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Many Thousands Gone

— It is only in his music, which Americans are able to |

admire because a protective sentimentality limits their
understanding of it, that the Negro in America has been
able to tell his story. It is a story which otherwise has yet
to be told and which no American is prepared to hear. As
is the inevitable result of things unsaid, we find ourselves

until today oppressed with a dangerous and reverberating |,

silence; and the story is told, compulsively, in symbols and
signs, in hieroglyphics; it is revealed in Negro speech and

in that of the white majority and in their different frames |

of reference. The ways in which the Negro has affected
" the American psychology are betrayed in our popular cul-

ture and in our morality; in our estrangement from him |

is the depth of our estrangement from ourselves. We can-
not ask: what do we really feel about him — such a ques-
tion merely opens the gates on chaos. What we really. feel
about him is involved with all that we feel about every-
thing, about everyone, about ourselves.

The story of the Negro in America is the story of
America — or, more precisely, it is the story of Americans.
It is not a very pretty story: the story of a people is never
very pretty. The Negro in America, gloomily referred to
as that shadow which lies athwart our national life,
far more than that. He is a series of shadows, se]f-created,

intertwining, which now we helplessly battle. One may
24
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say that the Negro in America does not really exist except
in the darkness of our minds.

This is why his history and his progress, his relationship
to all other Americans, has been kept in the social arena.
He is a soci a personal or a human problem; to
tﬁ" ink of him is to think of statistics, slums , 1apes, injustices,
remote VlOl?___IlCEL it is to be confronted with an endless
catalogumg of losses, gains, skirmishes; it is to feel virtu-
ous, outraged, helpless, as though his continuing status
among us were somehow analogous to disease — cancer,
perhaps, or tuberculosis — which must be checked, even
though it cannot be cured.| In this arena the black man
acquires quite another aspect from that which he has in
life. We do not know what to do with him in life; if he
breaks our sociological and sentimental image of him we
are panic-stricken and we feel ourselves betrayed. When
he violates this image, therefore, he stands in the greatest
danger (sensing which, we uneasily suspect that he is very
often playing a part for our benefit); and, what is not
always so apparent but is equally true, we are then in
some danger ourselves — hence our retreat or our blind
and immediate retaliation.

Our dehumanization of the Negro then is indivisible

from our délrumanization-of ourselves: the loss of our

own identity is the price we pay for our annulment of
his. Tire and our own force act as our allies, creating
an 1mp0551b1e a fruitless tension between the traditional
master and slave. Impossible and fruitless because, literal
and visible as this tension has become, it has nothing to
do with reality.

Time has made some changes in the Negro face.

Nothing has succeeded in making it exactly like our own,
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though the general desire seems to be to make it blank
if one cannot make it white. When it has become blank,
the past as thoroughly washed from the black face as it
has been from ours, our guilt will be finished — at least
it will have ceased to be visible, which we imagine to be
much the same thing. But, paradoxically, it is we who
prevent this from happening; since it is we, who, every
hour that we live, reinvest the black face with our guilt;
and we do this — by a further paradox, no less ferocious
— helplessly, passionately, out of an unrealized need to
suffer absolution.
Today, to be sure, we know that the Negro is not bio-
logically or mentally inferior; there is no truth in those
rumors of his body odor or his incorrigible sexuality; or
no more truth than can be easily explained or even
defended by the social sciences. Yet, in our most recent
~war, his blood was segregated as was, for the most part,
his person. Up to today we are set at a division, so that
he may not marry our daughters or our sisters, nor may
he — for the most part — eat at our tables or live in our
houses. Moreover, those who do, do so at the grave expense
of a double alienation: from their own people, whose
fabled attributes they must either deny or, worse, cheapen
and bring to market; from us, for we require of them,

when we accept them, that they at once cease to be |

Negroes and yet not fail to remember what being a Negro
means — to remember, that is, what it means to us. The
threshold of insult is higher or lower, according to the
people involved, from the bootblack in Atlanta to the
celebrity in New York. One must travel very far, among
saints with nothing to gain or outcasts with nothing to
lose, to find a place where it does not matter — and per-

i ——
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haps a word or a gesture or simply a silence will testify -
that it matters even there. '

