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ABSTRACT

THE AFRICAN AMERICAN MALE'S FAMILY RELATIONSHIPS 

IN BLACK PLAYS: THEIR EVOLUTION AND MEANING

by

Rudy Gray 

Adviser; P rofessor Edwin W ilson

One w ay  of shedding light on th e  m ystery  of th e  black male psyche is 

by analyzing th e  in terpersonal family psychodynam ics revealed in African- 

American dram atic writing. Through the  exam ihation of represen tative  

p lays-the ir sto ries, scen es , dialogue and ch arac te r in te rac tio n s-w e  

discover inform ation th a t is not necessarily  revealed in sociological stud ies 

or psychological analyses. This d isserta tion  will em phasize th e  rote of 

African-Am erican dram atic  art in illuminating deeper tru th s  about black 

m en. B ecause a large portion of th e  p layw righ t's  self-expression is, to  a 

degree, au tom atic , spon tan eo u s and organic, m any even  inadverten t tru th s  

em erge in th e  w ork. The psychodynam ics am ong a p lay 's  charac ters , th e  

w ebbing b e tw een  their spoken sen ten ces , their u tte ran ces , th e  phrases 

and th e  w ords, even am ong the  silences, all will carry w ith them  a w hole 

sociohistory of th e  black male. They will a lso tell th e  sto ry  of th e  evolving



outside  world.

This d issertation  will u se  the  following plays to  develop its point of 

view; Rachel (1916 ), abou t the  e ffe c ts  of lynching on a black family; Big 

W hite Foa (1938), a black family and th e  M arcus G arvey M ovem ent;

Native Son (1941), an enraged young m an b ese t by racism  and  poverty in 

Depression Chicago; Take A Giant S tep  (1953), a young m an in the  

suburbs struggling to  com e of age; The Am en C orner (1954 ), a fem ale 

p a s to r 's  a tte m p ts  to  e scap e  into th e  world of religion from  th e  "evils" of 

th e  surrounding world w hich im pacts on th e  m ales in her life. A Raisin in 

th e  Sun (1959) in troduces a new  era of plays w hich exam ine frustra ted  

m en and their d ream s. Blues for Mr. Charley (1964) and The Slave (1964) 

exam ine w hite  liberalism and black rage. C erem onies in Dark Old Men

(1969) sh o w s alternative black en terprise  a t work. The River Niger 

(1972), The First Breeze of Sum m er (1975) are abou t black m en during 

th e  Nixon-Ford years and Fences (1985) sh o w s how  a m iddle-aged black 

m an 's  frustration  drives him alm ost to  destroy  his family.

T hese plays are  by no m eans com prehensive. They are  m ean t, rather, 

to  represen t th e  periods during w hich they  w ere w ritten .
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PREFACE

This study will focus on th e  interpersonal family relationships 

of African American m ale charac ters as they  are portrayed in se lec ted  

plays and how  th e  natu re  of th o se  portrayals has evolved over th e  years. 

The Afro-American m ale 's  agon is th e  cen te r of m uch of th e  concern  of 

black dram a and also of th e  surrounding society , so a close look a t the  

nature  of th is dynam ic is in order. Covered will be th e  period just a fte r th e  

turn of the  century  th rough  the  Civil Rights M ovem ent right up to  the  

Reagan-Bush years.

The plays d iscussed  will be: Rachel (1916) by Angelina W eld Grimke,

Big W hite Fqq (1938) by Theodore W ard, Native Son (1941 ), an 

adap tation  of Richard W right's novel by Richard W right and Paul Green, 

Take A Giant S tep  (1954 ) by Louis Peterson , The Am en Corner (1954) by 

Jam es Baldwin (covering the  pre-Civil Rights M ovem ent days); A Raisin In 

The Sun (1 959 ) by Lorraine H ansberry a s  th e  landm ark play th a t turned  

th ings around w ith its new  values (covering th e  Civil Rights M ovem ent 

years); Blues for Mr. Charlie (1964) by Jam es Baldwin, and The Slave



<1964) by LeRoi Jo n e s  (pre-Amiri Baraka), dealing w ith th e  black m ale and 

w hite  liberals; C erem onies in Dark Old M en (1969) by Lonne Elder III 

(covering th e  Black Pow er period); The River Nicer (1973) by Jo sep h  

W alker, First Breeze of Sum m er (1975) by Leslie Lee (for the  Nixon-Ford- 

C arter years and the  decline of Black Power); and Fences (1984) by 

A ugust W ilson (for th e  Reagan-Bush years).

There w ere  m any o ther plays by black playw rights w hich could easily 

have served  th is study  such  a s  Black Girl (1 969 ) by J.E . Franklin, Moio

(1970) by Alice Childress, or Ron M ilner's W h o 's  G ot His Ow n (1965), to  

m ention a few . Their om ission in no w ay den igrates their w orth  a s  dram a 

nor does it e levate  th e  chosen  plays above them . It is simply th a t their 

addition w ould only belabor th e  poin ts already m ade.

This s tu d y  will hopefully show , a s  com prehensively and concisely a s  

possible, how  art o ften  illum inates life, a s  life tries to  im itate a rt, and how  

sociohistory is reflected by th is p rocess. The m ethod will be to  exam ine 

th e  various relationships be tw een  th e  African-Am erican male ch arac te r and 

th e  various persons in his surrounding world a s  they  are p resen ted  in th e  

plays.

W ho is th is  African A m erican m ale? W hat are th o se  aforem entioned 

patterns?

To answ er th e se  questions, even cursorily, would require enough 

m aterial to  fill a  library and they  are not th e  focus here. The in ten t here is



to  reflect on  th e  socio-historical evolution of th e  above questions and their 

an sw ers, and  how  it a ffe c ts  th e  creation  of a particular a sp ec t of African- 

Am erican dram a.

The key to  th e  problem of th e  black male charac ter in plays, a s  w ith 

his real life coun terpart, is his low se lf-esteem  w hich is engendered  by the  

continuous bom bardm ent of negative vibrations from his surroundings and 

unpleasant im ages of himself from th e  behaviors of o th ers  to  him, both  

subtle  and overt. To m aintain inner equilibrium, he is forced to  adap t 

behaviors of his ow n w hich p ro tec t his beleaguered ego  and, to  a limited 

degree, m aintain his psychic cohesion. Then he can  continue functioning 

in his life, how ever effectively or ineffectively th a t is done. T hese 

adap tations, of course , are largely au tom atic  and unconscious. The 

actions and reactions of his defense  m echanism s are  determ ined by th ese  

a d ap ta tio n s .1

In addition, he m ust don a multiplicity of m asks to  p resen t various 

facad es to  his ou ter world, even to  his family. It is, a fte r all, no t m anly to  

reveal inner hurt, to  be "affected" by any m ishaps (w hat is psychically 

healthy do es not count here); it is not w ise for a black m an to  exhibit 

aggressive tendencies to  th e  outside world. W hat should be show n by 

him are ingratiation and calm passivity. T hese tra its  do not send 

th reaten ing  m essages; thus, th rea t and danger do not besiege him in turn. 

Such is his unconscious plan.r



From th e  days of R econstruction to  today , th e  black male h as  had 

th ree  op tions in his life: rebellion, assim ilation, and escap e . This fac t, 

along w ith his low self-esteem , c au se s  him to  h a te  o th ers  in his image as 

welt a s  to  h a te  th e  engineer of th is condition. A dded to  th is is his need  to  

con tain  his rage, and his resu ltan t tendencies tow ard  apathy , hedonism , 

living for th e  m om ent and criminality, all of w hich go into making the  

unique Am erican puzzle called th e  African-Am erican male.

A major key to  his psyche is isolation, from his pa ren ts, his siblings, his 

relatives, his friends, even  from himself. This isolation w eakens, precludes 

or destroys his sensitivity  w hich in turn  m akes him distrustfu l o f o thers.

He m ust a lw ays be on guard, in terpret all social phenom ena a s  som ehow  

threatening  to  him. Paranoia is endem ic .3

Tw o parts  of him are  of ex trem e im portance-h is  ego  and his m anhood. 

Both are under co n stan t assau lt and so  his delicate, sensitive psyche m ust 

m aintain a  co n stan t vigil, parrying th e  myriad th ru sts , real and imagined, 

against him. This do es not leave m uch room for m ore varied reactions and 

options. From the  tim e of antebellum  slavery w hen th e  im m ediate 

com m unity, mainly his m other, struggled diligently to  suppress his natural 

m ale aggression  to  p ro tec t him from  punishm ent, danqer, even  death , right 

up to  today  during w hich th ese  p a tte rn s  have changed little, history had 

painted th e  African Am erican m ale into a corner. This s tudy  will illuminate 

and analyze th a t corner.

How his nurturing and its resu lts are  show n  in dram a has changed  over
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th e  years.

W hat are th e  w ays?  W hat do es their transform ation  m ean?

It should be understood  th a t th e re  are  tw o  sep ara te  realities. One 

reality is of fiction. The o ther is of real life. By fiction I m ean th a t of the  

novel, short story , film, s ta g e  play. By real life, I m ean everything which 

ex is ts around us in our everyday dealings w ith life.

Even th e  m ost naturalistic fiction, even in a play in w hich th e  ac to rs 

go into the  audience and , a s  th e  ch arac te rs  th ey  are playing, add ress and 

relate to  various people, can  never ever eq u a te  real life. The dim ensions 

belong to  different w orlds, th e  values, th e  param eters , th e  special 

e lem ents and particulars th a t m ake it w h a t it is. Fiction has its ow n law s 

w hich the  w riter confines himself to , or breaks, if he is to  be successfu l. 

Real life has its ow n se t of special law s w hich philosophers, 

ep istem ologists especially, are  still trying to  ascertain . A ch arac te r in a 

s tag e  play can  never show  m ost tra its  th a t he or she  h a s - th o u g h  his real 

life coun terpart m ight in a lifetime. The play would be a jum ble and 

probably w ould lose th e  audience long before it reached its climax. The 

playw right m ust se lec t th o se  tra its  w hich will help him show  enough of 

th e  ch arac te r for th e  au d ien ce 's  em otions to  hold on to , to  help him tell th e  

sto ry  and to  con tribu te  to  w hatever them e he is putting forth.

Therefore, if I appear to  be treating  th e  various ch arac te rs  in th e  

plays as if they  are real people, th a t is not w h a t is in tended. None of the  

ch arac te rs  being d iscussed  could ever be real. Their only reality is the



illusory reality o f their s tag e  con tex t. W hatever real persons the  

playw right had based his charac te rs  on rem ain a s  such , fixed in their 

special reality. The fictional creations rem ain fixed in theirs. I only try to  

g e t as close to  th e  reality of th a t w hich is contained  in th e  p layw right's 

head a s  he  is bringing th a t charac ter to  s ta g e  life. The reality I am  dealing 

w ith is the  reality within th e  co n tex t of fiction. The charac te rs  are trea ted  

a s  reflections, not a s  reproductions.



INTRODUCTION 
AN EARLY PROTEST PLAY, 

RACHEL BY ANGELINA WELD GRIMKE

Rachel, in th e  Bible, "w eeps for her children 'an d  she  would not be 

com forted , for th ey  w ere  no t',"  an  allusion to  H erod 's M assacre of th e  

Innocen ts.1 The title  charac ter in th e  play Rachel (1916) by Angelina 

W eld Grimke, is an  idealistic, im pressionable, poetically sensitive, positive 

thinking, though  som ew hat innocent, young w om an. She adores children, 

show ers them  w ith endearm en ts every chance  she g e ts , and reveres her 

family. She d o te s  on her m other, Mrs. Loving (note th e  family nam e), w ho  

has, up to  th e  tim e th e  play begins, sheltered  her bro ther Tomm y and her 

from  th e  harsh  realities ou tside  their hom e. The tw o  people from  outside  

her im m ediate family w ho com e into her life are little Jim m y, an orphaned 

boy w hom  she  has adop ted  and Mr. John  S trong, her beau. Also, there  

are  m any o th e rs  of th e  neighborhood children.

Rachel w as  the  first tw en tie th  cen tury  full-length play to  be w ritten , 

perform ed and produced by African A m ericans-in  W ashington, D.C.

Based on a plot by NAACP Executive S ecretary  W alter w hite and called a 

"race play in th ree  a c ts ,"  it w as p resen ted  by the  Drama C om m ittee of th e  

District of Columbia Branch of th e  NAACP a t th e  Myrtilla Miner Normal 

School on M arch 3 and 4 , 1916 . In the  com m ittee  w ere  th e  no tables



M ontgom ery T. Gregory and  Alain Locke w ho w ere strongly  instrum ental 

in getting  th e  play on .2

The m ise en scen e  of Rachel is idyllic, tranquil, a s  if her world (the 

p lay 's  setting) has been lifted from  th e  ugliness outside her hom e and 

placed in th e  so rt of paradise w hich a rtis ts , p o e ts  and m usicians have used 

a s  th e  inspiration for their pastorals. B eethoven might have experienced 

th is household and  w ritten  his Sixth Sym phony. William W ordsw orth  and 

th e  o ther Lake Poets would have been  inspired to  w rite  their m ost 

exhilarant lyrics while sitting in th is living room . T hat Ms. Grimke is 

herself a  poet, educa to r and essay ist is evident both in th e  dialogue of 

R achel's in teractions am ong the  people in her im m ediate surroundings and 

in th e  creation  of the  ch arac te r Rachel herself, both  a s  a  cen terp iece  of 

th is play and a s  a  vital m em ber of th e  Loving family. Her glowing inner 

and ou ter beau ty  will have an im pact on all th e  m ales in her presence.

And it show s.

Still, th ere  are, ou tside  the  periphery of th is tranquil, rom antic universe, 

th e  ugly social realities: th e  physical and psychological violence of 

virulent, m urderous racism  w hose  poisonous ten tac le s  th rea ten  to  reach 

into th is household and darken its a tm osphere . A terrible secre t res ts  on 

th e  soul of Mrs. Loving w hich she  finally m ust reveal to  her tw o  children, 

an  ac t brought on by th e  appearance  of Little Jim m y (her eyes falling on 

him c au ses  her to  blanch): it is th e  anniversary of th e  lynching of R achel's



fa ther and o ther brother. (Little Jim m y rem inds Mrs. Loving of R achel's 

late brother.)

There is also job discrim ination w hich im pacts heavily upon Tommy.

He m ust p retend  he go es out to  a job he do es not have and se ttle  for w ork 

below  his qualifications. This is beginning to  poison his inner being, 

countering his positive im m ediate surroundings, and Mr. S trong m ust put 

forth  considerable effort to  shore up th e  d iscouraged young m an, offering 

to  take  him on a job w ith him.

Finally, and perhaps w orst of all to  Rachel, th ese  outside injustices 

begin to  a ffec t th e  precious children <n her life, stinging their young souls 

w ith humiliation and terro r against w hich they  are not old enough  y e t to  

have built adequa te  defenses. One little girl, soon to  be a neighbor, can  

barely com e out of her shell to  respond to  R achel's kindly im portunities. 

This is a young soul already crushed, dev asta ted , and Rachel’s heart 

alm ost breaks a s  she  looks upon her. Jim m y is th rea ten ed  w ith this 

ou tside traum a a s  well which, even in contem plated  possibility, pains the  

p lay 's  protagonist.

The agony and terror deepen, finally reaching th e  point w here  Rachel 

m ust turn dow n the  m arriage offer of Mr. Strong. A fter all, if she  has th is 

kind of reaction to  hearing of th e  racial m isdeeds done to  children of o ther 

paren ts, how  will sh e  reac t to  th e se  m isfortunes happening to  her ow n 

children? Som ething unthinkable.
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Mr. S trong , understanding , d o e s  no t p ress  th e  issue end leaves, 

probably going ou t of her life. This young w om an w ho, a t the  beginning 

of th e  play, w an ted  m ore than  anything else to  be a  m other, now , a t  the  

end of th e  play, has closed the  door to  th a t possibility. How terrible are 

th e  e ffec ts  of th e  racist m isbehaviors on th is delicate soul.

W hat s ta n d s  out in th is  play is th e  p resence  of strong  m en, idealized, 

secure  about them selves—desp ite  th e  m isdeeds of th e  outside w o rld -ev en  

w hen  b itte rness appears a t the  ed g es of their consc iousnesses . There is 

no displacem ent of hostile aggression. Tom m y can be d iscussing  a 

frustration  abou t th e  ou tside  world one m om ent and th e  next, tu rn  to  U tile 

Jim m y and drop to  th e  ch ild 's level a s  he plays w ith him. One would think 

he would roughly push  th e  little boy aw ay  from  him as  m ale ch arac te rs  in 

later d ram as m ight. Tom m y drops to  th e  ch ild 's level and deals w ith him 

on his level, totally involved w ith th e  boy and his little b o y 's  world. Of 

course, Rachel se ts  th e  pa ttern  w ith her ow n w arm , friendly in teractions 

w ith th e  children w ho com e before her. (Actually, W alter Lee Younger, in 

Lorraine H ansberry 's  dram a A Raisin In The S u n , also do es not let his m ost 

fru stra ted  m om ents p revent him from  fooling around w ith his son  Travis.

He even tak e s  the  b o y 's  side w hen  he runs up against th e  s te rn n ess  of his 

m other, Ruth. This, how ever, is only th e  foreshadow ing of a later 

charac ter change  in W alte r-a  later peripete ia , a reversal of e v en ts  in a 

play.)



The late fa ther and th e  s tepb ro ther of Rachel and Tom m y had 

dauntlessly  faced up to  th e  Ku Klux Klan, a t th e  co st of their lives.

Tom m y, on hearing th is, does not storm  ou t of th e  house in justifiable rage 

and com m it irrational retaliatory ou trages. He feels rage but it is alw ays 

under control. The im pression here is th a t Tomm y and Mr. S trong would 

have, if they  had been there  a t th e  tim e, helped ou t, done their part in 

defending against the  Klan. It is obvious th a t Rachel is surrounded by 

strong, sed a te , s teady  m en and th is m ust reverberate  back  to  her. Still, 

th a t is not enough to  buffer this im pressionable young w om an against th e  

shock  of learning of th e  outside w orld 's  h ideousness.

W hat is playw right Angelina W eld Grimke saying? True, she  is writing 

in th e  late n ineteenth-early  tw en tie th  cen tury  sty le of flowery, poetic 

dialogue depicting rom antic visions of the  surrounding world. (In Ms. 

G rim ke's c ase , it is of th e  personal inner world of th e  hom e.) European 

th ea tre  and literature had been m oving aw ay  from R om an ic  m elodram a 

(and realism) tow ard  th e  existential cynicism  of naturalism , expressionism  

and th e  o ther form s of th e  avant-garde for som e tim e before th is play.

The m o v em en t-ex cep t in small in s ta n c e s -h a d  not yet, how ever, arrived 

on W hite A m erica 's shores, still s teeped  in conventional dram a. Clyde 

Fitch w as still th e  order of the  day here-p re-E ugene O 'N eill-and  th e  ac to rs 

still gesticu la ted  m elodram atically to  show  em otion a s  th e  playw right did 

th e  sam e in his dialogue and dram aturgy. Also, it w as  possible to  have



ch arac te rs  m ake narrative, expositions I sp eech es  th a t could go on for 

tw en ty  m inutes or m o re-th o u g h  Eugene O'Neill would later ou tdo  th a t. 

This p a tte rn  accom m odated  Ms. G rim ke's facility w ith w o rd s -p e rh a p s  too  

m uch a t tim e s -a n d  allow ed her to  w ax poetic abou t all th a t w a s  dear to  

her protagonist.

M oreover, th e  world w ars and th e  various tw en tie th  century  

revolutions had no t y e t happened. (Actually, World W ar I had already 

begun in Europe but Am erica had not ye t been pulled into it.) Though the  

world w as changing, th e  view  of m an rem ained idealized, rom antic. The 

adven t of com m unism  and later existentialism  signalled a fast-arriving 

transform ation  of th e  hum an spirit. Adm ittedly, m en had been doing 

terrible th ings to  one ano ther all along but it w as  alw ays "over there  

som eplace," not in "my civilized country , city, tow n, neighborhood, 

family," "not am ong my personal friends and neighbors." Certainly, in the  

a rts , th e  real world, and all its evils, w as not yet here. S ituations like 

slavery, th e  m assacre  of th e  Am erican Indians and th e  trea tm en t of newly 

arrived im m igrants w ere  dealt w ith only scantily.

For th e  African-Am erican com m unity, how ever, th e  harsh realities had 

obtained  m uch sooner. There had been over th ree  thousand  lynchings 

since th e  tu rn  of th e  century . Jim  Crow, in its m ost virulent form, reigned 

suprem e. African Am erica w as em erging from w h at w as  called "the nadir 

of its history " - th e  end of the  n ineteen th  and th e  beginning of th e
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tw en tie th  cen tury . The understandable intensity  of concern  over th is 

em ergence w ould push it to  a g rea ter role in th e  a rts .

The result, in the theatrical arts of the black community, w as a 

particular Weltanschauung which comprised at once a twentieth-century 

existentialism, realism of perspective, and a nineteenth-century 

romanticism, in portraying men and women and their interpersonal 

dynamics. Black male characters in the plays of nineteenth-and early 

twentieth-century African-American playwrights suffered the given 

indignities their like were to suffer later in the twentieth-century but they 

seemed to transcend the resultant spiritual devastation and remained, on 

the surface, dauntless and stalwart. The male characters were more 

manly (as the Zeitgeist of that time romantically defined manliness).

No m an gave a poor accounting  of himself. Nor did any w om an. The 

psychological degeneration , neurotic com plexity and explosive anger 

w ould com e in later plays. In a c t one of Rachel, w hen  Tommy first learns 

of w h a t had happened to  his brother, he says:

TOMMY
(Still laboring under g rea t em otion 
go es ou t into th e  en tryw ay  and com es 
back and s tan d s  in th e  doorw ay w ith 
his cap . He tw irls it around and 
around nervously)

I w an t you to  know , Ma, before I g o -h o w -h o w  
proud I am . W hy, I d idn 't believe people could 
be like th a t-a n d  live. And then  to  find out
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TOMMY (CONT'D) 
th a t one—w as your ow n fa th e r-a n d  o n e -y o u r  ow n 
brother. - I t 's  wonderful! I'm not m uch yet, Ma, 
b u t-T v e -T v e  ju st got to  be som ething now . 

(Breaks off. His face  becom es d isto rted  w ith 
passion and hatred.)

W hen I th in k -w h en  I th in k -o f th o se  devils w ith 
w hite skins-living som ew here today-liv ing  and 
ha ppy--l-see--1- l-g o o d  bye I

(Rushes ou t, th e  door bangs)3

W hen John  Strong learns th a t Rachel had crushed  a bunch of ro ses he 

had sen t her a s  an expression  of his love for her, he sm others th e  hurt he 

feels deep  inside him and rem ains strong  and deeply m oved on th e  surface 

a s  he w a tch es  her sing a  touching little song (a Nevins o c te t entitled "At 

Twilight"):

RACHEL
(Sings)

The roses of yester-year 
W ere all of th e  w hite and red;

It fills my heart w ith silent fear 
To find all their beau ty  fled.

The roses of w hite  are  sere,
All faded th e  ro ses red.

And one w ho loves me is not here 
And one th a t I love is dead .

(A long pause. Then STRONG go es to  her and 
lifts her from th e  piano-stoot. He pu ts one 
arm  around her very tenderly and pu sh es her 
head back so  he can look into her eyes. She 
sh u ts  them , bu t is passive).
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(Gently)

Little girl, little girl, d o n 't you know  th a t 
su g g estio n s-su g g estio n s-lik e  th o se  you are sending 
yourself c o n s ta n tly -a re  w icked th ings? You, w ho are 
so  gentle, so  loving, so  w a rm -

(Breaks off and cru sh es her to  him. He k isses 
her m any tim es. She do es not resist, but in 
th e  m idst of his c a re sse s  she  breaks suddenly 
into convulsive laughter. He tries to  hush 
th e  terrible sound w ith his m o u th ....)4

Does th is m ean th a t m en 's  relationships w ith  various m em bers of their 

families w ere b e tte r then?  Or is th is how  Ms. Grimke and her 

contem poraries would have liked th ings to  be?

M uch can  be learned from observing th e  w ay  in w hich the  hum an 

sensibility fan tasizes life. Is th is how  she w ould have liked 

African-Am erican m en of her tim e to  be b ecau se  th ey  w ere  quite  the  

opposite? Certainly, it would seem , surrounding conditions would not 

have perm itted them  to  be like th is, could not have. On th e  o ther hand, 

they  might have had to  be th is strong.

Could sh e  possibly be reflecting a reality th a t, desp ite  th e  relatively 

improved conditions of today , seem s to  have gone aw ay?  Has th e  solid 

rock cen ter of th e se  m en in Rachel so ftened  to  the  neurotic, enraged , 

d ispassionate , even  apa thetic  and  alienated inner m ale psychology of 

today? W hat changed th is situation, if th is is the  case?  The w ars?  The 

em ergence of th e  "Dark C ontinent"? The debacle of M arcus G arvey 's



shipping line? The im age transform ation of African-Am erican m en in th e  

m edia from coons and clow ns to  m en of su b stan ce , even  he .oes?  The 

deepening of th e  probe into the  black male consciousness, uncovering 

th o se  hereunto  hidden neuroses and rages? Their gradual revelation to  a 

surrounding denial-cloaked w hite public? The recoiling in horror on th e  

part of W hite Am erica from the  horrors of "The Red Sum m er of 1919"?  

The implications of th e  H olocaust? The em poisoning of drugs, social 

containm ent, frustration  from having to  w ait to o  long? The broken 

prom ises of th e  Civil Rights M ovem ent and th e  prem ature d ea th s  by 

m urder of Reverend King, Malcolm X, M edgar Evers and John  F. Kennedy? 

Finally, th e  devaluation and near effem inization of th e  African-Am erican 

male has left deep  scars . The consequen t rage generated  by his near 

d isfranchisem ent has, along w ith socioeconom ic fac to rs, pushed him into 

crim e and/or apathy . Fantasy, self-denigrating assim ilation or neverending 

rebelliousness, o ther unm entioned fac to rs, placed in th e  con tex t of a 

hostile, effacing w orld, have all com bined w ith the  above to  engender th is 

m ystery  called th e  African-Am erican male. I will try  to  decipher th is 

m ystery  in th is d issertation .

Did Rachel and th e  Loving family ever ex ist?  Or w ere  they  m erely the  

figm ents of a delicate aesth e tic  sensibility? There w ere m any black 

families, bo th  in th e  North and th e  South , w hose  forebears early on had 

been released from bondage. M any of them , given th e  tim e and
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opportunity , had been able to  build up enough of an e s ta te  to  becom e 

middle c lass and even w ealthy . Som e black families had even been 

ow ners of slaves them se lves,6 w ith th a t institu tion 's econom ic benefits 

accruing.

It would s tan d  to  reason tha t th e  surviving W est African w ork ethic 

and family values mixed w ith th a t of the  Christian-Judaic creed would 

produce m any black fam ilies, both rich and poor, w hich would have 

households like th a t of th e  Lovings, even during th is historical "nadir."

Ms. Grimke appears herself to  have been a product of such  a family. O ne 

needs only judge from th e  tone  and tex tu re  of her w ritings. M oreover, she  

w as th e  g rea t grandniece of the  fam ous w hite  n ineteen th  century  

fem inist-abolitionist Grimke S isters (Angelina Weld Grimke and Sarah  

Grimke) of S outh  Carolina.8 Being of such  a positive family background 

and being C aucasian in fea tu res and com plexion w hich ensured  th a t her 

family m em bers would not suffer th e  sam e indignities m ore African looking 

people w ould, she  had to  have had a family experience like th e  Lovings 

and therefo re  used it a s  her model in writing Rachel.

W hat w as Ms. G rim ke's purpose o ther than  bringing to  tight the  

horrible e ffec ts  of lynching on an African-Am erican family? Or, in th e  final 

sense , an Am erican family?

W hen a ttack ed  by critics of th e  play, accusing her of advocating  race 

suicide, a kind of genocide, Ms. Grimke herself w rote:
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Since I have been given to  understand th a t "Rachel" 
p reaches race suicide, I should like to  s ta te  a t the  
s ta rt, th a t  w as not my intention. To th e  contrary , th e  
appeal is not primarily to  th e  colored people, bu t 
to  th e  w h ite s .... B ecause of environm ent and certain  
inherent qualities, each  of us reac ts  correspondingly 
and logically to  th e  various fo rces abou t us. For 
exam ple, if th e se  fo rces be of love, w e  react w ith love 
and if of ha te , w ith hate . Very naturally alt of us 
will no t react a s  strongly or in the  sam e m an n e r-th a t 
is im possible.. ■. Now my purpose w as to  show  how  a 
refined, sensitive, highly-strung girl, a dream er and 
an  idealist, th e  s tro n g est instinct in w hose  nature  is 
to  be a m other h e rse lf-h o w , I say, th is girl would 
react to  th is force.

The majority of w om en, everyw here, a lthough they  
are beginning to  aw aken , form one of th e  m ost 
conservative  e lem en ts of society . They are, therefore, 
opposed  to  c h an g es .... My belief w as  then  th a t if I 
could find a vulnerable point in their arm or, if I 
could reach their hearts , even  if only a tittle, then  
perhaps instead of being active or passive enem ies they  
might becom e, a t least, less inimical and possibly 
friendly.

Did th ey  have a vulnerable point and if so  w h a t 
w as it? I believed it to  be m otherhood .... If anything 
can  m ake all w om en sis te rs  underneath  their skins, 

it is m otherhood. If, th en , I could m ake th e  w hite w om en 
of th is country  see , feel, understand  just w h a t their 

prejudice and th e  prejudice of their fa thers, brothers, 
husbands, so n s  w ere  having on th e  souls of th e  colored m others 

everyw here, and upon th e  m others th a t are to  be, a  g rea t 
pow er to  a ffec t public opinion would be se t free and the  
battle  would be half w o n .7

Its reception w as mixed. Part of the  audience favored th e  "art for 

a r t 's  sa k e ” approach to  th e  stage . O thers w an ted  th e  s tag e  used  for "race 

propaganda." The con troversy  b e tw een  th e se  tw o  groups resulted  in the
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founding of th e  Howard Players organization w hich prom oted th e  purely 

artistic  approach  to  dram a and th e  o ther art fo rm s.8 It would seem  th a t 

Ms. Grimke, given all her considerable ta len ts , satisfied both  needs in her 

dram a.

Q uestions arise around Ms. Grimke and her Rachel. W hat is an 

African-Am erican a rtist to  d o -fo c u s  intensely on his ethnic roo ts or "strive 

tow ard  a m ore generalized Am erican cu ltu re"9—"avoid rocking th e  boat" 

or "tell it like it is?"10

She w an ted  the  w hite  audience to  know  and understand  em pathically 

and sym pathetically  th e  injustices done to  th e  ch arac te rs  of her play, and 

th e  black audience to  see  them selves both a s  they  conceived them selves 

to  be and a s  th ey  w ished them selves to  be. Still, she  had to  be careful. 

How m uch of the  African-Am erican image is it perm issible for th e  w hite 

audience to  see?  One inch of inadverten t ste reo type , a fte r all, could result 

in a mile. The razor slashing primitive w as already se t deeply in the  

Am erican psyche.

Considering all th a t has happened dow n through  th e  years, one m ight 

conclude th a t, desp ite  th e  history of African-Am ericans in over th ree  

generations, Ms. G rim ke's cited mission rem ains unfinished business.
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CHAPTER ONE 
THE PROMISE THWARTED 

BIG WHITE FOG 
BY THEODORE WARD

One day during a  Black History M onth early in th e  nineteen-eighties, an 

eighth  grade teacher in a largely black New York City junior high school 

devo ted  a classroom  lesson to  d iscussing  M arcus Garvey, the  black 

nationalist leader of th e  tw en ties , of w hom  m ost of th e  c lass of m ostly 

black and Latino s tu d e n ts  knew  nothing. He related a s  m uch of th e  story  

of G arvey 's life a s  he could-em phasizing  G arvey 's im portance to  th e  black 

nationalist m ovem ent of th e  sixties through th is d a y -b e fo re  th e  bell rang 

to  end  the  class.

A s he w as preparing to  go into th e  hallway to  superv ise  th e  be tw een  

c la sses  passage  of s tu d en ts , th e  teacher looked up from  his desk  and saw  

one of his s tu d en ts  stand ing  next to  him, a diffident boy w ho had said 

very little all sem ester. The boy glared at him and, uncharacteristically  

baring his te e th  like an angry dog and in a very thick Jam aican  accen t 

seldom  heard in class, said em phatically: "M arcus Garvey w as a crook! 

M arcus Garvey w as nothing but a crook!" The teach e r w as  flabbergasted . 

This b o y 's  grandm other could not have been  alive w hen  G arvey 's Black 

S ta r Line sh ip s-w h ic h  w ere  supposed  to  engage  in international com m erce
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and tran spo rt Am erican blacks w ho could afford tick e ts  back to  

A frica -w are  seized by th e  authorities because  of th e  poor physical 

condition of th e  vesse ls  and su sp ec ted  im proprieties w ith the  co rpo ra tion 's  

finances. T hat this rancor w as displayed by th is young m an w ith such 

dep th  and intensity bespoke a devasta ting  hurt his family m ust have 

suffered because  of th e  collapse of G arvey 's Universal Negro Im provem ent 

A ssociation (The UNIA). The consequen t econom ic fallout for m any black 

families bo th  in this country  and in th e  Caribbean had apparently  left 

lasting scars.

The teach e r thought he had brought to  th e  ch ildren 's aw aren ess  a 

"new" heretofore unknow n African Am erican hero. He though t he had 

been perform ing a valuable service to  th e se  "deprived" youths. He had 

not expected  th is reaction. The boy, w ho scarcely  knew  w ho Clarence 

Pendleton, a  contem porary , w as knew  w ith great em otional in tensity  w ho 

M arcus Garvey (a m an of the  past) w as. The teacher, consequen tly , w as 

forced to  reevaluate th e  role M arcus Garvey had played for m any African 

A m ericans in their history. He knew  now  th a t not all African A m ericans 

shared  his en thusiasm  for Garvey and his significance. He w as now  m ore 

aw are  of th e  scars. How w idespread had been  th is feeling?

Thus, in an African-Am erican family of G arvey 's tim e w ritten  about by 

a depression  w racked African-Am erican sensibility, there  had to  be show n 

a particular kind of e ffec t on th e  m ales w ithin th a t family and on their
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interrelationships w ith o ther family m em bers.

In Theodore W ard 's  im portant naturalistic play Big W hite Fog (1938), 

th e  dilem m as and conflicts in such  a family are  brought vividly to  life. W e 

ge t a m etaphoric glim pse of w h a t m ust have happened in th e  Garveyite 

families of th a t  tim e--as th e  Garvey em pire co llap sed -an d  to  th a t Jam aican  

s tu d e n t 's  fo rebears in particular. W hether M arcus Garvey w as "a crook," 

a  bumbling adm inistrator, or an innocent victim of a fearful conspiratorial 

pow er stru c tu re  th rea tened  by his grow ing p resence, is not th e  issue here, 

only how  th e  surrounding ca tas tro p h e  (the fall of The Universal Negro 

Im provem ent A ssociation and The Black S ta r Line) a ffec ted  th e  family.

The play w a s  first p roduced by th e  Chicago unit of th e  Federal T heatre 

in 1938 , running for ten  w eeks. On O ctober 22 , 1 9 40 , the  play prem iered 

a t th e  Lincoln T heater on 13 5 th  S tree t and Lenox A venue in New  York 

City w here it ran for sixty-four perform ances. The critics w ere less than  

en thusiastic  abou t th e  play because  of its political c o n te n t- i ts  

m isinterpreted "pro-com m unism ."

In the  play, a black Chicago family, th e  M asons-hav ing  m igrated north 

from  th e  Deep South  to  e scap e  grinding, oppressive econom ic conditions 

and Jim  C row -find  them selves in an intra-family whirlpool of c a s te  

prejudice, ultra-G arveyism  (The Back-To-Africa M ovem ent), capitalist 

opportunism , Com m unist activism , Anti-Sem itism , prostitu tion  and a host 

of o ther accom panying values and conflicts, each  bouncing against the
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o thers in a Brownian m ovem ent of con tinuous flux.

