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An Analysis of the Lffects of Prejudice and Discrimination
on Members of the Negro Minority Through the Study of
Richard Wrightt!s Native Son and The Long Dream

THE PrROBLEM
i The purpose of this research paper 1s to study the effects
of prejudice on the members of a minority group. More specif-

ically the paper will include an analysis of Richard Wright's

Native Sonl and The Long Dream,2 with Racial and Cultural

Miﬁefﬁ%ieegiby George Simpson and J. Milton Yinger as back-

ground matefial fegafding race relations.,
Answers will be sought to the following questions:
1. What ere the effects of prejudice in encouraging members
of ﬁinority gfoups to accept the dominant group's pattern of
motivation and morality?
2. How does group prejudice affect attitudes toward oneself
and one's own group?
3. What are the various kinds of responses that can be made
to a situation filled with prejudice and discrimination?lt
Befoge geihg further into the problem it seems necessary
to define several terms as they will be used in this paper.
The’ﬁejefity or dominant group is in this case American
whites. The ﬁinofity or subordinate group is the American
Negre; -frejudice is a prediSposition to respond to a certain

S

stimulus in a certain way, or an emotional, rigid attitude
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toward a group of peopnle, even though it may be a group only
in the mind of the prejudiced person. Prejudice is an atti-
tﬁde; a tendency to fespbnd or a symbolic response, It may
neverhinvdlve 6veftvaction toward members of the minority
group, either because no situation presents itself, or in
situations wherée ohé might show antipathy, because other atti-
tudes inhibit open expressions of héstility. Prejudice must
not be equated with discrimination, yet the two are closely
reléted. Discrimination is the differential treatment of
individuals considered to belong to a particular social group.
It iszthe overt expression’of prejudice.g Both prejudice and
discrimination may be either favorable or unfavorable, but in

thiéﬁpépefwfhey will be for the most rart unfavorable, and

themﬁrejuaiééwahd“disdfiminétion discussed will be held by

whites against Negroes.



BACKGROUND MATURIAL ON THE BEFFRCTS O PREJUDICE AND
DISCHRIMINATION

1. What are the effects of preJudlce in encouraging members
of minofifyrgfoupsgfo accept the dominant group's pattern of
motiﬁéﬁiéh“éhd}ﬁofality?"

Prejudicéd persons often justify their attitudes and
actioﬁé by reference to the inferior behavior and ideals of
the members of the minority group;v'gﬂ'is that inferiority--
in‘terms ofkthe‘§tandards’df the dominant'group--in a
sigﬁifiéaht way the very product of prejudice and discrimi-
nation? Sutherland points out that there are many minority-
grouﬁ members who have never known a society composed largely
of fééﬁéétabie;b1aw-abiding, industrious families whose am-
bition and Sélf-diSCipiihe were rewarded by a comfortable
house,‘iﬁnroﬁédnstaﬁus, or a'bétter‘job. A child 1s resvon-
sive to the rewards and punlshments of his immediate environ-
ment hls famllv, hls c]lque, hlS communlty. ‘Behavior patterns
ywhlcn brlng 8001al approval and satisfaction from these groups
m arewédOpté&HVéry eérly. Only Siightly does one strive for
.wbégﬁéfﬁgvéfkécffbh fhafhare ébpfdved by socieﬁy in general.

The class structure is véry'important in cfeating Sigmifi-
'cantly differeht‘learning environments for children in dif-
ferenthclassxlocations. If a Negro from the rural pessantry
or the city‘sluﬁé is, from the point of view of the dominant
”sociéty, caréléSs; Qithout ambition, immoral, or criminal, the

causes are to be sought in the personality-forming conditions



which he has experienced. To "explain or judge the behavior
of the adult without a'thorough understanding of the exneriences
of the chilins clearly to miss the basic causes. If the domi-
nant elements in American sbciety isolate a segment of the
?eOPIé from contact with the prevailing norms, they should
not be surprised at the appearance of a sub-culture withv ery
different standards of conduct and motivations.

ThuS‘Variatibn is to be expected between Negro and white
standérdslin such areas as education, motivation, sexual
moraiiﬁy, aécé?tance of responsibility, ability to look and

plan shead, and regard for the country andﬁts laws. '



2. How does prejudice affect attitudes toward oneself and
one's own group?

Self-regarding attitudes are asvmuch a product of one's
sociél:ekperieneewaseare attitudes toward other persons and
toward sociai“norms. The nature of thatleXperience effectively
conditions the basic ego structure, the central core of the
persenality. At an earlj age, Negro childreh'develop an
awareness of themselves as different, particularly with regard
to skin color. This awareness varies with their color and with
the social definitions of color differences given by the Negro
‘and white commnities.

it 1s iﬁ the eentext of slights, rebuffs, forbidden op-
'portunltles, restralnts, and often violence that the minority-
‘group memberbshapes that fundamental aspect of personality--

a sense of oneself ‘and his place in the total scheme of
thiﬁgs.

The‘eﬁelﬁetiohé of one's own color are affected both by
what he is teughf in his own group and by the attitudes of
‘the dominant group. White people in the United States have
generally and‘censiStently shown a preferenee for the lighter
shades of brown, insofar as they have made any distinctions
Vamong Negroes.flmhis has also been true among Negroes, but
- not w1thout some 1noortant countercurrents that create a
strong amblvalence of feellng in many *Iegroes.8
"The greateetftask in growing up consists of coming to

terms with oneself, of learning to know who one 1s, what one
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can do, and how one stands in relation to others."? It is
almost uhivefsally agreéd among social scientists that this
"coming to terms' is made difficult for Negro children by
segfééé%iaﬁland'prejudice.

The7Negro; as a member of the American society, tends to
‘take‘dﬁ the culture of‘that‘éociety,‘including its prejudices.
He sees that most Negroes are "inferior" in ocCupatibn, in
eduéation, and in generai status. He unconsciously comes
to'féei”thatf§éjeCting Negroes and "Negro ways" he can escape
being a Negro and all the handicans that it involves,

Many white people take eXpressions of laék of solidarity
among Negroes as another sign of their inferiority, instead
of éeeing'thém as natureal personality consequences in the
membefé of a suppréssed group struggling to work outzsome
adjusfment to the hostile environment. Self-hatred and
:feeiihgs of ihferiority are not, of coufse, rational or ef-
fecfiéé“féspbhéés;“but they are among the natural results of
theiﬁfessﬁres acting upon a minority group.

“ééidaﬁvé;ékféeiingé of inferiority or self-hatred expressed
in én’uhambigﬁbﬁs way. They are more likely to take the form
of ég éﬁbi@éiéﬁt\éﬁtifudé!which‘Shows both antipathy toward
andvébliaérity with one's group.l2

Theiambivéiéhée of feeling of minority-group members
tbwéfd‘fﬁéﬁéeiﬁéé'éometimes takes the form of extreme ex-
preésiéﬁé}df "pace pride" or chauvinistic claims. It would

' be a mistake to interpret these as unambiguous signs of



feelings of equality or superiority.

The feelings of inferiority, the self-hatred, and the
reciprocal prejudices that may be the product of membership
in a grbup which.is the object of prejudice and discrimination
aré hbt, howevér, the bnly attitudes produced by such experi-
ences. Theré is a lack of group solidarity, but there is a2lso
a gfoup bohesivéness and even an interest in the probléms of
othéf minOriEy grOﬁps. There are strong téndenciés toward
self;dévaluétioh but also genuine feelings of pfide and self-
coﬁfiaénée fhét’come‘from achievements'made in the face of
se#éféuhahdicaps.

Group solidarity or morale, as Arnold Rose calls it, is
thus one of the conseguences of>prejudice. A feeling of
commbh'fatetand shareéd problems exists alongside ingragroup

13

confiibt and jealousy.