For it means something to be a Negro, after all, as it
means somethingto_have been bom in Ireland or in China,
to live where one sees space and | sky or to live where one
sees nothing butTﬁBE_leﬂ or nothing butﬁiigh buildings.
We cannot escape our origins, however hard we try, those
origins which contain the key — could we but find it —
to all that we later become. What it means to be a N egro
is a good deal more than this essay can discover; what it
means to be a Negro in America can.perhaps be suggested
by an examination of the myths we perpetuate about him.

Aunt Jemima and Uncle Tom are dead, their places
taken by a group of amazingly well-adjusted young men
and women, almost as dark, but ferociously literate, well-
dressed and scrubbed, who are never laughed at, who are
not likely ever to set foot in a cotton or tobacco field or
in any but the most modern of kitchens. There are others
who remain, in our odd idiom, “underprivileged”; some
are bitter and these come to grief; some are unhappy,
but, continually presented with the evidence of a better
day soon to come, are speedily becoming less so. Most of
them care nothing whatever about race. They want only
their proper place in the sun and the right to be left alone,
like any other citizen of the republic. We may all breathe
more easily. Before, however, our joy at the demise of
Aunt Jemima and Uncle Tom approaches the indecent, we
had better ask whence they sprang, how they lived? Into
what limbo have they vanished?

However inaccurate our portraits of them were, these °
portraits do suggest, not only the conditions, but the qual- :
ity of their lives and the impact of this spectacle on our

Y
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consciences. There was no one more forbearing than
Aunt Jemima, no one stronger or more pious or more loyal
or more wise; there was, at the same time, no one weaker
or more faithless or more vicious and certainly no one
more immoral. Uncle Tom, trustworthy and sexless,
needed only to drop the title “Uncle” to become violent,
crafty, and sullen, a menace to any white woman who
passed by. They prepared our feast tables and our burial
clothes; and, if we could boast that we understood them,
it was far more to the point and far more true that they
understood us. They were, moreover, the only people in
the world who did; and not only did they know us better
than we knew ourselves, but they knew us better than we
knew them. This was the piquant flavoring to the national
joke, it lay behind our uneasiness as it lay behind our
benevolence: Aunt Jemima and Uncle Tom, our creations,
at the last evaded us; they had a life — their own, perhaps
a better life than ours —and they would never tell us
what it was. At the point where we were driven most
privately and painfully to conjecture what depths of con-
tempt, what heights of indifference, what prodigies of
resilience, what untamable superiority allowed them so
vividly to endure, neither perishing nor rising up in a body
to wipe us from the earth, the image perpetually shattered
and the word failed. The black man in our midst carried

murder in his heart, he wanted vengeance. We carried '

murder too, we wanted peace.

In our image of the Negro breathes the past we deny,
not dead but living yet and powerful, the beast in our
jungle of statistics. It is this which defeats us, which con-
tinues to defeat us, which lends to interracial cocktail
parties their rattling, genteel, nervously smiling air: in any
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drawing room at such a gathering the beast may spring,
filling the air with flying things and an unenlightened
wailing. Wherever the problem touches there is confu-
sion, there is danger. Wherever the Negro face appears
a tension is created, the tension of a silence filled with
things unutterable. It is a sentimental error, therefore,
to believe that the past is dead; it means nothing to say
that it is all forgotten, that the Negro himself has forgotten
it. It is not a question of memory. Oedipus did not
remember the thongs that bound his feet; nevertheless the
marks they left testified to that doom toward which his
feet were leading him. The man does not remember the
hand that struck him, the darkness that frightened him, as
a child; nevertheless, the hand and the darkness remain
with him, indivisible from himself forever, part of the
passion that drives him wherever he thinks to take flight. &~