Victor M ason, the  head of th e  household and th e  p lay 's  protagonist, is 

a fanatical Garveyite leader w ho m ust con tend  w ith a family less 

convinced of G arvey 's credibility than  he. He se e s  his w ife Ella's faith in 

him erode gradually a s  th e  fam ily 's financial situation w orsens because  he 

h as invested  so  m uch of their savings, along w ith his faith, in the  

crumbling Garvey regim e. M oreover, because  he d isrespec ts  his 

m other-in-law , Mrs. Brooks, and her traditionalist values, he brings about 

an alienation b e tw een  him and his spouse  th a t becom es so  bad th a t it 

canno t be overcom e but only endured.

Not only can  Ella not forgive his insolence to  her m other, but her 

an tagonism  and alienation w orsen  a s  th e  fam ily 's quality of life goes 

steadily  downhill to  th e  point w here the  family faces  eviction from their 

hom e. Finally, it is only a fte r he is gunned dow n by th e  police helping the  

evicting sheriff 's  m en, th e  ba iliffs-to  w hich she  at first does not 

re sp o n d - th a t she  is able to  bring herself to  be his w ife again, if a 

mourning one.

Victor is in conflict w ith his cynical brother-in-law  Dan w ho is an  early 

black capitalist not averse  to  exploiting his ow n people by buying up 

property, converting it into ap artm en ts  and renting them  out (occasionally 

evicting non-paying te n a n ts ) -a n  en terprise he is trying to  get Vic to  join. 

Though th e  Garvey M ovem ent has similar socioeconom ic aim s to  th a t of
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th e  black c ap ita lis ts - th a t of independence**there is, in D an 's w ay, 

som ething opprobrious, immoral to  th e  G arveyite value sy stem  and 

sensibility w hich se ts  Vic against Dan. During one argum ent Vic tells Dan: 

VIC
Your education  is like a pair of knee pads, w hich 
enables you to  craw l through  the  slime of w hite 
prejudice w ithou t th e  least sen se  of pain or d ishonor.1

A t b est, they  can  only m anage b e tw een  them  a "friendly male tension ."

The final result of their dialectic is th a t they  could never be partners in any 

enterprise.

Vic’s son  Les plans to  go  to  college and a t the  beginning seem s to  be 

on th e  verge of getting  a scholarship. The bubble bursts, how ever, w hen  

Les’s  race is d iscovered and th e  scholarship offer is w ithdraw n. This 

ca tap u lts  th e  disappoin ted  young m an into radical politics and all its 

activities. Ironically, w hen  the  tim e com es for them  to  be evicted  from 

their hom e, th is leads th e  M ason family to  seek  help from th e  C om m unist 

group Les has joined. Tragically, it is also th e  indirect cau se  of  V ic 's 

death .

His daugh ter W anda, not in terested  in th e  deferred hopes of her father 

and brother, is pulled into the w icked life of th e  nightclub and s tre e t and 

eventually, w hen  the  G reat D epression hits, she sells her body to  help her 

family.

Of course, it is not ou t of d isrespect for her fa ther and his values th a t
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she  m akes th is decision. In fact, his ideas abou t education , acculturation  

in g en era l-an d  how  each  a ffec ts  A frican-A m ericans -do not vary  from 

hers. It is ju st th a t their ideas have different bases, reasons for ex istence. 

Each com es from  a different perspective.

This d ifference brings a  question  to  mind. W hat do es W an d a 's  going 

into prostitu tion say  abou t the  na tu re  of her relationship w ith Vic? Even 

under their ab ject and w orsening c ircum stances, th e  m ere th o u g h t of her 

becom ing involved in th e  taw dry  nightlife of th a t day would be unthinkable 

to  him and she know s it. The G arveyites w ere  quite Victorian in their 

a ttitudes.

Then, is her decision a consequence  of their critical financial 

c ircum stances or is it a  form of revenge on her pa rt-a ris ing  from  a deep  

resen tm en t of Vic for failing to  be a sa tisfac to ry  breadw inner to  th e  

fam ily-or do es it arise from  her identification w ith her m o th e r 's  special 

rage a t Vic? Possibly, it is all of th e se  th ings. Certainly there  is a g rea t 

deal of psychosocial energy, w ith th e  father-daugh ter interrelationship at 

its  core, involved in a w o m an 's  decision to  sell her body to  m en.

W anda also has her Uncle Percy, V ic 's brother, a s  an  influence. Percy 

is a free-living, gin-drinking m an w ho  has em braced  th e  life of profligacy as 

an answ er to  th e  psychological and econom ic frustrations he m ust face  in 

th e  ou tside  world. He, too , incurs th e  con tem p t of Mrs. Brooks w hose  

hortatory  traditionalist barbs can  becom e som ew hat annoying to  a W anda
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already angered  and jaded by th e  contradicting  inequities and injustices of 

th e  outside world. In fac t, Mrs. B rooks's barbs probably m ake W anda 

identify all th e  more w ith her fa ther (although she do es not subscribe  to  

his Garveyism) and her uncle a s  a kind of unconscious rebellion against her 

g randm other and the  value system  she  rep resen ts. The com bination of 

th ese , plus th e  realities of th e  ou tside  world, a re  enough  to  drive her to  her 

decision.

Furtherm ore, W an d a 's  relationship w ith her m other Ella is som ew hat 

storm y. In th e  following scene , early in the  play, a fte r  sh e  has quit school 

and go tten  a job working for a Mr. Hogan (w ho apparently  w a n ts  more 

than  just her labor), her m other a sk s  her for som e m oney to  help the  

family out. W anda explodes in im patience:

ELLA
(As WANDA heads for th e  stairs 
to  go upstairs)
(Intercepting her hesitantly)

Wanda*

WANDA 
(Halting on stair)

Yes*

ELLA
Have you-C ould  you spare  m e a little m o n ey - 
a few  dollars?



WANDA 
(Exploding wildly)

Money) Money! C an 't you find anything else to  
speak  to  m e ab o u t excep t m oney? W here 'd  I g e t 
m oney from  th is tim e of week--1 just gave you all 
I had payday!

ELLA
(Hurt)

Well, you n eed n 't shou t a t m e.

WANDA
I'm sorry, M ama. But you know  I've no m oney. 

ELLA
I w o u ld n 't 'v e  asked  you. But you know  your 
fa th e r 's  still on s tr ik e .,..2

Earlier in th e  p la y -a fte r  she  has m ade her announcem ent to  quit 

sc h o o l-w e  see  a problem of a different type  she  has w ith her 

grandm other:

MRS. BROOKS 
She needs slapping down!

WANDA 
I'm no longer a child. Grandma!

MRS. BROOKS 
You hear th a t, Ella!

(Outraged)
Oh, if you w as only mine. I'd take you dow n a 
bu tton  hole lower.

WANDA
But I happen no t to  be yours, Grandma!
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MRS. BROOKS 
Ella, a re  you goin ' stand  there  and let her 
sa ssy  m e like th is?3

Under th e se  special c ircum stances, it is difficult to  imagine m aintaining 

any spiritual control over th e  young people in the  famiiy. The im perfect, 

unjust world c rashes into the  young peop le 's  sensibilities a t an early age 

and th e  paren ts, th e  role m odels, th e  primary rep resen ta tives of moral 

authority  are  consequently  em asculated , stripped of their authority  all too  

soon in their young confused , o ften  angered  eyes. Foolish, o ften  extrem e, 

cho ices are  th en  m ade by the  y ou th s leading to  untow ard , o ften  tragic 

consequences.

This condition, need less to  say , becom es w orse  w hen  the  family is 

A frican-A m erican...surrounded by anti-African-Am erican conditions.

W anda is brought to  sham e a s  a result of her cho ices but she  had 

been, a t th e  sam e tim e, able to  help her family out, w arding off the  

inevitable d isaster o f eviction. This is a t least som e consolation to  her Dut 

no t enough. The stigm a of her nocturnal activ ities is to o  strong  a 

negative. W hen she  is about to  be found ou t in front of her family, 

particularly her m other and grandm other, she  sh o w s her real feelings in her 

reaction.



PHILIP
(Aware a t last th a t som ething is w rong 
but unable to  restrain  himself)

She [Claudine, W an d a 's  best friend) said W anda got 
caugh t in a  raid last night-

JUANITA
A raid?

PHILIP 
(Going on)

-w ith som e w hite  m an nam ed Hogan. But for u s not 
to  w orry because  th e  w om an w ho runs the  place w a s  
going to  ge t her ou t on bond th is morning.

(The family is stunned .)

MRS. BROOKS 
(O utraged, scandalized)

C aught in a raid w ith a w hite  man) I know ed itl I 
know ed itl-I  w arned  you, Ella. I told you-

LES
Hush, G randm a, for G od 's sakes-

MRS. BROOKS 
D on't you tell m e to  h u s h -  Claudine never w ould-er 
been hidin' ou t there  th ree  o 'c lock  in th e  mornin* if 
th e re  w a sn 't  som eth in ' to  this-

LES
Awh, th a t 's  ridiculous, G randm a. If th e  police had 
caugh t them , d o n 't  you see  Claudine co u ld n 't 'v e  been 
here I

PHILIP
(Blurting)

Claudine said they  w ould 've  caugh t her too, if she 
h ad n 't jum ped ou t of th e  window!



ELLA
(Striding to  foo t of sta irs, and 
calling imperiously)

W andal You com e dow n here!

VIC
(Loyally, though  dreadingly)

I c a n 't  believe W anda 's  m ixed up in anything like this.

JUANITA 
(As WANDA creeps down)

Give her a chance, Ella)
(In silence they  w atch  as girl com es dow n)

ELLA
(Coldly)

W here w ere you last night?

WANDA 
(Frightened) 

l- l  ju st told y o u -M e  and Claudine*

ELLA
(Sharply)

I w an t th e  truth!

WANDA
(Glancing around, like a cornered animal)

I'm  telling you, Mama!

ELLA
D idn't you just g e t ou t of jail?

WANDA
(Desperately)

No, n o -W h o  said th a t?
(To LES, accusingly)

Les, did y o u -
(She c a tch e s  herself)



ELLA
(Shooting in th e  dark) 

Oh, so  you w orst

WANDA
(Striding to  LES, she strikes him across 
th e  m outh)

Take th a t, Big-mouthl
(LES tu rns aw ay  and all a re  silent in their 
pain.)

JUANITA
Lord, have m ercy, W anda. He d idn 't do it. It w a s  
Philip.

WANDA
Philip?

JUANITA
Yes.

WANDA
(Quietly)

I'm sorry, Les.

LES
Forget it.

ELLA
Is it true, too , you w ere  laying up w ith a w hite  m an?

WANDA 
(On the  verge of tears)

You had to  have th e  m oney, M ama-
(Pathetically, her eyes search  their faces 
for a sign of understanding , and sh e  u tte rs  
w ith a sob)

W hat could I do?
(Unable to  face  their stony  silence, she 
lingers for a m om ent, th en  runs above to  hide 
her sham e)4
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As sta ted  earlier, th e  G arveyites w ere basically Victorian in their value 

system  and w ere staunchly  opposed to  any kind of m iscegenation, holding 

to  a strict special kind of morality in their dealings w ith  w om en and in their 

w o m en 's  dealings w ith m en. (Despite th e  normal am ount of affairs th a t 

take  place in any o rgan ization-G arvey  him self had tw o  extra-m arital affairs 

in his tim e w hich ultim ately contributed to  bringing a g rea t deal of trouble 

to  h im -m any  of their m odern d escen d an ts , like the  Black Panthers, w ere  

less "hypocritical" in th is area.)

So Vic, already mired in the  anxiety of an im m inent eviction, is 

d ev asta ted  by th is tu rn  of even ts. His moral au thority  has been undercut 

by seeing his family com e to  th is s ta te . A kind of paralysis has th u s  com e 

over him and he can  only react weakly. Part of him w a n ts  to  support his 

daughter. Part of him (the Victorian, purity-of-race Garveyite side) would 

like to  give her a strong  scolding. Events, how ever, have g o tten  beyond 

him. He can  only react tacitly, helplessly.

Finally, there  is th e  increasingly overt scorn  of his wife:

VIC
(Angrily)

I su p p o se  you think I should use  th a t tain ted  money!
(ELLA whirls)

JUANITA
I though t sh e  borrow ed itl

VIC
We w ere all fools enough to  think s o - th e  little tram p!



ELLA
(O utraged, her old anim osity surging up 
to  condem n him, she  e x tra c ts  roll of m oney 
and hurls it into his face)

Here) You take thisl It belongs to  youl

JUANITA
(Stepping b e tw een  them , admonishingiy)

Oh, E lla-for H eaven 's  sakel

ELLA
(As VIC s ta n d s  bewildered)

Get o u t of my w ay, and d o n 't  tell m e nothing!

CAROLINE 
M ama, M ama, please!

(PERCY en te rs , half drunk and unshaven)

ELLA
(Raging)

Calling som ebody  a tram p! W ho m ade her a tram p? 

JUANITA
D on 't Ella!

ELLA
(Storming)

W ho sta rted  her on the  road to  hell?*-You! You! 

DAN
No, Ella. It w as ju st fate!

ELLA 
(Seizing th e  idea)

It w as  fa te  all right. Fate from  th e  day  she 
w a s  born--W ith som ething less th an  a black 
fool for a fa ther she  w as booked for th e  gutter!
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VIC
(Bowed benea th  th e  im pact a s  one before a 
fata l blow)

Y eaht...
(PERCY sobers)

JUANITA 
(Catching his pain)

Oh, Ella. How can  you say  such  a cruel thing?

ELLA
You ask  me how ? Til tell you how . Because 
I'm sick to  d ea th  of him, th a t 's  how l I though t 
I had enough w hen  he talked like he did about 
M ama. But now  th a t I've lived to  see  my child 
ruined on accoun t of his stupidity, th e re 's  
nothing I'd like b e tte r th an  to  see  him deadl

PERCY 
(Angrily to  VIC)

You going to  s tan d  there  and let her talk to  
you like tha t?

VIC
(groaning)

T h a t's  all right, Ella. I t 's  all right-6

Vic, how ever will not be beaten  dow n. There rem ains a s tren g th  in 

him, characteristic  of th e  black m ale p ro tagon ists in th e  plays of th is 

period. It is a curious irony th a t, a t a tim e w hen  oppression  of blacks is a t 

its g rea te s t, th e  male ch arac te rs  c rea ted  for plays by black playw rights 

evidence g rea ter inner stren g th  than  those  in later plays w hen th e  grip of 

Jim  Crow upon the  land has w eakened . The inner s tren g th  seem s to  have



29

been replaced by g rea ter ou tw ard  anger and neuroticism  w hich can  be 

taken  a s  signs of lesser inner streng th . Are th e  playw rights fantasizing?

Or has the  lessening of oppression taken  th e  need for th is s treng th  aw ay 

and allowed th e  verbal expression of rage g rea te r freedom ? Is it possible 

th a t to d a y 's  playw right has greater freedom  to  get a t tru th s  of charac te r 

and interdynam ics form er tim es did not perm it?

How w ould W alter Lee Younger (of Lorraine H ansberry 's A Raisin in 

th e  S u n ! or Bigger Thom as (of Richard W righ t's  and Paul G reen 's  Native 

S on ) have stood  up under the  verbal assau lt by Ella? Both would have 

bolted to  th e  s tree ts . Troy M axson (of A ugust W ilson 's Fences) receives 

no less forceful an  invective from his w ife w hen  she learns th a t  a 

heretofore unknow n girlfriend of his is p regnant w ith his baby. How do 

th e  reactions of Troy and Vic com pare?

Both m en had put their families a t risk w ith their actions--V ic's, 

econom ic, T roy 's, psychological. Both are  headstrong  in their positions 

but while Vic has th e  pow er of righteous indignation, convinced of the 

co rrec tn ess  of his cause , Troy is inwardly contrite  abou t his transgression , 

m aintaining only an ou tw ard  facade  of nonchalance (impassivity). Both 

have lost their w ives a t th is m om ent but Troy is sto ic  and accepting , 

seem ingly unm oved; Vic is deeply hurt, crushed , alm ost destroyed . Both 

die, "w ifeless," but Rose, T roy 's w ife, m akes th e  m agnam inous gestu re  of 

raising T roy 's love child while Ella, Vic’s w ife, can  only posthum ously
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forgive him and m ourn him.

These consequences are both  cau se  of and reaction to  th e  special 

c ircum stances surrounding the  d ea th s  of th e se  charac ters . The portrayal 

of Vic is stitl within th e  realm of rom antic realism. He rem ains sta lw art 

and strong-willed. Playwright Theodore W ard does no t g e t to o  far into the  

inner world of his protagonist. By the  tim e w e  g e t to  A ugust W ilson 's 

Troy M axson, th e  playw right's p resen tation  of his pro tagonist has becom e 

more naturalistic, allowing th e  audience to  glim pse m ore of th e  neuroticism  

and anger of th e  character.

If there  is a difference w hat does th a t say  about th e  developm ent of 

th e  inner world of th e  black American male dow n through th e  years?  If 

no t, is this quality som ething  generic th a t will never change no m atter 

w hat the  conditions?

Vic mobilizes. He sends Les ou t to  g e t his friends, th e  Reds, to  help 

them  w hen th e  bailiffs com e. Les does so , taking w ith him his w hite 

Jew ish  friend, Piszer, a young Com m unist. This is th e  very an tithesis of 

w h a t Garveyism  purports, an  international and  interracial brotherhood 

gathered  for th e  purposes of opposing th e  injustices of society  and helping 

out th e  poor and oppressed . Though their aim s coincide, G arvey does not 

like th e  C om m unist's  w ay. They are  too  ideological, to o  ab strac t while 

a ttem pting  to  add ress them selves to  the  lum penproletarian m asses. 

Som ehow , som ething in their language do es no t reach  from this
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abstrac tion  into th e  heart of the  African-Am erican w ith his special needs 

and special history. There is no real understanding here.

To Garvey, som e w hites are all right a s  are som e black intellectuals. 

Basically, how ever, they  are not to  be tru sted . They have their ow n  

agendas. Only the  rag tag  and bobtail can  be relied upon. T hat Garvey 

himself is no t th a t well educated  a m an plays into th is a s  well. Like m any 

g rea t leaders, he depends on th e  adhesive of m ysticism  and race 

m ythology to  cem en t and generate  th e  th ru st of his m ovem ent in those  he 

aim s mainly a t—the lower econom ic, uneducated  c la sses . T hose w ho are 

educa ted  w ho do no t fall into his w ave do  no t coun t in his eyes. They are  

"w hite educa ted ,"  to  him. Those w ho do, of course, are w elcom e. Vic is 

one of the  latter.

At such  an ex trem e tim e a s  an imminent eviction of his family from 

their hom e, th is rep resen ts  a major s tep  for V ic...though it is to o  late in the  

eyes of Ella. Proud of his m em bership in th e  Garvey M ovem en t-desp ite  

w h a t the  unhappy new s is telling him (the debacle of th e  Black S ta r 

Shipping Line and G arvey 's a rre s t) -h e  is sw ep t up in th e  joy of his 

involvem ent. He w ears his gaudy British-military-like Garveyite uniform 

with g rea t pride and occupies his position a s  officer (captain) accordingly. 

Now he violates one of th e  organization 's prime rules; he tu rns to  w hite 

socialists for help.

Garvey had once tu rned  to  the  Ku Klux Klan for help, oddly enough,
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since both  their goals w ere  to  g e t th e  African Am erican back to  Africa and 

aw ay  from th e  United S ta te s . The a ttem p ted  collaboration did not work 

o u t but he still go t into a great deal of trouble for th e  a ttem p t, losing m any 

ou traged  suppo rte rs  and em boldening m any of his enem ies.8

For Vic, his is an a c t w hich, a t th e  sam e tim e, brings abou t the  

stoppage  of th e  eviction and , tragically, his death .

Could it be th a t, to  playw right T heodore W ard, fanaticism  and 

in transigence lead to  death?  W hat is th e  e ffec t of a  naturalistic play 

taking such  a m elodram atic turn? Is he saying som ething about th e  nature 

of black life in Am erica during the  G arvey years?  Is he paralleling the  

turbulent h istory of M arcus Garvey and his m ovem ent w ith th e  fa te  of the  

M ason family? W hy do es Dan, th e  som ew hat villainous black 

capitalist—facing his ow n  personal d isa s te r-e n d  up reasonably  in tact while 

th e  faithful Vic is destroyed?  W hy does Percy, livid, shake his fist a t the  

policem en w ho  have sh o t his brother before subsiding into m uted rage? 

W hy does Les, falling into the  interracial arm s of th e  Reds, appear to  be 

saved? Broadw ay critics, reeling from  th e  geopolitical and psychological 

implications of th e  Stalin-Hitler non-aggression p ac t w ere  d isp leased  w ith 

th a t fac t a s  they  w ere also d ispleased w ith th e  overall political na tu re  of 

th e  p lay 's  various th e m e s .7 W as th is play an anti-Garveyism  morality play 

or a pro-Stalinist-socialist trac t?

It w a s  neither th a t nor a pro-com m unism  trac t. It w as, rather, an
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indictm ent of a  society  w hich m akes a Garvey M ovem ent so  necessary  

and possible for such  a large num ber of d isfranchised people.

W as th e  ch arac te r of W anda--as well a s  of Ella, Mrs. Brooks and 

Ju a n ita -a  w arning to  African-Am erican m ales abou t th e  e ffe c ts  on families 

of foolish prideful breadw inner decisions com e to  and adhered  to  here in 

Am erica? W as the  play a w arning to  African-Am erican m ales of the  

dam aging e ffe c ts  of failure to  p ro tec t their families? W as it ab o u t d ream s 

sough t after by frustra ted  heads of h o u seh o ld s- w hether they  are 

attainable or no t-d isregard ing  th e  needs and concerns of th o se  c lo sest to  

them , their dep en d en ts , th e  w om en of th e  household? It w as, to  be sure, 

a caution  to  black m ales to  bew are of folly in pursuing their d ream s bu t it 

w a s  also a celebration of their q u est for their dream s.

M uch later in history, the  m en will lose th is pow er to  m ake their 

cho ices so  affective  in th e  lives of th e  fam ily 's w om en. Economic 

c ircum stances, th e  grow ing num bers of w om en in th e  w ork force, the  

increasing post-Civil Rights d isfranchisem ent of the  m ales, and th e  g row th  

of single paren t, fem ale-headed households will becom e th e  order of th e  

day.

A t the  tim e th is play tak es  place, how ever, can any  black male m ake 

any o ther kind of decision th an  V ic's, L es 's, D an 's or P ercy 's  in th is 

country  and bring abou t different resu lts or e ffec ts  on  th e  household?
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CHAPTER TWO 
BIGGER THOMAS IN THE FLESH-IS THE 
THEATRE AUDIENCE READY FOR HIM?

NATIVE S O N -AN ADAPTATION OF 
RICHARD WRIGHT'S NOVEL BY 

RICHARD WRIGHT AND PAUL GREEN

The G reat D epression of th e  Thirties w as nearing its end. Hitler and 

th e  Axis Pow ers w ere m arching over their vulnerable neighbors and 

America w a s  preparing for w ar. African-Am erican p ro tes t against the  

injustice and discrim ination th a t m arred African-Am erican life w as  grow ing 

increasingly vocal. B ecause of th is  p ro test, b ecause  w ar w as imminent 

and because  of a num ber of o th er sociohistoric fac to rs, m any barriers to  

African-Am erican progress w ere falling. One beneficiary of th is, th e  black 

male, w as becom ing m ore assertive. The NAACP w as increasingly active 

and efficacious; CORE w as soon to  com e into being to  be follow ed by 

o ther Civil Rights organizations. W hat had been unspoken, la ten t and a 

g iv en -th e  black m an 's  "place" in A m erican society , th e  p ro tes t against 

w hich would soon explode upon th e  land in a paroxysm  of enraged  

o u tc ry -w a s  now  becom ing harder to  m aintain by th e  pow er s tru c tu re .1

In th is con tex t, in 1 9 40 , Richard W righ t's  successfu l novel Native Son 

w a s  published. Subsequently , in 1941 , O rson W elles, a lw ays th e  daring
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show m an, approached Paul Green, a  w hite regional playw right from  th e  

S ou th , about adapting th e  novel to  th e  s tag e  and presenting it on 

Broadway.

In the  adaptation  by Paul Green and Richard W right (Green had 

requested  th a t W right be p resen t during th e  adap ta tion  process), m ore 

than  ju st th e  form  underw en t change. There w ere major fac to rs to  be 

considered. Instead of a lone reader vicariously going through  th e  novel's 

adven tu res and m isadventures in th e  confines of his living room, there  

would now  be a physically p resen t th ea tre  audience (m ostly w hite, 

apprehensive abou t th e  rapid deterioration o f international politics, to  

w hom  the  "negro" w as not a t th e  m om ent a visible p resence  in th e  land).

If th e  novel's  protagonist, Bigger Thom as, w ere  to  be m ade palatable on 

th e  th ree  dim ensional, flesh-and-blood s tag e , W right and Green w ould 

have to  aim for bringing o u t m ore of B igger's ostensive  hum anity th an  w as 

brought ou t in th e  novel. The novel adm ittedly had th e  advan tage  of long 

p assag es of charac ter analysis, along with th e  narrative, to  help th e  reader 

understand  th e  em otional whirlwinds in Bigger. The play, because  of its 

special represen tational s tag e  requirem ents, had to  depend  on o th er more 

physically visual w ays of bringing o u t its h e ro 's  hum anity.

W hat is m ore, th e  novel's  analytical p a ssag es  investigating B igger's 

inner being, his th o u g h ts  and fears, could no t be done a s  such  on  the  

s tag e  because  the  em otional im pact of any acrim onious though t th a t
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m anifested itself there  would be trem endously  m ore pow erful and possibly 

overw helm ing to  the  audience. Dramatic pow er is m ost effective not 

w hen  it inundates th e  audience bu t w hen it leaves people in th e  th ea tre  

som e room to  handle and control its im pact. O therw ise, th e  audience 

m erely tu rn s off, tu n e s  ou t and sh u ts  dow n. The required ca thars is  of pity 

and fear do es not obtain. W hat is m ore, to o  m any long sp e ec h es -w h ich  

th e  above would require-w oufd  be boring. The result would be ano ther 

kind of audience turnoff.

This is not to  say  th a t Bigger would be an ideal Aristotelian tragic hero. 

There is to o  m uch no t to  adm ire in th is ch arac te r and th e  Aristotelian hero 

m ust cap tu re  som e adm iration from  the  aud ience if th a t audience is to  

experience fully the  ca tharsis  resulting from  th e  tragedy  as in tended by th e  

playw right. W right and G reen could only aim their ch arac te r in th a t 

direction a s  m uch a s  they  could. The novel's  tragedy  depended  on  the  

strong  feelings of terror, sym pathy  and em pathy experienced by th e  reader 

in th e  solitude of th e  living room , in a reclining chair, or in th e  bed before 

sleep. To a large degree, it succeeded . The p lay 's tragedy, how ever, 

depended  on  a com m unal experience in a  th ea tre  or hall, w hose  audience 

w as largely no t of th e  ethnicity  of th e  orotagonist. W hatever, a t least 

som e sym pathy  would be desirable enough.

There w ere  o ther problem s to  overcom e. Bigger, in th e  s tag e  version, 

w as given g rea ter responsibility for his destiny  th an  w as th e  c a se  in the
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novel. True, in th e  novel--already existentialist and determ inist in form and 

them e-B igger g row s to  th is a t th e  end. On th e  s tag e , th is sen se  of 

responsibility w as  enhanced . This would increase his "hum anness" and 

not alienate th e  audience a s  m uch. To em phasize B igger's helpless 

v ictim ness would increase th e  sen se  of guilt in th e  audience and therefo re  

their hostility. This w as definitely no t th e  e ffec t W right and Green sought. 

Thus, little changes w ere  m ade in th e  p lay 's adap tation  from th e  novel to  

dow nplay Bigger as sym bol-victim -m onster and bring ou t Bigger m ore as 

hum an individual.

Furtherm ore, W righ t's  novel w as naturalistic in form . This m eant tha t 

th e  play adap tation  and its production would require strong 

represen tational naturalistic e lem ents w ithin its cinem aticalty 

p resentational form . Since naturalism  deals w ith th e  hum an individual 

struggling against th e  fo rces besieging him, trapped  within his sociological 

and genetic  heritage, th e  p ro tag o n ist's  hum anity w ould have to  be 

em phasized on th e  s tag e . The hum anity w ithin a realistic or naturalistic 

form com es forth  m uch m ore effectively a s  real than  a s  sym bol. Humanity 

deals w ith em otions, passions. Sym bolism  deals w ith ideas, abstraction  

and m ood. A fter, any accom panim ent sym bolic m eaning can  be connoted . 

Its cen tral th es is  is a lw ays there.

O ne w ay  to  m ake Bigger less a m onster w as  to  reduce th e  am ount of 

on-stage  violence. Such horrifying sc e n e s-w h ic h  w ould be alm ost
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unbearable for an  audience to  w itn ess  in th e  flesh before th en v -as  th e  

dism em bering and burning of Mary D alton 's body and th e  bludgeoning to  

d eath  of Bessie2 would have to  be changed. By presenting M ary’s m urder 

a s  B igger's nightm are rem em brance, it w a s  m ade less p resen t, less 

im m ediate, m ore rem ote. The shock to  th e  audience would be diluted.

This is true  also of th e  in tense intrinsic sexuality  of th e  scene .

A udiences w ere not ready yet to  experience th e  sexual electricity be tw een  

a w hite  w om an and a black m an, th a t w as a t th e  cen te r of th is scene  in 

Mary’s  bedroom . In th e  novel, bo th  Mary and Bigger appeared  to  be losing 

control of their sexual se lves a s  he w as endeavoring to  put her to  bed 

while she  w as in her drunken s ta te . In th e  novel. Bigger w as aroused  by 

her scen t and her c lo seness. Such  a m om ent w as technically beyond the  

s ta g e 's  ability to  p resen t and psychologically beyond th e  au d ien ce 's  ability 

to  receive, though  in th e  novel there  w as a dream like aura in th e  prose 

narrating it. H ence, th e  sexual tension  of th e  s tag e  scene  w as conveyed 

w ith a minimum of physical sexual co n tac t. Ironically, while th is sexuality 

m ight have helped th e  play a t th e  box office, it might have killed th e  play 

w ith the  public.3

Furtherm ore, it is Mary Dalton w ho is th e  m ore sexually aggressive in 

th e  play. A lthough in th e  novel she  offers little resistance  to  his alm ost 

inadverten t sexual a tten tio n s, in the  play sh e  to u ch es his hair and cheek a s  

Bigger strugg les to  free himself from  her so  th a t he can  put her to  bed.
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This sh ifts th e  w eight of aggression from Bigger to  her and therefo re  

m akes him less the  object of hostility in th e  eyes of th e  w hite  m ales in the  

audience.

In Bigger's scen es w ith his sw ee th ea rt Clara (Bessie in the  novel), 

W right and Green endeavored to  m ake him less of a m onster.

First, her nam e is changed  from  Bessie (Elizabeth w hich m eans: God is 

[my] oath .) to  Clara (she w ho lives an au ste re  life). This would help m ake 

her seem  less th e  victim than  sh e  is in the  novel and therefo re  her 

"murder* by Bigger would be less m onstrous. In th e  novel, a fte r she and 

Bigger have sex , he, feeling th a t she  p resen ts  a s  g rea t a th rea t to  him as 

everyone else, bludgeons her head w ith a brick, ju st a s  he had the  

intruding rat a t th e  novel's beginning, w hich appeared  to  th rea ten  his 

family. In th e  play, th is m om ent would be too  horrible for the  audience to  

w atch  and would m ake him truly a m onster in their eyes. Still, th a t he is a 

m urderer now , having crossed  th a t line, m ust be clearly estab lished . The 

p a ttern  of his violent m urderous behavior m ust be m aintained.

He kills Clara by whirling her around while she  is em braced  in one of 

his arm s so  th a t her body s tan d s b e tw een  him and th e  approaching police 

w ho are shooting  at him. She g e ts  the  bullets, falls to  his fee t and dies.

BIGGER
Yeh. In front of m e, and they  sho t you-*AII 
right, goddam m it, I killed you.

(W agging his head)
Yeh. I said I would. I said so .4
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Yet, in th e  s tag e  play, Bigger actualiy tre a ts  Clara w ith g rea ter 

kindness, com passion , affection  and ten d e rn ess  than  in th e  novel. This 

m akes her death  all th e  m ove tragic and him th a t m uch less an  abusive 

m onster.

O ther nam es w ere changed a s  well to  prevent confusions during 

rehearsals and th e  confusions th a t c an  happen in th e  special theatrical 

experience. Bertha Thom as, B igger's m other, becam e H annah (in th e  Old 

T estam ent, the  m other of Sam uel w ho, b ecau se  of her vow , w a s  given to  

th e  service of th e  tem ple a s  a child, ju st a s  Bigger w as given to  th e  service 

of the  Daltons), and Boris (too Russian sounding, too  Com m unist) Max, 

Bigger's law yer, becam e Edward Max.

Also, Bigger is th a t m uch less d isrespectfu l of his m o th e r 's  

im portunities. Any male charac te r w ho is d isrespectfu l of his m other in 

any w a y -u n le ss  there  is a special psychodram atic  purpose w ithin the  

p lay 's  design~*tends to  lose the  sym pathy  of th e  audience.

The sto ry  concerns Bigger Thom as, a tw enty-year-old  black youth  from 

M ississippi, w ho lives w ith his m other, younger siste r and  brother in a 

rat-infested  room  som ew here  in C h icago 's black ghe tto . Bigger is full of 

envy, fear and hatred  for those  around him, for himself, and particularly for 

w hite  people in control of the  society  in w hich he m ust live and work, w ho 

ow n th e  neighborhood houses and s to res , w ho get m o st of th e  education  

and job opportunities, and  w ho deny the  sam e free m ovem ent to  black
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people. Bigger, how ever, also h a te s  African-Am ericans because  they  

occupy inferior positions in America and th e  intolerant Am erican part of 

him m akes him h a te  them . To hide from th e  aw aren ess  of his inability to  

a ss is t his fa therless family (his father had been killed in th e  sou th), he 

e re c ts  a wall be tw een  himself and them . M oreover, because  he canno t 

com pletely hide his ow n im potence from himself, he ha te s  h im self.5

This w as a  formidable pro tagonist to  p resen t to  an audience already 

concerned w ith Hitler, Mussolini and  Tojo, "over there ," brandishing their 

rages a t th e  world. So th e  rage and villainy of Bigger, "over here," had to  

be toned  dow n. W ords of rage on a w ritten  page w ere  one thing; w ords 

spew ed  from a baleful face and ha tred-tw isted  m outh on th e  s ta g e  w ere  

another.

He is hired a s  a chauffeur by th e  Daltons, w ealthy  w hite "liberals" w ho  

derive part of their fo rtune from th e  very slum houses Bigger's family and 

neighbors live in. He is assigned to  drive th e  D alton 's daugh ter, Mary, to  

her evening c lasses  a t th e  University of Chicago. The adven tu rous Mary, 

how ever, m akes Bigger take  her to  a m eeting w ith her C om m unist 

sw ee th eart, Ja n , w ho tries to  enlist the  uneasy  Bigger in th e  Party. Mary 

g e ts  drunk and Bigger, a t the  end of th e  evening, finds himself w ith th e  

chore of taking her hom e. He helps her to  her bedroom  w here  her blind 

m other surprises him. Fearing th a t he might be d iscovered and accused  of 

rape, he covers M ary 's face  w ith a pillow to  prevent her from responding
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to  her m o th e r 's  questions, and accidentally sm o thers  her. A fter a 

subsequen t ch ase  during w hich his sw ee th ea rt Clara (Bessie, in th e  novel) 

is killed by a policem an, he is caugh t, tried and ex ecu ted .6 (Bigger had 

raped and killed her in th e  novel; in the  play, he u ses  her as a shield w hen 

th e  cops sh o o t a t him, w hich is m ore cold-blooded than  violent.)