3. What are the various kinds of responses that can be made
to a situation filled with prejudice and discriminstion?

Probably no two persons respond in exactly the same way
to the pfOblems’ﬁhey face as members of a minofity group.
Howesef;vif is‘ﬁOSSibie to‘elassify the patterns of adjust-
ment into broad types, for purposes of analysis, and to point
outwtheVkinds‘bf'ﬁestns<wﬁe'are‘mosf likely to adoptbeach
‘ﬁypé‘éé tﬁe’ﬁfiﬁafﬁ mode of response to prejudice and dis-
cfiﬁiﬁetioh:“wﬁesbohseAﬁe the dominant world is not simply
a mettef”efbindividual trial and error, for the culture of a
minefitytgroup contains traditional adjustment techniques that
are passed on, intentionally and unintentionally, to the on-
ccmiﬁé‘éenapatioh. There are many variations within the group
also.Mt As Charles S. Johnson points out with respect to
Neérees;nthefBSponse'te prejudice varies with the regional
anddeﬁlfﬁfei setting; the social staﬁus of the person involved,
'the“specifieysitﬁetienaivfectors in a given resvponse, and the
»bssiewﬁersonélity type of the individuals, among other factors.t?

How ehewieerhs“the nature of his status as a minority group
membef andjvauires modes of adjustment to that status ranges
allytﬁewﬁey'frem‘sYStematic training by parents to entirely
informal ahd’aecidental picking up of polnts of view from small
inciéeﬁts or ma jor crises,

There are three basic types of response to nrejudice and
disefiﬂinatieﬁ; avoidance, aggression, and acceptance., These

types of response pepresént a special application of the outlirme



of types of social interaction employed in sociological
analysis: association (acceptance), disassociation (ag-
gression), and the absence of communication (avoidance).
Few individuals follow one of these patterns at all times,
and few adjustments are purely of one type or another,
Howe%ef; it’ié ﬁsefﬁl for analytic purnoses to distinguish
among, the three vérieties, for they represent important dif-
'feréﬁfvﬁersonality COnsequences of prejudice and discrimi-
nation.16

if a member of éwminbrity group cannot abolish the status
resﬁrictioné'ﬁnder‘which_he lives, he can, at least under
manyﬂéirédefanceé; avoid aspects of situations and thus
reduce their(painful and disagreeéble impact. Avoldance ¢an
také‘ﬁénﬁ forms. The most complete form is to withdraw entire-
1y from thé ﬁinbfity group; for the Negro, this means to
"pass™ for white. Upper-class members of a2 minority are able
to avoid some of the pfejudice and discrimination directed
aéaihst their group by sealing themselves off from contact
with 15wér-clasé members of their group as much as possible,
andgihsuiétiné tﬁemﬁelves from their struggles and nroblewms.
Thévavoidaﬁcélréspthé to prejudice is made by a few in the
deveidpﬂeﬁf'bf cbmmunities composed only of minority-group
peréoﬂé;-fdf eXample,‘the all-Negro town of Mound Bayou,
Miséiééiépi; Far more common are the segregated areas in
laréé?aiﬁieé‘whiCE.ére'largely fbrced upon the minority group

but to some degree are encouraged by the desire to find an



island partly free from the prejudice and discrimination of
the domihant beﬁp; ‘The desire to escape a highly discriminatory
situation has often'been a powérful‘motive in the migration of
peerhé of low status.

For most people these rather intensive avoidance technicues
are‘éither impossiblé or held to be undesirable. Most members
of mihbiity grouns have to face the fact of frequent contact
with prejudiced members of the dominant group. They may try
to reduce these by ordering goods from a catalogue or making
reSerétions by telephone or patronizing the business and
professional people of their own group.t! E. Franklin Frazier
hag recéﬁtlyqdéscribed a somewhat different type of avoidance
respéﬁée;m This‘ié én effort not‘to avoid punishihg or humil-
afiﬂé\ézhtact with the dominant group, but to escape the feelings

of 1nferlofity and futility that the discrimination of the

domlnant grouo have forced into one's own self- 1map’e.18
'TheAéécdndvform\of adjustmentﬁs‘aggression. From the noint
of view df éﬂcontémboféry science of personality, 1t seems
unilkely that members of minority groups could experience the
frustratlons, ‘the fears, and the tensions that come fromt heir
contact ﬁithApréjudice and discriminstion without feeling a
largé’émount‘of hostility, of desire to strike back, to attack
thé‘source of their frustration or a substitute target. The
natufe of this aggression varies greatly from cerson to person

and from grouo to proug. Much of 1t will be unconscious--

unrecognlzed as ﬂOStlllLy elther bv the person using it or by
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the majority groun. A great deal of aggression will be
directed’away from the primary source of frustration:because
of the dangers or difficulties in attacking members of the
dominant group; v@ndéleing this diversity of expression
will be a comuman bérsonalitjfUnctibm.l9

Some individuals become active and aggréésive'groub leaders,
profess1onally cham01on1ng the claims of the whole group by
edltlng paneru; leadlng protest groups, organizing boycotts,
and ﬁrying to peréuade friends among—the dominant group to
suprort them economically and pdlitically. A few members of
subéervientggroﬁps express their aggression by proclaiming a
raciéi pétridtism or a skrong group'chauVihism. Direét physical
aggﬁesSion against one's dppressors is nét unusual, especially
amdﬁgmchiidréh, but élso‘among adults in some classes and areas.
Some'cbunfefaﬁséftion or aggreésion is more appropriately seen
as agalnst the whole status system.tnan against specific
1nd1v1duals or 31Tuatlons.ﬂ

Under ssome circumstances members of a minority group can
expreés'fhelr hostlllty by w1thdraw1ng trade from the businesses
of che domlnant groun, or from those individuals in the group
who showdthé most'ﬁrejudicé andvdiscrimination. This 1is
Dartly‘ah avoidance device, but it is also a sign of aggression.
Where there is legal protectlon, thls way of exnre331ng resent-
ment may tane the form of organlzeq boycotts, of "don't buy
where you can't worx" aovements. A form ef aggression avail-

able to, and often used’by, even the most powerless member of
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an oppressed group is to work slowly and awkwardly, or to

leave a jcb'entirely if the treatment is too offensive,

inefficient,nlazy, and therefore costly, work is a source of

a great deal of complaint from members of the dominant group.
Aggression may be expressed under some circumstances by

the withdrawal of the forms of deference and etiquette, by

the loss of earlier feelings of affection and the development

of feellngs of dlstrust and suspicion. Aggressi?e feelings may

be embodled in llterature. This may take the form of folk tales

and ﬁyths or of written literature. An almost universal way

of ékpréééihg‘aggréséion is humof.zo To the HNegroes the

function of the anti-white jokes is partly to pose the whites

in a ridiculcue‘light whith to them is a compensation., And

partly it is a mechanism of psychologlcal ad]ustment they

‘1aumh off” their m1sfortunes, their faults, their inferior-

ity.21

The third form of edjustment is acceptance.‘ Contemporary
sociciogﬁrand cultural anthropology have shown t hat peonle
can iearnwto adjust to, and even accept, extremely diverse
circumstances that seem strange, painful, or evil to those
who:ﬁave feceived different traihing. wStandafds of value by
ywhlch the de31rab111ty of a given status is Judged as well as
the status itself, are a product of 3001ety. A whole group may
accept what to others seems to be an inferior role because it
seems perfectly normal to them. Only contact with other

3bandards of value, the a cquisition of levels of aspiration
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that are blocked in the old status, may destroy acceptance

of fﬁat status."Theré are ﬁhreeﬂgeneralgtypes of acceptance:
wholelhearted;'Specific,‘and unconscious., Under some circum-
stahces,}ﬁémbers of a minority may féirly whole-heartedly ac-
ceptjan inferior positione ‘This pattern of adjustment was
fairiy common, several decades égo, among American Negroes.