The making of an American begins at that point where
he himself rejects all other ties, any other history, and
himself adopts the vesture of his adopted land. This prob-
lem has been faced by all Americans throughout our
history — in a way it is our history — and it baffles the
immigrant and sets on edge the second generation until
today. In the case of the Negro the past was taken from
him whether he would or no; yet to forswear it was mean-
ingless and availed him nothing, since his shameful history
was carried, quite literally, on his brow. Shameful; for he
was heathen as well as black and would never have
discovered the healing blood of Christ had not we braved
the jungles to bring him these glad tidings. Shameful;
for, since our role as missionary had not been wholly
disinterested, it was necessary to recall the shame from
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which we had delivered him in order more easily to escape
our own. As he accepted the alabaster Christ and the
bloody cross — in the bearing of which he would find his
redemption, as, indeed, to our outraged astonishmeTlt, he
sometimes did — he must, henceforth, accept that image
we then gave him of himself: having no other and stand-
ing, moreover, in danger of death should he fail to accept
the dazzling light thus brought into such darkne'ss. IF is
this quite simple dilemma that must be borne in mind
if we wish to comprehend his psychology.

However we shift the light which beats so fiercely on
his head, or prove, by victorious social analysis, how hl'S
lot has changed, how we have both improved, our uneasi-
ness refuses to be exorcized. And nowhere is this more
apparent than in our literature on the sub]‘ectt“Prob-
lem” literature when written by whites, “protest” litera-
ture when written by Negroes —and nothing is’ more
striking than the tremendous disparity of tone between
the two creations. Kingsblood Royal bears, for example,
almost no kinship to If He Hollers Let Him Go, though
the same reviewers praised them both for what were, at
bottom, very much the same reasons. These reasons may
be suggested, far too briefly but not at all unjustly, by
observing that the presupposition is in both novels exactly
the same: black is a terrible color with which to be born
into the world.
= Now the most powerful and celebrated statemen.t w'e
have yet had of what it means to be a Negro in Amerlca} is
unquestionably Richard Wright's Native Son.‘ The feeling
which prevailed at the time of its publication was that
such a novel, bitter, uncompromising, shocking, gave
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«, proof, by its very existence, of what strides might be
" taken in a free democracy; and its indisputable success,
L proof that Americans were now able to look full in the
\ face without flinching the dreadful facts. Americans,
% unhappily, have the most remarkable ability to alchemize
i all bitter truths into an innocuous but piquant confection
> and to transform their moral contradictions, or public
discussion of such contradictions, into a proud decoration,
. such as are given for heroism on the field of battlp. Such
* a book, we felt with pride, could never have been written
before — which was true. Nor could it be written today.
\ It bears already the aspect of a landmark; for Bigger and
/' his brothers have undergone yet another metamorphosis;
they have been accepted in baseball leagues and by
colleges hitherto exclusive; and they have made a most
! favorable appearance on the national screen. We have
yet to encounter, nevertheless, a report so indisputably
authentic, or one that can begin to challenge this most
significant novel.

It is, in a certain American tradition, the story of an

} unremarkable youth in battle with the force of circum-
- stacerthatforce of circumstance which plays and which
has played so important a part in the national fables of
success or Tailure—hrthiscase the force of circumstance is
not poverty merely but color, a circumstance which can-
mm the protagonist battles for
> his life and loses. It is, on the surface, remarkable that
this book should have enjoyed among Americans the favor
it did enjoy; no more remarkable, however, than that it
> should have been compared, exuberantly, to Dostoevsky,
though placed a shade below Dos Passos, Dreiser, and

\
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Steinbeck; and when the book is examined, its impact does '

not seem remarkable at all, but becomes, on the contrary, !

perfectly logical and inevitable.