Paul G reen 's  adap tation  of th is work (with Richard W right looking on 

approvingly) transform ed the  charac ter of Bigger Thom as and th e  them e. 

Bigger w as hum anized and m ade less fearful, less brutal, less 

cold-blooded, less anom alous, less violent. In the  novel, Bigger fights his 

black friends to  prevent himself from  realizing th a t he is too  cow ardly to  

rob a  w hite m an (reaction-form ation7); in th e  play, his tem per is th e  only 

reason  for his fight, som ething  th a t is m ore true of th e  average person and 

m ore accep tab le;

BIGGER
(Yelling)

Look out! There com e th e  fighter planes)
(Frantically pulling his 
pistol.)

Cold steell W atch  the tu rn -P u t
it th rough  th e  navel.

(The th ree  BOYS look a t 
him and th en  spring back in 
fear, their playful spirit 
suddenly gone.)

G.H.
G reat God)



GUS
(Pointing)

Look, h e 's  go t a gunl I know ed it.
(BIGGER con tinues to  aim about 
him. The OTHERS mumble in half 
fear.)

BIGGER 
(Hunching ou t his shoulder 
and running a t JACK w ho 
dodges him.)

Crash himl C rash himl

GUS
(Throwing ou t his hands.)

Put up th a t gun, fooll

BIGGER 
(Whirling and leveling the  
gun a t GUS.)

Ride into 'em  or I'll shoot your lights 
out.

(He gives a high wild 
laugh.)

G.H.
Bigger, for C hrist's  sake! Som ebody'll 
see  you I

GUS
I told you h e 's  crazy! Now just look a t himl-

BIGGER 
(Advancing upon GUS w ith 
gun leveled.)

You sonofabitch , d o n 't you call me crazy!-



GUS
(Backing aw ay  tow ard  tha  o ther 
tw o  boys, w ho s ta re  a t him 
silently.)

H e 's yellow. H e 's  scared to  rob a w hite  
m an, th a t how  com e he brung th a t gun.

(He m oves behind JACK.)
I told you to  leave him ou t of it.

(BIGGER p u ts  up his gun and 
suddenly sh o o ts  ou t his hand, 
seizes GUS by th e  collar and 
bangs his head against th e  
wall.)

BIGGER 
(His face w orking in violent 
rage, a s  he pulls his knife.)

I d o n 't need no gun. Yellow, hunh?
(Pushing th e  knife against G U S 's 
stom ach.)

Take it back.

JACK
T hat a in 't no w ay to  play, Bigger. 

BIGGER
W ho th e  hell said I w as playing?

GUS
Please, Bigger, I ju st joking. Oh, you 
hurt me.

BIGGER 
(His lips snarled back over his 
tee th .)

W ant me to  cu t your belly button  ou t?

G.H.
Aw, leave him alone. Bigger.



BIGGER 
Put your hands up. W ay upl

(GUS sw allow s and s tre tc h es  his 
hands high along th e  wall. He 
s ta re s  ou t w ith w ide frightened 
eyes, and sw ea t begins to  
trickle dow n his tem ples. His 
lips hang open  and loose.)

GUS
(In a te n se  w hisper.)

Bigger!

BIGGER
(Pressing th e  point of the  knife 
deeper against th e  belly.)

Take it back. Say "I'm  a lying sonofabitch ."

GUS 
(With a m oan.)

Quit!

BIGGER 
Say it, say  it.

G.H.
(Staring horrified a t him.)

For C hrist's  sake. B igger!....8

»  •  *  *

BIGGER
Next tim e you w him per on m e I'm gonna kill 
you. Now sca t.

(Hissing.)
You a in 't  gonna be in on robbing old Blum. 
I'll tak e  your share  of th e  haul.



4 6

BIGGER (CONT'D)
(He s ta r ts  a t GUS again, w ho 
gazes wildly around him a m om ent 
and th en  flies ou t of th e  scene  
a t the  right. The noise of th e  
city rolls in acro ss th e  scene  
a s  they are  silent.)

Goddam m it, som ebody say  som eth ing !,...9

Up to  th is point, th ere  had been no African-American male charac ter 

p resen ted  on s tag e  w ith a s  m uch ferocity and determ ination. The 

charac ter Abraham  in Paul G reen 's In A braham 's Bosom could possibly 

have been an early preparation in th a t direction or a contributing model, 

but no charac ter had quite a tta ined  th e  level of Bigger Thom as.

G ranted, th e  play has th e  novel a s  its source and th e  adapting  

playw right is confined to  th e  perim eters of th e  source; still, th e  dem ands 

of th e  Broadw ay world of th a t tim e w ere  th a t such  ferocity  be tem pered  

and th a t all th e  concom itan t dynam ics be ad justed  to  th is change in 

character. In th e  Zeitgeist of th a t tim e, w ith th e  Afro-American m ale m ore 

"in his p lace ,” w ith Jim  Crow  p a tte rn s  m ore overt and w idespread, the  

frustration of Bigger and his resu ltan t anger—so  vividly and poignantly 

p resen ted  in th e  nove l-w ere , in th e  play, m ore suppressed  and replaced by 

o ther so fte r behavior.

This would a ffect how  B igger's family relationships w ere portrayed in 

th e  play. The dynam ics would show  in a less overt m anner th e  d istrust,
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th e  m uted anger, th e  alienation, th e  isolation, th e  b ru ta lity -th e  differences

being qualitative. Still, som ehow , w ith th e  added dim ensions of a s tage

p resen ta tion  land an ac to r like C anada Lee), th e  primal intensity  would

definitely com e through.

In the  first scen e  w e w itness  th e  morning rituals of th e  Thom as family

and their interaction:

HANNAH 
(She begins singing her 
shrill m orning song a s  she 
w orks.)

Life is like a m ountain railroad 
W ith an  engineer th a t 's  b ra v e -  
W e m ust m ake th e  run successfu l 
From th e  cradle to  the  grave.

BIGGER 
(M uttering from his pallet.)

How th e  hell can  a m an sleep  w ith all th is racket?

VERA 
(A little testily.)

Sleep—w h o 'd  w an t to  sleep  w hen th e  rest 
of us go t to  w ork so  hard?

BIGGER
(Growling.)

Yeah, s ta r t right in so o n 's  I git my ey es 
open  I

(He covers his head w ith 
the  quilt again.)

HANNAH 
Leave him alone, Vera.
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VERA
It's  th e  tru th . Me. He ough t to  be up 
looking for th a t job.

HANNAH
Well, h e 's  go t his application in dow n a t 
th e  em ploym ent agency.

VERA
But he ought to  g e t o u t-h u n t for w ork— 
m aybe ask  th a t truck  m an to  take  him back, 
and w e  can  have som ething for C hristm as.

BIGGER 
(Sitting suddenly up.)

And him sassing  a t m e?....

VERA
T hought it w as you sassing  a t him?

BIGGER
You go  to-

HANNAH 
M aybe you b e tte r  ge t up, son.

BIGGER
Might a s  w ell-a ll th e  to n g u es clanging 
like fire b e lls ....10

Here, w e  g e t to  w a tch  Bigger interacting w ith his m other and sister 

and  from th is w e can infer w h a t his a ttitu d es  tow ard  w om en are and  will 

be in th e  fu ture. Though the  novel begins w ith B igger's battle  w ith the  rat 

w hich has com e into th e  room , W right and G reen choose  to  spend  th is 

tim e leisurely observing th e  charac ter Bigger in his primary culture. For
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instance, in th e  play, w hen  he kills th e  rat he holds th e  c re a tu re 's  body up 

by th e  tail like a trophy and calls it Mr. Dalton, th e  w hite  m an w ho ow ns 

th e  building his family and he live in along w ith the  o ther buildings in th e  

Black Belt on C hicago 's South  Side. This m om ent no t only m etaphorically 

reveals B igger's hate-filled a ttitudes tow ard  th e  w hite  world, it also show s 

how  prone he is to  m urderous violence.

The novel, through interior m onologues and em otional narrative, can, 

w ithin its scope, take tim e to  p resen t a fuller characterization  to  the  

thinking reader. The s ta g e , how ever, leaves th e  au th o rs  only th e  extrinsic 

m elodram atic action  to  work w ith so  th ey  m ust seize opportunities like th is 

for charac ter revelation and m ake th e  m ost of them . The perform ance 

dynam ics contribu te  th e  rest.

No sooner is Bigger up, than  his sister begins riding him abou t one 

thing or ano ther: in th is case  his inability or unwillingness to  seek  work 

and help th e  family out. He and Vera spar w ith invisible sw ords while 

their single parent, beleaguered carew orn  m other, H annah, uncom fortably 

a c ts  as referee. The scene  bears a slight resem blance to  th e  opening of 

ano ther C hicago-based play to  com e later, A Raisin in th e  S u n .

The m ale is forever under siege by th e  w om en in th e  h o u se - th e  sister, 

th e  w ife, th e  m other--and even w hen  one is taking up for him she, too , is 

in a final se n se  besieging him. Som ething is expec ted  of him w hich he 

isn 't  fulfilling or he desires som ething w hich is ou t of synch w ith the
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w an ts , n eed s or rhythm s of th e  rest of th e  family.

Bigger's younger tw elve-year-old brother Buddy, th e  o ther m ale in th e  

family, is not old enough yet to  be initiated into the  special rites of 

passage  due  him in th e  family. He is still c loser to  th e  periphery and, a s  

such , is still, in his thinking and perceiving, w ithin th e  realm of 

traditionalism , th e  s ta tu s  quo, though  he still adm ires his surly o 'der 

brother. Therefore, his youth allows his foibles to  be to lerated  ju st as in 

th e  case  of Travis, W alter L ee 's son  in A Raisin. Instead, his relationships 

serve as a kind of co n tra s t to  B igger's, pointing up all th e  more how  

com bative and negative th e  vibrations to  th e  older brother are  from the 

w om en in th e  house.

Though Buddy observes th is p rocess, he idolizes his brother. Does th is 

m ean there  is ano ther Bigger in th e  m aking? Or will he go ano ther w ay?

BUDDY 
(Piping up.)

Bigger says w e  a in 't go t nothing to  smile 
abou t, says th a t 's  w h a t 's  w rong w ith the  
n iggers-w ith  th e  N eg ro es-a lw ay s smiling, 
and nothing to  smile a b o u t. . . .11

He uses th e  ep ithet "nigger"12 and th en  co rrec ts  himself w ith th e  then  

m ore ethnom orphically accep ted  w ord. D oubtless, he understands both 

th e  right thing and th e  w rong thing. Perhaps som eday  he will cease  

bothering. There w ere  o ther fac to rs no t to  be ignored. W hat m aterial
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would th e  reigning cultural m andarins allow through? W hat sty le? W hat 

form s? W as there  enough in terest in the  A frocentric experience to  allow, 

for instance, a Chekhovian kind of portrayal or a Shavian, W ildean wit to  

color the  portrayed interpersonal dynam ics? W hat of  th e  avant-garde?

A fter all, th e  aud iences w ho a tten d  th is kind of play, even th o se  

perceived a s  having a "liberal bent," m ight not be "ready" for certain  kinds 

of portrayals o ther than  w h a t has been custom ary , fitting the  current 

image m ythology. Poet Paul Laurence Dunbar enjoyed his g rea tes t 

su c ce sse s  w hen he w ro te  his poetry  in w hat w as then  considered 

southern  Afro-American dialect. W hen he w ro te  his poetry in traditional, 

formal classical English, his work w as summarily d ism issed .13

Green, W right and W elles had th e  delimiting perim eters of th e  tim es, 

th e  terrors and accep ted  ste reo typed  im ages of their day, the  specific 

needs and conventions of the  Broadw ay stag e , the  th en  curren t prejudices 

of their audiences th rough  w hich to  bring W right's "tru ths" into th e  open. 

Though m uch of th a t w a s  diluted and tem pered , they  still p resen ted  a new  

force to  th e  audience and from th a t a series of new  a rchetypes would 

em erge.
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CHAPTER THREE 
PROMISED LAND DYNAMICS 

TAKE A GIANT STEP 
BY LOUIS PETERSON

World W ar II w as over. The fasc ist Axis forces had been crushed . The 

"good guys" had w on and The United S ta te s  had em erged as th e  major 

pow er in th e  world into the  bargain. H eavyw eight Cham pion Jo e  Louis 

had been right w hen he had predicted th a t th e  Allies would win because  

"God w as on our side." In th e  period just a fter 1945 , there  w as good 

feeling in th e  air.

The developing ev en ts  in th e  Far East w ere  c au ses  of som e concern  

adm ittedly. Senato r Jo e  M cCarthy and his paranoid cronies w ere  running 

am ok and th e  W arsaw  Pact nations had becom e a solid, if reluctant, block.

Major league baseball had its first African-Am erican ballplayer in Jack ie  

Robinson and had its first African-Am erican borough president, Hutan 

Jack . A m agnificent novel by Ralph Ellison entitled. The Invisible Man had 

been published. The w ord "integration" had replaced "tolerance" a s  the  

w atchw ord  of th e  day. The Suprem e Court school desegregation  decision 

and th e  Civil Rights M ovem ent w ere  on th e  horizon; and Am erica w as 

soon  to  learn th a t all w as not a s  well a s  it thought in its back yard.

In 1953 , a young black playw right nam ed Louis Peterson  p resen ted  a
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Afro-American family in th e  suburbs w here  th e  Thom as family could never 

even dream  of moving. In the  postw ar, econom ically thriving, integration- 

oriented Am erican society , it w as  now  possible to  p resen t on th e  s tag e  

and in literature an Afro-Am erican family th a t w as not in ta tte rs , not being 

persecu ted  by a hostile w hite society . The prejudice w a s  in th e  

surrounding air; it a lw ays would be; th a t w as a given. Now, how ever, it 

w ould not be so  b latant and therefo re  not so  in apparen t need of 

coun te rde tense . Now black playw rights could co n cen tra te  on o ther 

problem s—adolescence, developing libido, rite of p assag e . The 

Afro-Am erican m iddle-class family could have th e  sam e family values a s  a 

w hite m iddle-class family: th a t is, cleanliness, industry, discipline, 

cohesion and education  a s  rou tes leading to  ach ievem ent and su ccess .

This is not to  say  th a t lower c lass Afro-Am erican families did not have 

th ese  sam e values. Many of them , in fac t, had them  even m ore intensely 

than  the  higher c lasses--they  had to , to  survive. The old s te reo ty p es  

rendered th e  A m erican public ready only to  deal w ith old ideas about 

blacks, how ever, b ecau se  it w as  m ore com forting to  con tem pla te  the  

dynam ics involved, less th rea ten in g .1 Crime and violence w ere 

a ssoc ia ted , a fte r all, only w ith th e  lower c lass. A dolescent hi-jinks w as 

th e  term  used  to  describe any rebellion com ing from th e  middle- 

c la ss-d e fin ed  mainly in te rm s of incom e, values held and  life style.
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akin to  "soul.” It w a s  closer to  slavery, th e  major historico-cultural event 

in th e  Afro-Am erican experience. The middle and upper c la sses  w ere  th e  

territories exclusive only to  w hites. Devoid of th e  assoc ia ted  deprivation 

and suffering, th e se  "privileged" a reas  and their implicit value sy s tem s had 

roo ts deeply em bedded in th e  P ro testan t and Puritan eth ic. (These values 

th e  "heathens" brought over from Africa had to  be "taught," 

notw ithstanding  th a t they  had already had them , nam ed differently by a 

then  unknow n W est African culture). The world of seem ingly infinite 

possibilities w a s  opened  to  them .

They w ere  accep tab le , a part of the  landscape. Mickey Rooney, Van 

Johnson , Tom Drake, Lon M cCallister, th e  com ic strip  ch arac te r Archie 

A ndrew s and their like w ere  th e  desired sym bols capturing  th e  en thusiasm  

of th e  Am erican psyche, both  Afro-Am erican and w hite . This w as 

"Q uintessential Americal"

The lower c lasses , a s  in all o th er cu ltu res w hich contained th e  th ree  

levels, w ere to  be kept hidden, ou t of sight. Mickey Rooney might leave 

his middle c lass "Andy Hardy" haven to  play a lower c lass tough  because  

it w as  a lw ays th e  m ission of th e  middle c lass to  "help out" in th e  cau se  of 

th e  plight o f th e  underprivileged. Though it a lw ays im pressed th e  m asses, 

people w ere happier, how ever, w hen  he s tay ed  "in his class."

The low er c lasses  w ere  for tragedies, for making leftist s ta te m e n ts
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abou t unfairness, injustice, and social pathology. Here, therefore , is w here  

Afro-Am ericans belonged. They belonged w ith th e  dirt, degradation  and 

m isfortune, to  be brought out and  show n only w hen  A m erica 's conscience 

needed buffing, w hen A m ericans needed to  be rem inded th a t racial 

p rogress w as no t fas t enough.

W hen an Afro-Am erican family did m ake it into th e  suburbs land there  

w ere m any w ho d id -a long  w ith th e  m any w ho had already had long roots 

established  there), they  ven tured  into alien land. They did not belong 

there . They w ere  freaks. At w orst, th ey  w ere  burned o u t and chased  

aw ay. Here, there  is not th e  fear-w racked tension  of Bigger Thom as.

Here, there  is now  th e  a n g st of being som ew here  but no t quite 

"belonging," th e  experience, w he ther felt or not, of th e  S co tt family in 

Louis P e te rso n 's  play Take A Giant S te p .

Spencer S co tt (Spence), th e  pro tagonist, a proud sensitive 

Afro-Am erican boy of sev en teen  years, com es hom e from  high school in a 

m ostly w hite  C onnecticu t tow n  and tells his grandm other (Grandma), w ho 

is a ffectionate  to  him and understanding—w ho is in fac t his best 

fr ie n d -th a t he has been suspended  for sassing  a w hite  teach e r and 

sm oking a cigar in th e  bathroom .

In addition to  this, he feels th a t his w hite  p laym ates d o n 't  com pletely 

accep t him. So, in e ffec t, he resigns from their com pany by giving them  

his baseball equipm ent and stam p  collection. This is his final d ivestiture of
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everything th a t had to  do  w ith his relationship w ith them . They are 

rejecting him subtly--so he feels. He will reject them  symbolically and 

even th e  score, like th e  spurned fiancee giving back th e  engagem en t ring. 

He need not just let it happen to  him. He will participate in th e  p rocess.

He w anders into a bar in th e  black section  of to w n  and overhears the  

conversation  of three p ro stitu tes  w ho are  trying to  raise m oney. He 

a ttem p ts  to  connect w ith one w om an but learns tha t she  is married to  an 

overw orked m an w ho is seldom  hom e and th a t she  m ust seek  the  

com pany of o th er m en to  fill her lonely days and evenings. He has $ 2 .3 9  

so  one of th e  p rostitu tes, Violet, tak es him to  her room w here she  is 

willing to  give herself to  him for all he has, but Spencer is innocent of her 

intent. He is beginning to  feel ill and d o e sn 't even w an t to  talk. The 

outraged  Violet dem ands all his m oney but refunds him a dime for fare 

back hom e.

Later th a t evening he  returns hom e w here  his w aiting fa ther bera tes 

him while his som ew hat d isconcerted , put upon m other looks on and his 

grandm other kibitzes, to  his fa th e r 's  annoyance. Only th e  grandm other 

sticks up for S pencer w ho finally co n fesses his m isadventures a t school.

His fa ther strikes him w hen  he opens his m outh a little to o  m uch to  his 

m other, and sends him upstairs.

This brings th e  grandm other forw ard to  berate  her daugh ter and 

son-in-law  and explain everything th a t has been  happening inside and
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around S pencer in recen t tim es: th e  loneliness, th e  rejection by the  

neighborhood you ths because  of th e  dem ands of puberty  and the  

restric tions of racism , and  his pride.

A fter she  finishes and returns upstairs to  her room , th is only real friend 

of S p en cer 's  dies of a heart a ttack , thus com pleting his misery.

It tu rn s ou t th a t he has pneum onia and  for tw o  w eeks he su ffers it in 

his bedroom  before th e  beginning of his slow  recovery under the  

m inistrations of a hired girl, Christine, older than  he is, w ho show s 

sym pathy  for him and understanding  of his m iseries-ch ief of w hich is 

being black in a w hite m an 's  w o rld -an d  even  com plies w ith his adolescen t 

w ish for a first sexual experience. His m other, learning of th is, d ism isses 

her.

U nbeknow nst to  him, his m other has asked  his old p laym ates-a ll 

w h ite -in  for ice cream  and cake. The reunion is a youthful and friendly 

one  until som eone inadvertently  m entions a hayride th a t is being planned. 

Spencer realizes again th a t he does not fully b e lo n g -th a t he canno t go on 

hayrides w ith w hite girlS'-and again he se n d s  his friends aw ay . But now  

he has taken  his giant s te p  tow ard  growing up. He has decided to  accep t 

his life as it is and to  m ake the  m ost of it. He will go back to  school and 

obey his teachers , and som e day he will go  on to  college.

As w e can  see , sensitivity in th e  charac ter Spencer S co tt is a  little 

m ore now  th an  in Bigger Thom as but his environm ent is m uch different.
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At th is tim e, Chicago is a m ore direct linc-fo r black and w hite 

m igration-from  the  Jim  Crow sou th  than  sunny suburban  C onnecticu t is 

and though  racism  ex is ts  everyw here, it ex ists in varying deg rees and 

form s. Thus th e  em otional reactions, m otivations and dynam ics will be 

different.

Stilt, there  is anger in Spencer, a s  in Bigger, but th e  anger is less overt 

ju st a s  the  surrounding racism  is less overt, m ore tied to  grating ignorance. 

His buddies do  not share  th e  sam e despair th a t B igger's buddies do. They 

are  w hite, com ing from a different perspective, and they  are m ore innocent 

of th e  w orld 's  ev ils -th o u g h  not com pletely (their anti-Sem itism  is 

portrayed a s  to o  blatant). S p e n c e r 's  understanding is not com plete but 

then  again neither is B igger's, though  the  la tte r 's  is m ore deeply felt, more 

paralyzing.

S pencer’s sensitivity , on the o th er hand, is m ore acu te . N ow here does 

Bigger have a relationship w ith anyone such  a s  Spencer has w ith his 

grandm other and later w ith C hristine-m ock  com bative but w ith  an 

underlying w arm th. He constan tly  reaches out to  people in his loneliness. 

He is not afraid to  bare himself to  them , to  becom e naked, and he is not 

afraid to  "ask a  quarter." He will of course  have b e tte r relationships w ith 

w om en.

Bigger is too  locked up inside himself for th is. His only reaching out or 

baring of himself nakedly is in violent form or a t best w ith sadism . Even
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incom plete, w ithholding, dism issing, cold. This, of course , she  m ust 

accep t. It w ould not do  for her to  "buck his unspoken rules." Ironically, 

w ith all th e  restric tions in his neighborhood, S pencer would still have a 

b e tte r chance  of developing a substan tia l relationship w ith one  of the  

distancing w hite  girls th an  Bigger ever w ould w ith th e  im portuning, 

radically liberal Mary Dalton.

S p en cer 's  fa ther is p resen t, a lso a major factor. To th e  

stereotyped-im age-filled Am erican sensibility, th e  Afro-Am erican father 

w as not there  in th e  bringing up of th e  child or, if he w ere , his e ffec t w as 

marginal, a p resence  d o tte d  w ith occasional o u tb u rs ts  of arbitrary 

authoritarianism  and violence. The family w a s  his organ for absorbing his 

frustration-generated , displaced rage from an unaccom m odating world. 

Thus, not being able to  develop a mutually affecting  relationship w ith th is 

male adult figure created  for th e  boy a host of problem s: in identity, role 

m odels, in m erely having som eone of the  sam e gender to  hand dow n m any 

of th e  necessary  values needed to  susta in  th e  developing youth  through  a 

very difficult life. Simply because  th e  surrounding socie ty  dem anded  this 

relationship for th e  developing ego  of the  youth  to  be considered "normal," 

th is gaping lack in his life served only to  generate  a trem endous rage: 

tow ard  th e  outside world, tow ard  his im m ediate surroundings, tow ard  

himself. Thus, criminality and poor perform ance in education  w ere the
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resu lts . Such w a s  th e  explanation for the  "general pathology of th e  black 

m ale."2

Now it w as possible to  have a new  kind of Afro-Am erican m ale figure 

on th e  s ta g e -a  provider, a disciplinarian, a m an not overw helm ed by th e  

surrounding "w hite pathology." In fac t, a t tim es th e  charac te r Lem 

(S pencer's  father) seem ed  unaw are of th is pathology. Then if th is 

charac ter broke th e  cu rren t dram aturgic rules, the  offspring charac te r 

w ould becom e a new  dynam ic on  th e  s tag e .

Lem is a m an of g rea t p rid e-an  im portant fac to r in the  Afro-Am erican 

family. H e 's  suffered  th e  "slings and arrow s" of racism  in his working life 

bu t they  have no t destroyed  him, chased  him aw ay  or bea ten  him dow n.

He is there , in a lovely, well-provided hom e, very m uch a p resence, very 

m uch in charge  though  it som etim es d o e sn 't  seem  so.

His wife. May, saucy , ironic, som ew hat sh arp -to n g u ed -th o u g h  not a s  

ta rt a s  her m other (Grandma), supports him, cajoles him, te a se s  him. She 

is never on th e  a ttack . S he occasionally "bucks him," tem pers  him w hen 

he  is com ing on  a tittle to o  strongly w ith Spencer, keeps him level. She is 

not M artha to  George; sh e  is Blondie to  D agw ood, w ith g rea te r w arm th , 

sensitivity, com plexity. She know s w hen to  re trea t, w hen  to  stand  her 

ground w ith her arm s folded.

His m other-in-law  is sharper in her rebukes of him; occasionally she 

m oves up to  th e  border of "attacking him" w hen  she  is running
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interference for Spencer. One g e ts  the  feeling, how ever, th a t just below  

th e  su rface  of her jibes, there  is adm iration and som e ten d e rn ess  if for no 

o ther reason than  th a t he has married her daughter, provided a beautiful 

hom e and fathered her beloved Spencer. There is, a fte r all, som ething 

com m on be tw een  them : their love for Spencer. It is an  unspoken, 

mutually understood given in their relationship. Lem is stern , im patient, a t 

tim es authoritarian. He can  even resort to  violence w hen  pushed to  th e  

edge of his endurance  by his son bu t th a t edge is w ide, making him not 

th e  classical abusive paren t a s  m ost Afro-American fa thers are depicted. 

This s tan ce  implies enorm ous streng th  in him and a considerable am ount 

of control in his life ou tside  his hom e. He w a n ts  respec t, obedience, his 

due; given th ese , he will bend over backw ards to  reciprocate in kind or, if 

c ircum stances perm it, w ith  affectionate  overtures.

Immediately a fte r he has struck  Spencer and his m other-in-law  has told 

off his wife and him he relents and calls Spencer dow nsta irs to  talk to  him:

LEM
(his back to  stairw ay, 
p retends not to  notice 
SPENCE; g e ts  up his nerve 
and then)

Com e on dow n, Spence.
(SPENCE s ta r ts  dow n again ....) 

W e're  going to  have a little talk.
(SPENCE com es into th e  room) 

Sit dow n--son.
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Thanks, Pop.

(sits on stool)

LEM
Are you com fortable?

SPENCE
Yes, Pop.

LEM
How do you feel?

SPENCE
I feel all right. Pop. I'm a little groggy, but 
I g u ess  th a t 's  from t h e -  

(he pauses) 
s tu ff I've been  drinking.

LEM
(m oves c lose  to  SPENCE)

Serves you right. Now you g o tta  s to p  going 
around doing th ings like th a t. You hear? And 
another th in g -  You got to  stop  talking back 
to  m e. If th e re 's  one thing th a t m akes me good 
and dam ned m ad i t 's  talking back. I c a n 't  stand  
it and I w o n 't  s tan d  it. It d o n 't  show  the  
proper respec t. You got th a t?

SPENCE
Yes, Pop.

GRANDMA 
D on't m ention it.

SPENCE 
Y ou're w elcom e.
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GRANDMA 
The pleasure w as all mine.

SPENCE
For an old lady--you can su re  be plenty 
sarcastic  w hen you w an t to  be.3

She is o ften  even more m ischievous th an  Spencer and not com pletely 

discouraging of his m isadventures and im m ature reactions. She pu ts th e  

various m asks on in dealing w ith her son-in-law  or w ith her grandson  but 

beneath  th e se  m asks there  ex ists th a t certain  tenac ity  of character. In 

previous plays, th a t tenacity  would be th e  dom inant fac to r and there  

w ould be no variation engendered  by the  different family m ales to  be 

reacted  to , they  w ere  so pow erless. Now th e  fem ales of th e  family have 

to  m ake ad justm en ts to  a new er Afro-Am erican male. Som etim es they  

even have to  defer to  him.

Still, am idst th is transform ation  of th e  Afro-Am erican s tag e  im age, 

there  w ere  rem nant ev idences of a sp e c ts  of his family relationships and 

self-identity th a t rem ained unchanged:

MAY 
(to SPENCE)

Go ahead--and see  how  far you get acting 
th e  w ay  you ac t....Y ou r fa th e r 's  right 
abou t you. Y ou're too proud. You think 
you can  go through life being proud, d o n 't 
you? Well, y o u 're  w rong. Y ou're a tittle 
black b o y -a n d  you d o n 't  seem  to  understand  
it. But th a t 's  w h a t you are. You think
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MAY (CONT'D) 
th is is bad; well, it'll be w orse. You'll 
serve them  pink punch and ice c re am -a n d  
you'll do  a lot w orse. You'll smile w hen 
you feel like crying.

(she begins to  cry)
You'll laugh a t them  w hen you could pu t knives 
right into their backs w ithout giving it a second 
th o u g h t-a n d  you'll never do w ha t you 've  done and 
let them  know  th a t th e y 'v e  hurt you. They never 
forgive you for th a t.

So  go on  ou t and learn th e  lesson ....Y ou  think 
it 's  easy  for m e to  tell my son  to  craw l w hen I know  
he can  walk and walk well? I'm sorry  I ever had children. 
I'm  sorry you d idn 't die w hen  you w ere  a baby.
Do you hear th a t?  I'm sorry you d id n 't die.

(she is com pletely overcom e)4

Hannah could give th e  sam e jerem iad to  Bigger, desp ite  her c ircum stances 

and education  being different. The m iddle-class Afro-Am erican m ay have 

escaped  th e  g h e tto  but th e  e scap e  could never be com plete.

As the  Afro-Am erican gained in his rights, the  black playw rights 

perceived a universe of sh ad es of gray, a universe of non-noble, 

non-villainous hum an beings w ho w restled  w ith life. They could now  be 

m ore psychological in portraying charac te rs  and re la tionsh ips.s Bigger 

Thom as could be m ore uncouth  and cow ardly. He could lie, rape and 

m urder (even if accidentally). Spencer could be a sensitive, intelligent 

young Afro-American w ho acquires education  routinely. A lthough he 

discerns a difference b e tw een  himself and  th e  people w hom  he encoun ters
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w hen he seek s com panionship in a tavern , for instance, he  d o es  not 

envision him self a s a person w ith a mission (not even a s  an  afterthough t). 

He desires m erely to  ad just to  a socie ty  w hich a cc ep ts  him intellectually, if 

not socially.8

The above is not to  deny th e  love ex is ten t inside Vera and Hannah for 

Bigger. In th e  earlier play, it is m ore deeply buried, a lm ost giving the  

im pression th a t it is not there  a t all. There is to o  m uch else in th is p lay 's 

en v iro n m en t-ra ts , degradation , dem oralization, frustration , rage. Thus, 

seem ing im passivity is th e  underlying tone  in all th e  charac ters . In Bigger 

himself, th is im passivity appears to  be even  more th e  case . He is so  

locked up inside himself, so  brimming w ith rage, th a t th e  love, th e  real 

sensitivity, seem s totally  concealed.

Lem, on th e  o ther hand, how ever gruff he m ay be or annoyed he m ay 

becom e, a lw ays has th e  love vibrating from him, from  his w ords, from his 

reactions to  th e  th ings going on  in th e  house. One has th e  feeling he will 

have it no o ther w ay. In Bigger, one know s, ex is ts  th e  thought: if only I 

could just escape)

The A m erican theatregoing  sensibility, in th e  m idst of a p rosperous 

period, w ith grow ing to lerance of d ifferences am ong m en and looking to  

new  v istas, w as  ready to  accep t th e  S co tt family and its reluctantly 

in tegrated  C onnecticu t com m unity. Lem, a fte r all, is doing all right. He is 

strong  and he seem s to  be accom plishing his goals and taking care  of his
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responsibilities effectively. Spencer, w ith a few  d sto u rs  here and there, 

will grow  up to  be a fine m an.

The audience will perhaps cluck reproachfully a  little a t the  

m isbehaving surrounding com m unity (even w hen  playw right Peterson  

pushes the  youthful dynam ics of S p en cer 's  friends a little too  close to  

hyperbole). It either squirm s uncom fortably, ch eers  relievedly, or h isses 

accusingly and w ith scorn-- projecting its ow n g u ilt-a t th e  com m unity 

surrounding Bigger T hom as, Rachel and Tom Loving, Victor M ason and 

Spencer S co tt, a s  well a s  a t m ale African-Am erican figures, before and 

after.
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CHAPTER FOUR 
THE RELtGIOUS FACTOR 

THE AMEN CORNER 
BY JAMES BALDWIN

Religion had been presen ted  by black and w hite playw rights a s  the  

sanctuary  for al! souls besieged by th e  iniquitous vagaries of their 

respective com m unities. To th e  point, any  African-Am erican ch arac te r 

p resen ted  on th e  s tag e  in a religious con tex t w as  in safe 

territory-ptiysically  or spiritually. The social m isfortunes visited upon 

th e se  charac te rs  in their lives could be soo thed  over by an affirm ed 

connection w ith God. Evil tho u g h ts  and reactions w ere  "w ashed aw ay" 

by th e  s ta te  of grace. In th e  opposite  s ta te , evil prevailed. Thus, 

according to  m yth, anyone inside religion w as good; anyone ou tside  w as 

evil. This is how  it had to  be. How else could th e  co rrect values be 

conveyed? W hy else w ere  people "saved"?

On th e  s tag e  it w a s  possible for a w hite religious person to  succum b to  

evil, to  "cross to  the  o ther side" in w orks like W. Som erse t M augham 's 

Rain. Arthur Miller's The Crucible, or T ennessee  Williams' The Niaht of th e  

Iguana, but m any of th ese  w ere w orks from  ano ther cultural co n tex t, from 

ano ther form  w hose  freedom  of expression  derived from th e  private 

experiencing of the  work. The m odern th ea tre  w as inching tow ard  the  

concep t th a t there  could be evil inside th e  church or, if not evil, a t least
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sin, ham artia. intrigue, hubris, m isapprehension, can t, hypocrisy. The 

th ea tre  has alw ays been  behind th e  novel, sho rt s to ry  and  poem  in 

grappling w ith th e  com plex realities o f th e  world. The requirem ents of the  

com m unal experience com bined w ith com m erciality and sociopolitics has 

im peded its ability to  keep up.

W hat is m ore, in dealing w ith th e  above e lem en ts in the  church , the  

Eurocentric s tag e  looked into a reas like deep -seated  lust, the  intrinsic 

opposite  in th e  reaction-form ation d efen se  m echanism  of an o therw ise  

sternly religious m an, innate machiavellianism w hose  essen tia l evil is 

sublim ated through su rface  religiosity, or habitual 

sa ty riasis-se lf-condem ned  and n o t-a c c e p te d  a s  part o f a lifestyle.

African-Am erican th ea tre  w as even  further behind th a t of th e  

surrounding culture in having th e  freedom  to  p resen t o r bring ou t its tru th s 

and in th e  subject m atte r it could deal w ith. C onditions in th e  th ea tre  

precluded such  com plexity and paradox in w orks concerned w ith  religion. 