It is now limited almost entirely to Negroes found in isolated
rural areas and to a few family servants who find their position
acceptable because they identify closely with their employers.
Far mbre common than this acceptance of the whole status pattern
is acceptance of some specific situation or some phase of a
relationship that implies inferiority, either out of belief

or 6ut 6f desire to éscapé some unwanted aspect of the relation-
ship. ’Theré’ié éiso a measure of accepténce in the attitude
towéfa oﬁeéelf”and ohe's group. #ven those members of a
ﬁihofitykéfou§>who have come in closest contact with the values
ane QSpiratiohé OT‘the dominant society, and thus are least
wiiling to accéﬁf a categorical'pdsition of inferioritv, often
acguire, by that very contact, attitudes toward themselves

and their grdup which characterize the majority gr*oup.22
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THE PLOT OF NATIVE SON

At the beginning of the novel Native Son, twenty year

old Bigger Thomas 1s 1living with his pious mother and his
younger brother and sisbter in a rateinfested, dilapldated,
one-room, South Chicagd épéftment5afor whieh the family
pays’exhbrﬁitant rental fees., Through a relief agency
Bigge; gets’eﬁployment as a chauffer at the home of Henry
| Daltoh; wééitﬁy owmer of Negro property (including the
run-down tenement in which the Thomases dwell), loyal
supporter of the National Association for the Advance-
ment of Coléred'People, and heavy contributor to insti-
tutions of higher education for Negroes.

During his first assignment as a chauffer, Bigger takes
Mary Dalton, a Communist, to meet her,Comﬁunist boyfriend,
Jan Erlone. At the reguest of the cOﬁple, Bigger drives
to a Southside cafe and reluctantly joins the lovers in
eating and drinking. Afterwards he drives the intoxicated
pair about Washington Park until Jan boards a northbound
trolley.‘ Entrusted with attending Mary, Bigger takes her
.homé where, because of her drunken state, he 1s obliged
to carrther bodily to her upstairs bedroom. Contemplatimg
sexual posséssiOn of the girl, he is frightened by the ap-
nroach of blind Mrs. Dalton. To insure his safety, he
unintentiohally smothers Mary to death with a pillow and

subseQuéntlyvburns her corpse in the furnace in an effort
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to remove all incriminatory evidence. To make his in-
nocencé appear doubly certain, he craftily involves Jan
and theréafter plans, with the unwilling cdopefation of
his'girlfﬁiend, Bessie Mears, to extract ransom from the
Daltons.

Eventually'diécovered in his guilt, Bigger flees and
murders Bessie in order to remove the only person to
whoﬁ hé has\béhfeésed the cfime. But Bigger is finally
trapped after a vast manhunt throughout Chicaggls Black
Belt., 1In a haté-dharged trial, Bigger 1s sentenced to
deafh iEISpite of an able plea for life-imprisonment by
BoriS‘A. Max,‘én élderly Jewish 1awyer, also a Communist,
who cohtendé’thatmill-drdered American society, rather
than Bigger himself, is responsible for the "heinous
andArevolting murders” committed by the accused. Bigger

dieslin the electric chair.
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ANALYSIS OF NATIVE SON

Effects of Prejudice in kncouraging Memoers of Minority
Grouns to Accept the Dominant Group's Pattern of Motivation
and Morality
Dorothy Canfield Fisher wrote an introduction to Native
Son. She describes in detail the underlying causes of
;Bi‘g;gé}i’s‘attitud’e and his type of mind. Bigger, simul-
taneously w1th his indoctrination of the Negro's inferiority,
is 1ntroauced to the glowing account of Amerlcan ideals and
what they entallo The picture of the American citizen is
SUPDPlSlng, partlcularly what the American citizen should
be. Bigger is made to understand that America is unique
in its fundamental concept of individual freedom. All
peOple are{theoretically permitted to enjoy the freedoms
of America and to participate as active citizens. The
ideal‘Ameriban citizen is so conditiohed that he becomes
indepéndent, courageous, and happy. He 1s encouraged to
work out‘his'an.destiny within the cultural pattern in
wiiich he lives., kAmerican dogmai.is that any man may achieve
finaneial success, leisure, and power, Bigger knows this
and wants desperately to be a genuine American citizen.
He knows; however, from bitter experience that he cannot
attein’ the ideal because he is a Negro. This same society
which holds out such an attractive way of life denies self-
realization to him. He gropingly asks, "Why?" @%ﬂh
The conflicting forees at work within this youthful

mind baffle Bigger and at last overwhelm him. The



conseQuence of his state of mind is an incurable neurosis.
This psychological state produces in Bigger a criminal
whosé atrodicus crimes astound and horrify the reader.

It is cleaf;”ffomyﬁhe author!s pdint of view;‘that society
is respohsiblé for Biggef's crime, ‘Thf only crime he com=-
mits actually is the crime of being:@&’J

Richard Wright develops a thesis in Native Son. In

effect he points up the fact that a Negro, placed in a
hostile, white envirorment which denies him self-realization,
throws the burden of the responsibility for his crimes of
frdstfatioﬁ and fear upon society. ' In order to drive home
his‘ﬁheéis; Wright/insists painstakingly upon the under-
stahdiné 6f pSyéhologicaltand sociological factors under-
lyihg the action of the novef%gﬁ% In develop&ng his grim
theSis;‘Wright shows that the HNegrots environment provokes
crime, and unless the Negro is grantea seif;realization,
one like Bigger will‘murder whites in order to obfain it.
Striking at the core of race relationships, Wright does
prove his case, Bigger's terrifying behavior pattern
results from a special attitude produced by environment,
Biggef; in truth, is forced to play such an unconv§§tional
role, In feality Bigger 1s a victim of societyia@‘f
Throughout the book, Bigger and his family and friends
expréss‘their:feelings regarding their vnosition in the
Qwhité‘W6rld.ﬁ'€?? For example, as a young boy, Bigger is

ﬁiscuSSing his future with his friend Gus. They watch an
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adrplane Ily over the city. "I could fly a plane if I

had a chance,”

says Bigger, "If you wasn't black and if
you had some money and 1f they!'d let you go to that avia-
tion school, you could fly a plane," Gus answefs{ealﬂ

When Bigger is in jail, awaiting his trial, he says to
his 1éwyer; "I ain't gsking nobody to be sdrry for mg o oo
I'm black. They‘ddn't give black people a chance," &% 1In
the ££iéi;?tﬁe iéWyePVSays in unmistakable terms that the
démﬁiﬂéwﬁg bf the Negroes'véspirations, and the denial to
'him df’ﬁﬁrésfricted‘éntry'into the whole environment of
the‘Society in which he is Cast, may lead Negroes, in
conjunétionvwith others, toward a new Civil War in America,
The laﬁyer is a Jew. As a member of a group which has
known éomething of 0ppression, he pleads for extenuation
forﬂhisébliént‘gbth on broad.grounds of justice and on
the gfounds that}white SOCiety drove Blgger to his crime
by repressing him.@ﬁ%

LifeuwithrNegro people is, on account of race, more
difficult than it is with whites. Black men are condemned
before the bar of white justice simply because they are
black, Wright insists that unless American s~vciety
changes its attitudes toward Negroes, they will be driven

to crimes such as Bigger commits, He makes of Blgger a

snokes for the dis;osseﬁ@ﬂthe under and the
P
nersecubed milliong of HNegroes who inhablit America,-™

e - gy e
His lawyer says:



Multiply Blgger Thomas twelve million ti
allowing for environmental and temperamen
variastions, and for those Negroes who are
completely under the influence of the church,
and you have the psychology of the Negro
peoples But once you gee them as a whole,
once your eyes leave the individual and en-
corpass the mass, a new guality comes into
the picture. Taken collectively, they are
not simply twelve million people; 1in reality
they constitute a separate nation, stunted,
stripped, and held captive within this natlon,
devoid of DOWLtlcql, soclal economic, and
property r1ghts.3§
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The Zffect of Frejudice on Cne's Attitudes Toward Cneself
and Onets Own Group