We cannot, to begin with, divorce this book from the
specific social climate of that time: it was one of the last
of those angry productions, encountered in the late twen-
ties and all through the thirties, dealing with the inequi-
ties of the social structure of America. It was published

one year before our entry into the last world war — which |
is to say, very few years after the dissolution of the WPA

and the end of the New Deal and at a time when bread
lines and soup kitchens and bloody industrial battles were

bright in everyone’s memory. The rigors of that unex- |

pected time filled us not only with a genuinely bewildered
and despairing idealism — so that, because there at least
was something to fight for, young men went off to die in
Spain — but also with a genuinely bewildered self-con-
- sciousness. The Negro, who had been during the magnifi-
cent twenties a passionate and delightful primitive, now
became, as one of the things we were most self-conscious
about, our most oppressed minority. In the thirties, swal-
lowing Marx whole, we discoyered the Worker and real-
ized — I should think~wi lief — that the aims
of the Worker ammegro were one. This
theorem — to whicli we shaltreturn — seems now to leave
rather too much out of account; it became, nevertheless,

one of the slogans of the “class struggle” and the gospel |

k\Of the New Negro.

As for this New Negro, it was Wright who became his
most eloquent spokesman; and his work, from its begin-
ning, js most clearly committed to the social struggle.
Leaving aside the considerable question of what relation-

-
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ship precisely the artist bears to the revolutionary, the
reality of man as a social being is not his only reality and -

.that artist is strangled who is forced to deal with human
beings solely in social terms; and who has, moreover, as
Wright had, the necessity thrust on him of being the
representative of some thirteen million people. Itis afalse
responsibility (since writers are not congressmen) and
impossible, by its nature, of fulfillment. The unlucky shep-
herd soon finds that, so far from being able to feed the
hungry sheep, he has lost the wherewithal for his own
nourishment: having not been allowed — so fearful was

his burden, so present his audience! — to recreate his own .

experience. Further, the militant men and women of the
thirties were not, upon examination, significantly emanci-
pated from their antecedents, however bitterly they might
consider themselves estranged or however gallantly they
struggled to build a better world. |However they might
extol Russia, their concept of a better world was quite

helplessly American and betrayed a certain thinness of.

imagination, a suspect reliance on suspect and badly
digested formulae, and a positively fretful romantic haste.
Finally, the relationship of the Negro to the Worker can-
not be summed up, nor even greatly illuminated, by saying
that their aims are one. It is true only insofar as they both
desire better working conditions and useful only insofar
as they unite their strength as workers to achieve these
ends. Further than this we cannot in honesty go.

In this climate Wright's voice first was heard and the
struggle which promised for a time to shape his work and
give it purpose also fixed it in an ever more unrewarding
rage. Recording his days of anger he has also nevertheless
recorded, as no Negro before him had ever done, that

%.
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fantasy Americans hold in their minds when they speak
of the Negro: that fantastic and fearful image which we
have lived with since the first slave fell beneath the lash,
This is the significance of Native Son and also, unhappily,
its overwhelming limitation.

Native Son begins with the Brring! of an alarm clock in
the squalid Chicago tenement where Bigger and his family
live. Rats live there too, feeding off the garbage, and we
first encounter Bigger in the act of killing one. One may
consider that the entire book, from that harsh Brring! to
Bigger's weak “Good-by” as the lawyer, Max, leaves him
in the death cell, is an extension, with the roles inverted,

of this chilling metaphor. Bigger’s situation and Bigger |

himself exert on the mind the same sort of fascination.
The premise of the book is, as I take it, clearly conveyed in
these first pages:Ywe are confronting a monster created
by the American republic and we are, through being made
to share his experience, to receive illumination as regards
the manner of his life and to feel hboth pity and horror
at his awful and inevitable doom.) This is an arresting
and potentially rich idea and we would be discussing a
very different novel if Wright's execution had been more
perceptive and if he had not attempted to redeem a sym-
bolical monster in social terms.