W ith so  m any negative im ages and m isconceptions to  co rrect, both for the  

Afro-Am ericans and th e  w ider culture, th ings like hypocrisy and/or 

conscious/unconscious lust would have to  be sub jec ts for th e se  plays 

ano ther tim e. Any religious plays would have to  rem ain within th e  "folk 

tradition" until be tter, m ore feasible tim es. Its heroes and villains would 

continue to  be clearly defined. Inside th e  church  w ould be purity and 

sanctification; ou tside  would be evil and corruption.
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Then, in 1 9 5 4 , Ja m es  Baldw in's th ree-ac t play The Am en Corner 

appeared , a  year a fte r his novel Go Tell It On The M ountain . Both w orks 

w ould talk ab o u t m ore than  the  sim plistic struggle  b e tw een  good and evil 

for th e  soul. Now there  w a s  hypocrisy, moral confusion, inadvertent evil 

and all their cousins in an African-Am erican w ork abou t religion; now  it 

would be show n on th e  stage.

A fter an  initial production a t Howard University, W ashington, D.C.,

May 11-14 , 1 9 55 , Professor O w en Dodson directing, th e  play languished 

for several years. Then, in M arch 1965 , producer-d irector-actor Frank 

Silvers produced it a t th e  R obertson Playhouse in Los A ngeles, California 

and then  a t th e  larger C oronet Playhouse in th e  sam e city  to  m ostly 

Afro-American aud iences, m any of them  church  groups.

In 1968 , th e  play w a s  brought by Mr. Silvers to  Broadw ay w here it 

received unkind notices by the  w hite  critics because  of its "turg id ity ."1 

Perhaps th e  tone  and tex tu re  of th e  environm ent, th e  s to re  front 

Pen tecostal church, are, because  of their very nature , "turgid." Perhaps 

Baldwin, a form er deacon, understood only to o  well how  m uch its 

m em bers suffered  innum erable indignities in their lives, their consequen t 

rage and frustration in continuous need of sublim ation. Does it not stand  

to  reason th en  th a t th is sublim ation, its e ssen tia l presentationalism  staged  

rep resen ta tio n a l^ , m ight require "turgidity" to  express th e  volum inous 

intrinsic tru th s  of th is subject?  Form, a fte r all, m ust be congruen t w ith
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con ten t.

M oreover, Baldwin w a s  primarily an  e ssay is t and a novelist-narra tive  

and  hortato ry  prose w ere  his m ore natural form s of self-expression. He 

had enorm ous am oun ts to  say  abou t the  myriad contradictions, paradoxes 

and ironies in his life in Am erica. Therefore, th e  com m unal na tu re  of both 

th e  th ea tre  and  th e  church  w ith their serm ons, m onologues, te s ta m e n ts , 

declam ations, self analyses and p rose  poetry  w ould call for his particular 

p rose sty le, his particular Jam esian  periodic sen ten c es  w ith their qualifiers 

and ironies.

S ister M argaret A lex an d er-th e  pro tagonist of The Am en 

Corner-s tru o g le s  to  p ro tec t her son  David from th e  destruction  she  

believes aw aits  anyone "foolish enough" to  em ulate her husband Luke ou t 

in th e  world of love, passion, fancy cars  and good tim e s-th in g s  

synonym ous w ith sin and  evil to  her. (The nam e David m eans beloved,

Luke m eans th e  bringer of light and  healing and M argaret m eans pearl o r 

purity—m eanings not insignificant in Baldw in's lexicon and in th e  brief 

history of th e  portrayal of African-Am erican m ales on th e  s tag e . It would 

seem  th a t their rep resen ta tions and significances have changed.)

She is determ ined to  th ru st from D avid's mind any positive m em ory of 

his fa ther and if she  c a n 't  do th a t she  will sully it. In her m isconceived, 

tw isted  ba ttle  against th e  "forces of evil," she  co rrup ts  religion and 

c rea te s  a  church , w here she  se rv es as pasto r, w hich is rem oved from th e
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reality of life. The com m on strugg les of everyday life w ith its m any 

p rob lem s-som e w ith  solutions, som e n o t-a re  to  be kept ou tside  th e  world 

o f th e  church. They are in fact to  be avoided altogether. S he herself 

looks back in guilt a t her early experiences w ith her husband. She sees  

her youthful love and sexual desire for him a s  th e  result o f evil, destructive  

forces in th e  world.

Luke's appearance  in th e  play m akes M argare t's  d isto rtions obvious.

To M argaret, Luke exem plifies th e  insanity "inherent in a life devo ted  to  

pleasure and love.”3 He rep resen ts  the  sensual life from w hich she  has 

re treated , a life she not only has denied herself but w hich sh e  u rges her 

congregation to  avoid. Celibacy leads to  holiness, to  salvation. In her 

testim ony, S ister Moore, one of th e  m ost faithful of th e  congregation , 

says:

SISTER MOORE 
I w an t to  thank  Him for keeping m e pure and se t 
apart from  th e  lusts of th e  flesh, for protecting 
me--Hallelujah I-from  all carnal tem ptation .
W hen I com e before my M aker, I'm going to  com e 
before Him pure. I'm going to  say "Bless your 
nam e, Je su s , no m an has ever touched  m e!"3

M argare t's  solution for th e  ills of all w om en is quite apparen t w hen  she 

gives advice to  Mrs. Jackson , th e  young m other of a sick child, suggesting  

th a t m aybe th e  Lord w a n ts  her to  leave her husband:
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MARGARET 
M aybe th e  Lord w an ts  you to  leave th a t man.

MRS. JACKSON 
No! He d o n 't  w an t th a t!4

Mrs. Jack so n  rebuffs M argare t's  advice because  she has already 

discovered th a t her identity can  only be achieved through an open line of 

com m unication w ith her husband. This anagnorisis has yet to  com e to  

M argaret.

B ecause she  has built a wall of lies around the  m em ory of her 

h u sb an d -tie s  about her relationship w ith him and his devotion to  the  

fam ily-M argaret has difficulty imagining a Christian life a s  anything o ther 

than  a denial of love and  passion be tw een  a m an and a w om an. Having 

c rea ted  th e  fiction of Luke the  D estroyer, sh e  m ust struggle to  rem ove him 

from the  apartm en t or, failing th a t, to  prevent his talking too  openly with 

David. So m uch energy had gone into th e  rationalization and denial she 

had mixed into recalling him, so  m any nights had been spen t in reshaping 

her actual experience w ith him, th a t she  finds it difficult to  believe he is 

not th e  fan tasy-person  she had created:

MARGARET 
You a in 't changed , have you? You still got xhe 
sam e carnal grin, th a t sam e carnal m ind-you  
a in 't changed a bit.6
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Her values by now  are  so  d isto rted  and her fears of th e  resurrected  Luke 

are so  pow erful th a t, w hen  she  hears th a t he is sick and needs care, her 

reaction is to  refuse to  postpone a trip to  Philadelphia w hich, ironically, is 

to  visit a fellow minister w ho is ill:

MARGARET
The Lord m ade m e leave th a t m an in there  a long 
tim e ago because  he w as a sinner. And the  Lord 
a in 't to ld  me to  s to p  doing my w ork because  h e 's  
com e th e  w ay all sinners com e.8

Luke has not done any real dam age to  her but she  is convinced th a t 

th e  traged ies she  has suffered and th o se  th a t all African-Am erican people 

suffer are  punishm ent for a life lived in happiness and shared love. G od’s 

plan is th a t his Afro-Am erican children should suffer in th is world and th a t 

they  resist th e  tem pta tion  to  be happy in their bodies, for happiness in this 

world is a sure indication of suffering in th e  next. To enjoy each  o ther, to  

glory in passion, is to  invite divine punishm ent. The reality of her world is 

suffering, and to  escape  eternal suffering, she  m ust forgo carnal p leasures 

and re treat from  life. S he  had ceased  being th e  "funny, fast-talking, fiery 

little thing" w hom  Luke had held in his arm s. M oreover, she had 

convinced herself th a t th e  o ther w om an w as dead , "burned o u t...b y  the  

pow er of th e  Holy G host." M argaret left Luke's arm s and craw led into th e  

cold, unreal m atrix of th e  church.

Luke, on th e  o ther hand, rep resen ts  som ething o th er than  safe ty . He
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rep resen ts th e  Apollonian ideal w ho desires to  convince his son  and his 

w ife th a t there  is a value in living fully, in confronting all of o n e 's  desires 

and no t denying th e  validity of experience. M an is no t created  to  be safe, 

to  nibble timidly a t th e  edges of life:

LUKE
Son, d o n 't  try  to  g e t aw ay  from  th e  th ings th a t 
hurt you--som etim es th a t 's  all you got. You 
got to  learn to  live w ith th o se  th in g s -a n d -u s e  
them . I've seen  p e o p le -p u t them selves through 
terrible to rtu re—and d ie -b e c a u se  th ey  w as 
afraid of being h u rt.7

And he  repea ts  th is a ttitu d e  in talking to  M argaret abou t their son:

LUKE
I d o n 't  care  w hat kind of life he liv e s-a s  
long a s  it 's  his life -no t mine, not his m am a's , 
bu t his ow n. I a in 't  going to  let you m ake him 
safe,®

Man should iive fully and celebra te  his life. This is th e  them e of Luke 

and, ultim ately, of Baldwin. It is th e  very e ssen ce  of evil to  M argaret. 

Thus, the  Batdwinian irony is evident here, coming from  a form er deacon 

of th e  church.

M argaret fears living freely, and is also tragically incapable of risking 

lo v e-th in g s Luke s tan d s for. She has re trea ted  into th e  "safe" world.

Luke has gone ou t into th e  "real" world to  deal w ith o b stac les  and 

problem s.

M argare t's  final anag n o ris is-an d  th is arrives later th an  th a t of her son
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and is partly a result of his a c tio n -is  not th a t  th e  church  and religion are 

w rong, but th a t she  has d isto rted  th e  m eaning of both so  m uch; not th a t 

loving is dangerous and hence  foolish, but th a t it m akes possible a w arm th 

and happiness th a t m ore th an  m ake up for th e  risk and pain; no t th a t she 

and all o ther African-Am erican people m ust hide from life, but th a t life is to  

be lived a s  fully as possib le.9

Mrs. Jack so n , her doDDleoanoer. say s  to  her, "I a in 't  tike you. S ister 

M argaret. I d o n 't  w an t all this, all th e se  people looking to  m e. I'm just a 

young w om an, I just w an t my m an and my hom e and my ch ild ren ." '0

M argaret, too , had lost a child w hen sh e  w as a young w om an but 

instead of standing by Luke, she  nagged him to  drink because  she  felt th a t 

he had been responsible for the  b a b y 's  death . She deprived Luke and 

David of th e  family relationship each  needed so  badly, though  no more 

than  she herself needed it. And a s  Mrs. Jack so n  s tan d s  alone in th e  

c h u rc h -a  young w om an w ho has just lost her second  c h ild -sh e  is 

bew ildered and perplexed. W hen M argaret resultantly  se e s  her ow n 

ham artia from  th e  p ast, sh e  reverses the  advice th a t sh e  had given to  Mrs. 

Jack so n  prior to  the  b a b y 's  death . "Go on  hom e to  your husband ," she 

finally say s w ith com passion. "Go on  hom e to  your m an ."11

Luke is probably th e  m ost sensitive and perceptive ch arac te r in the  play 

(Is Baldwin saying th a t th e  "outside world" renders one sensitive w hereas 

th e  church e ra se s  th a t sensitivity?). In one  scene , describing his suffering.
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he tells David th e t he has failed in his quest for id en tity -n o t b ecau se  of his 

m usic--but because  he has been denied th e  m ost basic hum an quality -love 

(and now  w e  begin to  see  the  Afro- Am erican male w ith susceptibility):

LUKE
I d o n 't believe no m an ever go t to ...[w h o  he is 
inside] w ithout som ebody loved him. Som ebody 
looked a t  him, looked w ay dow n there  and show ed  
him to  h im self-and  then  s ta rted  pulling, a- 
pulling of him u p - s o  he could five.12

He realizes th a t her d isto rted  sen se  of reality has precluded th e  extension  

of her love and understanding , thereby  denying David th e  pursuit of his 

m anhood. He know s th a t any effo rts either to  define th e  term s of th a t 

qu est or to  p ro tec t him from its consequences can only result in th e  pain 

and m isery of failure w hich he himself know s only to o  well. To Luke, a 

m an m ust strike out, against th e  odds, if necessary , to  discover the  

m eaning of his ow n life. And he encourages David to  take  th e  first s tep  

tow ard  reaching th a t goal.

The juxtaposition of M argare t's  lack of inner sight to  Luke's insight 

heighten their co n tra s t in th is m om ent w hen  th e  tw o  paren ts d iscuss 

D avid-M argaret a s  if he  w ere dead , Luke affirm ing th a t he is alive.

MARGARET
H e's  gone.

LUKE
H e's gone into th e  world. H e 's gone into th e  world.
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MARGARET 
Luke, you w o n 't  never see  your son  no m ore.

LUKE
But I seen  him one fast tim e. H e 's  in th e  world, 
h e 's  living.

MARGARET 
H e 's  gone. A w ay from you and aw ay from me.

LUKE
H e 's  living. H e 's  living. Is you go t to  see  your God to  
know  h e 's  living?13

In addition, th e  references to  "dark" and "w hite" fu rther serve to  co n trast 

their m oods and their personalities, in their reactions to  D avid's departure:

MARGARET 
Everything--is dark  th is morning.

LUKE 
You all in w h ite .14

The trag ic  paradox here is th a t M argare t's  re treat from reality, her 

religiosity, have not saved  her from th a t dark vision of th e  world that 

b e se ts  people w ho "have been in it." Luke, having been  in th e  world, is 

still able to  hold on to  an optim istic view  of things. To Baldwin, 

apparently , th e  em brace of th e  church  is not th e  balm it purports to  be. 

Heady realism leads to  ultim ate spiritual peace.

W hen Luke dies, M argaret feels rem orse and becom es m ore aw are of
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her o w n  identity . Having experienced  a m ajor anagnorisis, sh e  reexam ines 

th o se  values th a t have brough t ab o u t her m isfortune. S he em erg es  in th e  

final sc en e  w ith  a  fuller understand ing  of her h am artia .

It is no t th a t  th e  church  and religion are th e  incorrect cho ice. It is th a t  

sh e  h as  d is to rted  th e  m eaning of both; no t th a t loving is folly and  full of 

peril, bu t th a t it realizes a w arm th  and  happ iness th a i m ore th a n  

c o m p en sa te  for th e  risk and pain. In sh o rt, it is n o t th a t sh e  and  all o th er 

A frican-A m ericans m u st hide from  life, bu t th a t  life is to  be lived a s  fully a s  

possible.

This p a tte rn  had been  rep resen ted  by th e  tw o  m ales in her life-L uke 

and David. The true  exerc ise  of religion is a  so u rce  of s tre n g th  and in Luke 

th e re  is a se n se  of d irection  and a so u rce  of healing. His nam e, Luke, is 

th a t o f a doc to r--though  th e  d o c to r is, ironically and  sadly, dying. Their 

son , David, th e  m usician, m ust leave th e  sa fe ty  of his flock and  confron t 

th e  Goliath of life th a t a w a its  him in th e  w orld ou tside  th e  congregation .

Clearly, w ith  his characteriza tion  in Ja m e s  B aldw in 's The A m en C orner, 

th e  A frican A m erican m ale is becom ing a m ore positively forceful figure on 

th e  s ta g e .
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CHAPTER FIVE 
A DREAM DEFERRED LEADS TO HAMARTIA 

A RAISIN IN THE SUN 
BY LORRAINE HANSBERRY

The year w a s  1959 . The Civil Rights M ovem ent w as  headed tow ard  a 

peak. S enato r John  Fitzgerald Kennedy w as soon to  becom e President of 

th e  United S ta te s . Am erica w a s  about to  tu rn  from th e  relative 

conservatism  of the  Eisenhower-Nixon years to  the  new  liberalism of the  

K ennedy-Johnson era.

The French had lost in an unhappy political involvem ent in Dien Bien 

Phu and now  th e  United S ta te s  w as in for ano ther Far East geopolitical 

m iscarriage. C astro  had taken  over Cuba and Khrushchev, though  not a s  

paranoic a s  his p redecessor, w as  stilt boldly an tagonistic , flaunting his 

military pow er, his control over th e  W arsaw  Bloc nations and o ther 

spheres of influence, a s  well a s  his nuclear potential.

Africa w a s  stirring. The old colonialism w as being show n th e  door. A 

new  entity  called the  Third World w as m aking itself heard alt around the  

planet. A sians, Latinos, Bantus w ere  losing their invisibility and more 

o ften  than  not w ere  found at odds w ith Am erica on various international 

issues brought before th e  United Nations Security  Council. In th e  global 

balance of pow er, A m erica-th e  d istance  from th e  trium ph of W orld W ar II 

having lengthened and th e  debacle of the  Korean "police action" still fresh
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in th e  consciousness of th e  w o rld -w a s  no longer guaran teed  th e  favors, 

aw e , allegiance or good will of th e  Third W orld. The com petition for th e se  

w ith  the  Com m unist world had now  grow n stiffer.

Am erica, w ithin its borders, could no longer tak e  its m inorities for 

g ran ted  either. A "New Negro" w as em erging. He had , a fte r all, done 

himself proud in the  w ars  in Europe and Asia and in Korea a half decade  

later. He had w orked hard in th e  defense  factories and done his part in the  

dom estic  w ar effort. Now he deserved  im provem ents in his w ay  of life 

and m ore resp ec t for his dignity. He w as no longer willing to  w ait for his 

"rights" a s  a citizen of th e  United S ta te s .

Along w ith  this, his s tandard  of living had risen. His increased incom e 

allow ed him luxuries form erly denied him. He w as m ore educa ted  n o w -h is  

levels of aspiration w ere  higher, his a e s th e tic s  m ore fastid ious, his 

ethnicity  m ore tre a su re d -a n d  his race pride w a s  stronger. Black 

nationalism  once  again w as on  th e  rise.

On th e  o th er hand, for large num bers of African A m ericans, the  

unem ploym ent situation  w as w orsening, cau sed  by a com bination of 

racism  and th e  e ffec ts  of the  E isenhow er recession  years, com plicated by 

sw eeping technological changes. T hese w ere  developm ents for w hich 

m any blacks w ere  ill prepared. A utom ation, th e  electronic revolution, th e  

shift of m any p laces of em ploym ent to  th e  suburbs and th e  e ffe c ts  on th e  

econom y of a fiscally strengthen ing  W est G erm any and Jap an  w ere
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changing th e  m akeup of th e  w ork force in th is country . W hite w orkers, 

helped by strong  unions, w ere usurping th e  traditional black p reserves in 

th e  service industries--w aiters, bellhops and th e  like. As a  result, th e  black 

share  of th e  labor m arket shrank while, paradoxically, th e  num ber of 

perm anently  em ployed blacks g rew  larger.1 W ith th is grow ing th rea t and 

spurred on by larger swirling cu rren ts  in th e  world, particularly w ith th e  

em ergence of th e  African S ta te s , blacks here  becam e m ore aggressive and 

intrepid ab o u t proclaiming their co n ce rn s .2

Their num bers am ong th ea treg o ers  increased and  so  paradoxically 

black charac te rs  in plays decreased . The m am m ies and Tom s, se rvan ts , 

clow ns, and o ther form s of stereotyping  c rea ted  by nonblack playw rights 

would no longer be to lerated  by th e  increasingly visible and exacting  

African Am erican and liberal w hite  audiences. Black ch arac te rs  would 

now  have to  be p resen ted  as tri-dim ensional real people w ith serious 

concerns abou t th e  condition of Man, as w hite  charac ters w ere 

p resen ted .3

The s ta g e  w as th u s se t for Lorraine H ansberry 's  driven charac ter, 

W alter Lee Younger, in her landm ark play, A Raisin in th e  S u n .

As m entioned earlier, A Raisin in the  S u n , a t th e  p lay 's  opening, bears 

a strong  resem blance to  Native S o n . Both plays begin early in th e  morning 

in extrem ely cram ped quarte rs in a South  Chicago neighborhood. Both are 

cen tered  upon  a young black m a le -a n  unhappy ch au ffeu r-w h o  seem s to
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be on  ten terhooks, a  coiled wire ready to  spring in any direction.

O ne m ale (Bigger Thom as) sm olders. His m other looks on helplessly a s  

th e  volcano m oves tow ard  eruption. W e see  hints of th e  violence to  com e 

later a s  he d ispa tches a  rat, loose in the  apartm en t, and bullies his friends. 

W e also se e  it in his a ttitudes. His m o th e r 's  e ffo rts  to  forestall the  

inevitable can  only prove feeble. She would like to  stir him to  th e  right 

path  tow ard  m anhood but too  m any of th e  pa th s  are  fraught w ith peril.

She is de fea ted  before sh e  can  even  s ta rt.

W alter Lee Younger, on th e  o ther hand, though  also a coiled wire, is 

bo th  m ore verbal and  m ore positive abou t his p rospects . His am bitions are 

m ore dow n to  earth , m ore within reach. Bigger w a tch e s  an airplane 

overhead and yearns to  be the  pilot. He has fan tasies th e  realization of 

w hich is totally  ou t of his reach. If he is to  be doom ed to  an unrealizable 

dream , he m ight os well go  all ou t in creating  it.

W alte r 's  am bitions are  doom ed also, desp ite  being less unrealistic. His 

problem is similar to  Willie Lom an's. He has a dream  th a t su g g e s ts  th a t 

su ccess  is not only possible in America, but inevitable, if certain  p a tte rn s  

or p rocedures are follow ed. W ith Willie Loman, it is th e  glad hand, th e  pa t 

on th e  back, th e  hail-fellow-well-met approach. W ith W alter, it is the  right 

m oney in th e  right place and tim e. It is th e  ow nership  of a liquor sto re  a s  

a  first s tep  tow ard  th e  heights aw ay  from his spiritually unsatisfying job as 

a chauffeur.
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His m other also w a n ts  to  stir him tow ard  his m anhood, to  w here  his 

late fa ther w a s  before him. She w a n ts  W alter to  em brace all th e  values of 

her late husband  so  th a t he can properly take  his place in th e  world. She 

also w a tch es  helplessly a s  he rejects th ese  values and em braces the  

m aterialistic, shallow  values of their tim e.

Here, W alter and Bigger part com pany. Bigger go es on to  explosive 

violence against friends and lovers alike, if som etim es by m istake. W alter 

p lunges into devasta ting  folly of a different kind.

In this fifties d ram a-w ith  p ro spec ts  for th e  African-Am erican male 

m ore within reach  in th e  surrounding social fab ric -W alter Lee Younger is 

less physically violent (He slaps Bobo in frenzy w hen he learns th a t Willie, 

their w ould-be assoc ia te , has absconded  w ith the  m oney he had given him 

to  use  to  obtain  a license needed to  s ta rt a liquor sto re .) but he is 

emotionally violent. He alm ost clim bs th e  w alls in rage and anxiety a t 

tim es, w anting so  despera tely  to  climb ou t of his trap . More ch an ces  can  

be taken now , but th e re  is a g rea ter chance  of debacle.

The sto ry  cen ters  around th e  conflicts, dilem m as and anxieties th a t 

result in a family w hen  a ten  thousand  dollar insurance check  arrives from 

th e  policy of its late patriarch w ho had "w orked himself to  d e a th .” The 

m atriarch of th e  family w an ts  m ore space  for them  w hich w ould do m uch 

good for their souls and values. This expansion w ould com e in th e  form of 

a house in th e  suburban-ish blue collar neighborhood of Clybourne Park
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(practically th e  country  to  th is family). She w an ts  also to  send  her 

daugh ter to  medical school w hich would rep resen t an  advance  of th e  

family up th e  ladder of social w orth iness and would vindicate the  

pa tria rch 's  "labor-filled" life. The house, she  hopes, will give her son and 

daughter-in-law  m ore space  for them selves and provide a b e tte r 

environm ent for her grandson Travis to  grow  up in.

This w ish is in conflict w ith her m ore "m aterialistic" son  w ho  is 

" th ings’ oriented. He w an ts  to  ow n a liquor sto re  so  th a t he can  "be his 

ow n man" and m ake m ore m oney for the  family.

She will not have th is choice "on her ledger" w hen  she  m eets her 

M aker, associating  it w ith  th e  ex tensive evils th e  ex is tence  of liquor s to res  

and bars has genera ted  in her com m unity. She will not sully her late 

h u sb an d 's  nam e or com prom ise her ow n ex istence  on th is planet.

The moral co rrec tness  of her position only se rves to  fru stra te  and 

en rage  her son all th e  m ore. She is not arguing from a "now" position.

S he  is arguing from som e idyllic position th a t no longer ex ists for him. He 

is thirty-five and it drives him close to  th e  point of m adness th a t he is not 

fu rther along in his life. The liquor sto re  would be his salvation. The 

m oney from th e  insurance policy would enable him to  obtain his goal.

The son , W alter, Jr ., is the  only adult m ale in th a t household, the  o ther 

m ale being his son Travis. The o ther family m em bers are, beside his 

m other, his w ife and his sister w ith w hom  he is in co n stan t conflict: he
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bullies his w ife w ith verbal end psychological pu t-dow ns. (He is enraged  a t 

her partly b ecau se  sh e  is pregnant and ano ther child will tie him dow n all 

th e  m ore. He is mainly enraged a t her, how ever, because  he is unable to  

be a b e tte r breadw inner for her, a fac t w hich fru stra te s  and dem oralizes 

him w hich tran s la te s  into the  anger he th en  d isplaces on to  her.) His sister, 

on  th e  o ther hand, constan tly  verbally a tta c k s  him for being “one of th o se  

prophets" w ho would "lead us into th e  sw am ps."

She is alm ost correct.

He holds his ow n, how ever. No m ore do w e  have th e  sm oldering 

inarticulate individual w ho can  only absorb  his hurts in shim m ering silence 

or w ith violence. Now he can effectively give an accoun t of himself.

U nfortunately for him, he sh a res  a household w ith form idable w om en. 

His m other, Lena (M ama), the  m atriarch-clinging  tenaciously  to  th e  

P ro testan t eth ic  of W alter, S r., and to  her Baptist relig iosity -struggles 

against th e  existentialist cynicism  of her son ju st a s  she  strugg les against 

th e  liberated m odernism  of her daughter. She is a solid wall w hich he 

canno t ge t around; she, on the  o ther hand, canno t g e t to  him w ith the  

values sh e  holds dear, w hich sh e  w a n ts  bo th  her children to  have. There 

is a  g rea t paucity  in generational com m unication here  w hich fru stra te s  

everybody.

He is besieged by his sister, B eneatha, a som ew hat flam boyant, early 

black nationalist college s tu d en t (perhaps th e  rep resen ta tive  of the
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playw right herself). She does not think very m uch of black m en like her 

brother, m en of th e  s tre e t, w ho  seem  to  have few  p ro sp ec ts  of rising 

above their sta tion , w ho can  only engage in im practical sch em es and wild 

fan tasies. She is caustic  and reproachful in her a tta c k s  on him w hich 

force him either to  be on the  defensive or to  retaliate w ith belittling a ttack s  

on her "m ilitance," her naivete or her foolish rom anticism . Their sibling 

rivalry seem s to  have no end and thus m ore o ften  th an  desirable, his 

m other and/or his wife m ust a c t a s  referees.

Even his b row beaten  wife, Ruth, has a quiet s tren g th  w hich enab les 

her to  w ithstand  his fiercest verbal a ssau lts . She is solid, nurturing, faithful 

and hard-w orking. Both she and Lena are  willing to  accep t W alter, Jr. a s  

he is and w h a t he earn s on his job a s  th e  b e s t he can  do under th e  

c ircum stances, a s som ething he can  have pride in. The problem is, he 

canno t accep t his s ta te  in life and canno t understand  th a t they  can. This 

fru stra te s  and enrages him all th e  m ore. As a consequence , th e  pent up 

energy from  this is d irected tow ard  the  beleaguered Ruth.

Interestingly, Ruth has an excellent relationship w ith Lena and a fairly 

good relationship w ith B eneatha. It is w ith her husband th a t she  has 

problem s. She p itches in, doing various odd jobs, taking in w ashing, even  

contem plating doing a little dom estic  w ork. This activity , how ever, 

fru stra te s  a W alter caugh t up in "The A m erican Ideal" of w h a t a male is 

supposed  to  accom plish, w ith regard to  his family. W ould Willie Loman
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have perm itted Linda to  take  in w ashing  or do  dom estic  w ork to  help out? 

Willie reacted  adversely to  her m erely darning socks. W ould Biff or Happy 

have perm itted it? That surrounding socioeconom ic conditions engendered  

W alte r 's  particular condition he never a cc ep ts  a s  a  possible balm on  his 

to rtu red  psyche.

Ruth even  offers to  ge t an abortion w hich W alter m akes no effort to  

d issuade her from . Such a thing is totally against th e  value system  of 

M ama and W alter, S r., so  in M am a's ey es her s o n 's  m anhood is seriously 

in question. Her a ttitude , in tu rn , com pounds th e  d oub ts  th a t are already 

in his soul.

In a  d esp era te  effort to  prevent her son  from  crum bling further, Mama 

com m its an ac t th a t is a t once one of suprem e g rea tn ess  and a major 

ham artia .

A fter m aking a dow n paym ent on the  house  in Clybourne Park, she 

gives W alter th e  rest of th e  insurance m oney to  deposit in th e  bank for 

B en ea th a 's  education  and to  hold on to  (open up a checking accoun t) for 

family needs. She hands th is responsibility over to  her o ldest child, hoping 

in her deep  love th a t th is will enhance  his m anhood, certainly sh o w  him 

how  m uch respec t she  has for him as  the  m an of th e  house.

MAMA
...W alte r....W hat you a in 't never understood 
is th a t I a in 't go t nothing, d o n 't  ow n nothing, 
a in 't  never really w an ted  nothing th a t w a sn 't  
for you. There a in 't nothing a s  precious to
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MAMA (CONT'D) 
m e...T hera  a in 't  w orth  holding on to , m oney, 
d ream s, nothing e lse—if it m ea n s-if  it m eans 
i t 's  going to  destroy  my boy.

(She tak es  an envelope out of her handbag 
and pu ts it in front of him and he w a tch es  
her w ithou t speaking or moving)

I paid th e  m an thirty-five hundred dollars dow n 
on th e  house. T hat leaves sixty-five hundred 
dollars. M onday morning I w an t you to  take th is 
m oney and tak e  th ree  thousand  dollars and put it 
in a  savings accoun t for B enea tha 's  medical schooling.
The res t you put in a checking a c c o u n t-w ith  your 
nam e on it. And from now  on any penny th a t com e 
ou t of it or th a t go  in it is for you to  look after.
For you to  decide.

(She drops her hands a little helplessly)
It a in 't m uch, but it 's  all I go t in th e  world 
and I'm putting  it in your hands. I'm telling 
you to  be th e  head of th is family from  now  on 
like you supposed  to  b e .4

He responds w ith his ow n ham artia .

He gives th a t m oney to  Willie Harris.

Even here, upon learning th is, Lena calls upon her faith:

MAMA
Oh, G od...

(She looks up to  Him)
Look dow n h e re -a n d  sh o w  me th e  strength .*

W hy w ould W alter give over such  a large sum  of m oney (his fa th e r 's  

legacy) to  a Willie Harris, a  m an of questionable character, even  if cleverly 

concealed? Surely there  had to  be som e sen se , som e instinct,



accum ulated  in th e  years in th e  m ean s tre e ts  of th e  d isadvantaged 

neighborhoods of South  Chicago, w hich would w arn him. Som e sen se  

deep  inside him m ust have picked up an  inconsistency, an averted  eye, a 

too  glib an sw er to  an  uncom fortable question , a clearing of th e  th roat, a 

calculated fuzziness in th e  presen tation , a bold stare , a d isingenuous 

ingenuousness, a p roneness to  flattery. W alter, Sr. had to  have w arned  

him against m en like Willie Harris and indicated their proliferation on  th e  

s tre e ts . He had to  have heard of th e  Kingfish from A m os'N  Andy, Brer 

Fox or any num ber of th e  o ther tricksters from  th e  surrounding folklore. 

Perhaps W alter, Jr. w as  Willie Harris himself a t som e brief tim e in his past.

W as he so  d esp era te  to  indulge and apotheosize  w h a t w ere  perceived 

w ith near panic to  be a m anhood, ego  and pride a t  risk? Did he  engage  in 

instinct denial in choosing to  tak e  a chance  on the  dream  w hich, a t th a t 

point in tim e, w as all he had? Does the  m isery of o n e 's  spirit m ake one 

grasp  a t th e  dream  o therw ise , in w iser, m ore acu te  m om ents, perceived a s  

beyond practical reach? Is the  euphoric anticipation of som ething g rea t to  

com e, som e w onderful ego-satisfying achievem ent in th e  fu tu re - th e  

regaining of a lost or dem olished m anhood (perhaps life energy), th e  

"justification" for o n e 's  ex istence  on th is p lan e t-w o rth  th e  foolish gam ble?

Perhaps in the  a n sw ers  to  th e se  questions lay th e  reasons w hy so  

m any d isadvantaged  folk fall victim to  th e  seductive  preachings of 

fraudulent or disingenuous sto refron t p reachers or th e  flattery  of venal
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con-artis ts . Perhaps th is explains th e  major role fan ta sy  plays in the  

co n sc io u sn esses of d esp era te  black m ales. Perhaps it explains th e  o ften  

ill-conceived succum bing to  im pulse w hich subsequen tly  brings great 

m isfortune upon them .

The African Am erican male is already to o  m uch besieged by negative 

reality, by discouraging and d isheartening pragm atism , by th e  everp resen t 

existentialism  th a t w rack  his soul every second  of his life.

Adding to  th is are th e  reproaches, spoken or implied, by th e  w om en in 

his life. The m an says, "I w en t to  fly!" The w om an says, "You can  only 

exist on th e  ground. I will still love, respec t and suppo rt you even  if you 

craw l."

Even if sh e  does a s  she  s ta te s , it is not enough for him. Even if sh e  

sp eak s in th e  w arm est, m ost nurturing to n es , he feels pu t dow n. No 

m atter w hat she  does, his m anhood and ego  are brought under and ground 

into th e  dirt. His reaction can  only be rage and desperation .

The theatrego ing  public, even  th o se  m ost liberal-thinking of them , had 

no t seen  th is kind of ch arac te r on th e  s tag e  before. A nger th ey  had seen . 

But th a t, com bined w ith starvation  for a dream , they  had not. The electric 

perform ance of Sidney Poitier a s  W alter, follow ed by th a t of O ssie Davis, 

fu rther intensified th is e ffec t.

A new  African-Am erican m ale ch arac te r had  en te red  th e  landscape.

He could now  exp ress his anxieties, his w ishes. He could overtly show  his
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unhappiness w ith th e  w ay th ings w ere, implying a severe  criticism of the  

system . The United S ta te s  of America w as no t p erfec t a fte r all and m aybe 

there  w as som e legitim ate reason  for th e  pouting, surly, acrim onious 

African A m ericans w ho w ere  now  com ing o u t into th e  open  displaying the  

a ttitu d es  they  did. Here he w as , W alter, J r ., having now  com m itted  a 

major ham artia out of desperation  for "a dream ." He w as now  ou t in th e  

open.

Presently , his agonized soui lurches on to  a  new  idea, one containing in 

it a con tex t for new  infamy.

A fter M ama had m ade the  initial paym ent on th e  house in the  

heretofore "lily-white" Ctybourne Park, there  w a s  an im m ediate reaction on 

th e  part of their prospective neighbors. They sen t Mr. Lindner, 

representing their organization. The Clybourne Park Neighborhood 

im provem ent A ssociation, to  buy back th e  house a t a profit to  th e  Younger 

family. This offer, of course , w as  pridefully turned  dow n by W alter.

Now th e  frenzied young m an, his soul w racked, ch an g es his mind. He 

calls Mr. Lindner back to  the  apartm en t. He will a ccep t th a t offer.