Bigger Thomas is the embodiment of a particuiar tyve
of neurotic Negro, The psychology involved reflects the
interaction between human;personality and his environment,
The‘ofigin of Biggerfs néuroéié is frustration based on
féar.3%§ As a child he has been nurtured in bigotry and
often violent human relatioﬁships in Mississippi. From
infancy he has been taught at home and in contact with
whites that he is a Negro., In a fight with whites, he
receives an injury. His parents admonish him earnestly
not to fight pack but to take all punishment inflicted
upon him.by whites. Bigger's nature rebels against such
injﬁétice. Removed to Chicago, he then settles in a
ghetto which is all that his family's economic standing
canAaffOrd. Here the pattern of race relationship changes
but only rélativély. Bigger is still excessively aware
of his race. Conditioning, new and raw éxperiences in
Chicago, drive home the lesson already mastered that he
is a despised intruder or a merely tolerated lNegro. He
pondérs over his fate and becomes increasingly embittered
and ultihately mad.ghxgw

Bigger's mental condition has been produced by the
treatment of the Negro by the whites for hund?eds of
yearé‘iﬁ America, He is a "member of the oppressed race,

living in the midst of the oppressors, yet cut off from
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themn sogially, and igﬁBigger's case economically because

he is unemployed." 35" His behavior pattern becomes anti-
social in the face of such punishment. Thus, he stands

in sulléh hélplessness. This state of mind eXplains how

he is able;to feel happiness”in freely accepting the \
responsibility for a crime that he commits accidentally.%éﬁw

Biggéf is very self-éonscious about his race even
thdugh he accepté his blackness as a fact of life, He
is embittered Ohly because he cannot effect self-realization
ahdnié disgruntled over the whole business of living as he
Knows it.gzﬁf&

In the preseﬁbe of whites, he 1s susplcious and
frighfened. He loathes whités, and with the Daltons,
Bigger is an inarticulate, nervous black man. To the
perceptive lrs. Dalton this lack of control communicates
itself. In fact, it elicits éympathy from her., Mary
provokes fear because she recalléVViolence, so her friehdky
gestures are interpreted tb presage trouble. Bigger there-
fore hates herlintehsely. In company with Jan and Mary,
his‘feaf'may be best seen. Here is that warped youth -
who is so conditioned that intimate relationship with
whites drives him almost ffantic. Here 1s the pilcture %@
of a self-conscious, black man thinKing about two whites.gg
Bigger's‘mind races in this way:

Maybe they did not despise him? But thev made kim

feel his black skin by just standing there looking
at him, one holding his hand and the other smiling.
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He felt he had no physical existence at all
right then; he was something he hated, the
badge of shame which he knew was attached to
a black skin., It was a shadowy region, a

No Man's Land, the ground that separated the
white world from the black that he stood
upon. He felt naked, transparent; he felt
that this white man, having helped to put
him down, having helped to deform him, held
him up now to look at him and to be amused.
At that moment he felt toward Mary and Jan

a dumb, cold, and inarticulate hate.

Richard Wright says of his own work that the entire
long scene in the furnace room is but a depiction of how
warped the whites have become through their oppression

o TP N ,
of Negroes.h@x If there had been one person in the Dalton
household who viewed Bigger Thomas as a human being, the
crime would have been solved in half an hour. Did not
Bigger know himself that it was the denial of his person-
ality that enabled him to escape detection so long. The
one piece of &ndriminating'evidence which would have
solved the 'murder mystery! was Bigger's humanity, and
the Dgltons, the investigators, and the newspaper men
could not see or admit the living clue of Bigger's humanity
under their very own eyes.aﬁ;ﬁ%

It is through accidental murder that Bigger blossoms

o o ‘ 2.0
into full consciousness as a personality.&eﬁ He is at once
free of the society in which he lives. He can now analyze
the relatidnship between the Negro and the white world.,

For the first time in his 1life he lives as a whole human

being.' He becomes a human being only by the most violent

tance of not only the legal, but the social and moral



concepts of the society which oppresses him,

In the world that Bigger knows, the whole process of
life hinges on the black and white designations. White
humén‘beinéé in America genéfalleSYmboliZe wealth and
power. Black hﬁmanibéingé equate poverty and misery in
mostﬁéases.;AThe whites are in the ascendency while the
blacks must be suppressed. Wright places in Max's de-

fense for Bigger's life precisely what he feels American

soclety has done to Negroes like Bigger{kﬁm The passage

reads:

The hate and fear which we have inspired in
him, woven by our civilization into the very
structure of his consciousness, into his blood
and bones, into the‘houerunctioning of his
personality, have become’the justification of
his existence. Every time he comes in contact
with us, he kills} It is a physiological and
psychological reaction, embedded in his being.
BEvery thought he thinks is potential murder,

e« » o Bvery movement of his body is an un-
conscious protest. . o JBVvery glance of the eye
is a threat. . . .He was impelled toward murder
as much through the thirst for excitement,
exultation, and elation ag, he was through fear]
It was his way of livingls¥.22).

The core of Wright's novel 1s the insistence upon 9
~ - is
viewing the conflict between the two racial groupss©

The apparent discrepancy between Negroes and whites in

the more tangible necessities of life and opportunities
for realizing them disturbs the reader's rational process.
Wright asserts that humanity need nct suffer. The whole
circumstance of social misery equates actlion. Recognition

of the problem leads customarily to change in America.
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Acquiescence to the idea of change in favor of full
equality of status for Negroes became an intellectual
conviction Years ago. Application of the principle or
formuiafion‘of>working téchniques for making the idea a

practical reality have yet to come.



Responses That Can ve Made to Situations #ilied With
Prejudice and Discrimination

In White Man, Listen,t7 Richard Wright gives his views
on the psychologicsl reactions éf Oppresséd people. The
situation of the lives of Negroes evokes in them an al-
most uncoﬂSCioué‘tendency to hide their deepest reactions
' from those they fear wbuid penalize them if they suspected
what the ﬁegfdéé réallyxfelt. In America, this acting is
a‘perfeétédwsystem; it is almost impossible for the white
man toadetermineijust what g Negro is really feeling un-
‘less that white man;ié‘gifted with a superb imagination,
This actingwfégﬁlates the ménner, the tone of voice, even,
in which most Negroes speak to white men. The Negro's
voice is almost always pitched high when addressed to a
white man, In some instances an edudated Fegro will try
to éct as uneducated as possible in order not to merit
rebuff from whites.

The feaf‘inspiréd by white domination breeds a tendency
to méké Negroes prétend. Aﬁd this same unconscious tendency
to pretension will spur them to pretend to accept an ideolgy
in whichmfhéy do not believe. They accept it in order to
climb out of their prisons. Many a black boy in America
has seized upon the ruhgs of the Red ladder to climb out
of his Black Beit. Hence, an ideology here becomes a
means toward social imt:‘Lmacy.LL8
There 1s a state of mind among the elite Negroes to

reject that which they realize hurts, degrades, or shames
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them. 1t 1s a state of mind that compels peowvnle to
protectvthemSelves agaihst truths that would; it 1s a
dee@, uncbnscious méchanism that prompts one to evade,
deny; or seek explanations for problems other than those
that preyail, for one doés not wish to acknowledge s state
of affairs that induces a loss of face.

Tow all éﬁééion or resistance on the part of the subject
people is positive. Much of it is a flight into useless
identification. It is an attempt to prove that, though
smarting under'é'sensé of inferiority, they are the ecuals
of fhoéé&whéybﬁpresé‘fhem.j Ir the‘present is painful,
’theh(éeek éhélter i@ the past.ug

Wrighéédoes'havé to make one admission though:
fI'Envifoi’ﬁrlélr‘:d:al‘bUffét'irig;s,‘crasé racial distinctions,
class discriminatibns, uprootings caused by migration,
contiﬁuaiAdisillusionﬁents, imprisonment for rebellious
acts--all these hammer blows need not always produce
shattered or mangled personalities., Shifting through such
grinding social sieves are some whose characters are
singularly free and whose apprehension of life is broad

indeed." 29 &

% It might be noted that Wright!'s works are almost devoid
of such people,



Simpson and Yinger, it will be remembered, clegsify
reSpoﬁSes made to a situation filled with ore judice and
dis¢fiminatioh in the categories of avoidance, acceptance,

Hand‘éégféésion.