One may object that it was precisely Wright's intention
to create in Bigger a social symbol, revelatory of social
disease and prophetic of disaster. I think, however, that
it is this assumption which we ought to examine more
carefully. Bigger has no discemnible relationship to him-
self, to his own life, to his own people, nor to any other
people — in this respect, perhaps, he is most American —

T
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and his force comes, not from his significance as a social
(or anti-social) unit, but from his significance as the
incarnation of a myth. It is remarkable that, though we
follow him step by step from the tenement room to the
death cell, we know as little about him when this journey
is ended as we did when it began; and, what is even more
remarkable, we know almost as little about the social%/
dynamic which we are to believe created him. i Despite

the details of slum life which we are given, I doubt that
anyone who has thought about it, disengaging himself
from sentimentality, can accept this most essential premise
of the novel for a moment. Those Negroes who surround
him, on the other hand, his hard-working mother, his
ambitious sister, his poolroom cronies, Bessie, might be
considered as far richer and far more subtle and accurate
illustrations of the ways in which Negroes are controlled

~in our society and the complex techniques they have

evolved for their survival. We are limited, however, to
Bigger’s view of them, part of a deliberate plan which
might not have been disastrous if we were not also limited
to Bigger’s perceptions. What this means for the novel
is that a necessary dimension has been cut away; this
dimension being the relationship that N egroes bear to one
another, that depth of involvement and unspoken recogni-
tion of shared experience which creates a way of life.
What the novel reflects — and at no point interprets — is
the isolation of the Negro within his own group and the
resulting fury of impatient scorn. It is this which creates
its climate of anarchy and unmotivated and unappre-
hended disaster; and it is this climate, common to most
Negro protest novels, which has led us all to believe that
in Negro life there exists no tradition, no field of manners,
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no possibility of ritual or intercourse, such'as may, for
example, sustain the Jew even after he has left his father’s
house. But the fact is not that the Negro has no tradition
but that there has as yet arrived no sensibility sufficiently
profound and tough to make this tradition articulate.
For a tradition expresses, after all, nothing more than the
long and painful experience of a people; it comes out of
the battle waged to maintain their integrity or, to put it
more simply, out of their struggle to survive. When we
speak of the Jewish tradition we are speaking of centuries
of exile and persecution, of the strength which endured
and the sensibility which discovered in it the high 'possi-
bility of the moral victory. :
This sense of how Negroes live and how they have so
long endured is hidden from us in part by the very speed
of the Negro’s public progress, a progress so heavy with
complexity, so bewildering and kaleidoscopic, that he dare
not pause to conjecture on the darkness which lies behind
him; and by the nature of the American psychology which,
in order to apprehend or be made able to accept it, must
undergo a metamorphosis so profound as to be literally
unthinkable and which there is no doubt we will resist
until we are compelled to achieve our own identity by the
rigors of a time that has yet to come.!'Bigger, in the mean-
while, and all his furious kin, serve “only to whet the
notorious national taste for the sensational and to reinforce
all that we now find it necessary to believe.” It is not
Bigger whom we fear, since his appearance among us
makes our victory certain. It is the others, who smile, who
go to church, who give no cause for complaint, whom we
sometimes consider with amusement, with pity, even with
affection — and in whose faces we sometimes surprise

MANY THOUSANDS GONE

the merest arrogant hint of hatred, the faintest, withéiz

87

drawn, speculative shadow of contempt — who make us’

uneasy; whom we cajole, threaten, flatter, fear; who to us
remain unknown, though we are not (we feel with both
relief and hostility and with bottomless confusion) un-
known to them. It is out of our reaction to these hewers
of wood and drawers of water that our image of Bigger
was created.