The decision is fraught w ith a kind of internalized vengeful sleaze th a t 

a lso flies in th e  face of th e  intrinsic Younger pride th a t had been  th e  credo 

of W alter, S r . 's  life. The so n 's  rage and self-reproach blind him to  th e  

principles of th e  positive, prideful vaiue sy stem  conveyed to  both his sister 

and him by his m other and fa ther and w hich they  represen t to  him. He
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w eapon  w ith w hich to  flagellate his inner integrity (and by so  doing, 

flagellate th e  evil world of w hich he is a part), taking th is m ost racially 

humiliating and self-abnegating path: taking m oney from  som ebody as 

paym ent for accepting th e  fact th a t his race is not good enough to  be 

jux taposed  to  th e  o th e r 's  race. He will degrade himself and his race by 

taking the  m oney, pretending w ithout conviction th a t th is insidious m ove 

will m ake up for th e  m oney he lost to  Willie Harris, th a t he will return evil 

for evil and th u s balance out th e  scales of th e  moral universe.

The o ther side, how ever, s ta re s  him in th e  face and will not go aw ay, 

no m atter how  he tries to  duck around it. He is degrading himself, his 

family integrity, his race, in front of th a t very family, particularly his son. 

Travis, he know s, will have to  deal w ith his ow n m anhood problem s in a 

few  years. How will he, W alter, Jr ., be in a moral position to  be of 

fatherly help w hen th is c ircum stance arises a s  his fa ther had been to  him? 

How will he a ffect B enea tha 's  fu ture psychosexual life if he is to  be se t up 

a s  one  of th e  m odels in her m ental canvas? How is he ever again to  be 

th e  m an his wife Ruth needs and  deserves?  How will he be able to  s tep  

into W alter, S r . 's  shoes and be th e  proper m an/son to  Lena, som ething  

even he himself desires in his inner self-conceptualization in relationship to  

her? M ost im portant of all, how  is he to  recap ture  his ow n inner sense  of 

himself a s  a man- if there  is such  a possibility for him ever again?
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That, how ever, is far-reaching. There is th e  im m ediate problem to  deal 

w ith - to  fill in th e  gnaw ing gap created  by th e  loss of th a t m oney to  Willie 

Harris, the  co nsequen t "sting" to  his ego, and the  feeling of guilt from his 

venal and foolish betrayal of his m o th e r 's  tru s t?

B eneatha, her fu ture  in m edicine having been all but destroyed , 

understandably  displays ou trage a t W alte r's  ham artia:

BENEATHA
He m ade an investm ent! W ith a m an even  Travis 
w ouldn 't have tru sted  w ith his m ost w orn-out 
m arbles.6

Responding to  all th is, he sp ew s forth his bile, so  m uch is it boiling to  

th e  rim, w hich takes th e  form of a hateful, g ro tesque  Tom show , a grand 

guignol of racial self-hatred, self-parody and self-em asculation (read: 

se lf-castra tion )-w h ich  is perhaps th e  m ost violent ac t he com m its in the  

play:

MAMA
You making som ething inside me cry, son.
Som e aw ful pain inside me.

WALTER
D on't cry. M ama. U nderstand. T hat w hite 
m an is going to  walk in th a t door able to  
w rite checks for more m oney than  w e ever had.
It's  im portant to  him and I'm  going to  help 
him ...I'm  going to  put on  the  show , M ama.



MAMA
Son-1 com e from  five generations of people 
w ho  w as slaves and sh a rec ro p p ers-b u t a in 't 
nobody in my family never let nobody pay 'em  
no m oney th a t w as a w ay of telling us w e w a sn 't  
fit to  walk th e  earth . W e a in 't never been 
th a t poor.

(Raising her eyes and looking a t him)
W e a in 't never been  th a t-d e a d  inside.

BENEATHA 
W ell-w e  are dead  now. All th e  talk about 
dream s and sunlight th a t goes on in th is  house.
It's  all dead now .

WALTER
W h at's  th e  m atter w ith you all! I d idn 't m ake 
th is worldl It w as  give to  m e th is w ayl Hell, 
yes, I w an t m e som e y ach ts  som edayl Yes, I w an t 
to  hang som e real pearls 'round my w ife 's  neck.
A in 't she  supposed  to  w ear no pearls? Som ebody 
tell m e—tell m e, w ho decides w hich w om en is 
suppose  to  w ear pearls in th is world. I tell 
you I am  a m an—and I think my wife should w ear 
som e pearls in th is world!

(This last line hangs a good while and WALTER 
begins to  m ove abou t th e  room. The word "Man" 
h as penetra ted  his consciousness; he m um bles 
it to  himself repeatedly be tw een  strange 
ag ita ted  p au ses  as he m oves about.)

MAMA
Baby, how  you going to  feel on th e  inside?

WALTER 
Fine!...Going to  feel fine...a  m an ...

MAMA
You w o n 't have nothing left then , W alter Lee.



WALTER 
(Coming to  her)

I'm  going to  feel fine. M am a. !*m going to  
look th a t son-of-a-bitch in th e  eyes and s a y -  

(He falters)
--and say , "All right, Mr. L indner- 

(He falters even more)
- t h a t 's  your neighborhood o u t there) You got 
th e  right to  have it like you w ant) Ju s t  write 
th e  check  a n d - th e  house is yours." A n d -an d  
I am  going to  s a y -

(His voice alm ost breaks)
"And y o u -y o u  people ju st put the  m oney in my 
hand and you w o n 't  have to  live next to  th is 
bunch of stinking niggers!..."

(He stra igh tens up and m oves aw ay  from his 
m other, wafking around th e  room)

And m ay b e-m ay b e  I'll ju st g e t dow n on my black 
k n ees ...

(He does so; RUTH and BENEATHA and MAMA 
w atch  him in frozen horror)

"Captain, M istuh, B o ssm an -
(Groveling and  grinning and wringing his hands 
in profoundly anguished imitation of th e  slow- 
w itted  movie stereo type)

A -hee-hee-hee! Oh, yassuh  Boss) Y assssuhl G reat 
W h ite -

(Voice breaking, he fo rces himself to  go on) 
--Father, just g i'u ssen  de  m oney, fo*God's sake, 
and w e 's - w e 's  a in 't gw ine com e ou t deh and dirty 
up yo ' w hite  folks neighborhood..."

(He breaks dow n com pletely)
And I'll feel final Fine! FINEI

(He g e ts  up and goes into the  bedroom )7

His m other, how ever, com es to  his defense;
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MAMA 
(To BENEATHA)

There is a lw ays som ething left to  love. And if 
you a in 't learned th a t, you a in 't learned nothing,

(Looking a t her)
Have you cried for th a t boy today? I d o n 't  m ean 
for yourself and for the  family 'c a u se  w e lost 
th e  m oney. I m ean for him: w hat he been through 
and w h a t it done to  him. Child, w hen  do  you think 
is th e  tim e to  love som ebody the  m ost?  W hen th ey  
done good and m ade th ings easy  for everybody?
Well then , you a in 't th rough  learn ing -because  
th a t a in 't the  tim e a t all. I t 's  w hen h e 's  at 
his low est and c a n 't  believe in hisself 'c au se  
the  world done w hipped him sol W hen you s ta rt 
m easuring som ebody, m easure  him right, child, 
m easure him right. Make sure you done taken 
into accoun t w hat hills and valleys he com e 
through  before he go t to  w herever he is.8

Still, Mama has her ow n s tra teg y  for countering w h a t W alter in tends to  

do. She will th ru st Travis onto  th is scene  so  th a t w hatever W alter does, 

w hen Mr. Lindner arrives, he will have to  do it in front of the  boy. It is her 

hope th a t, in th is despera te  gam ble of her ow n, there  will be enough  of 

W alter, S r . 's  value system  in him to  d issuade him from taking his intended 

course  of action. He has to  p ass  on W alter, S r . 's  values to  Travis. This is 

w h a t will take  top  priority.

Fortunately for W alter, J r ., and for th e  rest of th e  family, W alter, Jr. 

had a strong  sta lw art fa ther image in W alter, Sr., and now  he m ust see  to  

it th a t is com m unicated to  Travis. It is an unw ritten , implicit family 

tradition which will have its w ay no m atte r w hat th e  c ircum stances and
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desp ite  W alter, J r / s  em bittered  rantings. Even dead, th e  fa ther, th e  senior 

male of th e  Younger family, genera tes his pow er. True, there  is M ama as 

his agen t and certainly w ith her his spirit prevails. But, w ithout her, he 

would still be a prevailing force, ano ther m ale figure in th a t household.

Thus, it is his labor-filled, deprived but dignified ex istence  and the  

legacy it carries w ith it th a t holds sw ay -a lo n g  w ith T rav is 's eyes fixed on 

W alter, Jr.--w hen th e  la tter changes his mind a t th e  climax of th e  play and 

decides once  again not to  sell th e  house in Clybourne Park, th a t the  

Youngers will m ove in.

The one  to  benefit m ost from this eventuality  is Travis. He is th e  end 

point on th e  line of Younger m ales, the  inheritor of all th a t bo th  W alter, Sr. 

and W alter, Jr. rep resen t in their ex istence, both implicit and explicit. His 

grandm other spoils him a t tim es a s  she probably did W alter, Jr. O ften, 

African-American m en are  spoiled by their m others until they  reach the  age 

a t w hich they  are supposed  to  fulfill som e perhaps unspoken requirem ent 

or standard  w hich they  have not or canno t a tta in  to . T hat is w hen  the  

alm ost Oedipal doting and indulgence by th e  m other tu rn s into m artinet- 

like acrim ony.

Mixed in w ith th is a ttitude  is th e  consciously or unconsciously felt 

necessity  to  "reign th e  male child in," by subduing his natural aggression, 

and  any tendency  to  g e t beside himself w hen  thw arted . This action is to  

p ro tec t him from perceived and actual th reaten ing  and dangerous forces
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outside th e  fam ily 's im m ediate env ironm ent-peop le  w ho might consider 

his asse rtiveness  an affron t to  them . U nfortunately, th is psychosocial 

patterning stem m ing from the  m other reverberates back from th e  male a s  

he reaches and g row s through puberty, shaping w hat his a ttitu d es will be 

tow ard  th e  fem ales w ho will play roles in his life—his siblings, friends, 

co-w orkers, girlfriends, wife.

Thus, w here  a t first there  is Oedipal indulgence and "patience w ith his 

aggravating b o y 's  w ays" on th e  m o th e r 's  part, she  later becom es "that 

w itch  w ho w o n 't give me any s lack ." This psychodynam ic pa ttern  

resu lts, internalized in th e  male, w hich later in life com es back out 

behaviorally in resentfu l, antisocial, nihilistic, m isogynistic, alm ost 

schizophrenic form s: lying, volatility, indifference, cheating  w ith o ther 

fem ales, having multiple girlfriends (satyriasis), mood sw ings from doting 

rom antic love to  sadistic , o ften  acrim onious grousing about th is or th a t 

triviality w hich leads m ore o ften  than  not to  negative nonproductive 

a ltercations; from gentle, good-hum ored social interaction to  outright 

violence. On the  o th er side of th is coin there  are obsessive-com pulsive 

behavior p a tte rn s (sublim ating rage), developing unrealistic obsessions 

abou t a given fem ale, to  passive-aggression, to  cold de tachm en t w here 

th e  focus in a given relationship is only on th e  lust and not on the  

affection  (except in bogus form).

Will Travis e scap e  this?



W e canno t answ er th a t question  because  th e  scope  of th e  play, its 

tim e and te x t (sub tex t included) will not and need not cover it. As 

m entioned earlier in th is piece, M ama does spoil Travis a s  she  probably did 

W alter Jr. w hen  he w as his so n 's  age. Ruth is also som ew hat indulgent to  

th e  boy bu t there  is already creeping into her tone  and pattern  in relating 

to  him a s te rn n ess  and harshness w hich bodes ill for th e  future of their 

relationship. Still, th e  conflict be tw een  M am a and Ruth over th e  boy’s 

upbringing is a friendly one, and th e  boy is never a t any tim e unsure  about 

th e  intensity of love felt for him by either his grandm other or his 

m o ther...even  his aunt. On th e  o ther hand, Ruth is pregnant, w hich will 

engender an increased tension  and a m ore stressfu l environm ent for them . 

The decision to  m ove to  th e  Clybourne Park house possibly has more 

m erits th an  negatives.

He has a very good relationship w ith his father. Even in m om ents of 

g rea t s tre ss , W alter Jr. has tim e to  play mime gam es w ith th e  boy. 

Furtherm ore, w ha t is seen  by th e  b o y 's  eyes is very im portant to  W alter. 

That in itself is proof positive of a good relationship.

W e do  not know  w hat is to  becom e of th e  Youngers in their C lybourne 

Park house. T hat is not w ithin th e  scope of th is play; it would have to  be 

taken  up in A Raisin in th e  Sun II if it could be w ritten . (According to  

Robert N em iro ff-H ansberry 's  husband-literary execu tor-adap tor/producer 

of several of her works--Lorraine H ansberry had w ritten  a scene  in w hich
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th e  Younger family w aits in their house a s  their hostile neighbors besiege it 

bu t she  did not use it.)9

From th e  evidence p resen ted  to  u s in th e  p lay 's  tex t, Travis should 

probably tu rn  out all right. There is a line of good father-son  and son* 

fa ther relationships running through  the  Younger family w hich serves a s  a 

source of a good part of its s treng th . Travis should be a beneficiary of 

th a t.

Ultimately, w ith all of the  negatives in th e  surrounding air, his father, 

W alter, J r .,  m ade th e  morally and psychologically correct decision a t th e  

p lay 's  conclusion, a decision w hich probably insured Travis being on the  

right road for a good part of th e  rest of his life.
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CHAPTER SIX 
THE DEATH OF THE WHITE LIBERAL 

IN THE J'ACCUSE PLAY 
BLUES FOR MR. CHARLIE BY JAMES BALDWIN

In 1964 , th e  Civil Rights M ovem ent w as  reaching an  im passe. Jim 

C row  conditions w ere  either not changing fas t enough or not a t  all. New  

youth  in th e  Civil Rights organizations lacked th e  patience of their elders. 

They w an ted  seem ingly a ttainab le  goals reached fas te r but th ings w ere 

not happening a t  all. In fact, th e  surrounding pow er s tru c tu re  now  

seem ed m ore intransigent. It w as beginning to  daw n on th e  Civil Rights 

c rusaders th a t, desp ite  all th a t had happened, little would change.

True, th e  Civil Rights Bill of 1964  had been signed by President 

Johnson  on Ju ly  2nd. Nearly six million African A m ericans show ed  their 

endorsem ent of Jo h n so n 's  W ar on P o v erty -g ea red  to  improving th e  lot in 

life of the  im poverished—by voting him to  a  second  term . The 2 4 th  

A m endm ent to  the  C onstitu tion  elim inated th e  poll tax  requirem ent for 

voting in Federal elections. A rthur A she becam e th e  first African Am erican 

nam ed to  th e  Am erican Davis Cup Team . J . Raymond Jo n e s  w as elected  

N ew  York City D em ocratic leader. M artin Luther King, Jr. received the 

Nobel Prize for Peace.

There w ere  still, how ever, too  m any negatives. Race rio ts continued  to  

break ou t in cities all over the  country , incurring huge lo sses of life and
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property. (Roy Wilkins of the  NAACP com plained of "criminal elem ents" in 

th e  urban uprisings, signaling an inchoate split in th e  civil rights ranks.) In 

Mississippi, Michael Schw erner and A ndrew  G oodm an, w hite civil rights 

w orkers, and Jam es C haney, an  African Am erican, w ere  m urdered by local 

w hites.

The brutal racists had not relented. An a ssass in a ted  United S ta te s  

President and  o ther m artyrs did not seem  to  have pricked the  surrounding 

moral consciences enough. There would be shock, ou trage , sad n ess  and 

com m iseration. A United S ta te s  President and o ther m artyrs did not seem  

to  have pricked the  surrounding moral consciences enough. There would 

be shock, outrage, sad n ess and com m iseration, but w hen th e  sm oke 

cleared, th e  social conditions seem ed  to  rem ain a s  they  w ere before.

Black poet-playw right LeRoi Jo n e s-su b se q u e n tly  to  becom e Amiri 

Imamu B araka-w ro te  a powerful absurd ist, mythically realistic one-act play 

entitled  D utchm an. It w as a parable show ing how  th e  w hite m a n -  

em bodied by th e  charac ter of a sexy w hite blonde, L u la -seduces and 

exploits th e  African Am erican, both physically and psychologically. This 

them e reflected growing a ttitu d es  am ong te  activ ist, militant black left. 

(Actually th e  resen tm en t of w hites in th e  m ovem ent had been there  since 

th e  very beginning; blacks, in one  w ay, resen ted  th e  w hites w ho  helped 

th e m - th e  implication being th a t they  could no t do th ings for them selves; 

m oreover, blacks felt th a t the  w hites could a lw ays e scap e  to  their
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privileged middle and upper c lass world, som ething th e  blacks could not 

do, and therefo re  could never really know  or understand  the  full m eaning 

of th e  b lacks' petition.) Jo n e s  th en  published his second  collection of 

verse. The Dead Lecturer, his poetry  now  including racial them es and 

reflecting his increasingly anti-w hite philosophy.

M oreover, a new  conflict w as  taking place in S ou theast A sia--the Viet 

Nam W ar-w h ich  w as diverting aw ay  from th e  Civil Rights conflict m uch of 

th e  a tten tion  and energy in the  cities, to w n s and s tre e ts  of Am erica. The 

M ovem ent, consequently , w as losing its forw ard th ru s t-w h a te v e r  th a t 

w es--and com ing to  a halt.

Increasingly d isaffected  eyes began to  turn from th e  e n e m y - th e  "good 

old boy* estab lishm ent, fortified by an arm y of m urderous racists 

dedicated  to  keeping "the nigras in their place " - to  a longstanding ally w ho 

had been in th is great c rusade  from  th e  beginning, suffering o u trages w ith 

their African-Am erican colleagues, even  dying: the  w hite  liberal. Then, 

shortly, he w as no longer the ally; he w as th e  enem y, th e  psychosocial 

sabo teur, th e  force w hich held up progress w ith a too  readily proffered 

conservatism , w ho seem ed  to  be in too  m any im portant positions m aking 

to o  m any im portant decisions affecting  th e  lives of to o  m any African 

A m ericans. O ut of th is g rew  a se t of special s te reo ty p es . At the  m eeting 

a t w hich th e  NAACP w as founded, one  African Am erican participant is 

said to  have shou ted , "T hey 're  betraying us again, th e se  w hite friends of
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o u rs!”1

T here is concealed  so m ew h ere  inside th e  definition of liberslism  th e  

ides of am bivalence. S ince th e  liberal will exam ine all s ides of an  

argum en t, a  d ialectic, am bivalence is inevitable. The cond itions of 

im m ediacy and  crisis p reven ted  th e  Civil R ights soldiers from  having th e  

tim e or th e  energy  to  app rec ia te  th e  Ham let-like ratiocination  involved, 

thinking it tim e-w asting  and  w eakening  to  th e  n e ce ssa ry  inner resolve. 

Soon, am bivalence began  to  be looked upon a s  insincerity , a s  a kind of 

pusillanim ity, a s  an  individual no t "having his w hole heart in w h a t th e  

cu rren t issues, political or social, required of people com ing up ag a in st 

the ir problem s."

This re sen tm en t to w ard  w hite  liberals had been  sim m ering a  long tim e. 

T hat th ey  had  b een  helpful to  black ac tiv ists  all along w as undeniable, a 

given. T hat th ey  had been  close  allies of A frican A m ericans since  before  

th e  d ay s  of th e  abolitionist m ovem ent any  historian  could a t te s t  to .

For to o  long, though , w hite  liberals had dom inated  th e  decision-m aking 

and  leadersh ip  rotes in th e s e  m ovem en ts and  m ost of them  lived in 

neighborhoods w hich  w ere  little a ffec ted  by the  hum an righ ts issu es dealt 

w ith . M oreover, th e  tim e w a s  com ing w h en  black people had to  m ake 

n e ce ssa ry  m oves w hich w ould ob tain  for them  their "cultural m anhood ."

In 1 9 4 2 , Ralph B unche had a ttac k ed  th is  condition  in th e  NAACP:
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'T h e  interracial m ake-up of th e  NAACP is an undoubted  
source of organizational w eak n ess ....T h ese  w hite 
sym path izers are, in th e  main, either cau tious liberals 
or m aw kish, m issionary-m inded sen tim en ta lists on  th e  
race question . Their in terest in th e  Negro problem  is 
m otivated either by a sen se  of 'fair play' and a desire 
to  see  th e  ideals of th e  C onstitu tion lived up to , or 
an 'I love your people ' a ttitude . Both a ttitu d es  are 
far from touching the  realities of th e  problem ....T he 
liberal...recognizes and revolts against injustices but 
seek s  to  correct them  w ith palliatives rather th an  
solutions; for th e  solutions are harsh  and forbidding 
and are  not conducive to  optim ism  and spiritual 
u p lif t , '2

They w ere  the  cau se  of th e  plague of nonprogress. It w as all their 

fault. Their credibility and integrity w as now  held in question . The need 

for restructuring  and rethinking of th e  Civil Rights philosophy w as a t hand. 

To elim inate the  plague, the  w hite  liberal had to  be exorcised.

From th is, th e  idea of African-Am erican em pow erm ent arose, black 

em pow erm ent, black pow er. So, w ith th e  advent of th e  latter, there  w as 

th e  concom itan t dim inishm ent of th e  w hite liberal.

Som e w hites, hurt, fought bitterly to  stay . O thers cu t their lo sses and, 

their tails b e tw een  their legs, w ithdrew , m any to  becom e, a t best, closet 

"liberals" longing for th e  good old Civil Rights days, w ith all their glory and 

pain, m any to  becom e new  conservatives, m any, even  while partially 

understanding, to  w hither aw ay  in sm oldering, though  guilt-ridden, 

anti-black b itte rn ess .3
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All of th is, of course, served only to  prove even further how  "the w hite 

liberal” could not be tru sted ; and  to  m any liberals, perhaps the  

A frican-A m ericans w ere  right. "I would rather deal w ith a redneck," would 

say  m any black pow erites, "because w ith him you know  w ho you 're  

dealing w ith. W ith a w hite  liberal up in your face smiling, you just d o n 't 

know ."4

It would not be long before th is social condition, th is a ttitude  would 

find itself on th e  Am erican stage .

Elia Kazan, th e  g rea t s tag e  and film director and proprietor of the  

A cto rs Studio, had approached novelist-essayist-playw right Jam es Baldwin 

and asked  him to  w rite a play for them . Thinking of th e  th ea tre  a s  being 

no m ore than  a medium of trivial en te rta inm en ts and em pty  frivo lities-the  

negative critical response  to  his The Am en Corner still fresh in his m ind - 

Baldwin a t first balked a t the  idea.

He did not w an t to  risk his m orale, ta len t and life6 participating in such  

an undertaking w hich would only serve to  exacerba te  his already high level 

of frustration about th e  hopelessness of th e  s ta te  of A m erican race 

relations.* In th e  essay  fo rm -a t w hich he w as m ost e ffe c tiv e -e v en  in th e  

prose sec tions of his novels and  short sto ries, he could w ax eloquent in his 

m ost characteristically  hortatory  to n es and ven t m uch of th a t frustration.

Could he do  th a t in a  play, how ever, w ith its special indigenous 

param eters?  Could his ideas, best exp ressed  in his com plex Jam esian
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periodic sen ten ces  be put into th e  m ouths o f charac ters , no t a s  

intellectual, articu late , com plex or sensitive a s  he and express them  

effectively to  an  audience not a lw ays as tuned  in to  w h a t he is trying to  

convey to  them  in dram atic  rather than  expository  te rm s?  Could he rise 

above his understandable  righteous anger and craft a  viable w ork for the  

s tag e?  Paradoxically, th e  very passion  w hich could w ork in his favor a s  a 

dram atist could, a t th e  sam e tim e, w ork against him.

The m urder of a young boy in M ississippi in 1955  had been on his 

mind for som e tim e. The assassination  of Civil Rights leader M edgar Evers 

placed ano ther layer of concern  on him. He needed despera tely  to  

exam ine th e  dynam ics surrounding the  m aking and nature  of th e  killers of 

African-Am ericans so  it w as inevitable th a t, desp ite  his reservations, he 

would decide to  w rite th e  play.

The tw o  m urders of concern  to  him w ere certainly am ong m any th a t 

took  place during th is tim e. Baldwin, how ever, becam e o b sessed  w ith 

th ese  tw o  and rooted his play in them . One m urder took  place just a s  the  

Civil Rights M ovem ent w as about to  sta rt and the  o ther, while th e  Civil 

Rights M ovem ent w as  underw ay.

The first m urder w as  th a t of a teenaged  boy, Em m ett Till, dow n from 

Chicago to  M ississippi to  visit his grandm other for th e  sum m er. He had 

given th e  blonde proprietress of a local s to re  a wolf w histle, a  form of 

"atten tion" barely noticeable in a northern m etropo lis-in  fact, normal for
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bio city teen ag ed  b o y s -b u t considered im proper from a black male child in 

th e  rural world of M ississippi. N eedless to  say, th e  proprietor, her 

husband, took  g rea t o ffense, and , th a t night, th e  boy w as taken  from his 

hom e and dragged into th e  w oods by a gang of men, beaten  to  d ea th  and 

th en  th row n into a nearby river. In court, th e  m iscrean ts w ere  cleared of 

any guilt for th e  crime.

!n the  o th er m urder, M edgar Evers, a popular high-ranking NAACP 

official, w as  sh o t in th e  back while entering his drivew ay by an assailan t 

hiding behind th e  bu sh es acro ss th e  s tre e t. His a ssass in  has outlived 

Baldwin.

Thus, it w a s  from th e  ou trage Baldwin felt a t th ese  tw o  ev en ts  and 

o thers , th a t he w ro te  th e  play Blues For Mr. Charlie.

While each  cam e from a different tim e and  therefo re  had roo ts in a se t 

of social dynam ics all its ow n, Baldwin chose  to  com bine the  tw o  sto ries, 

pu t in his ow n  fictional e lem ents and place th e  resu ltan t dram a closer to  

his ow n tim e w hich w as w hen th e  moral and philosophical th ru st of th e  

Civil Rights M ovem ent w as beginning to  lose its energy. W ith the  

anti-Viet Nam W ar M ovem ent appearing over th e  d istan t horizon, th e  Black 

Pow er M ovem ent w as  about to  s ta rt, concom itant w ith th e  falling into 

disfavor o f th e  w hite liberal.

The particular tim e of th e  play itself is not clearly specified by th e  

p layw righ t-possib ly  som ew here  around th e  beginnings of th e  Civil Rights
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M ovem en t-no r is th e  se tting  more than  som e genera ' location som ew here 

in th e  S ou th  (P laguetow n, U .S.A ., a kind of generic, allegorical nam e, 

hinting th a t th e  play m oves closer to  m etaphor than  to  naturalistic 

photograph). Baldwin, through th is nonspecification, is trying to  

em phasize th e  tim elessness and  universality of his sto ry , th a t th e  even ts 

are part of an  ongoing p a tte rn  everyw here in Am erica and w hen  his 

multiple se tting  com prises, in constructiv ist skeletal form , the  

African-Am erican church  in th e  first tw o  a c ts  and th e  courthouse  in the  

last a c t, each  being on opposite  sides of a s tree t or cou rthouse  aisle, w e 

are seeing th e  m etaphorical visualization of his idea of an  America divided.

The audience is prepared then  for the  portrayal of a certain  kind of 

interpersonal dynam ics am ong th e  p lay 's charac ters .

Baldw in's conflated victim is a young m an nam ed Richard Henry. This 

is, incidentally, not th e  first tim e a Baldwin ch arac te r nam ed R ichard -o ften  

an  older b ro ther like his ow n older stepb ro ther w ho had gone ou t of his life 

before he had g o tten  a chance  to  reap  th e  benefits of having one, or his 

s tep fa th er w ho  had gone m ad and then  m et an  untim ely end--loses his life 

or m eets w ith d isaster in som e w ay or o ther. Som etim es the  ch a rac te r 's  

nam e is not Richard like, say, Luke in The Am en Corner w ho, though  he is 

a father, seem s m ore like an older brother. A doom ed troubled m an 

nam ed Richard seem s to  be Ja m es  Baldw in's objective correlative.

Richard h as returned to  his sou thern  hom etow n a fte r an ill-fortuned
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sojourn in th e  North w here , though  free of th e  custom ary  Southern 

constra in ts , he had m et w ith o ther equally devasta ting  pitfalls aw aiting a 

black m an a t odds w ith himself. He had a series of brief, spiritually 

detrim ental interracial affairs, had go tten  involved in th e  world of drug 

abuse  and had seen  his g rea t prom ise as a  m usician w hither aw ay  to  

nothing.

He is th u s  em bittered , angry (at himself mainly w hich he th en  d isp laces 

w ith anger tow ard  th o se  around him), cynical and is recoiling from  the 

psychological devasta tion  of th e  loss of a dream . Those c lo sest to  

h im -h is  father, grandm other, friends, himself, even his m urderer-w ili 

therefore experience his acid tongue and sa rcastic  arrogant m anner, th e  

form s the  expression of his bile will take.

M oreover, he finds it difficult to  ad just to  going from th e  relative 

liberality of life in th e  North to  winding up in th e  constraining a tm osphere  

of th is Southern  tow n, P laguetow n, his hom etow n. Having becom e 

unused to  behaving in a w ay  considered  correct, he finds th is ad justm en t 

to  be a major psychological task , too  strong  and too  fa s t for him to  

succeed  in, if he is so  inclined to  m ake th e  effort.

W e first m eet Richard talking to  his g randm other, M other Henry.

Here, his b itte rness co m es forth in full force. First, he ad d resses  th is 

m atriarch of th e  fam ily -g ran ted  th a t she  probably spoiled him in earlier 

tim es—as "old lady .” Ordinarily such  a rem ark would get him a slap
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acro ss  his fac s  and he would be conditioned to  expec t th a t. T hat part of 

him, how ever, has faded and has been  replaced. His b itte rness now  has 

rendered him irreverent tow ard  all th e  values and institu tions he grew  up 

w ith in P laguetow n th a t he sp ew s uncharacteristically  d isrespectfu l 

a ttitu d es a t her, show ing profane, disparaging tendencies w hich are 

unacceptab le  to  the  im m ediate world around him. T hat she could slap him 

acro ss  his face  is a possible consequence  th a t does not seem  to  m atte r to  

him. O ne part o f him w ould probably acknow ledge th a t he deserved it.

Yet sh e  is indulgent tow ard  him, concerned  w ith his w elfare. She 

know s there  is a m alaise in his spirit and th a t she  m ust tend  to  it but is not 

quite sure  e ither w h a t it is or w h a t she can  do abou t it.

It is obvious th a t she  never had this kind of trouble w ith her son, 

Meridian, R ichard 's father. He has grow n up "straight and  proper," being 

one w ith th e  surrounding society , having, if begrudgingly, com e to  term s 

w ith th e  P laguetow n w ays. Perhaps he is to o  m uch so . Perhaps w hen his 

w ife, R ichard 's m other, w as killed. Meridian should have been  less 

"proper" in his response. His a lm ost angelic nonresponse , how ever, se t 

well w ith th e  surrounding com m unity. It w as  accep tab le .

It w as not, how ever, w ith his son or himself. Therein is a large part of 

R ichard 's problem  and w hy he can  never again, now  th a t he is back hom e 

from  th e  North, be th e  Richard he w as before he left fo ' the  North. He 

can  never rela te  to  his g randm other, his fa ther or th e  tow nsfo lk  th e  w ay
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he did before. He had  not even been  able to  relate, in th e  relatively 

liberalized a tm osphere  of th e  North, to  his co-partic ipants in his new  found 

freedom --the w hite ladies he had shared his beds w ith - in  a positive, 

joyous w ay. No, his response  had to  be sneering, boastfu l, arrogant, 

indicative of a deep -seated  unhappiness he  could no t e scape . They w ere 

not lovely m em ories. They w ere  m erely b itter em pty  co n q u ests , w hether 

he w as th e  conqueror or th e  conquered.

His grandm other indulges him but he canno t a ccep t th a t. He tells her 

th a t he does not deserve  it; th a t he is unw orthy . While he d isparages 

himself, a kind of indignant hubris has evidenced itself. His is a world of 

closed doors, morbid fatalism  and em pty  darkness. Not even  his Aunt 

Edna in th e  "Prom ised Land" North had escaped  th is. She to o  is encircled 

w ith th e  o ther people and values held in con tem pt.

Perhaps, in the  s ta te  he is in now , if she  hits him, he m ight strike her 

back. Perhaps som ething deep inside her know s th is and th e  know ledge 

holds her in check. He seem s to  have com e to  som e so rt of edge, 

dangerous edge. The discretion, th e  n ecessa ry  inhibition, th e  self-check, 

a re  now  not there . Or, if they  are  there , he does no t desire to  m ake use  of 

them . He d o es  not care anym ore.

This a ttitude , for an  African-Am erican m ale, in a sou thern  tow n  like 

P laguetow n, holds th e  th rea t of oncom ing m isfortune. A black male, in 

such  a tow n , m ust care, m ust not be casual abou t his sa fe ty  and
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well-being, if he is to  survive.

This situation  is th e  very point of conflict Richard is having w ith th o se  

close to  him. Meridian also w a n ts  him to  tak e  it easy . R ichard 's response  

is th a t he can n o t be  like Meridian in th e  face  of all th a t is happening 

around them . M eridian's behavior in th e  face  of w h a t had happened to  his 

w ife is th e  very  model o f w ha t he, Richard, m ust not im itate.

Here w e have an obvious con tem p t a son  holds for his fa ther w ho has 

been  too  "accom m odating" to  an  unjust system . The unspoken issue of 

his m other w hich his grandm other and fa ther seem  to  be covering up w ith 

rationalization and denial, w hich African A m ericans in th e  South  m ust do 

for any  o u trag es  done them , in order to  live w ith their psycho-social 

condition, burns like a pyre of rage a t  th e  cen te r of their father-son  

relationship. Richard canno t do  th is and th is charac ter fault in him drives 

him to  his ham artia--and eventual m urder.

Why cou ldn 't he control th is impulse? W as his b itte rness  so  m uch th a t 

th e  energy source needed to  g en era te  th is self-control w as stifled? Or 

w a s  the  p lant already w ithered on th e  vine before he returned to  th e  

South? And w hy w a s  th a t th e  case?

Surely o th er m en have seen  their d ream s obliterated while they  w ere 

still in their prime. D espite a little resu ltan t b itte rness , th ey  m anaged to  

com e to  te rm s w ith  som e kind of life a fter. They raised families and 

served  their com m unities. They s tep p ed  back and accep ted  a role in the



114

background or observed  from th e  sidelines th e  even ts  taking place before 

them . They w atched  th e  parade of life pass  them  by and m anaged a 

modicum  of co n ten tm en t w ith their lot. They w en t on w ith their lives.

W hat w a s  in Richard H enry 's c raw  w hich stopped  him from  doing th e  

sam e?  Perhaps th e  an sw ers lie in his sojourn in th e  North which had 

happened before th e  play began. N eedless to  say , th e  ground had been 

laid during his early years in th e  S ou th  before he cam e North. T hat is a 

given.

He re tu rn s from th e  North, bitter, angry and violent from constan t 

humiliation, no t ju st from  his p as t experiences in th e  South , w hatever 

th o se  m ay have been , but his experiences in th a t part of the  country  

w here  humiliation had no t been supposed  to  happen. His relationships 

w ith the  w hite  w om en in the  North w ere  probably degrading, minor pyrrhic 

victories w hich left him w ith feelings of sado-m asochistic  self-loathing 

rather th an  joyous rem em brance or lusty trium ph. (His braggadocio 

betrays d issa tisfac tion  in recall.) All th is would only serve to  fuel the  fires 

of his rage m ore.

The love th a t he despera tely  had needed itself needed  a self-willed 

vulnerability w hich he could not allow to  tak e  hold of him. There w as too  

m uch danger of injury and hurt. This knee-jerk response w as to  harden 

himself, to  be devoid of affectiv ity  of any kind, to  be th e  Don Ju a n  (the 

lover of m any w om en w ho himself does not fall in love or allow him self to
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be "gotten  to ,"  as opposed  to  his opposite, Casanova).