One méané of avoidance is to pass fqr'white, whieh

méanéiébmbiete'withdréwal from the minority grouws. This

is not shown at all in Native Son, for the Negro characters

wefé‘dbvibuslnyégroid in appearance and therefore could
not pass. The Thomas family does live in e community for
ﬁegféésdonly,L%%e”Biéck Belt of Chicago, though more by
force and necessity than by choice. In this way they
aQOidwﬁuCﬁnébntadfﬁWith whites. However, when Bigger is
bffégéd‘éﬁjbbrih'wﬁich he will be working for and with
whites, he does accept it, though it takes a good deal
of @eréﬁaéioﬁ‘ffom"hié mother. Bigger takes the job in
spite of fhe fact that it is‘fbr’whites, simply because
"he must have some means to support the family and he know#s
the relief agency will trouble him if he does not accept
SOme'job. He works in the white world by dav, but he
retreats to the Black Belt when his work is throughs
Migration is another form of avoidance, and Bigger's
family has migrated‘from the Deep South to Chicago; where
they find practically the same Hiscriminatory conditions,
though to a lesser dégree.

In the realm of aéceptance, Bigger and his family and

rriends accept their subordination only to the extent that
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they have to, but they do not do so willingly. The
Thomas family rents a one-room, rat-infested apartment
{ ffommﬁf.vbslﬁbn, slwhifé:man who makes a good deal of
his substsntiai‘ihcoﬁs by éxpibitihgyﬁégfoes, realizing
tha%»£%6i§ ﬁsnéy is'gdihgiintb the\handssof whites;'but
uhablé to do ahythihé‘aboutnif.' When ﬁorking for the
Daltons,‘éigger“seemihgly éccepts whites! stanaérds of
bshs;ibf¢f0r Negf6es,‘ﬁostlybbecause he fears to do
bthérwise. Outwaraly, it appears as if he accepts his
sdbbfdihafion, but actually he resents the position he
is required tb take;

As the main character, Bigger gives much more evidence
of aégréssioh‘than‘Of avoidance or accéptance. Much of
his aggression is physical, andiit is directed against
individuals and the sﬁatus/systsm as a whole. As David
L. Cohn said: "The race hatred of this hero, Bigger
. Thomas, is directed with equal malevolence and demoniac
intensity toward all whites,‘Whether they are Mary Dalton,
the‘mbony Negrophiléxwham he murdered, or the vague white
men who seemed to bar his youthful ambition to become an
aviator ob to join the navy." 51

In his article "How Bigger War Born" 52 Wright explains
those qualities of personality which crystallize into a
type like Bigger. In his varied experiences in Mississippi,
Wright became acqualnted with several individual Negroes

wio, even though unlettered, intuitively resented the role
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they were forced to play in the world. Iully aware of
the conséquences of their acts, these Negroes dared to
take their lives in their own hands., They flouted
defiantly'traditions of white supremacy in an effort to
break theVStranglehold~of oppression imposed by Missis-
sippi/whiteé'in control of affairs. This control mani-
festedwitself in denial’of opportunity to the men. Each
in‘his:own‘way found it necessary to commit a violent
crime which resulted in his death in order to enjoy real
freédom in that moment between death andketernity. Deeply
imbéddéd‘ﬁithih‘each man is the sincere and honest desire
to partiéipate as a human being without limitations or a
set pattern of life whidh the order forces him to pursue.
Bigger Thomas 1s a com?osite of these men., He, like his
prototype, 1s driven to crime by fears and frustrations
produced by sOciéty.S3

With Bigger thefé is:a%wgys a disproportionate amount
of fear, an anxiety, whichkrests squarely upon his utter
race consciousness. As a Negro all of the ideals espoused
by men échoing the ethos of the American democratic republic
must be denied him or granted grudgingly with emphasis
upon the fact that he is a Negro. Bigger is defeated
before he is born. Brooding over his plight, he bécomes
a frightened and bewildered misfit. This leads him in the
end to become 2 violent youth who must be eliminated by

5L

socievy.



Environmment is too overwhelming for Bigger. He commits
one crime incidentaglly, then commits another more fiendish
crime; \This is not the type of behavior of a youth who
has control of himself or has adjusted to the world. This
is‘fear out of proportion to our norms, but society produced
this youth with its warping influences., Bigger has never

been accepted as a human being. He cannot succeed. FHe is

~

not permitted tc have the luxury of an ambition. Ie has a

7

tragic'eﬁé because he Pesenté his frustration, this sense
of failuré anc deﬁeat.gg

If Wright advances the premise of the injustices of
the Kégro, he in turn presents and clarifies the position
of the majority group. Of Gburse, Bigger must die, but
somehow society does not avenge but defeats itself in
Bigger's electrocution. He becueaths a disturbing memory
that society in taking its vroscribed course and regular
measure does not kill Bigger's snirit, and he triumpohs in
death.56

£ T

According to Constance Webb (Fhylon, Spring, 1%.9),

‘Riggervis not saying, nor is Wright trying to sav, that
all Negroes must individually murder vneople who individually
represent oppression. What Wright is striving for is the
undéfstanding of the social significance of the act and

the recoghition as a soclal fact of what he has meant to

e \ 27 H?
Bigger,”" ~



Wright says of the chiaracter he created: "Bigger is a
product of a dislocated soclety; he is a dispossessed
and disinherited man; he is all of this and he lives
amid the greatést possible plenty on earth and he is
lookiﬁghand feeling for a way out. . . .Granting the
emotional states, the tensity, the fear, the hate, the
"impatience, the sense of exclusion, the gche for violent
action, the emotional and cultural hunger, Bigger's
conditioned organism will not become an srdent, or even
lukewarm, supporter of the status gquo.’ 56 n1p Ngtive
Son I tried to show that a man, bereft of a culture and
unanchored by property, can travel but one path if he
reacts positively but unthinkingly to the prizes and
goals of civilization; and that one path is emotionally

blind rebellion.” 59



- 32 -

CONCLUSIONS: HATIVE SO

Richard Wright's background in kississivpi consisted
of numerous effronteries to his personal dignity. His
childhood may be best described as one of poverty, hunger,
and brugality. He experienced the worst in race relation-
ships.éGQeright believes that the urban environment of
Chicago;‘affording a moré'stimulating life, makes the
Negroes react more violently to prejudice and discrimina-
tion than even in the South. It i#hot‘that Chicago segre-
gates liegroes more than the South, but that Chicago has
‘more to offer, that Chiéago's physdcal aspect does so
muéh more to dazfle the mind with a taunting sense of
possible achievement that the segregation it‘daes'imﬁose
brings forth from Bigger a reaction more obstreperous
fhan in the Soutn, 6T+

Knowing that poor Negrowswhite relationships will endure
foreﬁer, Wright resolved to relate this particular set of
his Expefiénces'ﬁo the world. The only feasible plan was
to create a fictional character that would reveal the
yearhings of his tortured mind. His case was not to be
confined to this character alone. Millions of Negroes
stiiiwﬁndergo to a degree the same type of experience,
‘Tréﬂéféffiﬁénfhis‘persbnal set of experiences to an
imapginative creation, Wright seeks his avostleship for

the‘Negro.égﬁgé
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THE PLOT OF THL LONG DRIAM

Rex "Fishbelly" Tucker is the son of a Negro under-
taker, Tyree Tucker, who after years of truckling to the
doctrine of white supremacy has managed to ralse his family
to the level of semi-poverty that passes 1n the state of

LMiésiSSippi for Negro affiuence. In the presence of
white men, Tyree bows and scrapes, proudly declaring
himself a "good nigger'" and a resolute opnonent of racial
eguality. To Fishbelly he explains that there is no
other way for a Southern Kegro to get ahead. Tyree
believes that the only way he can stay "on top" is to
be part of the white corruption that controls his im-
mediate world. By exchanging favors for favors, he
believes he is building security for his family in a
soéiéty where no other way 1s open,