It is this image, living yet, which we perpetually seek

to evade with good works; and this image which makes of .

all our good works an intolerable mockery. The “nigger,”
black, benighted, brutal, consumed with hatred as we are
consumed with guilt, cannot be thus blotted out. He
stands at our shoulders when we give our maid her wages,
it is his hand which we fear we are taking when struggling
to communicate with the current “intelligent” Negro, his
stench, as it were, which fills our mouths with salt as the
monument is unveiled in honor of the latest Negro leader.
Each generation has shouted behind him, Nigger! as he
walked our streets; it is he whom we would rather our
sisters did not marry; he is banished into the vast and
wailing outer darkness whenever we speak of the “purity”
of our women, of the “sanctity” of our homes, of “Ameri-
can” ideals. What is more, he knows it. He is indeed

TR S e e e e

v‘t‘h_q:ngt‘i\{q 5,931”‘ he is the “nigger.” Let us refrain from
inquiring at the moment whether or not he actually exists;
for we believe that he exists. Whenever we encounter
him amongst us in the flesh, our faith is made perfect and
his necessary and bloody end is executed with a mystical
ferocity of joy.

But there is a complementary faith among the damned
which involves their gathering of the stones with which

4
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those who walk in the light shall stone them; or there
exists among the intolerably degraded the perverse and
powerful desire to force into the arena of the actual those
fantastic crimes of which they have been accused, achiev-
ing their vengeance and th(:,ig. own destruction through
making the nightmare real. The American image of the
Negro lives also in the Negro's heart; and when he has
surrendered to this image life has no other possible reality.
Then he, like the white enemy with whom he will be
locked one day in mortal struggle, has no means save this
of asserting his identity. This is why Bigger’s murder of
Mary can be referred to as an “act of creation” and why,
once this murder has been committed, he can feel for the
first time that he is living fully and deeply as a man was
meant to live. And there is, I should think, no Negro living
in America who has not felt, briefly or for long periods,
with anguish sharp or dull, in varying degrees and to
varying effect, simple, naked and unanswerable hatred;
who has not wanted to smash any white face he may
encounter in a day, to violate, out of motives of the
cruelest vengeance, their women, to break the bodies of
all white people and bring them low, as low as that dust
into which he himself has been and is being trampled; no
Negro, finally, who has not had to make his own precari-
ous adjustment to the “nigger” who surrounds him and
to the “nigger” in himself.

Yet the adjustment must be made — rather, it must be
attempted, the tension perpetually sustained — for with-
out this he has surrendered his birthright as a man no less
than his birthright as a black man. The entire universe
s then peopled only with his enemies, who are not only
white men armed with rope and rifle, but his own far-flung

Y
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and contemptible kinsmen. Their blackness is his deg-
radation and it is their stupid and passive endurance :
which makes his end inevitable.
% Bigger dreams of some black man who will weld all
lacks together into a mighty fist, and feels, in relation to
his family, that perhaps they had to live as they did
precisely because none of them had ever done anything,
right or wrong, which mattered very much. It is only he
who, by an act of murder, has burst the dungeon cell. He
has'made it manifest that he lives and that his despised
blood nourishes the passions of a man. He has forced his
oppressors to see the fruit of that oppression: and he feels,
when his family and his friends come to visit him in the
death cell, that theﬁlma_ﬁ&b‘e—weeping or frightened,
that they should be happy, proud that he has dared,
through murder afid now through his own imminent
destruction, to redeem their anger and humiliation, that
he has hurTed into the spiri bscurity of their lives the
lamp of his passionate life and death. Henceforth, they
may remembﬁmgger——vv/lm}ms died, as we may con-
clude, for them. But they do not feel this; they only know ~
that he has murdered two women and precipitated a
reign of terror; and that now he is to die in the electric
chair. They ther weep and are honestly frightened
— for which Bigger despises them and wishes to “blot” .
them out. What is missing in his situation and in the
representation of his psychology — which makes his situa-
tion false and his psychology incapable of development —
is any revelatory apprehension of Bigger as one of the
Negro’s realities or as one of the Negro’s roles. This failure
is part of the previously noted failure to convey any sense -
of Negro life as a continuing and complex group reality.
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Bigger, who cannot function therefore as a reflection of
the social illness, having, as it were, no society to reflect,
likewise refuses to function on the loftier level of the
Christ-symbol. His kinsmen are quite right to weep and