His w ere not th e  rom ances of th e  gentility-filled flow er or a balmy 

breeze sifting through a nearby grove. His w ere th e  cold lusts of the  

asphalt pavem ents and cruel ten em en ts , furtive and "kinky," cold, cruel 

and heartless.

A t length, a fte r having becom e virtually unreachable, he finds himself a 

befuddled rebel, determ ined, ou t to  confront th e  w hite  world and wring 

som e recognition of his hum anity--w hatever is left of it-fro m  his 

confrontation. But th a t hum anity is eventually surrendered to  h a tre d - th e  

m ore profound because  it has becom e self-contem pt. The only recourse 

left to  him, in the  s ta te  of mind he is in now , is to  flaunt his "affairs" in 

th e  very world w here  it is m ost indiscreet to  do so , a s  a bitterly ironic kind 

of revenge against th a t  surrounding world, against himself.

So his relationship w ith himself duplicates his relationships w ith th o se  

around him and cau ses  their reactions to  him. B ecause of th is, he is 

doom ed th e  second  he se ts  foo t on the  soil of his hom e tow n.

The Reverend Meridian Henry (interestingly. Meridian is th e  nam e of 

th e  to w n  w here  the  "trial" of M edgar Evers' boastful killer w a s  held and 

itself m eans a mid-line) becom es a living exam ple of th e  traditional 

ineffectuality of the  black m an within th e  w hite pow er structu re . At som e 

point earlier in his life he had decided th a t it w as dangerous for a black 

m an in th e  South  to  a sse rt his m anhood, to  prom ulgate his selfhood.
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Realizing this, Richard has lost hope for correcting th is legal im balance 

w ithin the  system . He com es to  envision revenge, then , as th e  only 

recourse for redress:

RICHARD
I just w ish, th a t day th a t Mama died, he 'd  
took a pistol and gone through th a t w hite 
m an 's  hotel and sho t every son of a bitch 
in th e  place. T h a t's  right, I w ish he 'd  
sho t them  d e a d .7

Frustrated by th e  m iscarriage of social justice, he can  only counsel the 

pow er of violence. This s ta tem en t, of course, totally em ascu la tes 

M eridian's position as his father, underm ining his moral and paternal 

authority.

Deprived of the  dignity of m anhood in th e  secular world, he seeks this 

respect in the  world of religion:

MERIDIAN
I've had to  think--would I have been  such a Christian 
if I h a d n 't been born black?"8

For him, dignity is defined in the  sim plest te rm s w hich any husband 

and father might require: the protection of his w ife and son.

W hy is it, then , th a t his concep t of religion has resulted in the  

form ulation of values th a t have been just a s  ineffectual a s  the  religious 

convictions to  w hich Reverend Phelps adheres? (Phelps is the  w hite 

reverend of P laguetow n, M eridian's w hite dopoleaanger w ho is, 

accordingly, very conservative, very m uch in tune  w ith the  sen tim en ts of
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his parish.) First of alt. Meridian u ses  religion a s  an e scap e  m echanism  to  

p ro tec t himself from th e  stark  realities of life (like S ister M argaret in 

Baldw in's The Am en C orner), particularly life in a so u thern  tow n.

Perhaps it is a sublim ation of th e  rage, th e  will to  vengeance, th a t m ust 

burn in him every waking second. Perhaps th e  concep t of God and its 

accom panying value system  becom es th e  spiritual environm ent to  him as 

he had, in his private self-estim ation, failed to  be a m an and a father to  his 

son. Perhaps it is a reaction-form ation, covering th e  urge tow ard  violence 

deep  in him w hich, to  him, is com pletely unthinkable.

In strictly ostrich-like fashion. Meridian has stuck  his head into the  

sand of religion, using th e  Bible a s  a shield and a solution to  the  

multiplicity of real problem s in a real world ruled not by th e  w ord of God 

but by the  w ritten  and unw ritten  law s of m en. He seek s to  deal w ith the  

secular world strictly in accordance w ith Biblical p recep t, and he finds th a t 

th is course  of action  is insufficient. His son  and w ife have been w antonly 

killed by a plague of hatred . Slowly, Meridian becom es aw are  th a t 

y e s te rd ay 's  ineffective solutions will not provide an sw ers to  th e  problem s 

of today. Established values m ust be reexam ined and new  on es c rea ted  in 

order to  deal effectively w ith th o se  issues. He acknow ledges his role a s  a 

leader of his people. It is to  him th a t generations yet unborn will tu rn  for a 

sign and he do es not know  w hat th a t sign m ust be:
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MERIDIAN
....N ow , w hen th e  children com e, my Lord, and 
ask  w hich road to  follow, my tongue stam m ers 
and my heart fails, I will not abandon th e  land-- 
th is s trange  land, w hich is my hom e. But can 
I ask  th e  children forever to  susta in  th e  cruelty 
inflicted on them  by th o se  w ho have been their 
m asters, and w ho are now , in very tru th , their 
kinfolk, their b ro thers and their s is te rs  and 
their paren ts?  W hat hope is there  for a  people 
w ho deny their deeds and disow n their kinsm en 
and w ho do so  in the  nam e of purity and  love, 
in th e  nam e of J e su s  Christ? W hat a light, my 
Lord, is needed to  conquer so mighty a darkness!
This darkness rules in us, and  grow s, in black 
and w hite  alike. I have se t my face  against the  
darkness, I will not let it conquer me, even 
though  it will, I know , one day, destroy  th is 
body. But. my Lord, w h a t of the  children?
W hat shall I tell th e  children?9

Meridian begins to  m ove tow ard  th e se  new  values and in Act III w e see 

on th e  w itness  stand  a m an w hose  faith has begun to  falter under the  

oppressive forces exerted  by a society  th a t has been blinded by th e  plague 

of race hatred:

THE STATE 
And you raised your son according to  the  
p recep ts of th e  Christian church?

MERIDIAN
I tried. But both my son  and I had profound 
reservations concerning th e  behavior of 
Christians. He w ondered w hy they  trea ted  
black people a s  they  do. And I w as  unable 
to  give him--a sa tisfac to ry  a n sw e r.10



W hen th e  s ta te  litigators try  to  bait Meridian on th e  issue of social 

equality, th e  reverend responds w ith m easured acuity:

THE STATE 
Perhaps th e  difficulties your son  had in 
accep ting  th e  Christian faith is due to  
your use of th e  pulpit a s  a forum  for 
irresponsible notions concerning social 
equality, Reverend Henry. Perhaps the  
failure of the  son  is due to  th e  failure 
of th e  father.

MERIDIAN 
I am  afraid th a t th e  gen t'em an  fla tters 
himself. I do not w ish to  see  N egroes 
becom e the equal of their m urderers. I 
w ish us to  becom e equal to  ourselves. To 
becom e a people so  free in them selves th a t 
th ey  will have no need to --fear-o th e rs-- 
and have no need to  m urder o thers.

THE STATE
You are not in th e  pulpit now . I am suggesting  
th a t you are responsib le-d irectly  responsib le l- 
for your so n 's  tragic fate.

MERIDIAN
I know  more abou t th a t than  you do. But you 
canno t consider my so n ’s death  to  have been 
tragic. For you, it would have been tragic 
if he had lived.

THE STATE 
W ith such a father, it is rem arkable th a t the 
son  lived a s  long as he did.

MERIDIAN 
Remarkable, too , th a t th e  fa ther lived!11
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Then th e  S ta te  tries a little in terrogatory trickery on th e  wily but 

adam ant pastor.

THE STATE 
....It m ust have dem anded  g reat discipline-

MERIDIAN 
To live am ong you? Y es.1?

Litigational coercion is next, a tac tic  th a t w ould have w orked on the  

conform ist reverend of th e  past, but now  do es not.

THE STATE 
Your Honor, will you instruct th e  w itness 
th a t he is on th e  w itness  s ta n d ...an d  tha t 
he m ust answ er th e  questions put to  him!

MERIDIAN 
The questions put to  himl All right. Do 
you accep t th is answ er?  I am a m an. A man!
I tried to  help my son  becom e a m an. But 
m anhood is a dangerous pursuit here.
And th a t pursuit undid him because  of your guns, 
your ho ses, your dogs, your judges, your 
law -m akers, your folly, your pride, your 
cruelty, your cow ardice, your m oney, your 
chain gangs, and your churches! Did you 
think it would endure  forever? That w e 
would pay for your ea se  forever?13

He com es boldly face  to  face  w ith himself, gaining in spiritual s treng th  

m uch to  th e  d ispleasure of the  court.
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MERIDIAN
Yes! I am responsible for th e  d ea th  of my 
son. l -h o p e d - l  p rayed -l s tru g g led -so  
th a t th e  world would be different by the  
tim e he w as a m an than  it had been w hen 
he w as born. And I though t th a t - th e n -  
w hen he looked a t m e~he would think that 
I—his fa th e r-h a d  helped to  change i t .14

Now th e  court tries psychological a ttack , using th e  old dodge of boxing 

the  individual in w ith his personal self-im age so  th a t he canno t 

coun tera ttack  effectively. In th e  South , African-Am erican m en are m ade 

to  know by w hite  m en w hat "tru ths" they  should be holding dear, w hat 

value system  they  should be adhering to , and th a t, if they  are not, there  is 

som ething drastically w rong w ith them  or, w orse, they  are to  be "taught" 

a lesson, "straightened out," "put back in line":

THE STATE 
Reverend Henry, you have m ade us all aw are 
tha t your love for your son  tran scen d s your 
respec t for th e  tru th  or your devotion to  the 
church. But-luckily for th e  tru th - i t  is a 
m atter of public record th a t your son  w as so  
dangerously deranged th a t it w as found 
necessary , for his ow n sake, to  incarcerate 
him. It w as a t th e  end of th a t incarceration 
th a t he returned to  this tow n . W e know  tha t 
his life in the North w as rio to u s-h e  brought 
th a t riot into th is tow n. The evidence is 
overw helm ing. And yet, you, a Christian m inister, 
dare to  bring us th is tissue  of lies in defense 
of a know n pimp, dope addict, and rapist! You 
are yourself so  ea ten  up by race hatred th a t 
no w ord of yours can be believed .16
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Before th e  change had been undergone in Meridian, he would have 

been easily bent to  th is standard . Now, he evinces a profound 

transform ation:

MERIDIAN
Your judgm ent of m yself and my m otives cannot 
concern m e a t a ll  I have lived w ith th a t 
judgm ent far to o  long. The tru th  canno t be 
heard in th is dreadful place. But I will tell 
you again w ha t I know . I know  w hy my son becam e 
a dope addict. I know  b e tte r  than  you will 
ever know , even if I should explain it to  you 
for all eternity , how  I am responsible for th a t.
But I know  my son  w as not a  pimp. He respec ted  
w om en far too  m uch for th a t. And I know  he w as 
not a rapist. Rape is hard work--and, frankly,
I d o n 't  think th a t th e  alleged object w as my 
so n 's  type at all)16

Parnell (the liberal), his w hite friend and th e  friend of R ichard 's killer, 

Lyle (the racist), m ust continue to  be pulled in both directions, struggling 

to  travel th e  middle of th e  road. In a w ay, Parnell reflects M eridian's 

form er inner struggle, a s  th e  reverend is moving ou t of it. (Parnell is fixed 

a t his psycho-socio-philosophical position of am bivalence.)

This am bivalence in Meridian had only exacerba ted  R ichard 's 

disapprobation because, in his b itter social canvas, one w as either a friend 

or an  enem y. There could be no in be tw een . At th is point, th e  young m an 

no longer had th e  energy or will to  w restle  w ith the  labyrinthine 

com plexities of a ttitu d es th a t did not touch  either ex trem e but w hich 

strained  tow ard  both. It had required g rea t effort to  w restle  w ith th e
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am bivalences and lack of certain ty  and conviction. It w as  far easier to  

cover over such  considerations w ith con tem pt, a blanket dism issal of the  

individual concerned , even if he w as an old family friend:

RICHARD
...I'm  going to  tre a t everyone of them  as 
though  they  w ere responsible for all the  
crim es th a t ever happened in the  history 
of th e  w o rld -o h , yesl T hey 're  responsible 
for all th e  m isery I've ever seen , and 
th a t 's  good enough for me. It's  because  
my D addy 's go t no pow er th a t my M am a's dead .
And he a in 't go t no pow er because  h e 's  black.
And th e  only w ay the  black m an 's  going to  
get any pow er is to  drive all the  w hite 
m en into the  s e a .17

Le Roi Jo n e s  once said tha t any ch arac te r created  by a black writer, 

w hether th a t charac ter is black or w hite, is a black character. On th a t 

basis, I will d iscuss th e  w hite charac te r Lyle Britten, R ichard 's killer, and 

Parnell Jam es , th e  editor of the local new spaper and th e  w hite liberal of 

th e  play.

Lyle is full of the  contrad ictions and psychic paradoxes of sou thern  

w hite  ch arac te rs , of w hite  Am erican m ales in particular, as  envisioned by 

Baldwin. D oubtless, there  is a good deal of projection and egom orphism  in 

th e  creation of th is character, helped by th e  social realities of life and 

d ea th  in th e  Am erican South . First, he is on th e  ex trem e end of th e  social 

moral kaleidoscope. He com m its a c ts  w hich m ost of his fellow citizens
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only think abou t, though  not necessarily  a lw ays surreptitiously. He has 

m urdered a black w om an and he has m urdered Richard; he is full of 

loathing and fear of black m ales, particularly in regard to  his w ife Jo . Yet, 

he has had an affair w ith a black w o m a n -a n  affair w hose  basis w as not 

entirely lust. There is, mixed inside him, a real warm  affection, envy and 

regard for black folks, for anyone, w hite or black, close to  him w hom  he 

regards as possessing  qualities he lacks. Still, he is ostensively  so  

anti-black he can  easily tak e  black lives w ithout a m o m en t's  qualm.

H as Baldwin reflected a reality w ith w hich he has had a personal 

experience? Or, is he draw ing upon people and dynam ics he observed on 

his native East Harlem s tre e ts  ?--that is, black m en doing g rea t violence to  

each  o ther w ith com plete  insouciance?--even w hen th e  belligerents had, a t 

one tim e, som e regard and affection for one ano ther?  (It is said th a t th e  

African-Am erican male has tw o  enem ies to  w atch  ou t for in A m erica-the  

w hite  Am erican male and the  African-Am erican male).

Here, th e  argum ent can  go either w ay. In this instance, th e  w hite 

Am erican male can show  the  black Am erican male g rea t affection and 

regard one second  but th e  next, should a w rong no te  be struck in the  

tenuous hum an in teractions of th a t m om ent, in the  sou thern  w ay of life, 

strike tha t m ale dow n precipitously. This behavior pa ttern , a legacy from 

th e  sociodynam ics of th e  antebellum  S outh  (white m aster to  black slave), 

w as  naturally adop ted  by the  slaves, psychosocially internalized and



125

brought to  th e  North bv th e  g rea t black m igration w here  it becam e part of 

th e  interdynam ics am ong its citizens. This pa ttern , Baldwin m ust have 

observed, experienced, learned of everyday of his young life. There w ere 

also his personal encoun ters  w ith the  w hite w o rld -su ch  a s  the  incident in 

w hich he w as abused by a w hite policem an in front of th e  Public Library 

on 42nd  S tr e e t . '6 Coupled w ith his w ide reading on th e  sub ject of ante- 

and postbellum  sou thern  life and w h a t it w a s  like for African A m ericans, 

th is m ust have enabled Baldwin to  know Lyle well enough to  c rea te  his 

character. One has only to  change Lyle's race to  black and see  th e  sam e 

behavior p a tte rn s  am ong young m ales on th e  s tre e ts  of th e  black g h e tto es  

of America.

Does th is imply a racism  against the  self as virulent a s  Lyle's? Partially 

so. There is th e  o ther side th a t dem ands survival. The Richards of the  

world som ehow  find w ay s to  endure longer than  th e  Richard of Blues for 

Mr. Charlie until death  finally finds a w ay  to  overtake them . Thus, within 

m ost African- Am erican m ales like Richard, there  is a struggle going on 

be tw een  th e  Lyle part, th e  destroyer, and th e  part w hich survives, 

endures.

Baldwin used  both p arts  within his creative subconscious w hen he 

created  the  final confrontation  b e tw een  Richard and his m urderer:



RICHARD
I'm ready. Here I am . You asked me if 
I w as ready, d idn 't you? W h at's  on your 
mind, w hite m an?

LYLE
Boy, I a lw ays trea ted  you w ith respect.
I d o n 't  know  w h a t 's  the  m atter w ith you, 
or w hat m akes you act th e  w ay you d o -b u t 
you ow e me an apology and I com e out 
here tonight to  g e t it. I m ean, I a in 't 
going aw ay  w ithout it.

RICHARD
I ow e you an apology) T h a t 's  a wild idea. 
W hat am  I apologizing for?

LYLE
You know , you mighty lucky to  still be 
walking around.

RICHARD 
So are you. W hite man.

LYLE
I'd like you to  apologize for your behavior 
in my sto re  th a t day. Now, I think I'm being 
pretty  reasonable, a in 't I?

RICHARD
You go t anything to  w rite on? I'll write 
you an IOU.



LYLE
Keep it up. You going to  be laughing ou t of 
the  o ther side of your m outh pretty  soon.

RICHARD
W hy d o n 't  you go  hom e? And let me go hom e? 
Do w e  need all th is shit? C an 't w e live 
w ithout it?

LYLE
Boy, are you drunk?

RICHARD
No, I a in 't drunk. I'm just tired. Tired of 
all th is fighting. W hat are you trying to  
prove? W hat am  I trying to  prove?

LYLE
I'm trying to  give you a break. You too  dum b 
to  take  it.

RICHARD
I'm hip. You been trying to  give me a break 
for a g rea t long tim e. But th e re ’s only one 
break I w ant. And you w o n 't give m e that.

LYLE
W hat kind of break do you w an t, boy?

RICHARD
For you to  go hom e. And let me go hom e. I 
got th ings to  do. I go t” lots of th ings to  dot

LYLE
I go t th ings to  do, too. I'd like to  get hom e, 
too.



RICHARD
Then w hy are w e standing  here? C an 't w e walk? 
Let m e walk, w hite  man! Let me walk!

LYLE
We can  walk, ju st a s  soon a s  w e got our business 
se ttled .

RICHARD
It's se ttled . You a m an and I'm a m an. L et's  walk. 

LYLE
Nigger, you w as born dow n here. A in 't you never 
said sir to  a w hite  m an?

RICHARD
No. The only person I ever said sir to  w as my 
Daddy.

LYLE
Are you going to  apologize to  me?

RICHARD
No.

LYLE
Do you w an t to  live?

RICHARD
Yes.

l YLE
Then you know  w h a t to  do, then , d o n 't  you?

RICHARD 
Go hom e. Go hom e.
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LYLE
You facing my gun.

(Produces it)
Now, in just a m inute, w e  can  both go hom e.

RICHARD
You sick m other! W hy c a n 't  you leave me alone?
W hite man! I d o n 't  w an t nothing from  you. You 
a in 't go t nothing to  give me. You c a n 't  ea t 
b ecau se  none of your sad -assed  chicks can cook.
You c a n 't  talk because  w o n 't  nobody talk to  you.
You c a n 't  dance  because  you 've  go t nobody to  
dance w ith '-d o n 't you know  I've w atched  you all 
my life? All my lifel And I know  your w om en, 
d o n 't you think I d o n 't -b e t te r  than  you!

(Lyle shoo ts, o n ce .)19

Here w e have tw o  "brothers" on a collision course , a kind of sibling 

rivalry in w hich the tw o  co m b atan ts  jockey for positions of pow er and love 

to  be bestow ed  upon them  from som e subliminal m other deep  in the  

recesses  of their subconscious sensibilities. They are linked in their m utual 

hatred  of one ano ther and e a c h 's  d esp era te  need to  have an ego 

one-upm anship  over th e  other. They are locked in a moral struggle, like 

tw o  deer w h o se  an tlers have becom e locked in battle, w hich can  only end 

w ith the  m ore pow erful belligerent destroying  the  o ther. There is no 

escape  into th e  w oods here by one male rum inant to  seek  out ano ther herd 

of doe. The surrounding fam ily -the  implied th rea t to  Jo , Lyle's wife, in 

Lyle's m ind -and  the  unw ritten  behavioral law s of th e  S ou th -w ill not

perm it it. Richard is doom ed th e  m om ent he is alone and face to  face  w ith
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Lyle. In a  w ay, in Baldw in's schem e of th ings, so  is Lyle.

Parnell, on  th e  o ther hand, finally becom es the  quintessential 

Baldwinian knee-jerk w hite  liberal, th e  them atic  linchpin of th e  play. He is 

A eso p 's  bat during th e  w ai be tw een  th e  birds and th e  beasts , a w ar he 

loses on each  side. Since this P laguetow n w ar is ongoing, though  tew  

acknow ledge th a t, and seem s to  have no end in sight, Parnell can  only do 

his best to  keep as m uch of the  social peace a s  possible.

This m eans a splitting of himself into halves w hich renders him unable 

to  be a w hole m an a t any tim e. He is "other d irected," fragm ented. This 

is true of all of us in m odern society . We w ear multiple m asks to  be able 

to  in teract positively w ith the  diversity and com plexity of th e  world around 

us. This m akes each  of us "other d irec te d ."

Parnell, how ever, because  he is caugh t in the  middle of a particularly 

in tense w ar, m ust w ork unusually hard to keep the  various parts  of him 

together. The result is he loses a part of his integrity and credulity 

everyw here he tu rns. He can  never form solid ties in any d irec tion -no t 

w ith Meridian, not w ith Lyle, not w ith th e  black people of P laguetow n, not 

w ith th e  w hite  people of the  tow n.

W hen he testifies before th e  court, his am bivalence com es forth:

THE STATE 
And [Lyle] did not tell you th a t Richard Henry 
had a ttem p ted  to  assau lt his w ife? [not true  a t all]
Com e, Mr. Jam es)
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PARNELL
W e w ere all very m uch upse t. Perhaps he w as 
not a s  coheren t a s  he m ight have b e en -p e rh a p s  
I failed to  listen closely. It w as  my assum ption  
th a t Mrs. Britten had m isconstrued th e  b o y 's  a c tio n s -  
he had been in th e  North a long tim e, his m anner w as 
very free and bold.

THE STATE
Mrs. Britten has testified  th a t Richard Henry grabbed 
her and pulled her to  him and tried to  kiss her. How 
can th o se  actions be m isconstrued?

PARNELL 
Those actions a re -q u ite  explicit.

THE STATE 
Thank you, Mr. Jam es. That is all.20

This testim ony can  only bring one kind of reaction from th e  tow nsfolk.

BLACKTOWN 
W hat do you think of our fine friend now ? He d idn 't 
do it to  us rough and hard. No, he w as real gentle.
I hardly felt a thing. Did you? You c a n 't  never 
go against the  w ord of a w hite  lady, m an, not even 
if y o u 're  w hite. C an 't be done. He w as sad. S a d i

WHITETOWN 
It took him long enoughl He did his best not to  
say  it—can  you imagine! So  her s to ry  w as t r u e -  
after all! I hope h e 's  learned his lesson. W e 
been trying to  tell h im -fo r years!21

Lyle, of course, is exonerated  of the  charge of murdering Richara.

At th e  end of the  play, w hen Parnell o ffers to  join a civil rights m arch
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(the Civil Rights d em o n stra tio n s are  th e  background  of th e  play), he is 

w elcom ed by Ju an ita  (R ichard 's lover) bu t th e  q u estio n s ab o u t him in th e  

surrounding air will a lw ays be: w here  is he? w ho  is he? w here  do es he 

belong? T hese q u estio n s will follow  him to  th e  grave;

PARNELL
C an I join you on th e  m arch, Ju an ita?  Can I
w alk w ith you?

JUANITA
Well, w e  can  w alk in th e  sam e direction, Parnell.
C om e. D o n 't look like th a t. L e t's  go  on.

(Exits.)
(A fter a m om ent, Parnell fo llow s.)22

Baldwin had to  d raw  upon his o w n  inner am bivalence to w ard  w h ites 

and  blacks to  c re a te  th e  c h a rac te r  o f Parnell. His pow er h as a lw ays co m e 

from  th is am bivalence w hich evokes th e  cen tra l sou rce  of energy for all of 

his w ritings and is a t th e  c en te r of th e  problem atic m ystery  inside th e  

p syche  of th e  A frican-A m erican male.

In Rachel and  Big W hite Foo. th e  resp ec tiv e  d ram a tis ts  ten d e d  to  

p resen t m onochrom atic  ch arac te riza tio n s o f black m ale c h a ra c te rs  th a t 

generally leaned to w ard  th e  ideal. W ith th e  socioh isto ric  c ircu m stan ces  

for A m erican blacks in e ac h  c a se  being a s  bad a s  they  w ere , p layw rights 

w an ting  to  m ake their po in ts to  m ostly  indifferent w h ite  th e a tre  aud iences, 

needed  larger-than-life charac te riza tions and, in m any c a se s , ex trem e
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p resen ta tions of their male c h arac te rs ' family dynam ics.

W hen th e  charac ters  tended  tow ard  th e  villainous, a s  in th e  case  of 

Bigger Thom as in Native S o n , they  again w ere  pushed by th e  d ram atists  to  

ex trem es of action  and dynam ics. In th is c a se  of th e  adap tation  of a novel 

into a play, how ever, a theatrical piece th a t would go  before a m ostly 

w hite  audience, the  villainous character had to  be so ftened , th e  a c ts  of 

villainy placed within more m itigating co n tex ts  th an  th o se  p resen ted  in the  

novel. Still, th e  dram atic represen tation  w as near th e  outer periphery of 

c ircum stances w hich m ade the  dynam ics seem  less realistic and therefore  

more accep tab le  to  an audience not ready to  deal w ith black tru th s  

implicitly less than  com plim entary to  the overall social fabric of th e  nation. 

A udiences w ere  not ready to  fathom  the  deeper com plexities of the  

African Am erican male psyche just yet.

Duality, am bivalence and deeper psychological and social com plexity in 

black male ch arac te rs  began  to  appear in Take A Giant S tep . The Am en 

C orner. A Raisin in th e  Sun and Blues for Mr. Charlie, all post-W orld W ar II 

d ram as. America felt good about itself now  and w as therefo re  m ore 

receptive to  reexam ining its ideas about th e  surrounding world, its value 

sy stem , itself. This new  America could not com fortably peek underneath  

its layers of ste reo typed  im ages and gaze upon the  bias shattering  

contradicting  com plexities, ironies, am bivalences and paradoxes im bedded 

in its race relations. Luke, "the devil" in Ja m es  Baldw in's The Am en
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pro tagonist, w ho espoused  piety and good to  com pensa te  for a form er life 

of lust, d iscovered a t th e  p lay 's resolution th a t she  had really been the  

villain in th e  dram a of Luke, her son  Peter and her, Peter being driven aw ay  

by her actions. Meridian, in Blues for Mr. Charlie, had been an Uncle Tom 

in his life in P laguetow n, even  appearing no t to  have reacted  to  his w ife 's  

"m urder.” In th e  court scene , how ever, he turned  on th e  S ta te , and 

becam e a formidable w itness  for th e  prosecution. Spence, in Take A Giant 

S te p , w as a t once, angry, indignant and confused . Still, through this, he 

grew  to  a new  accep tan ce  of his c ircum stances and himself.

It w as now  possible to  have m ulti-faceted visions of black m ales' 

respective  environm ents. Thus, w hen  W alter reversed himself on Mr. 

Lindner in A Raisin in th e  Sun . Meridian thw arted  th e  S ta te  and Richard 

faced  dow n his m urderer-to-be w ith rage, arrogance and finally trem ulous 

intrepidity, it w as  clear th a t a new  audience of all ethnicities had com e to  

be in the  th ea tre . This new  audience w as now  open to  experiencing new  

psychosocial face ts  of th e  black m ale sensibility.



CHAPTER SEVEN 
THE SLAVE WITHIN

BY LEROI JONES

O utside sociohistorical c ircum stances in th e  early sixties brought into 

th e  creative and ideological matrix such  "new " ideas a s  "real” freedom , a 

new  enfranchisem ent, and  revolution for th e  black com m unity (civil) w ars 

or, m ore specifically, racial w ar. For black au thors, th e  ou ter constra in ts  

on exhibiting a black c h a rac te r 's  rage w ere rem oved to  be replaced by 

self-effacing am bivalence and consequen t neurosis. There w ere already 

hints of th is in Raisin and Blues. Now it cam e forth in full force in LeRoi 

Jo n e s ' The Slave (1964) in the  charac ter of W alker V essels (Denmark 

Vessey?), th e  ex-poet-intellectual-now -black- revolutionary leader of the  

black side of a racial w ar. It is raging outside of the  se tting  of th is play. 

Bom bs, gunsho ts, general turmoil can  be heard in the  no t-too-d istan t 

background and there  is a sen se  of th is struggle in W alker's alm ost 

th readbare  aspec t.

The Slave is an  ironic title. The play, like its pro tagonist, w ears the  

garm ents of a black militant, revolutionary t r a c t- a  p ro test play abou t a 

civil w ar b e tw een  blacks and w h ite s -b u t it is really an in trospective play 

abou t discoveries of the  self and th o se  around th e  self, th e  natu re  of its 

relationships both to  th e  inner being and th e  ou ter circles and how  th a t
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e ffec ts  all o ther relationships. The play w as first produced Off-Broadway 

a t th e  St. M arks Playhouse D ecem ber 16, 1 9 6 4  and ran for one  hundred 

and fifty-one perform ances. It received unfavorable review s from som e 

w hite  critics and a few  o thers w alked ou t on the  play w ithout seeing it 

through. N evertheless, to  conclude th a t th e  play w a s  w ritten  only for an 

African-American sensibility would be erroneous. It speaks to  both w hites 

and blacks alike.

During th e  tum ultuous period of the  six ties, the  defense  

m echanism -reaction-form ation  (see C hapter 2 , endno te  # 7 )-m an ifes ted  

itself in m any w ays. Fear w as prevalent. W hat w ould happen to  one in 

th a t Southern to w n  w here the  dem onstra tion  or voter registration w ere to  

take  place? Would G erm an shepherds be  se t upon Civil Rights m archers 

and p ro teste rs?  Would there  be beatings, ca ttle  proddings, whippings, 

fires se t, bom bs p lanted? Would there  be sniper shootings from behind 

trees?  W ould one survive?

Significantly, how  would one react if caugh t in such  a situation?

W ould o n e 's  final m om ent be o n e 's  "finest hour" or an em barrassm ent?

Then cam e the  confusion, rage and panic of th e  Black Pow er 

m ovem ent. New directions in th e  m ovem ent w ere taken . Political enem ies 

in th e  M ovem ent suddenly found invisible fences b e tw een  or am ong them  

becom ing m ore v isib le-an  enem y might becom e a supervisor or an 

adm inistrative ass is tan t. A person w ho w as once an  underling m ight now
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be a leader. Loyalties and friendships becam e volatile or o n e 's  choice of 

friends or m ere assoc ia tes might be called into question. One began to  

reevaluate o n e 's  ow n values or sen se  of self-w orth. Had th e  previous 

expenditure of energy and tim e been w orth  it or had it all been for 

nothing? W ho w as now  liberal, right, left? W as th e  anti-establishm ent 

relevant any longer? W hich w as "in" now ? W hat w as to  becom e of th e  

M ovem ent for w hat w as  right and proper? W hat w as now  to  becom e de 

riaueur?

African A m ericans becam e Black A m ericans. Black becam e beautiful. 

The heretofore scorned Bantu fea tu res (beautiful only to  the  negritude-elite 

few) now  becam e, to  th e  general populace, accep tab le  represen ta tions of 

beauty , to  be, more o ften  than  not, adm ired, adored. Sidney Poitier and 

Harry Belafonte now  slipped into positions in th e  Am erican psyche 

formerly occupied by th e  Van John so n s and Tom Drakes of the  

en terta inm ent world (or m yth-m aking, icon constructing  Hollywood/ 

Madison A venue M andarins).

Along w ith this shift, it w as no longer considered "outrageous," 

"revolutionary," "daring" or "sensational" for African-Am erican m ales to  

take  up w ith w hite fem ales (Even in P laguetow n in Blues for Mr. Charlie, 

there  w as not really th a t m uch uproar w hen  Richard show ed  his photos 

around). In fac t, b ecau se  it w as  no longer th e  novelty, black m ales w ere  

turning back to  their "sisters." As an ironic consequence , any interracial
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relationships th a t survived this new  developm ent had to  have had m ore to  

them  than  purely su rface  "rebellion against o n e 's  ow n and against the  

enem y” (like Richard in Bluesl. T hose interrelationships th a t w ere  honest 

had to  involve true  affection, love and devotion and if there  w ere  any 

o ther problem s th e  couple m ay have had -residual resen tm en t from  w hites 

and/or blacks, personal unresolved psychological problem s which 

precluded any successfu l relationships w ith ano ther hum an being, no 

m atter w hat e th n ic ity -th a t proved to  be their undoing, "being in or out of 

style" w as not one of them . (At th e  tim e of writing th is play, LeRoi Jo n e s  

w as in the  p rocess of leaving his w hite  wife and tw o  children by her.

Does th is play then  becom e a personal exam ination?)

It is therefo re  understandable th a t, am idst all th e  confusion, there  

would be m any in stances of reaction-form ation. There would be th e  loud 

militant scream ing, "Off all the o fays (w hites)I" while going hom e to  sleep 

w ith his w hite  lover. There would be the  liberal w h ites w ho would say: 

"T hey 're right about th is Black Pow er thing," while saying inside, "Those 

assho les will never m ake it w ithout us. How dare they  sug g est 

o therw ise?"

The outw ardly  daun tless  radical militant might have been concealing 

inside him an uncertain ty  abou t himself and all the  vicissitudes and 

dynam ics he m ight run up against. If he w ere a leader or som eone near 

th a t, he certainly could not show  this fear. Am bivalence, though tfu lness.
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sensitivity are to o  o ften  in terpreted a s  w eakness  or vacillation by th o se  

w ho would be led (as is th e  ca se  for liberals). Caution, discretion and 

circum spection would appear to  undercut his resolve in their eyes and th u s  

dilute the  in tensity  w ith w hich they  would follow his orders and directives. 

The young Turks in th e  organization would m ove in on him like C ape wild 

dogs besieging an old zebra. Any revolution led by him would therefo re  be 

doom ed to  failure.

A s a consequence , all tendencies tow ard  th e  cerebral had to  be 

concealed, kept under control, and only th o se  form s of cerebration which 

would im press his underlings w ith his though tfu lness, c leverness, d iscreet 

cau tion  and w isdom , w ould be allowed to  surface. Only th o se  tendencies 

w hich reinforced his streng th  a s  a leader would becom e extrinsic. All else 

would rem ain concealed from th o se  following him. There could not be 

even a hint of w eakness.

This postu re  would pose a problem  to  the African-Am erican male 

leader. Though The Em ancipation Proclam ation had legally freed th e  black 

slaves in th e  n ineteen th  century-h isto rically ; in fac t, psychologically, 

sociologically and econom ically, for m any black m ales, slavery continues 

to  ex ist today . Som ew here deep  in the  rec esse s  of th e  p sy c h e -w h e th e r  it 

is in th e  ego, th e  superego , the  u n co n sc io u s-th e re  ex is ts the  internalized 

"Negro slave" fed by d ecades, generations of subliminal and overt training 

by th e  surrounding primary (itself having been trained) and secondary



140

culture in w hich th a t individual had been nurtured. There are variations to  

how  th e  individual reac ts  to  this or functions under its e ffec ts--w hether he 

becom es Bill Cosby, J e s s e  Jackson , Oprah Winfrey, Willie Horton or 

W alker V e sse ls - th e  cen tral part of th is "inner reality" is a lw ays there .