Muach to his plous mothert's dismay, IFishbelly leaves
schooi at sixteen and gOes'to work for his father, who
seems to have s %talent for meking money., Fishbelly not
only aceuires sexual experilence but, at his early age,
has a mistfess, Gladvs, and an apartment to keep her in.
Wnen Gladys dies in a bordello fire, along with some
forty others, Iish lYearns that his father is co-cwner
of the bordello, owner of various other i1llicit esteb-
lishments, and an agent of corrupt municipal officials
in the exploitation of vice 1n the kRegro section, Tyree

has nald the police regularly to keep them from enforcing



the fire repgulations on any of his bulldings, and when
the bordello burns, the chief of police demands the re-
turn of a number of cancelled checks:that could easily
be used to incriminate nim. Tyree surrenders riost of
the checks but retains a few to make sure that the chief
will think twice before bringing charges against him.
Fish feels that if he helps his father to hide the
missing c&gcks,:h@ is conniving at the nerpetuation of
the status guo that he has decried as humiliating and
abhorrent. Bventually he abandoné his social convictions
in favor of family loyalty and comes to his father's aid.
Tyree Struggles to save his life and at least some
part of his fortunes, but he is murdered by the white
officials he has served. Fish spends two years in prison

on a trumped-up rape charge. When at last released,

st1ll fearful, he flees to France.



ANALYSIS OF THE LONG DREAM

Effects of Frejudice in Encouraging Members of IMinority
. Groups to Accept the Dominant Group's Fattern of Motivation
and MOfalltT

ﬁotivation in The Loang Tream is much the same as it is

in Native‘Son, although it is not pdayed up so much. The

Negrb characters feel the effects of suppression as it af-
fects their everyday lives. The feelings of Fish and his
friends are brought out in a spontaneous imitation of a
conVérséﬁioh between arﬁegro man and a white man:

Zeke, imitating a rich white man: "3Sam, you
saild you wanted to see me? What you want,
nigger?"

Sam, acting with dignity: "I want to talk to
you about justice for black folks--"

Zeke, amazed: "Nigger, what you mean talking

~to me like that? What do you want with justice?
You getting along awright, aintt you?"

Sam, indignantly: "I'm talking about us getting
good jobs, Mr. Zeke. We black folks--"

“Zeke, haughtily: "What you niggers always
whining about? I aln't your masterl Go get
you a jobl de.dliake a jobl We white folks
made ours, didntt we? When you ask me for
justice, you make yoursell a slave.,. Nigger,
git away from here and stop bothering me.
Git out of my house, or I'l11l shoot you--i"

Sam, enraged, draws a gun and shoots Zeke:
"Bangl Tnerel I shot you firsti}”

4eke clasps his hands over his heart,
walls his eyes, and sinks to the grass.

Zeke, in a hoarse whisper: "Nigger, you
done shot me...Why you do,that?”

- Sam, yelling angrily: "cause you're mean,
thatt's whyl"

Zeke, dying: "Nigger, you done beat me...

You the best man...Here, take my house, my money,
and my wife...”

Repressing the%r giggles, Fishbelly and Tony
watch Zeke die,

Fish senses that his whole 1life is a nightmare. He has

& problem of confusion of values., Bitterly, as he rejects



- 36 -

the white man's world, he can never get rid of a suswnicion
that the white man mey be right. He 1s not meeely alienated
frdm the‘culture in which he was born; he is alienated from
reality.> He can escape and can become relatively free from
fear and pressure, but he justly wonders whether he can
find himself.éu ‘

Tyree has his own ideas about how Negroes must get along
in the white mant's world. In the presence of whites, he
is what the whites call a "good nigger," which means that
he Seeﬁingly:éccepts‘his subordinate position. He constant-
1y debases himself in the presence of whites, Alsoy he has
madé'himséif‘the indispensable Negro contact in the Black
Beltlﬁ As éh‘undértakef_he frequently patches up dead
black bodies beaten by the police., But all this does not
indicaﬁe that Tyree accepts his inferior position. He
knows he is a black man in a white man's world. He uses
the authorities just as they use him.®5  For instance,
when Fish is arrested for treSpassihg, he is questioned
extensively and threatened by the police, but when Tyree
tells the pblicé'that Fish is his son, Fish is let free,
paroled to his father.

Tyree warns his son at an early age about treatment of
white women:

"Son, " he'said:slowly, "soon sap's going to riss
in your bones and you going to be looking at womeri.

...Look, son, BUT DON'T LOCK WHITE] YOU HEAR?"
His voice grew bitter. "Son, there ain't nothing
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a white woman's got that a black woman ain't
got. Ain't nothing but a white-woman tramp's
going to have anything to do with you nohow,
so dont't get killed 'cause of a tramp, Keep
away from 'em, son. When you in the presence
of a white woman, remember she means deathl
The white folks hate us, fight us, kill us,
make laws against us; but they use this damned
business about white women to make what they
do sound rlght. So don't give 'em no excuse,
son. They hate you the moment you's born and
all your life they going to be looking for
something to kill you for. But don't let tem
kill you for that. There ain't no bigger
shame for a black man thaf to die fooling
with a no-good white gal. You hear what I'm
saying, Fish?"

’Y6331r, Papa,” he greathed‘

His mother's head was bowed upon the kitchen
table.

"The white folks in this town hate me," his
father continued in a bitter whisper. "They
hate me 'cause I'm independent. I bury the
black dead. They wouldn't touch a black man's
dead body eve% to make money, so they let me
bury 'emees’

To Tyree this is one of the facts of life for a legro
man. it is to be despised, but nothing can be done about
it. Tyree shows Fish an example of what he has taught
him. As he prepares for burial the mutilated body of a
young Negro who had accepted the sexual invitation of a
whité woman, Tyree says: "One more black dream dead...

a dream that can't come true.” ©7 as Fish comes to see
i£, every black man can dream, but the white world will
see to it that the dream becomes a nightmare.68

Tyree summarizes his opinion oi the Negro's position

in the white world with these thoughts:

...how‘poverty-stricken was their outlook,;their
chances, thelr hopesl All of their hours were



- 38 -

spent frenziedly within the life area mapped out
by white men., Suddenly he willed himself as far
away from this sodden hopelessness as possible,
But the moment his mind tried to embrace the idea
of something different, it went blank. He had
heard of Jews wandering from nation to nation,
of refugees roaming the face of the earth, but
black folks remained in the same spot 1n peace
and war, in summer and winter; they either
obeyed or dodged the laws of the white man and
never moved except from one set of white masters
to another. They had grown used to gecepting
white tormentors as a part of the world, like
trees, rivers, mountains--like the sun and the
moon and the stars...All right, since they did
not know enough to run, it was betf{er to lash
out at something, no matter what.
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The kffect of Frejudice on One's Attitudes Toward Oneself
and Onet!s Own Group

All of Richard Wright's booké have been about the shaping _
of Negro identities, including his own. But the thought
of Africa in this connection had not come to the top

before The Long Dream, neigher in the 1life of Bigger

Thomas, nor in his own early years, as told in Black

Boy, nor in his 1953 novel The Outsider. It appears for

the first time in Wright's Tiction in The Long Dream, in

70

a conversation among four teen-age boys. One of the

boys, Sam, is the son of a strong race-man type who
thinks Negroes ought to acquire as African the identity

denied them as Americans. He brings the matter to his
friends, and they try it out on Fish: (%
"Fish, you want to go to Africa?"
fish blinked, looking from black face to
black face.
"Huhn? To Africa?" Fish asked. "What for?"
Zeke and Tony stomped their feet with glee.
Sam scowled.
"I told you," Zeke screamed triumphantly.
"Fish, you sure looked funny when you heard
that word 'Africa'l" Tony whooped.
"But who's going to Africa?" Fish asked, seeking
the point of the debate.
"Nobody but damn foolsl'" Zeke said emphatically,
1Nobody but fatheadsl' Tony growled.