_be frightened, even to be’ appalled: for it is not his love

for them or for himself which causes him to die, but his
h‘atred and his self-hatred; he does not redeem the pains
of a despised people, but reveals, on the contrary, nothing
more than his own fierce bitterness at having | been born
one of them. In thm son,” his pro
rt;smwle by the speed with which the d1sfancge
increases between himself and the auction-block and all
that the auction-block implies. To have penetrated this
phenomenon, this inward contention of love and hatred,
blackness and whiteness, would have given him a stature
more nearly human and an end more nearly tragic; and
would have given us a document more profoundly and
genuinely bitter and less harsh with an anger which is, on
the one hand, exhibited and, on the other hand, denied.
"Native Son finds itself at length so trapped by the
American image of Negro life and by the American neces-

_sity to find the ray of hope that it cannot pursue its own

implications. This is why Bigger must be at the last re-
deemed, to be received, if only by rhetoric, into that com-
munity of phantoms which is our tenaciously held ideal of
the happy social life. It is the socially conscious whites
who receive him — the Negroes being capable of no such
objectivity — and we have, by way of illustration, that
lamentable scene in which Jan, Mary’s lover, forgives him
for her murder; and, carrying the explicit burden of the
novel, Max’s long speech to the jury. This speech, which

v
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really ends the book, is one of the most desperate perform-
ances in American fiction. It is the question of Bigger’s ‘
humanity which-is at stake, the relationship in which he
stands to all other Americans — and, by implication, to all
people — and it is precisely this question which it cannot
clarify, with which it cannot, in fact, come to any coherent
terms. He is the monster created by the American repub-

- lic; the present awful sum of generations of oppression;

but to say that he is a monster is to fall into the trap of
making him subhuman and he must, therefore, be made
representative of a way of life which is real and human
in precise ratio to the degree to which it seems to us
monstrous and strange. It seems to me that this idea
carries, implicitly, a most remarkable confession: that is,
that Negro life is in fact as debased and impoverished as
our theology claims; and, further, that the use to which
Wright puts this idea can only proceed from the assump-
tion—not entirely unsound—that Americans, who evade,
so far as possible, all genuine experience, have therefore
no way of assessing the experience of others and no way
of establishing themselves in relation to any way of life
which is not their own. The privacy or obscurity of Negro
life makes that life capable, in our imaginations, of pro- :
ducing anything at all; and thus the idea of Bigger’s
monstrosity can be presented without fear of contradic-
tion, since no American has the knowledge or authority
to contest it and no Negro has the voice. It is an idea,
which, in the framework of the novel, is dignified by the
possibility it promptly affords of presenting Bigger as the
herald of disaster, the danger signal of a more bitter time
to come when not Bigger alone but all his kindred will -
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rise, in the name of the many thousands who have per-
ished in fire and flood and by rope and torture, to demand
their rightful vengeance.

But it is not quite fair, it seems to me, to exploit the
national innocence in this way. The idea of Bigger as a
warning boomerangs not only because it is quite beyond
the limit of probability that Negroes in America will ever
achieve the means of wreaking vengeance upon the state
but also because it cannot be said that they have any
desire to do so. Native Son does not convey the altogether
sévage paradox of the American Negro's situation, of
which the social reality Mr with such hopeful
superficiality to study is but, as it were, the shadow. It
is not simply the relationship of oppressed to oppressor,
of master to slave, nor is it motivated merely by hatred;
it is also, literally and morally, a blood relationship, per-
haps the most profound reality of the American experience,
and we cannot begin to unlock it until we accept how
very much it contains of the force and anguish and terror
of love.