W ith th is fac t in mind, Jo n e s  begins his play, in th e  prologue, w ith an 

old slave nam ed W alker com ing out, presentationally , to  ad d ress  th e  

audience. Is th is w h a t W alker V essels, th e  pro tagonist of The Slave, has 

becom e? Or is it w here he has com e from? Is th is a com m entary on a 

tru th  about th e  African-Am erican psyche? is th is ch arac te r th e  real person 

inside the  revolutionary protagonist, p resen ted  nakedly to  th e  audience 

prior to  the  ev en ts  of th e  play proper? Or is it the  afterm ath?  Is he the  

universal m etaphor for w hat ex ists inside every revolutionary, w hite  or 

black? Have th e  w este rn  values so  filled and confused  him th a t it is 

necessary  he becom e a militant m onster to  neutralize their e ffec ts?  W as 

Jo sep h  Stalin so  m onstrous because  it w as necessary  for him to  

counterpoise th e  C hristian-Judaic-Czarist value system  m ade so m uch a 

part of him in th e  small Georgian tow n  he g rew  up in (though he used 

m uch of it to  im plem ent his policies after he becam e dictator)?

Accordingly, playw right Jo n e s  uses th is play to  exam ine the  inner world 

and personal relationships of th e  imposing revolutionary leader. W alker 

V essels, w ho  is struggling w ith th e  fact th a t m uch of w h a t he is revolting 

against is very m uch a valued part of him.
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Therein is th e  dilemma. He is an  erstw hile poet and intellectual. M any 

of th e  param eters, rules, figures of speech , m etonym ic choices, 

m ythologies w hich he had used to  exp ress th e  very core  of his anguished 

soul had their roots in th e  very value system  w hich gave his soul its 

anguish, an anguish w hich drove him to  becom e a revolutionary. The fire 

in him w hich m ust have been ignited, w hich catapu lted  him to  th e  top  of 

his organization and m esm erized th e  m en around him (m en w ho  have 

followed him faithfully, w hom  he m ust love for being his m en and for 

being the  brave fighters they  obviously are  but w hom  he m ust also  feel 

con tem pt for not being on his intellectual level, for not being as 

Eurocentrically oriented a s  he), com es partly from th e  very thing he h a tes  

enough to  w an t to  destroy . Such an am bivalence m ust have ripped him 

apart inside. Hence, th e  reaction-form ation: th e  militant outside, the  slave 

inside. Ironically, Victor M ason in Big W hite Fog can  only talk wishfully of 

a m uch milder form of revolution w hich never com es (except in interracial 

form). W alker not only has his m ore efficacious revolution; he is winning 

it. Vet, he is m ore conflicted in his position th an  th e  fanatical G arveyite. 

W alker becom es tw o  persons.

In the  p lay 's  prologue, W alker, "dressed  a s  an old field slave, balding, 

w ith w hite hair, and an old ragged v e s t....c o m e s  to  th e  cen ter of the  s tag e  

slowly, and very deliberately, puffing on a pipe, and seem ingly uncertain of 

th e  reaction any audience will give his s p e e c h .1' '
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WALKER 
(Pauses to  relight pipe)

I am  m uch older than  I look...or m aybe m uch 
younger. W hatever I am  or s e e m ...2

Earlier in th e  m onologue he says:

WALKER
W hatever the  core of our lives. W hatever th e  
deceit. W e live w here w e are, and seek  nothing 
but ourselves. W e are liars, and w e  are m urderers.
We invent death  for o thers. S top  their pulses 
publicly. S tone possible lovers w ith heavy w orlds 
w e think are ideas...and  w e  know , even before th ese  
sh ap es are  realized, th a t th ese  w orlds, th ese  dep ths 
or heights w e fly to  sm oothly, as in a dream , or 
slighter, w hen w e  sta re  dum bly into space , leaning 
our eyes just behind a last quick m oving bird, th en  
som etim es th e  place and  tw ist of w hat w e are will 
push and sting, and w hat th e  c rust of our s ta n ce

WALKER (CONT'D) 
has becom e will ring in our ears  and sh a tte r th a t 
piece th a t is never closed. An ignorance. A 
stupidity. A stupid  longing not to  know ...w hich  
is rom antically fulfilled. A utom atically trium phs.

A utom atically m akes us killers or foot-dragging 
celebrities a t th e  core of any  filth. And it is a 
deadly filth th a t p asses a s  w hatever thing w e feel is 
too  righteous to  question, to o  deeply felt to  d en y .3

Here, th e  tone  is se t for w h a t follows. It is the  revelation of th a t 

duality in m an w hich is a t the  cen ter of th e  p lay 's protagonist and his 

dilemma, w hich engenders the  irony of th e  p lay 's title.

The play is in th e  realm of science fiction. It postu la tes th a t there  is a
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race w ar b e tw een  the  blacks and th e  w hites w hich th e  blacks (ten percent 

of th e  popu la tion -though  Fidel C a s tro 's  revolution w as w on w ith a s  small 

a  following) are apparently  winning. M oreover, although m uch of the  

dialogue is p resen ted  representationalfy, so m uch of it is so  intellectual, 

ironic, hyperbolic and full of oxym oron th a t it flirts w ith presentationalism . 

W alker V essels, arm ed, leaves th e  warring group he is so  trium phantly 

leading to  visit th e  hom e of his ex-w ife G race (who is w hite), th e  tw o  

children sh e  bore him and her current college professor husband Easley 

w ho is w hite, a liberal and apparently  a form er acquain tance  of W alker's.

It is similar to  a hostage , "despera te  hours* type  of situation bu t is really a 

desire on th e  part of W alker to  s tep  back into his past, "to  com e ho m e,” 

for a rigorous self-exam ination before he m akes any major dram atic 

decisions abou t his m ovem ent. It is here w here the  revolution, although 

very m uch a presence  in the  play w ith its con trapuntal noise and violence, 

g e ts  pushed into the  background of concern , to  be replaced by a 

reevaluation, m ore to  th e  point, an Ibsenian philosophical "retrospective 

analysis" of their interpersonal (mainly W alker-centered) relationships.

Actually, all th ings considered , th e  play is sta tic . True, there  is 

conflict, bo th  sub terranean  and overt. Certainly the  action  outside of the  

house is in full force. Inside of th e  house, how ever, th e  dynam ics are  a t a 

standstill. W hat o ther w ay can  th ings be? W alker has a  gun. Easley is a 

college professor, not a caped  crusader. He is not going to  engage in
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reckless heroics w ith his w ife in th e  room w ith him and th e  tw o  children 

upstairs. This is not a Hollywood su spense  piece, w ith Gary Cooper 

lunging for th e  gun, disarm ing th e  intruder and saving th e  day, th e  whole 

sto ry  concerning itself w ith getting  to  th a t point. W e have here th ree  

intellectuals, literary, philosophical, caugh t in a situation none of them  

really w an ts  to  be in -n o  m atter w h a t the  su rface  reasons ind icate-try ing  

to  w ork out som e kind of moral and psychological negotiation w ith W alker 

in w hich tru th s  are revealed, m eanings are com e to  te rm s w ith, and 

nobody em erges harm ed. The dram a and theatricality  are  on th e  outside, 

o ffstage . The dram a and theatricality  on th e  im m ediate s ta g e  before th e  

audience are  in the  w ords flying back and forth  am ong th e  characters, 

m ostly directed a t W alker or w ith W alker either coun terattack ing  or 

initiating th e  a ttack .

Though m enace, th rea ts  and violence from W alker are p resen t, they 

are mainly to  m ake a point, o ften  gratu itous, o ften  a nonsequitur. They 

becom e alm ost a form of obligatory punctuation , nothing m ore, until the  

p lay 's  "clim ax” [quotation m arks mine]. G race and Easley alm ost react 

w ith faint fear a s  if they  half do not believe he w*ll do w h a t he th rea ten s, 

canno t do it b ecause  they  share a personal history. The o ther part of 

them , of course, is w ary, uneasy.

Anyone w ith the  least familiarity w ith th e  work of LeRoi Jo n e s  or his 

later incarnation, Imamu Baraka, should know  the  inevitability of th e  p lay 's
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ending, implicit in th e  prologue.

In LeRoi Jo n e s 's  play D utchm an the  p ro tagonist Clay is m urdered by th e  

w hite  w om an he encoun ters cn  th e  subw ay  because  of his "pretensions to  

bourgeois respectability ," because  he tries to  be "w hite m iddle-class" in 

his dem eanor. In th is play, The S lave. Clay, in the  form of W alker, g e ts  

his revenge. It is his tu rn  now  to  m urder th e  w hite w om an and th u s to  

m urder th e  very sam e qualities in him m entioned above-in trinsic  

"w hiteness," Eurocentric cultural en slav em en t-b y , perhaps, m urdering the  

children upstairs. He kills G race by m urdering her husband, by th rea ten ing  

to  take  th e  children aw ay , by psychologically torturing her and, finally, by 

having his forces outside destroy  th e  hom e, one of w hose  beam s falls on 

her. (This, of course, is an inadvertent ac t, not deliberate.) To add  fuel to  

th e  fire, before she dies he tells her th a t before she  and her husband had 

arrived at hom e, he had m urdered th e  children. (Why th ey  had left the  

children alone, given th e  even ts  on the  outside, is puzzling. W hatever, it 

allow s W alker to  en te r th e  house unopposed and do w hat he had w an ted  

to  do.)

To have com m itted  such  an ex trem e a c t—the  m urder of his ow n 

ch ild ren-te lls  a poignant tale  of th e  nature of the  turmoil inside th e  militant 

pro tagonist. T hat he w as friends w ith w hites at one tim e and now  is their 

besieger is one thing, w h e th er the  change in a ttitu d e  is a pose or not. To 

m urder his ow n children, how ever, because  a part of them  rep resen ts  the
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enem y, disregarding th a t o th er part of them  th a t rep resen ts him, his blood, 

his flesh, his inner reality, his hum anity, is an  ex trem e a c t th a t undercu ts 

th e  cogency of his will a s  a revolutionary. A revolutionary exudes a crazed 

fanaticism  to  achieve his revolutionary goals. The extrem ism  is th e  energy 

generato r w hich drives him over th e  m any o b stac les  he m ust com e up 

against in th e  course  of carrying out his given mission.

There m ust be, how ever, an  essential hum anity w hich co n n ec ts  him to  

th e  com m unity he is going up against the  pow er struc tu re  for. It m ust be 

there  for th a t com m unity to  be behind him in his efforts, or his mission is 

doom ed to  failure. The m urder of anything th a t co n n ec ts  him to  any 

hum anity tak es him ou t of th a t area in w hich rapport w ith the  com m unity 

and an assu rance  of their allegiance to  him and his value system  is 

possible. In th e  case  of W alker, it m ay free h im -in  his m ind-from  any 

ties w hich w ould com prom ise his e ffec tiveness but, in fac t, it is those  very 

children th e  revolution is for. The ultim ate sincerity of his fervor and the  

s te ad fa s tn ess  of his m otivation are therefore  questionable  and finally so  is 

th e  basis of th e  revolution. Even th e  ded icated  soldiers under him would 

now  have their doub ts. If he had chosen  instead  to  take  th e  children w ith 

him to  w herever the  revolution is taking him and his arm y, th a t would be 

an o th er m atter. H ow ever, for all concerned , th a t would be too  dangerous. 

A lw ays there  is his role a s  a leader, his o ther "enslavem ent. * The 

question  is w hich "enslavem ent" is the  stronger, th e  m ore problem atic.
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W hen G race and  Easley first encoun ter W alker in th e  beginning of th e  

p lay -ju st a fte r th e  prologue, th e  professor and his w ife becom e te n se  and 

w atchfu l of th e  revolutionary:

EASLEY
(Handing GRACE a cigarette , then  w aiting 
to  light it)

Well, w hat th e  hell do you w an t, hero?
(Drawn ou t and challenging)

WALKER 
(With sam e challenge)

Nothing you have, fellah, not one thing.

EASLEY
Oh?

(Cynically)
Is th a t w hy you and your noble black b ro thers are 
killing w h a t 's  left of th is city?

(Suddenly broken)
I should sa y .. . .w h a t 's  left of this coun try ...o r 
world.*

A little later, G race tries to  stifle one of W alker's tirades:

GRACE 
W alker, shu t up, will you?

(Furious memory)
I had enough of your tw isted  logic in my day ...you  
rem em ber? I m ean like your heroism . The sam e kind of 
m em ory. Or lie. Do you rem em ber w hich? Huh?

(Starting to  weep)
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WALKER 
(S tarts to  com fort her)

G race ...lo o k ...th e re 's  probably nothing I can say  to  
m ake you understand  m e...now .

EASLEY
(S teps in front of WALKER as he m oves 
tow ard  GRACE...feigning a cold 
sophistication)

U h...no, now  com e, Je fe , you 're  not going to  m ake one 
of th o se  em brace th e  w eeping ex-w ife dram as, a re  you?
Well, once  a bad poet a lw ays a bad p o e t...ev en  in the  
disguise of a racist m urderer 15

Here, Easley partly fo rgets th e  situation G race and he are currently  in 

and reverts back to  the  role of critic-analyst of W alker's creative work and 

of his thinking in general. Obviously, this m an w ho has taken  W alker's 

place in G race 's  heart, in th e  family constellation, perhaps even in the  

children 's consciousness, m ust once  have been som ew hat close to  

W alker, m ust have been a tru sted  colleague. Perhaps he w as a m en to r-  

perhaps a teacher of th e  fledgling poet intellectual-- perhaps even  the  

inadvertent Frankenstein w ho gave birth to  th e  militant revolutionary w ith 

catalytic  transfusions of Eurocentric history, sociology, anthropology and 

psychology. Now he is th e  m an W alker m ust destroy, not because  he has 

taken  his place in his family but because  he is the  synecdoche of th e  force 

he is battling against.

To prepare for th is. W alker m ust harden himself. He m ust not be as
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vulnerable to  E asley 's barbs a s  he probably w as a t one tim e. Thus, in th e  

cu rren t situation, he responds to  Easley:

WALKER 
(Not quite humbled)

Yeah.
(Bends head, then  he brings it up quickly, 
forcing th e  joke)

Even disguised a s  a racist m urderer...I rem ain a 
bad poet. D idn't St. Thom as say  th a t?  O nce a bad 
poet alw ays a bad p o e t...o r w as it Carl Sandburg, 
a s  som e kind of con fess ion?0

Easley, not to  be put off, s tay s in the  argum ent:

EASLEY
Y ou're not still w riting ...now , are  you? I should 
think th e  political, now  military e s ta te s  would be 
sufficient. And you alw ays used to  speak  of the  
R enaissance a s  an  evil tim e.

(Begins making tw o  drinks)
And now  y o u 're  certainly th e  gaud iest exam ple of 
R enaissance m an I've heard o f .7

A fter regarding W alker for som e time, G race-h in ting  a t a past 

tenderness b e tw een  th e m -n o w  in terrup ts th e  argum ent to  exp ress a no te  

of concern  for th e  a r tis t 's  soul in her ex-husband (perhaps appropriate, 

perhaps not):

GRACE
(Looking tow ard  WALKER even while EASLEY 
ex ten d s th e  drink tow ard  her)

W alker...you are still writing, a re n 't  you?0
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W alker, w anting to  m aintain his hardness, can  only respond to  her 

so ftn e ss  w ith gam e-playing, self-effacing bitter irony:

WALKER
Oh, God, yes. W ant to  hear the  first lines 
of my new est work?

(Drinks, does a  theatrical shiver)
Uh, h o w 's  it g o ...?  Oh, "Straddling each  
dolphin 's back/A nd stead ied  by a fin,/
T hose innocents relive their death ,/T heir 
w ounds open aga in ."9

G race continues her soft concern:

GRACE 
(Staring at him closely)

It's  changed quite  a b it.10

W alker m ust turn th is into a gam e. He m ust m aintain th e  upper hand in all 

areas, not just the  physical one brought abou t by th e  fac t th a t he is 

arm ed:

WALKER 
Y eah ...it 's  changed  to  Y eats.

(Laughs very loudly)
Yeah, Y eats...H ey, professor, anthologist, 
lecturer, loyal opposition, e t ce te ra , e t ce te ra , 
d idn 't you recognize th o se  w ords a s  being 
Y ea ts 's?  G oddam n, I m ean if you d idn 't 
recognize th em ...w h o  th e  hell w ould? I 
though t you knew  all kinds of sh it.11
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Easley, also, is fighting for th e  upper hand while a t th e  sam e tim e 

m aintaining his com posure:

EASLEY
(Calmly)

I knew  they  w ere  Y e a ts '.12

M omentarily th w arted , W alker quickly tu rns his a tten tion  briefly to  th e  

bottle  in his hand:

WALKER 
(Tilting th e  bottle  again quickly)

Oh yeah? W hat poem ?13

Now Easley adm inisters the  c o u p  de g ra s .

EASLEY
The second  part of "N ew s for the  Delphic 
O racle ."14

Easley know s the  poem  and it is to  be assum ed  th a t he know s the  

psychological dynam ic behind W alker's choice of a poem  to  m asquerade 

w ith. W ith all its  sym bolism  and w ith W alker's obvious need to  identify 

w ith a vital sym bol like th is to  anchor his s treng th  on, he has perhaps 

revealed m ore to  his an tagon ist Easley abou t th e  s ta te  of his inner world 

than  he had w an ted  to . This m ust put him on the  defensive.

The dolphin, th e  symbolic benefacto r of Mankind (in fac t, th is sea 

m am m al, having no fear of Man, has been known to  save  drow ning m en in
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th e  see  and take  them  to  safety), th e  represen tative of th e  Apollonian 

ideal, the  channel for all th e  freedom , w isdom  and enlightenm ent from th e  

Delphic Oracle, w ith its beauty  of m ovem ent and asp ec t. Obviously, this 

exp resses  a covert wish-fulfillment on W alker's part, th a t this would 

symbolize him and all th a t he s tan d s  for in th e  ongoing revolution.

W hat is m ore, William Butler Y eats w as himself a nationalistic a s  well 

a s  a  late Romantic poet. (Many parallels can  be draw n b e tw een  the 

socio-political position of the  Irish in relationship to  th e  occupying British 

and the  African Am erican in relationship to  th e  majority w hite Am erican.) 

Very m uch a part of his oeuvres w ere  m ysticism , sym bolism  and imagism. 

He paralleled th e  age  of fifth cen tu ry  Periclean A thens w ith th e  eleventh 

cen tury  Byzantine culture as th e  zenith of th e  Christian cycle. W alker's 

choice of th is poet reveals m uch about his art, his concerns, th e  very core 

of his soul.

Also, th a t th e  belletristic know ledge seem s to  float be tw een  th e  tw o  

m en renders W alker som ew hat uneasy and possibly annoyed a s  Easley 

calmly accep ts  the  m essage of th is m om ent and its full connotation.

There is a brief m om ent of understanding betw een  th e  tw o  m en which 

disarm s W alker even m ore. E asley 's role, for the  rem ainder of th e  play, 

will be to  underm ine W alker in every possible w ay, to  dilute the  

revolu tionary 's pow er as m uch a s  he can. He m ust keep W alker on the  

defensive bo th  as a sa fe ty  m easure and to  justify, in his ow n mind, his
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position of having taken  th e  black m ilitant's place in th is household.

W alker, o f course, is fully aw are  of th is and  m ust quickly regroup:

WALKER
(Hurt)

"N ew s for th e  Delphic O racle ." Yeah. T h a t's
right.

(To GRACE)
You know  th a t, G race? Your husband know s all 

abou t everything. The second  part of "News 
for th e  Delphic Oracle."

(Rhetorically)
Intolerable m usic falls. Nym phs and sa ty rs  

copulate  in th e  fo am .15

The sub rosa altercation continues.

The issue of the  children 's fa te  com es up:

GRACE
Y ou're not going to  take th e  children, are you?
You w ouldn 't ju st take them , would you? You 
w ouldn 't do th a t. You c a n 't  hate  m e so  m uch 
th a t y o u 'd  do th a t .16

G race d raw s on their personal history as m an and w ife and paren ts of 

th e  children to  elicit from  him th e  answ er she  w an ts  to  hear, th a t he would 

not do  such a thing. T hat they  w ere  once a loving couple and good 

paren ts is evident in her plea. His taking them  aw ay  from  her is an 

unthinkable thing to  her and her image of and respec t for him is implicit in 

her voice and  repetitive m anner. As m onstrous as he has becom e, th o se  

qualities in him tha t m ade her love him and happily bare children for him.
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loving them  for herself a s  well and not abandoning them , m ust still be 

inside him and would never let him do this. She is clinging to  a past 

im age of h im -since  there  is nothing else she  can  do under the  

c irc u m sta n ce s-th a t no longer is there .

He, accordingly, can  only respond w ith cruel acrim ony:

WALKER
I d o n 't  hate  you a t all, Grace. I ha ted  you 
w hen I w an ted  you. I h av en 't w an ted  you for 
a long time. But I do w an t those  children .17

Their relationship, w hat is left of it, can  now  only be discussed  in 

love-hate term s, w ith particular em phasis on th e  latter a s  she strikes back 

a t him:

GRACE 
Y ou're lyingf

WALKER
Ho, I'm not lying...and I g u ess  th a t 's  
w h a t 's  cu tting  you u p ...b ecause  you probably 
know  I'm not lying, and you c a n 't  understand 
th a t. But I tell you now  th a t I'm not lying, 
and th a t in sp ite  of all th e  things I've done 
th a t have helped kill love in me, I still love 
those  girls.

EASLEY
You m ean, in sp ite  of all th e  people you 've  
killed.

WALKER
O.K., O.K., how ever you w an t it...how ever you 
w an t it, let it go  a t th a t. In spite of all 
th e  people I've killed. No, be tter, in spite
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WALKER (CONT'D) 
of th e  fac t th a t I, W alker V essels, single-handedly, 
and w ith no o ther adviser excep t my ow n ego, 
prom oted a bloody situation w here  w hite  and black 
people are  killing each  other; desp ite  th e  fact 
th a t I know  th a t th is is a t  b es t a w ar th a t will 
only change, ha, th e  com plexion of ty ranny ...

(Laughs sullenly) 
in sp ite  of the  fac t tha t I have killed for ail 
tim es any creative impulse I will ever have by 
the  depravity of my m urderous philosophies... 
desp ite  the  fac t th a t I am  being killed in my 
head each  day and by now  have no soul or heart 
or w arm th , even in my long killer fingers, 
desp ite  the  fac t th a t I have no o ther thing 
in th e  universe th a t I love or tru st, but m yself... 
despite  or in spite, the  respite, my dears, my 
dears, hear me, 0  Olympus, O Mercury, God of 
th ieves, O Damballah, chief of all the  dead 
religions of pseudo-nigger patrio ts hoping to  
open big res tau ran ts  a fte r de w ah ...h a r har... 
in spite, despite , th e  resistance  in th e  large 
cities and th e  small to w n s, w here w e have taken , 
yes, dragged piles of darkies ou t of their beds 
and sh o t them  for being in Rheingold ads, desp ite  
the  fac t th a t all of my officers are ignorant 
m otherfuckers w ho have never read any book in 
their lives, desp ite  the  fac t th a t I w ould rather 
argue polices, or literature, or boxing, or 
anything, w ith you, dear Easley, w ith you...

(Head slum ps, weeping) 
desp ite  all th ese  things and in spite of all 
the  drunken noises I'm making, desp ite ...in  
spite o f...I w an t those  girls, very, very, m uch.
And I will take them  out of here w ith m e .18

N eedless to  say , th is is a face  he would dare  no t sh o w  to  his soldiers



156

but it is very m uch there  in him, ju st below  th e  surface. Implicit in here is 

a titanic struggle he m ust engage in w ith himself every w aking hour of his 

current life. This m ust put a terrible strain  on him and th is m akes his 

judgem ents questionable.

The sad  irony is tea rs  are taken  a s  a sign of w eakness w hen they  are  

really indicative of a terrible w ound deep  dow n inside.

Revolutions have been carried on by leaders w ith terrible w ounds inside 

them . The w ounds have no t stopped  th e  p rocess. Som etim es they  have 

energized it. Som etim es they  have becom e th e  central hardening adhesive 

to  th e  needed streng th .

Grace, how ever, had lived w ith them  and, in fac t, had learned how  to  

deal w ith them . She sh o w s th is now , as, beginning to  se n se  w hat 

W alker's decision is, she  lashes back a t him:

GRACE 
(Jum ps up)

W hat? Is no one to  reason w ith you? Isn 't 
there  any w ay  som ething can  exist w ithout you 
having th e  final judgm ent on it? Is th e  whole 
world y o u rs ...to  deal w ith or destroy? You're 
right! You feel I You have th e  only real 
vision of the  world. You lovel No one else 
ex is ts  in the  world excep t you, and th o se  w ho 
can help you. Everyone else is nothing or 
else th ey 're  som ething to  be destroyed . I'm 
your enem y now ...righ t?  I'm w rong. You are 
th e  children 's fa th e r...b u t I'm no longer their 
m other. Every one  of your y esse s  or nos is 
intended by you to  reshape the  world after 
th e  im age you have of it. They are my children!
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GRACE (CONT'D)
I am  their m other! But because  som ehow  I've 
becom e your enem y, I suddenly no longer qualify.
Forget you 're  their m other, Grace. W alker has 
decided tha t you 're  no longer to  perform  th a t 
function. So th e  w hole business is erased  a s  
if it never existed . I'm not in your head .
W alker. Neither are those  kids. W e are all 
flesh and blood and deserve to  live...even 
unabstrac ted  by w hat you think w e ought to  
be in th e  general schem e of things. Even alien 
to it— ,s

G race then  brings ou t her ultim ate w eapon . S he rehashes th e  terrible 

last years of their deteriorating relationship:

GRACE
....I left you ...and  took th e  girls because  
you 'd  gone crazy. Y ou're crazy now . This stupid 
ugly killing yo u 'v e  s ta rted  will never do  anything 
for anybody. And you and all your people will 
be w iped ou t, you know that. And you'll have 
accom plished nothing. Do you w an t th o se  tw o  
babies to  be w ith you w hen  y ou 're  killed so  they  
can  w itness the  d ea th  of a g rea t m an? So they 
can  grow  up and w rite articles for a m agazine 
sponsored  by th e  W alker V essels Society?20

Though m uch of th e  dialogue is p resen ted  w ith realism, 

representationally, so  m uch of it is so  intellectual, ironic, full of 

m etaphysical gam eplaying th a t its e ffec t is to  c rea te  a m ise en  scen e  th a t 

flirts w ith presentationalism . Like its pro tagonist and subject, th e  play 

su g g es ts  th e  myriad dichotom ies th a t pervade the  surrounding universe, 

th a t certainly pervaded th e ir-W alk e r 's  and G race 's -m arriag e  relationship.
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Perhaps th e  intrinsic duality of W alker needs presentationalism  to  insure 

clear com m unication of its warring em otions to  the  audience. 

R epresentationalism  o ften  conceals.

W ith th e  above regard, Grace, further along near th e  p lay 's end , after 

Easley has been m urdered by Walker, a ssu m es his role of underm ining th e  

revolutionary. In Jo n e s 's  pantheon, w hites, even if they  have shared 

intim acies w ith blacks, loved them , married them , bore their children, dealt 

w ith their foibles and idiosyncracies and shared  their ow n, never lose th a t 

everp resen t fence th a t sep ara tes  th e  cam ps. Grace is, finally, th e  enem y.

How devastatingly  th is m ust com prom ise the  intrinsic integrity, 

m anhood and sen se  of reality of Walker:

GRACE
(W eeping, but then  she  s to p s  and 
is quiet for a minute)

So w h a t 's  supposed  to  happen then ...I m ean 
after you take th e  kids and leave me here alone?
Huh? I know you 've  though t about th a t, too.

WALKER
I have. But you know  w hat'll happen m uch 
b e tter than  I do. But m aybe you d o n 't.
W hat do  you think happened to  m e w hen you 
left? Did you ever think abou t tha t?  You 
m ust have.

GRACE
You had your cau se , friend. Your cause , 
rem em ber. And th o u san d s of people following 
you, hoping th a t sh it you preached w as right.
I pitied you.
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I know  th a t. It took me awhile, but th en  
I finally understood th a t you did pity me.
And th a t you w ere  som ew here, going through 
w hatever m ediocre routine you and Easley 
called your lives...pitying me. I figured 
th a t, finally, you w e ren 't really even shocked 
by w hat w as happen ing ...w hat had happened. 
You w ere  so  secure  in th e  know ledge th a t 
you w ere  good, and com passiona te ...and  right, 
th a t m ost of all...you w ere  certain , my God, 
so  certain ...em otionally  and intellectually, 
th a t you w ere right, until th e  only idea you 
had about m e w as to  pity me.

(He w heels around to  face  her squarely) 
God, th a t pissed m e off. You d o n 't really 
know  how  furious th a t m ade me. You and th a t 
c loset queen , respec ted , w eak-as-w ater 
intellectual, pitying me. God. God)

(Forcing th e  humor)
Miss Easley, honey, I could have killed 
both of you every night of my life.

GRACE
Will you kill m e now  if I say  right here 
th a t I still pity you?

WALKER
(A breath less, half-broken little laugh)

No. No, I w o n 't  kill you.

GRACE
Well, I pity you. W alker. I really do.

WALKER
Only until you s ta r t pitying yourself.21
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Now aggrieved and livid, she  scram bles around for som ething effective 

w ith w hich to  retaliate:

GRACE
I w ish I could call you som ething th a t 
would hurt you.

WALKER
So do  I.

GRACE
(Wearily)

Nigger.

WALKER
So do I.22

Earlier in th e  play, G race and W alker have an exchange, in th e  p resence 

of her current husband, which has a s  its cen ter the  crystallization of all 

th a t th e  play is about:

WALKER
....B ut those  th ings I sa id ...and  would say 
now , pushed you aw ay  from me. I cou ldn 't 
understand  th a t.

GRACE
You cou ldn 't understand  it? W hat are you saying?

WALKER
No, I cou ldn 't understand  it. W e'd  been 
to g e th er a long tim e, before all th a t happened.
W hat I sa id ...w h a t I though t I had to  do ...
I knew  you, if any w hite person in th e  world 
could, I knew  you would understand . And th en  
you d idn 't.
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You began to  align yourself w ith th e  w orst kind 
of racists and second-ra te  hack political thinkers.

WALKER
I've never aligned m yself w ith anything or 
anyone I h a d n 't thought up first.

GRACE
You stopped  telling m e everything)

WALKER
I never stopped  telling you I loved y o u ... 
or th a t you w ere  my wife!

GRACE 
(Alm ost broken)

It w a sn 't  enough, W alker. It w a sn 't  enough.

WALKER 
God, it should have been.

GRACE
W alker, you w ere  preaching the  m urder of 
all w hite  people. W alker, I w as, am , w hite.
W hat do you think w as going through my mind 
every tim e you w ere a t som e rally or m eeting 
w hose  sole purpose w as to  bring abou t the  
destruction  of w hite  people?

WALKER
Oh, goddam n it, Grace, are you so  stupid?
You w ere my w ife...I loved you. You m ean 
because  I loved you and w a s  married to  
you ...had  children by you, I w a sn 't  
supposed  to  say  the  th ings I felt. I w as 
crying ou t against th ree  hundred years of 
oppression; not against individuals.33
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It is E asley 's response to  th a t w hich fram es the  w hole argum ent of th e  

play:

EASLFY
But it 's  individuals w ho are dying.24

Five m onths a fte r th e  p lay 's prem iere, th e  playw right form ed th e  

Harlem Black A rts Repertory T heater and School. All w hites w ere  to  be 

excluded from perform ances and all w hite roles in any  plays produced here 

w ere  to  be played by black ac to rs  in w hiteface.

A pparently, th e  one-tim e in tegrationist LeRoi Jo n e s  had travelled s 

d istance  tow ard  Imamu Amiri Baraka.
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CHAPTER EIGHT 
BLACK POWER BEGINS TO RECEDE 

CEREMONIES IN DARK OLD MEN 
BY LONNE ELDER, III

As m entioned in th e  previous chapter, w hen  LeRoi Jo n e s 's  The Slave 

first opened a t th e  S t. M arks Playhouse on D ecem ber 16, 1964 , it 

received generally unfavorable review s in th e  estab lishm ent p ress. Partly, 

th is w as because  of a certain  stridence, in th e  p lay 's  language-desp ite  

J o n e s 's  accustom ed  and generally acknow ledged pow er w ith w ords. The 

beforem entioned ex ce sse s  which pushed th e  e ffec t of th e  play from 

p ro test science fiction into sem i-hysterical tirade put m any critics off. 

More im portant, how ever. W atts and Harlem had just had riots (or inner 

city  insurrections, if you will); N ew ark 's and D etro it's  w ere imminent. 

There w ere  w arnings in advance by many pundits including Jo n es, 

Baldwin, and a host of social sc ien tists. M eanwhile, th e  liberal and right 

estab lishm entarians w ere  practicing the  despera te  gam e of denial. They 

did not need The Slave to  bring th e  point hom e to  them , heightening th e  

fright in their already apprehensive dream s.

Then cam e the  o ther inner city ca tas tro p h es. The rise of groups like 

The Black Panther Party, The D eacons for D efense, and the  Black Pow er 

M ovem ent, a s  m isinterpreted by th e  pow er s truc tu re  to  m ean "life 

im itates art" (or The S lave, if you will), w as an e ffect of the  dying Civil
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Rights M ovem ent. In addition, feminism and the  anti-Viet Nam W ar 

sen tim ents g rew  like new  branches to  say  th a t th ings a s  they  w ere , the  

s ta tu s  quo, w ere  not right. People becam e very uneasy  about th e  

undergirdings of our society.

They needed the  tru th  but put in a less threatening  form than  J o n e s 's  

plays, D utchm an and The Slave, or less accusatorially (J 'a c c u s e ) than  

Baldw in's Blues for Mr. Charlie. Beginning to  sen se  th a t black pow er did 

not m ean w hat they  a t first though t, they w anted  to  know  m ore about 

w ha t it really w as, w ha t it really m e a n t- th e  econom ic and political 

em pow erm ent of the  disfranchised. They w anted  to  learn th a t black 

pow er had nothing to  do w ith "kill w hitey."

They w ere willing to  accep t th e  reality th a t, if th e  d isfranchised w ere 

denied th e  opportunities to  m ake their necessary  contributions to  th e  larger 

society  a s  well a s  to  them selves and their ow n com m unities, their drives 

to  th ese  en d s (The Am erican Dream) would find alternative ou tle ts  

(som ething Black Pow er w as supposed  to  m ake unnecessary). As a result 

of th e  conclusions of th e  Kerner-Lindsay U S. Riot Com mission Report, 

Report of th e  National Advisory Com m ission on Civil Disorders (1 9 6 8 )1, 

Michael H arrington 's book, The O ther America (1963)* and Daniel Patrick 

M oynihan 's w ork (w ritten  in collaboration w ith N athan Glazer), Bevond the  

Meltino Pot (1 9 6 3 )3, th e  mood of th e  nation becam e one of concern  

abou t th e  everp resen t problem of poverty. President Johnson  put into
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effect w ar on poverty program s involving th e  allotm ent of enorm ous sum s 

of m oney to  d isadvantaged  inner city neighborhoods.

The program s took som e strange tu rns, how ever. The distribution of 

m onies to  th e  various program s w as not m onitored properly. Fathers o ften  

found th a t their children w ere earning more m oney than  they, even  after 

being on their respective nonpoverty program  jobs for years. "Poverty 

Pimps" o ften  took  m oney for nonexistent program s or for program s which 

did tittle th a t had been prom ised in their project proposals. Som etim es the  

m oney w en t to  support revolutionary groups, helping them  to  subsidize 

their an tiestab lishm ent undertakings.

Fortunately, th ese  in stances w ere in th e  minority (m ost of the  poverty  

program s w ere  of im m ense help) but there  w ere  enough of them , 

com bined w ith the  already ex isten t negative e ffec ts  of long years of 

econom ic and sociopolitical deprivation, to  m ake th e  corrections a t which 

th e  w ar on poverty  w as aim ed nearly impossible. Its e ffe c ts  on th e  larger 

d isadvantaged  com m unity w ere negligible a t b e s t.4

The public w as now  ready for a play w hich show ed people involved in 

self-help, succeeding  w ithout governm ent help, people som ehow  pulling 

them selves up by their ow n boo tstraps, even  if the  m ethods used w ere 

not com pletely on th e  up and up. The public w an ted  to  see  th e  "new " 

definition of black pow er in action.

