that were hauled brutally forward by
red-eyed locomotives that you loved watching and they
(and you trembling!) crashed past (and you longing to
run but finding your feet strangely glued to the ground!)
e « o (25). _

That night he dreams of climbing in and startihg a locomotive
and becoming frightened when it starts to roar down the
tracks.

The blacks' general isolation dominates the boys'

discussion of Africa in Fish's next step toward un-manhood.

Broaching a forbidden topic, race relations, Sam initiates
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a flurried anger among his friends when he argues that
"'A nigger's a black who doesn't know who he is.'" Stung
by the accusation, the boys counter weakly and finally
employ scorn to save face:

'When you know you a nigger, then you ain't no

nigger no more,' Sam reasoned. 'You start being a

man:! A nigger's something white folks make a black
man believe he is--'

'Your Papa's done stuffed you with crazy ideas,'
Tony said. ‘ i
'Your 0ld man's got Africa on the brain and he's
made you a copycat,' Zeke pronounced (30).
Obviously influenced by Marcus Garvey's conviction that all
blacks should return to Africa, Sam's polemics attempt to
convince the boys that blacks should "'build up Africa,
'cause tha's our true home'" (32). He attacks his friends
for straightening their hair to look like whites, which
they deny vehemently, while Fishbelly self-consciously
refrains from thinking about "why he had had it straightened"
(30). Sam announces that they are ashamed of being black
and leads Fish down an intricate series of arguments to
prove the blacks' displacement, concluding,
'You niggers ain't nowhere. You ain't in Africa,
'cause the white man took you out. And you ain't in
America, 'cause if you was, you'd act like Americans--'
(30).
Fish, made nervous by these suggestions that he's neither
African nor the American he claims to be, decides to leave.
As he goes, Sam touches his shoulder. Fish shoves him

away and they grapple with each other. Separating, they

launch into verbal attacks and Fish, having the last cruel
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word, returns home aware that he hadn't wanted to fight.
Unhappy with himself he glares at his reflection in the
mirror, spits at it and hisses, "'Nigger'" (34). Although
this obviously is a key chapter in the book, the event
itself soon escapes Fishbelly's conscious thoughts, only
to assist in the accretion of subliminal self-hatred.

At a local farm fair Fish and his friends have fur-
ther experiences that teach them to hate themselves. To
begin with, they are annoyed that on Thursday, the only
day for Negroes, whites can attend too if they want to,
"'Hell, it's a white folks' world,' Sam said cynically"
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