Negroes are Americans and their destiny is the country’s
destiny. They have no other experience besides their ex-
perience on this continent and it is an experience which
cannot be rejected, which yet remains to be embraced.
If, as I believe, no American Negro exists who does not
have his private Bigger Thomas living in the skull, then
what most significantly fails to be illuminated here is the
paradoxical adjustment which is perpetually made, the
Negro being compelled to accept the fact that this dark
and dangerous and unloved stranger is part of himself
forever. Only this recognition sets him in any wise free
and it is this, this necessary ability to contain and even, in
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the most honorable sense of the word, to exploit the
“nigger,” which lends to Negro life its high element of
the ironic and which causes the most well-meaning of their
American critics to make such exhilarating errors when
attempting to understand them. To present Bigger as a
warning is simply to reinforce the American guilt and
fear concerning him, it is most forcefully to limit him to
that previously mentioned social arena in which he has
no human validity, it is simply to condemn him to death.
For he has always been a warning, he ref)resents the evil,
the sin and suffering which we are compelled to reject. It
is useless to say to the courtroom in which this heathen
sits on trial that he is their responsibility, their creation,
and his crimes are theirs; and that they ought, therefore,
to allow him to live, to make articulate to himself behind
the walls of prison the meaning of his existence. The mean- -
ing of his existence has already been most adequately
expressed, nor does anyone wish, particularly not in the
name of democracy, to think of it any more; as for the
possibility of articulation, it is this possibility which above
all others we most dread. Moreover, the cour judge,
jury, witnesses and spectators, recognize immediately that
Bigger is their creation and they Teco this not only -
with hatred and Tear and guilt and the resulting fury of
self-righteousness but ith that morbid fullness of
pride mixed with horror with which one regards the extent
and power of one’s wi They know that death is
his portion, that he runs to death; coming from darkness
and dwelling in darkness, he must be, as often as he rises,
banished, lest the entire planet be engulfed. And they
know, finally, that they do not wish to forgive him and -
that he does not wish to be forgiven; that he dies, hating
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them, scorning that appeal which they cannot make to that
irrecoverable humanity of his which cannot hear it; and
that he wants to die because he glories in his hatred and

e refers, like Lucifer, rather to rule in hell than serve in

A

"~ heaven.

-~

~For, bearing in mind the premise on which the life of
such a man is based, i.e., that black is the color of damna-
tion, this is his only possible end. It is the only death
which will allow him a kind of dignity or even, however
horribly, a kind of beauty. To tell this story, no more than
a single aspect of the story of the “nigger,” is inevitably
and richly to become involved with the force of life and
legend, how each perpetually assumes the guise of the
other, creating that dense, many-sided and shifting reality
which is the world we live in and the world we make. To
tell his story is to begin to liberate us from his image and
it is, for the first time, to clothe this phantom with flesh
and blood, to deepen, by our understanding of him and his
relationship to us, our understanding of ourselves and of
all men.

But this is not the story which Native Son tells, for we
find here merely, repeated in anger, the story which we
have told in pride. Nor, since the implications of this
anger are evaded, are we ever confronted with the actual
or potential significance of our pride; which is why we fall,

-, with such a positive glow of recognition, upon Max’s long

and bitter summing up. It is addressed to those among us
of good will and it seems to say that, though there are
whites and blacks among us who hate each other, we will
not; there are those who are betrayed by greed, by guilt,

» by blood lust, but not we; we will set our faces against

them and join hands and walk together into that dazzling
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future when there will be no white or black. This is the
dream of all liberal men, a dream not at all dishonorable,

_ but, nevertheless, a dream. For, let us join hands on this

mountain as we may, the battie is elsewhere. It proceeds
far from us in the heat and horror and pain of life itself
where all men are betrayed by greed and guilt and blood-
lust and where no one’s hands are clean. Our good will,
from which we yet expect such power to transform us, is
thin, passionless, strident: its roots, examined, lead us back
to our forebears, whose assumption it-was that the black
man, to become truly human and acceptable, must first
become like us. This assumption once accepted, the Negro
in America can only acquiesce in the obliteration of his
own personality, the distortion and debasement of his own
experience, surrendering to those forces which reduce the
person to anonymity and which make themselves manifest

daily all over the darkening world.