Sam goes on to charging them with wanting to be white,
and when the others indignantly deny i1t, he taxes them
with trying to straighten their hair, "like white folks!'
hair.”™ But it is not to make it look white but to look

nice, the boys answer. Sam sneers back that this is
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because white folks thnink straignt halr 1s nice, and

others scream that he is lying. Sam then makes Fish

admit that if he went back far enough, he had to agree

that his Tolks had come from Africa: 73 )
Sam stared at Fishbelly and asked; "Fish,

what's your color?’

“h_mv color?' Fishbelly asked Sbammerlnglv.
"Hell, man, can't you s-see I'm black?"

1 Yeah?" Sam asked ironically. "And why you
black?! '

"I was born that way, ' Fishbelly said resent-
full .

”gut there's a reason why you got a black
color,“ Sam was mnlecable.

"My memats Dbl ck. My papa'!s black. And that
makes me black, Fishbelly said.

TAnd your mama's mama and your papa's papa
was black, wasn't they?" Sam asked softly.

"3ure,” Fishbelly said with a resentful
hum, afraid of the conclusions to which his
answers were leading,

"And where did your mama's mema's mame and
your papa'ls papa's papa come from?" Sam next
wanted to know.

"F-from A-Africa, I reckon,' Fishbelly
starmered.

"You just reckon .?" Sam was derisive. '"You
know damn well where--"

"Okay, they came from Africa.” Fishbelly
tried to cover up his hesitancy.

Sam now fired his climatic question: "Now,
just stand thereand tell me what is you?"

Before Fishbelly could reply, Zele and Tony
set up a chant: "Fishpelly's an Africanl Fish-
belly's an African.”

Sam then tries to prove to the confused and uncomfort-

able iish that 1f he was no longer African he certainly

could not say he was an American: 75

"Al1l I ¥now about Africa's what I read in the
geography book at school,” Fish mumbled, un-
willing to commit himself.

"Sam wants us to get naked& and run wild and
eat with our hands and live in mud hutsi" Zeke



ridiculed Sam's thesis.,

"I want to stay where I am,” Fish confessed
finally.,.

"Okay," Sam agreed sarcastically. "Nobody
wants to go to Africa...Awright. Who wants
to go to America?”

The three boys stared incredulously at Sam.

"Sam's @one gone stone crazy,”" Tony moaned.

"We awready in America, you fooll" Zeke
Velledo

"Aw, naw, you ain'tl" Sam cried hotlwv, "You
niggers aln't nowhere. You ain't in America,
tcause if you was, you'd act like Americans--"

”I'M AN AMERICANI" Zeke thundered.

"Nigger, you dreamingl" Sam preached..."You
can't live like no American, ‘'cause you ain't
no American. And you ain't no African neither,
So #het is you? Nothing! Just nothingl"

. » o O . ¥ .

Zeke gnd Tony wa}ged off. Fish had not known
what side to take.

Fish does not really know who or what he is. His
concept of himself as a young boy and even as a young man
is one of a conflict of values. He does not agree with
his fathert!s ways of getting along in the world, but
his own methods of trying to fight the whites fail in
the‘end; and he too suffers in the hands of the unjust
whité'man. Fish and his friands discuss what a Negro is:

"Who's a nigger?" 4eke asked, fists clenched.
Sam glared. Fish wondered if Sam would hurl
the supreme insult.
"A nigger's a black man who don't know who he
is,” Sam made his accusation general,
"You calling me a nigger?" Zeke pressed
threateningly.
"You know what you 1is?
retracting.
"Sure, I know," Zeke sald
"Then why you asking me?" Sam questioned
logically. ™A nigger's a black man who don't
know who he 1s, fcause he's too damned dumb to
_know,"

2" Sam countered without



"Lissgn to the professor,’ Tony sneered.

"When you know you a nigger, then you zin't
no nigger no more,’ Sam reasoned, "You start
being a mani{ A nlgger's something white folks
make a black man believe he is--"

MYour papa's done stuffed you with crazy
ideas,’ Tony said.

"Your old man's got Africa on the brain and
he's made you a copycat,” Zeke pronounced.

"What you-all talklng about?" Fishbelly
asked, troubled, puzzled.

Tyree 1is more definite in his opinion of his place in
the'ﬁotal scheme of things. After the climax of a Negro
lyﬂching, Tyree addresses his wife:

”...You a woman and you don't know what life is
in the South for black folks. Lissen: when them
white folks get all roused, when they start
thinking of us like black deV1ls, when they
start being scared of their own shadows, and
when they get all mixed up in their minds

about their women--when that happens they

want bl@godl And won't nothing on this earth
satisfy 'em but some plood} And there can't

be no peace in thls town 'less they get their
bloodl When white folks feel like that, some-
body's got to diel Emma, it was eilther you,
me, or Fish--"

"Naw, " BEwmma breathed in horror.

’--or somebody. This time it was poor
Chris. And I'm glad it was Chris." He
swallowed. "We weak and we got to be honest
«..We can live only if we give a little of
our lives to the white folks. That!s all and
that's the Bruth."

"But mebbe he wasn't guilty§" FErma wailed.
~ "He was g ilty," Tyree ruled...He was so
furious he was speechless,

tlshbelly now felt that his father hated the

iyhlbejpeople.

m«»

1You lucky, Tyree," Emma signed. "You don't

work for white folkS.e."

BT1d die 'fore I work for t'eml” father
screamed.,

Fishbelly now felt that hils father hated the
white people too.
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"Poor Chris," Emma sobbed into her hands.

His father's sudden changes of attitude had
filled Fishbelly with wonder; there had been
in those changes a bitter pride, but also a
black defeat. He knew intuitively that his
father, hating the demands of the white folks,
had made a bargain with himself to supply the
blood that he felt that the white folks wanted
in order to buy a little security for himself,
but, since his security could be had only by
making victims of black men, he hated the black
men too. All of which geant that he was con-
sumed ¥y self-hatred. 7

Tyree believes that for a liegro to get along with a
white man, he has to beat him at the white man's game.
He advises his son:

"You see, Fish, these goddamned crazy white
folks respect me...l know these white folks
better'n they know themselves. There ain't
nothing I couldn't get from 'em if I tried.

e o o I'1l1l show you how to twist these no-
good white folks 'round your little finger.

e o o dont't let these white folks get you down.
e o« « wWhite folks see eleven inches on a foot
rule; we black folks see the whole rule. Fish,
the only way to git along with white folks 1is
to grin in their faces and make 'em feel good
and then do what you want to behind their
backs! . . .Son, Chief of FPolice Cantley knows
me for twenty years. Friend of mine. . . By
Gawd, I done buried many a black man he done
shot to death., I did t'im favors, fixed up
dead bleck folks he beat up, fixed ‘'em so you
couldn't tell from looking at 'em that they'!'d
been beat to death. . . . Let me tell you the
secret, Fish., A white man &lways wants to see
a black man either crying or grinning. < can't
cry, aintt the cryving type. So I grin and git
anything I want. . . .Fish, white folks is
scared to death of us} . . .White folks know
damn well that if they give us half a equal
chance, we'd beat 'em, come out on tope...'" [

In exchange for these favors to white men, Tyree is

able to run his bordellos and dance halls without e



interference, nrotect the interests of himself and many
of his Negro friends, and above all feel some sense of

security for himself and his family.



Regsnonses That Can be lade to Situations Filled wWith
Frejudice and Discrimination

The Tucker family avoids contact with whites as wmuch
as possible. Especially to Tyree, the lines are clearly
drawn, 'Tyreé does not work for white folks, and says he
woul& rathef die than do so. He believes whites appreciate
the faét that he is an undertaker, for whites would not
want to bury the black bodies anyway. The Tucker family
never rides streetcérs,'trains, or busses, They never
eat in ahy but black-oﬁned restaurants. ¥or such reasons,
Fish has been protected from experiencing a lot of obvious

80

Jim‘Cfow. The Tuckers live in the Negro section of
their tbwh, and venture to the white section only with
good reason, and also with candisn,
| In the end of the story, Fish exemplifies a direct form
of avoidance as he flees to France. Several of his buddies
are iﬁ the‘éervice, stationedfin France, and they write him
of the cdmparative freedom they have in that countrvy, and
urgé"him,tb join them there as soon as he gets out of
jail., Fish heads for France as soon as he 1is freed, and
spends little time observing conditions in other parts of
the United States en route.

The Tuckers, though it may seem so, do not accent the
status system as it is. They merely go along with it out

of necessity. Tyree goes around it as much as possible.

He Muses" whites as he knows they "use” him, feeling that



it is the only way for a Negro to get ahead. Tyree 1s
the picﬁure of hﬁmility in the bfesence of whites, con-
forming to the "good niggef” stereotype and proclaiming
to bevégainSt racial equality. To‘Fish, who is appalled
by these servile antics, he explains thatkit is the only
way for a Southern Negro to get along with whites. By
getﬁihé'thebwhites on his side, Tyree is~able to manip-
wlate them,

Young Fish most clearly represents aggression as a
response to prejudice and discrimination., He 1s not
willingvto accept subordination even to the extent that
‘Tyree does. Tyree tells his son: "White folks know damn
well that if they give us half a equal chance, we'd beat

lem, come out on top--"
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"But I want a equal chancel"” Fish
inté;fﬁpfs his father.
As a young‘bby, most of Fish's aggression is verbsl.

He and his friends discuss whites and their dislike for
them. They fear to take stronger action, and are so often
shut off from whites that they do not have the chance.

As previously stated, aggression may take the forms of
liberature or humor., When Fish leaves school at the age
of sixteen, the high school principal gives him some
"words of wisdom," a hint that enables him to grasp the
structure of his racial world, the origins of its

peculiar strength and the genesis oif its fantastic

feebleness:
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"Well, rfish, my boy, I was sorry to see you
1eave school " FProfessor Butler said. "But if
you want to go out into the world, then, by all
means, do it., I'1l give you a llttle rhyme
that'll help you to understand our folkse. I
didn't invent this, but listen to 1it:

Big niggers have little niggers upon
their backs to bite 'em.
Ang little niggers have lesser niggers,
and so on aéd infinitum.
And the big nlggers themselves, in turn,
have bigger niggers to go on;j
While these again have bigger still, and
bigger still, and so on, :
Y"Wateh that rhyme, Fish, and you!'ll see that
-1t explains a lot. The whlte folks are on top
of us, and our own folks are on top of our folks,
and God help the black man at the bottom."
rlshbellv laughed at that ditty, but, as he
dashed down dusty streets hunting defaultlng
tenants, as he scoured dance halls, bars, res-
taurants, and dives, hg learned thgt the ditty
was truer than funny.

It is at the climax of the book that true aggression
is shown by both Tyree and Fish. Engangled with the
whites;’both do eVerything they can to protect themselves
and their fortune. Fikled with fear and distrust, they
planwand’schéme against the whites, knowing all along
thaththey'scarcely stand a chance. When Tyree is shot
by the policé he has served, Pﬁsh; outraged, goes into:a
violent tahtrum; pounding on furniture and walls, and
threatening to kill.,

Cn his deathbed, Tyree tells Fish: "We WOn SONleee
They didn't get my money and that chief's done for...
I'11 be fighting that sonofabitch from my gravel.;.You
got to go it alone. They done me in, but forgit it. We

wcnl”fSu But Tyree‘maintéins his attitudé of outward



subservience to whites as he warns Fish: "I'm trving to
save you, son. Do what they sayl They ain't got no
claims‘against you, 'less you make 'em_scared...Yourwon't
ever want for anything...Look at that letter...It's my
will., Make like you believe what they say. Let this
blow over." 85

After Tyree's death, Fish is warned by some well-
meaning friends who were also involved in Tyree's business,
They advise him to leave town, as they plan to do; but
Fish is détermined to stay snd fight it out. The police,
stiliwﬁryihg‘to get Fish to hand over the remainder of the
candeiieHVChecks; trap him with a white woman they have
sent fb‘hisgapafﬁmént. With Fish in custody on a false
vrape{charge, they press him &ven harder to get the checks.
Another Negro is put in Fish's cell to try to get Fish to
confide, Realizing he has again been tricked, Fish attacks
the "prisoner” and as a result is sentenced to serve elghteen
months in jaill in addition to the six he has already served.
At the end of his servitude, Fish gives up, realizes he
has no Chahce>in Mississippi, and flees, not just to the
North, but to France.

Flying over the Atlantic, I'ish at last feels bound for

freedoms

He had fled a world that he had known and that
had emotionally crucified him, but what was he
here in this world whose impact loosed storms in
his blood? Could he ever make the white faces
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around him understand how they had charged his
world with images of beckening desire and dread?
Naw, naw ...No one could uelieve the kind of lifs
he had lived and was living. Was it not better
to deny his world and accept the world that the
others saw and lived in? « . .Above all, he was
ashamed of his world, for the world about him
had branded his world as bad, inferior. Iore-
over, he felt no moral strength or compulsion

to defend his world. That in him which had
always made him self-conscious @was now the bud

of a new possible life that was pressing ardently
but timidly .against the shell oi the old to
shatter it and be free,

This resolution of denial and acceotance that
he was making was not born of a will toward
deception; he was not "acting' now; it was a
free gesture of faith welling up out of a
yearning to be at last somewhere at home; 1t
was his abject offep of a truce. Knowing that
he was relatively free from fear and pressure,
he was now more willingly anxious than ever to
confess that he was maybe.wrong and that others
might be right. We was now voluntarily longing
to pledge allegiance to a world whose brugal
might could never %gmpel him to love 1t with
threats of death.



CONCLUSICNs: THE LONG DREAM

In The Long Dream, Lxpatriate.Wright goes back to the

Missiésippi setting of his early years where his own apart
ness from the world began. A'feW‘topical references (for
‘eiaﬁpie;;the Korean War) fix the time in the mid 1950ts,
but‘WQight unfolds the story as if 1t were happening a
full generation earlier, never referring to the changes

in the larger society which have made Mississiopi a part
of a shrinking last stronghold of the white sunremacy
system, ~At the end, when his protagonist finally leaves
there; ﬁfight has him board a train in a deep Southern
town, then pioks him up soaring over the land, never
allowing the resder to see him set foot for an instant

in any of the places where so much has changed since
Wrignt left the United States in 1946. He has him con-
tinue instead, aloft in his plane, straight across the
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sea bound for Paris,. "But there is still so much truth

in his crudeg pounding, wrathful book that no honest reader

n 88

can remain wholly unmoved,
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THE COLCLUSION

Carl Milton Hughes said in his book The Hegro Hovelist

that the mosﬁ striking quality about Negro novels is their
authehfié‘interpretétibn of Negro life and the Negro world
from eXperiences‘inside the restricted and isolated Negro
world;dyAnothér signifibant aspect of the novels is their
chavab%éﬁization of Negroes. The novels also give the
aspirations'énd’hopes of the American Negro. Realistically
drawn pictﬁféé of the Negro life in American Society are
actuélly shocking because of the deviation from publicized
and ordinary patterns of American life in the sense of
standardized living. Sections of novels dealing with
pertinent issues and positing demands of the Negro for a
1argef life become brothures of Negro 1ifeAin the American
cultural pattern. 09

Richard Wright says of his own works: "I don't know if

Native Son is o good book or a bad book, And Y don't

know if the book I'm working on now will be a good boolk

or a bad book; And T really don't care. The mere writing
of it will be a deeper satisfaction than any praise or
blame from anybody. I feel that I'm lucky to be alive to
write nove}s today, when the whole world is caught in the
pangs’of war and change. « « «We have only a money-grubbing,
embodiment of a past tregic enough to appease the svpiritual

hungey of even a Henry James; and we have in the oppression
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- - * h-«- ]
of the Negro a shadow athwart our unationslife dense and

heavy enough to satlsfv even the gloomy broodings of s

Hawthorne, And if Foe were alive he would not hasve to

invent horror; horror would invent him." 90
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