It took a play like Lonne Elder Ill's C erem onies in Dark Old Men (1965)
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to  fit th e  bill. A fter a series of readings by th e  New D ram atists C om m ittee 

in 1965  and a t W agner College, S ta ten  Island, New York in th e  

m id -1960 's , it w as produced Off-Broadway by the  Negro Ensemble 

Com pany a t th e  St. M arks Playhouse, February 2, 1 9 6 9 , w here  it ran for 

forty  perform ances. Reopening Off-Broadway for a second  professional 

production a t th e  Pocket Theatre April 19, 1 9 6 9 , it ran for th ree  hundred 

and tw en ty  perform ances. Cerem onies w on oo th  th e  Vernon Rice/Drama 

Desk Aw ard and the  O uter Critics' Circle A w ard and w as nom inated for a 

Pulitzer Prize. (It cam e in second  to  black playw right C harles G ordone’s No 

Place To Be Som ebody [another play abou t black pow er].)6

How does it feel for a m an not to  be able to  support his family the  w ay  

he would like? W hat m ust go on inside of him w hen, within a 

patriarcnically oriented society , he sees  his w ife, or w orse , his daugh ter or 

son, becom e th e  main breadw inner of the  family? W ith an ego  already 

considerably dam aged by th e  co n stan t bom bardm ent from a rejecting job 

m arket, w ith th e  frustration from his fam ily 's and his life being tied to  

limited resources, som ething  terrible m ust happen in his very soul every 

day of his life.

He can react in any num ber of w ays. He can tu rn  to  drink, engage in 

abusive behavior against hjs family, or e scap e  physically or psychologically 

(as m any m en do w hen faced  w ith the  reality th a t th ey  canno t do  for their 

families w hat they  would like to  d o -w h a t they  have been trained to
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believe they  are supposed  to  do). Som e m en se ttle  into menial, drudgery- 

filled, degrading jobs (if th ey  can  obtain them ), turn off inside, becom e 

shells and put in their tim e, dying a little each  working day. O thers 

d isconnect from their feelings entirely and /o r repress them  (which results 

in insusceptibility) until one day they  have strokes or drop dead from heart 

a ttack s. M are rationalization, denial and th e  aforem entioned 

reaction-form ation. There is also the  e scap e  into fan tasy .

Many o ther m en op t for perm anent nonem ploym ent. They would 

rather stay  hom e than  put in a day on som e job they  feel is benea th  them  

or take  orders from co-w orkers, b o sses and supervisors for w hom  they  

feel more than  usual con tem pt. In the  case  of African-Am erican m ales, 

there  is, added to  th is problem , th e  neverending sapping of energy, spirit 

and morale due  to  th e  onslaught of unconscious, covert and overt racism . 

W hen life c ircum stances do  not give a m ale individual m uch for ego 

support, th en  all he has is his m anhood, such  as it is (as is particularly the  

ca se  for African-Am erican males). Anything th a t th rea ten s  to  underm ine 

th a t is to  be avoided religiously. It is his last bastion.

For th e  African-Am erican m ale like Russell Parker, th e  protagonist of 

C erem onies in Dark Old M en, th is jealous guarding of his m anhood and 

sen se  of self becom es a particularly uncom prom ising rule of thum b. He 

has gone into business for himself a s  a barber at w hich he is, how ever, 

barely making a living.
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His tw o  sons, Theopholis and Bobby, do  not have jobs for the  

abovem entioned reasons. A perm anent nonin terest in em ploym ent 

acquisition has se ttled  into their souls, bringing w ith it a host of 

accom panying rationalizations for their job lessness. Though he partly 

understands w hat demoralization an unreceptive job m arket can  cause  

inside young black m en, Russell is concerned th a t th e  s tre e ts  will draw  

them  m ore deeply into their nefarious w ays. He already know s th a t th e  

young m en are engaging in unlawful activities.

The w hole unhealthy incom e situation in th e  Parker household forces 

R ussell's daugh ter, Adele, to  be th e  breadw inner. Bills, after all, have to  

be paid, food put on th e  table. The barber shop and connecting  house 

require th a t rent be paid. To Russell, this situation con tains w ithin it 

several unhealthy ram ifications: one, w hat it is doing to  his m anhood and 

th e  m anhood of his tw o  so n s—and it is a problem  no m atter how  m uch 

they  pretend on the  su rface  it is not; tw o , how  it is precluding any 

ch an ces for Adele to  becom e a wife and m other in her ow n family in the  

fu ture or m erely to  have a happy normal life a s  a w om an; th ree , how  th is 

situation is defem inizing her; four, how  m uch rock solid b itte rness may 

possibly have already seeped  into her soul a s  a result of th is inside-out 

arrangem ent; finally, th e  danger th a t she  m ay already be following in the  

fo o ts tep s  of her late m other w ho seem s to  have w orked herself into an 

early grave because  of th is sam e situation:
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ADELE
Me, Adele Eloise Parker, black, over 
tw en ty -one, and th e  only working person 
in th is housel 

(Pause.)
I am  not going to  let the  th ree  of you 
drive m e into th e  grave th e  w ay you did 
M am a— And if you really w an t to  know  
how  I feel about th a t. I'll tell you:
M ama killed herself because  there  w as 
no kind of order in th is h o u se -th e re  
w as nothing but her old-fashion love 
for a bum like you, T h eo -an d  th is o n e -  

(Points to  BOBBY)
W ho 's go t nothing b e tte r to  do w ith his 
tim e but to  shoplift every tim e he walks 
into a departm en t store . And you, Daddy, 
you and th o se  fanciful sto ries you 're  
alw ays ready to  tell, and th e  talk of 
the  good old days w hen you w ere th e  big 
vaudeville s ta r, of hitting th e  num bers, 
big. How? How, D addy?....T he m oney you 
spen t on th e  num bers you go t from M am a- 

In a w ay, you let Mama m ake a bum out of 
you—you let her kill herself!6

Although he p ro tests , Russell, deep  inside, concurs w ith everything she  

has said. This agreem ent does not prevent him from panicking w hen  she 

th rea ten s  to  lock him and his sons out of his shop and th e  house if the  

m en of the  family do not go  ou t and secure  em ploym ent immediately: 

ADELE
C an 't you understand, Father! I c a n 't  
go on forever supporting th ree  grow n men!
THAT AIN'T RIGHT!7



170

Reluctantly, they  all agree to  seek  em ploym ent "dow ntow n." Still, 

th ere  is his mate pride and the  p rospect of going through  the  humiliating 

ordeal of running th e  gauntlet of rejecting em ploym ent agencies or of 

"prostituting himself dow ntow n." His sons are no less resistan t. They are 

definitely not going to  subject them selves to  th e  "dem eaning experience" 

of seeking em ploym ent from  and working for "the m an," "Mr. You Know 

W ho."

As a result, Kussell ag rees to  allow his shop to  be a cen ter for an  illegal 

organization w hose  purpose is to  com pete  w ith w hite exploitation of the  

ghe tto . The organization 's various "enterprises" will include selling 

bootleg w hiskey m ade by Theo, running num bers, and betting on horses. 

Bobby con tribu tes his g rea t skill-burglarizing and shoplifting.

It w orks. The m oney flow s in. All th e  financial problem s of th e  Parker 

household are solved. A dele 's life is m ade a little easier and there  is even 

th e  possibility th a t sh e  will have a life of her ow n.

There is, how ever, a problem. Russell is a fool. All th o se  years of 

being a  vaudeville com edian have seeped  into his personality. His image 

of himself is of being som ew hat of a clow n, a buffoon. (It is said th a t 

m any African-Am erican m ales are clow ns to  m ask th e  inveterate  rage 

tow ard  th e  surrounding world, a s  a kind of sublim ation, just a s  th e  "Uncle 

Toms" bow ed and scraped  in earlier days.) He laughs and a c ts  th e  fool to  

keep from crying. He responds to  all of th e  problem s life p resen ts  to  him
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w ith the  foolish choices of a clow n w hose  ex istence  in th e  fan tasy  world 

of th e  circus or on a vaudeville s tag e  a Flows him to  e scap e  th e  serious 

consequences of his folly, som ething the  real world will not d o .8

B ecause of his inability or refusal to  face and deal w ith reality, the  

tragic part of th is tragicom edy will inevitably em erge. Even th e  activity he 

enjoys so  m uch, the  ritual checkers gam e he plays w ith his buddy Mr. 

Jenkins, will be touched  by tragedy. A gam e he alw ays loses because  he 

m akes w rong decisions, it serves a s  the  central m etaphor of th e  play, th e  

'c e rem o n y ."9 It is here th a t a frivolous prediction is m ade, though  a 

tragic one: th a t the  day he finally w ins m ight be th e  unluckiest day  of his 

life. This prediction Russell p a sse s  off lightly the  w ay  black A m erican 

m ales do each  o th e r 's  conversation  (as "talking trash") even w hen  th a t 

conversation dw ells in th e  area of the  m ystic or prophetic w hich play very 

significant roles in black conversation . This prediction com es true  a t th e  

p lay 's  conclusion w hen he finally does win a gam e--Bobby is killed during a 

robbery. It is th e  kind of inverted ironic fatalism  th a t ten d s to  a ffec t 

c low ns, m aking Russell a sort of m odern Pantaloon. Playwright Elder 

spares the  audience the  ordeal of w atching  Russell receive th is devasta ting  

new s, ending the  play a t the  p ro tag o n ist's  inquiry ab o u t B obby's 

w hereabou ts. As the  audience is leaving th e  thea tre , it is e ither thinking 

abou t or understands w h a t true fatalism  is and  how  strong  a role it plays 

in black life.
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Theo w an ts  his dad to  be th e  father of th e  house and a true  patriarch 

of th e  family, a man in full control of his charges. That Adele seem s to  be 

filling th is role d isconcerts him, though, on th e  surface, he p retends he has 

com e to  te rm s w ith it. Even m ore im portant, th is bright, stree tw ise , 

nihilistic young m an harbors within him a strong  desire to  com m unicate, to  

touch  som eone outside of himself: ergo, his painting, his co n stan t 

advising of his father and brother, his devising th e  plan for bringing incom e 

to  th e  failing barbershop, his darting from one involvem ent to  another, his 

hard w ork w ith bootleg corn  liquor.

At som e point in his early life, an anxious little boy w as lost and buried 

beneath  layers of acquired s tree t hardness and cynicism . This 

m etam orphosis is true  of all m en but there  are certain  

indiv iduals-dream ers perhaps (like T h eo )-fo r w hom  it is an especially 

poignant reality. For m ore black Am erican m ales than  one would like to  

think, this becom es a t once a source  of pain and a reality. The disparity 

b e tw een  th e  tw o , fortified by the  beforem entioned im passivity, co n stitu tes  

th e  basic dichotom y of th e  black Am erican m ate 's  sensibility.

For Bobby, it is no less true. In his case , th e  de fen se  system  takes 

strictly  street-learned  and d ictated  fo rm s-ex isten tia lis t a ttitu d es tow ard  his 

surroundings, m enace and/or violence w hen  he feels d isrespec ted  in any 

w ay ("D on 't call me stupid)") or has food sn a tch ed  from  his m outh, which 

is ano ther form  of the  sam e thing (w hether it is te rrito ria l-o n e 's  food
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rep resen ts  o n e 's  entity  ["D on 't be snatching no food outa my m outh.") or 

o n e 's  m oney ["D on 't be m essing w ith my m oney, m an."]).

Mr. Jenkins, Russell Parker's checkers-playing buddy, is th e  o th er old 

m an of this piece. Their "cerem ony" of th e  gam e in w hich Mr. Jenkins 

a lw ays wins is not only an activity the  tw o  m en enjoy participating in 

together but serves a s  a ritual encapsulation  w hich reaffirm s their bond 

w ith each  o ther as well as the  nature of their lives a s  black m en in 

America. These are tw o  "brothers" vying for the  love and subliminal 

approval of their alw ays put-upon and d istan t ab strac t "m other." Of 

course, their ex istence  in the  ou tside  world is alw ays denying, 

em asculating, off-putting but, w hatever happens, their g a m e -th e ir  e scape  

from  this w o rld -can n o t be taken aw ay from them .

Obviously, Mr. Jenk ins is th e  m ore self secure  of th e  tw o. He is m ore 

in control, do es not need to  lie to  himself abou t the  m any problem s in life 

besetting  him. He tak e s  th ings a s  they  are and seem s to  have no need to  

change their nature (as they  are perceived and/or experienced) th e  way 

Russell does. He m ay hold a painful tru th  within him and go abou t his 

business but one can rest assured  th a t w hen  it is tim e to  let th a t tru th  ou t, 

he will do his u tm ost to  assu re  th a t tru th  is unchanged, uncolored in any 

w ay. Even w hen he uses the  circum locutive ruse of allowing Russell to  

w in a t  checkers finally on th a t day  th e  ex-vaudevillian would consider his 

unluckiest, th e  tru th  he com es out w ith rem ains unchanged. If th e  telling
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is a trifle "tricky" or Byzantine in m ethod, th e  tru th  told is nevertheless 

straightforw ard .

His charac ter m akes him an excellent "dooo leaanaer" to  Russell. 

G ranted, though they  seem  alm ost diam etrical opposites in personality 

tra its  w hich m akes each  stand  ou t in stark  con trast to  th e  o ther, they  

seem  cu t from the  sam e cloth. The result is th a t their scen es toge ther 

seem  to  fill th e  s tag e  (or th e  page) w ith electric values and nuances. It is 

from th ese  sc en e s  th a t m uch can  be learned about th e  relationships black 

m en have w ith each  o ther and w ith them selves.

Russell and Mr. Jenkins bicker w ith each  other, com pete  a t tim es w ith 

ferocity, even insult each  other. Mr. Jenkins does not win th e  checkers 

gam es graciously; nor does Russell lose w ith grace. It is an ongoing 

sibling rivalry w hose  intensity  not even Theo and Bobby equal. W atching 

them , one would be forced to  shake o n e 's  head in am used im patience.

Yet, w hen offered a m oney-m aking opportunity  by Blue Haven, Russell 

insists th a t his friend Mr. Jenkins be let in on it.

R ussell's ongoing frustration is his inability to  beat his friend at 

checkers. It is, still, their escape  from th e  outside world and one  is not 

supposed  to  have to  continue to  lose in o n e 's  fan tasy  world. W herever 

one e scap es , one m ust experience victory, accom plishm ent, 

em pow erm ent. In his dream  barbershop, Russell do es not cu t enough hair 

to  pay for a trip to  th e  m ovies, m uch less th e  rent. Mr. Jenkins urges him
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to  give it up and face reality. He refuses. Som eday soon, the  luck on his 

barbershop will change and everything will be all right. Unfortunately, 

w hen th ese  dream  clouds finally clear, th e re  !s  Adele w ith the  ugly 

financial tru th  clu tched  in her angry frustra ted  hands.

Ironically, in an  a tm osphere  of g reater racial to lerance than  th a t in 

Angelina G rim ke's Rachel. Adele does not g e t to  hold on to  her femininity 

th e  w ay Ms. G rim ke's title charac ter does. As s ta ted  before, Rachel is 

surrounded by m en w ho  seem  to  have held on to  their m anhoods, to  have 

retained their "strong cen ters ."  Civil to  each  o ther, they  com plem ent the  

beauty  of R achel's trea tm en t of th e  various m em bers of her family and the 

children w ith w hom  she  com es in con tac t. This a tm osphere  m akes for a 

seem ingly tension-free hom e, given its s tre sse s  and w orries, con trasting  

w ith th e  tension-full ou tside  world.

Adele is seeped  in tension—of a quite venom ous k ind-inside her hom e 

a s  well a s  ou tside in her w orkaday world. The m en in her family are  not 

only not fulfilling their m anly responsib ilities-by  seeking and obtaining 

em ploym ent and helping to  support the household—their personal inter­

relationships are conflict-ridden, acrim onious and reproachful. In her eyes, 

they  seem  to have accep ted  their em asculation  w ith an offhanded 

nonchalance w hich terrifies her.

They have given up any concern  about w hatever opportunities there  

m ay be "dow ntow n." They have given up all hope and have com e to
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term s w ith their consequen t definition of th is "dow ntow n" world and 

accep ted  and se ttled  into their w ay of life accordingly. Thus, she  has no 

chance  of dissuading them  from their apprehensions. This is th e  w ay life 

is and will be from now  on.

B ecause th ese  a ttitu d es force her to  se t aside hor fem in in ity -or seem s 

to  in her eyes because  she  m ust tak e  on th e  m an 's  role in th e  family--she 

se e s  chances for her ow n life a s  a w om an along w ith chances of realizing 

her ow n self-identity fading aw ay. M oreover, she know s tha t th is 

unnatural s ta te  of affairs m ust cau se  hostility tow ard  her am ong her father 

and brothers and herself, even hatred for her. This possibility ad d s to  her 

personal pain because  she  does truly love her family, desp ite  th e  con tem pt 

she  fe e ls -fo r  them , for h e rse lf-u n d er th ese  c ircum stances. She would 

dearly have loved to  be th e  soft cen ter of love and affection  of th e  family 

(like Rachel's  title character) rather than  som eone forced by c ircum stances 

to  follow in her late m o th e r 's  doom ed foo tsteps: carrying the family on 

her overw orked back a s  her husband Russell re treated  from  th e  world of 

"dow ntow n" em ploym ent and th e  boys followed suit.

C onsequently , to  prevent her com plete defem ini2ation and their 

resu ltan t effem inization, sh e  th rea te n s  to  "lock them  out" of th e  house, by 

changing th e  locks on th e  doors. S he also secretly  sa lts  aw ay  her 

hard-earned m oney in a bank, hoping for som e fu ture  "miracle" in which 

her unknow n savings would play som e participatory role. Perhaps
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som eday sh e  will m eet a proper m an and g e t married.

It is interesting to  note th a t a major part of the  representational se tting  

of th e  play is a barbershop, a specialized m ini-com m unity within th e  larger 

com m unity. U pstage cen ter of th is se tting  is a large barber chair called 

"the throne," a chair in w hich Russell o ften  sits or w hich he w orks off.

The barbershop perform s th e  ro le-in  m ost com m unities and certainly in 

th e  African-Am erican com m unity -o f centralized male socialization w here  

m en gather not only to  get haircuts but to  in teract w ith each  o ther and 

establish  relationships, exchange points of view , com m unicate  and 

com m ent on new s of the  im m ediate neighborhood a s  well a s  th e  world 

outside. Here, they  sharpen  their a rts  of m ale dom inated conversation  and 

their sen se s  of hum or. They develop and enhance  their philosophies of 

life, learn of th e  doings of their w om en, shape, develop and refine their 

im ages of them selves a s  men. Above all, they  establish  roles of 

dom inance and subordinance, and com pete  a t checkers. The se tting  of 

th is p lay -w ith  "the throne" a s  its cen te rp iece -b eco m es itself the  

determ inant evocation  of the  idea and them e of m anhood and its 

im portance therein.

This design and arrangem ent would seem  to  be a paradox and a 

contradiction since th e  loss of m anhood by th e  three m en of th e  house is 

trea ted  so  nonchalantly in a se tting  w here th e  concern  abou t m anhood is 

usually th o u g h t of a s  of th e  u tm ost im portance. There is by now ,
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how ever, a  multiplicity of definitions of w hat m anhood is. To Russell and 

his sons, going "dow ntow n" to  th e  humiliations th a t aw ait them  there  

do es not constitu te  m anhood. Holding on to  their positions in th a t 

barbershop-apartm ent does.

Thus, because  Adele forces their hand w ith her ultim atum  and 

genera tes a crisis for them , Theo com es up w ith the  idea of using the  

barbershop a s  a  cen te r for criminal activity. This w ay, they  w ould m ake 

th e  necessary  m oney needed for them  to  s tay  in th e  barbershop and m eet 

financial needs w ithout having to  "go dow ntow n."

Into th is realm of though t com es ano ther idea to  w hich "m anhood" is 

inexorably tied: colonization. To th e  charac te rs  of C erem onies a s  well a s 

to  m any black militant figures of th e  sixties, the  w hite pow er struc tu re  

ou tside  colonizes the  black com m unity by m aintaining an "occupation 

force" (the police departm ent) and draining from its citizenry a s  m uch of 

its incom e a s  possible which goes out of th e  black com m unity to  serve 

o ther, mainly w hite com m unities. Since nothing of th e  cash  flow com es 

back into th e  black com m unity to  serve it, th a t com m unity can  only go 

dow n, conditions in it can only get w orse, creating fiscal gaps and 

vacuum s and th u s providing opportunities for crim e and o ther anti-social 

en terprises to  surface and fill them  in. W ithout m oney, there  can  be no 

em pow erm ent and, w ithout em pow erm ent, there  can  be no m anhood ...as  

defined by th e  larger outside com m unity. Thus, m anhood, in order for th e
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m ales to  m aintain functional egos and survive, m ust tak e  on new  and m ore 

adoptive definitions.

Since crim e and o ther illicit en terp rises are  am ong th e  few  equal 

opportunity  fields of endeavor in th e  com m unity, particularly for the  

rejected black m ales, they  som ehow  slide into the  territory reserved for 

activities and dynam ics th a t help to  define m anhood. Som e s tre e t m ales 

believe firmly th a t one is not a man unless one has broken the  law. In 

addition to  this, if "they" do not let a black m an be a m an "dow ntow n," 

th en  w hy not s tay  uptow n and achieve his m anhood there? The 

"occupation force" is not a s  concerned abou t pro tecting  lives and personal 

property there  a s  it would be dow ntow n. Such is the  thinking on the  

s tre e ts  of Harlem, th e  location of th e  play.

At the  point of th is idea in th e  play (Act I, scene  2), after Adele has 

given her ultim atum , th e  charac ter Blue Haven en ters. Blue Haven, a 

som ew hat m ysterious character, thinks of himself as a "maverick 

en trepreneur." In fac t, he is a gangster. He is the  perfect exam ple of the  

aforem entioned  insusceptible male: cold, objective, a cu te  in his 

observations, honest in his perceptions and alw ays self-controlled...even 

w hen  livid w ith rage, though he w as not a lw ays th is w ay.

He will never be seen  on television being brought into the local 

precinct, handcuffed  behind him, ben t over so th a t his face  is alm ost 

be tw een  his knees. That experience is for his underlings. Blue Haven is
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th e  m an behind it all, w ho will never be caugh t, never m iss a beat in his 

lifestyle. Bobby is killed during a robbery a tte m p t-w h ic h  Blue Haven is th e  

engineer o f-a n d  the  profits to  th e  gangster continue uninterrupted. His 

system  go es on.

There are Blue H avens th roughout the  Harlems of th e  world. They 

prey on their ow n com m unities w ith an insouciance th a t is ferocious.

There is no need to  "go dow ntow n" to  com m it their crim es. His 

com m unity "uptow n" serves him perfectly w ith its needy dream -hungry 

citizens and their fragile m oney a s  a food supply for his predation.

The only w ay a Blue Haven would m eet his end is if an underling or 

subordinate  had doublecrossed  him, an abused  w om an sho t him or if he, in 

a rare despera te  m om ent of self-revealed despair, put a bullet through his 

brain. Even here, he would be extrem ely careful. The though t of his being 

m ade a vegetab le  by a bo tched  suicide a ttem p t would fill him w ith g rea ter 

dread th an  th a t of death .

Som etim e long ago, in the  life of this kind of m an, som ething vital to  

his hum cn ity -h is  affectivity, his sym pathy, his e m p a th y -w a s  sh u t off 

perm anently. He had decided th a t, if he w ere  to  survive in th e  hostile 

environm ent he w as forced to  grow  up in, he would have to  g e t along 

w ithout th is co n n ec ted n ess  w ith th e  rest of hum ankind. For th is reason, 

there  is little likelihood th a t any of th e  above would happen to  him. His 

controls are  m uch too  well m aintained for th a t.



W hen th e  Blue H avens cam e into ex istence in th e  black com m unity is 

no t known for sure. Perhaps it happened w hen th e  black com m unity 

becam e to o  crow ded w ith pow erless people to  stem  th e  tide of 

depersonalization. The m ore crunched to g e th er people w ere, th e  more 

d istan t from each o ther they  becam e, allowing for ram pant callousness in 

interpersonal a ttitudes. The Blue H avens certainly have becom e a major 

bugbear ever since, thanks to  the  very sam e forces th a t drove Russell, 

Theo and Bobby to  their actions. B lue's reactions to  th ese  forces, 

how ever, w ere m ore calculated, deadly. Perhaps it can  be safely surm ised 

th a t he is probably Bigger Thom as en cased  in p ro tective steel.

W hen he first e n te rs  th e  barbershop, he already evinces th e  co ldness

and m ystery of his type  of personage:

(A jet-black-com plexioned YOUNG MAN, 
d ressed  in all blue, w earing sun g lasses, 
and holding a gold-top cane  in his right 
hand, en ters. He is also carrying a 
large sa lesm an 's  valise in his left h an d ...)10

B ecause he rep resen ts hope for improving their situation, th e  implied 

m enace of his dem eanor is ignored by Theo and Bobby a s  th ey  w elcom e 

him. This is the  m an w ith the  an sw ers  for them  so  they  eagerly bring him 

in, taking his th ings and getting  him a drink. Enthusiastically they  show  

him the  back room w here  th e  corn liquor will be produced. He will 

organize th e  proper revenge against the  "colonizers" of the  com m unity.
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W hen Russell m ee ts  him th ere  en su es th e  usual males-feeling- 

each-other-out process: the  probing for w eakness , th e  estab lishm ent of 

positions of s tren g th  and pow er. It is ano ther cerem ony put-upon black 

m ates participate in w ith each  o ther all th e  tim e, a ritual ac ted  ou t over 

and over again, should the  occasion call for it or th e  need for it a rise .11 

THEO
Pop, you know  w ho this is?

MR. PARKER 
(Straining to  see , peering.)

I c a n 't  see  him ...

THEO 
This is Blue!

MR. PARKER 
Blue w ho?

THEO
The m an I w as telling you a b o u t-  
Mr. Blue Haven.

MR. PARKER 
(C rosses to  BLUE, ex tends his hand for a shake.)

Please to  m ake your acquain tance, Mr. H aven...

BLUE
(Shaking MR. PARKER'S hand.)

Sam e to  you, Mr. Parker...

THEO
You su re  you d o n 't  know  w ho Blue 
H aven is, Pop?



MR. PARKER 
(Crossing to  counter.)

I'm sorry, but I truly d o n 't  know  
you, Mr. H aven... If you 're  a celebrity, 
you m ust accep t my apology. You see , 
since I go t out of the  business, I d o n 't 
read th e  Variety anym ore.

THEO
I'm not talking about a celebrity ...

MR. PARKER
Oh no?

THEO 
H e 's th e  leader!

MR. PARKER 
OHHHHHHI

THEO 
Right here in Harlem...

MR. PARKER 
(C rosses upstage  of throne.)

W here else he gon be bu t in Harlem?
W e go t more leaders within ten  square 
blocks of this barbershop than  they  
g o t liars dow n in City Hall**That's w hy 
you d ressed  up th a t w ay, huh, boy? So 
people can  pick you ou t of a crow ded  room!

THEO 
Pop, th is is serious!

MR. PARKER 
All right, go on, d o n 't g e t carried 
a w a y - th e re  are som e th ings I d o n 't 
c a tch  on  to  right aw ay, Mr. B lue-



THEO
(Crossing to  MR. PARKER.)

Well, g e t on to  this-* I go t to  thinking 
th e  o ther day w hen  Adele busted  in here 
shoving everybody a ro u n d - I w as thinking 
abou t th is barbershop, and I said to  
m yself: P o p 's  gon lose th is shop if he 
d o n 't  s ta rt m aking himself som e m oney.

MR. PARKER 
Now tell me som ething I d o n 't  k n o w ...

(Sits on throne.)

THEO
Here I go ... W hat would you say, if I 
w ere  to  tell you th a t Blue here can  m ake 
it possible for you to  have a thriving 
business going on, right here in th is shop 
for tw enty-four hours a day?

MR. PARKER 
W hat is he? Som e kind of hair grower!

THEO
Even if you do n ’t cut but one head of hair a week!

MR. PARKER 
Do I look like a fool to  you?

THEO 
(Holds up his jug.)

SELLING THIS!

MR. PARKER 
(Pause)

Well, well, well. I knew  it w as som ething  like 
that--I d idn 't exactly  know  w hat it w as, but I 
knew  it w as som ething, and  I d o n 't  w an t to  hear it!



THEO
(Puts bottle  on tab le  and c ro sse s  to  MR. PARKER.) 

Pop, you 've  a lw ays been a man to  lis ten -ev en  
w hen you d id n 't agree, even  w hen  I w as w rong, you 
listened! th a t 's  th e  kind of m an you arel You-

MR. PARKER 
Okay, okay, I'm listening!

THEO
(Pause)

Tell him w ho you are, Blue...

BLUE
(crosses to  MR. PARKER)

I am  th e  Prime M inister of the  Harlem De- 
Colonization A ssociation.

MR. PARKER 
(Pause)

Som e kind of organization?

BLUE
Y es...

MR. PARKER 
(As an a s id e -a lm o st under his breath .)

They g o t all kinds of com m ittees in Harlem.
W hat w as  th a t nam e again, "De"?

THEO
De-colo-ni-zation! W hich m eans th a t Harlem 
is ow ned  and operated  by "Mr. You Know W ho."
Let m e get th is s tu f f -w e  gone sh o w  you 
som eth ing ...

(M oves to  th e  table to  fe tch  BLUE's 
m aterials.)
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BLUE
W e're  dead serious about th is project, Mr. 
Parker....I 'd  like you to  look a t th is c h a r t .12

Blue, consisten t w ith the  color of his jacket and general dem eanor, 

keeps his com posure throughout th is onslaught. He is all business and 

objectivity. He needs th a t back room end he will do nothing th a t will 

jeopardize his chances of getting  it. Later in this scen e , he calmly say s to  

Russell:

BLUE
The only reason you 've  never heard of 
us is because  w e d o n 't believe in picketing, 
dem onstra ting , rioting and all th a t stuff.
W e alw ays look like w e 're  doing som ething 
th a t w e  a in 't doing, but w e  are doing 
som ething--and in th a t w ay, nobody g e ts  
h u rt.... Now, you m ay think w e 're  passive-- 
to th e  contrary , w e believe in direct action.
W e are doers, en terprisers, thinkers and
m ost of all, w e 're  business men! Our aim
is to  drive "Mr. You Know Who" ou t of H arlem .1*3

Russell con tinues to  play gam es, to  engage Blue Haven in his 

cerem ony:

MR. PARKER 
W ho 's this "Mr. You Know W ho"?

THEO
(Crossing to  MR. PARKER.)

Damn, Pop! The w hite man!
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MR. PARKER 
Oh, him m m m m m m m m !14

Blue will no t give in to  any annoyance he m ust feel, 

confron ted  by th is perform ance:

BLUE
W e like to  use th a t nam e for our m em bers 
in order to  g e t aw ay  from th e  bad feelings 
w e have w henever w e u se  th e  w ord, "w hite."
W e w an t our m em bers to  alw ays be objective 
and in th is w ay, w e  shall m ove forw ard.
Before w e  get through, there  w o n 't be a 
single "Mr. You Know W ho" left in this 
part of tow n. W e're  going to  cap tu re  the  
imagination of th e  people of Harlem. And 
th a t 's  never been done before, you kn o w .15

Russell continues his surreptitious needling but fails to  get to  Blue 

Haven w ho calmly m aps out his program  to  him, finally convincing him to  

accep t the  proposition. Of R ussell's behavior, Theo later com m ents to  

Blue:

THEO 
(S teps tow ard  him.)

He w as playing w ith you! And w hen  my 
father holds som ething inside of him 
and plays w ith a man, h e 's  getting 
m eaner and m ore dangerous by the  
m inu te .16

Blue's plan is to  use th e  back room as  a cen ter from w hich to  com pete  

w ith w hite  exploitation of the  g h e tto  by selling bootleg w hiskey, running
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num bers, and  betting on horses. Theo will m ake th e  corn  liquor and 

Bobby wilt do th e  burglary.

The plan w orks out. The m oney pours in. C erem onies is, how ever, 

besides being a tragi-com edy, a morality play. It is therefo re  inevitable 

th a t th ings would go w rong. Russell begins to  em bezzle som e of th e  

funds. He desires th e  society  of a so ft young w om an ju st one m ore time 

before he dies so  he needs funds. Bobby sinks deeply into his s tre e t crime 

activities. Even Adele, despera te  to  hold on to  w h a t is left of her 

femininity, loses som e of her controls and involves herself w ith one of the  

notorious s tre e t m ales w ho specialize in capturing the affections of and 

misusing w om en, the  mini-Blues on th e  A venue. All of th is is desp ite  

T heo’s  w arning and en trea ties to  the  contrary.

It is only Mr. Jenkins w ho, once in it, thinks be tter of it and bow s out.

It is characteristic  of him, being the  w iser of th e  tw o  "old men." Theo 

thinks of stopping  but continues working a t his indoor still, alm ost driving 

himself, a w ay of proving to  himself or to  som e a b strac t superego 

figu re-h is  father perhaps? B lue?-tha t he is m uch m ore capable of hard 

w ork th an  his lack of em ploym ent would indicate. For B obby-him self a 

hard relentless w o rk e r-th e re  is no tom orrow , no later, no after, no 

consequence  of a deed; there is only th e  existential today , now  and its 

palpable actuality . He is not stupid a s  one  m ight think. His intelligence is 

merely directed  through channels o ther than  th o se  accep ted  a s  indicative
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of "intelligence." He would not do well on an SAT te s t  but w h a t he does 

to  th e  m erchan ts on One Hundred and Twenty-Fifth S tre e t m akes him 

alm ost a m iraculous prestidigitator. Therefore, his se n se  of invincibility is 

too  strong to  m ake him aw are of the  chances of m ishap or failure a t the  

art of stealing, or danger...m uch  less the  possibility of death . The latter 

part of th is a ttitude  of invincibility, of course, is dangerous for a young 

m an like Bobby to  have.

At one point, Theo, trying to  reach out and touch  his som ew hat 

estranged  brother in som e w ay, s ta te s  his intention to  quit th is project and 

asks him to  s to p  burglarizing the  stores:

THEO
BOBBY)

(BOBBY com es dow nstairs.)
I w an t you to  stay  aw ay  from th o se  
s to re  raids, Bobby.

BOBBY
Not a s  long as I can get m yself som e extra 
m oney...

(M oves close to  him.)
You d id n 't say  nothing to  m e before, w hen I 
w as stealing every o ther day, and giving you 
half of everything I s to le -y o u  d idn 't think

nothing th a t day you sen t m e for tha t typew riter!

THEO
I d o n 't  know  w hat you 're  going to  do from 
here on in because  I'm calling the  w hole 
affair off w ith Blue-



BOBBY
That w o n 't  stop  m e and you know  it!

1 90

THEO
W hat is it, B o b b y -w e  used to  be so  close!

(BOBBY cro sse s  to  door.)
Bobby, d o n 't  ge t to o  far aw ay  from me!

BOBBY
(Heatedly)

W hat do  you w an t m e to  do? Stick around 
you ail th e  tim e? Hell, I'm tired of you!
I stick by you and I d o n 't know  w hat to  do!
I steal and th a t p u ts  c lo thes on my back, 
and m oney in my pockets! T h a t's  som ething 
to  do! But I sit here w ith you all day 
just thinking abou t the  next word I'm 
going to  s a y - l 'm  not stupid!
I sit here all day thinking w hat I'm going to  
say  to  you. I stuck  by you and I hoped for you 
b ecause  w hatever you becam e, I w as gonna 
becom e... I though t about th a t, and tha t 
a in 't shit!

(He ex its .)17

Blue p o ssesse s  th e  sen se  of danger or m ishap and he, of all the  

charac ters , needs this sen se  the  least. No situation ever g e ts  out of his 

control.

There are  som e m en in the  black co m m u n ity -leg a tees of a long ever 

evolving form of social behavior-*who have through  th e  generations refined 

their reaction-form ation m anners to  an acu te  level- th e  "cool facade."

T hese m en appear like ice, unflappable, d ispassionate , alw ays objective 

and in control. That th e  w hite hot rage is a lw ays there  is som ehow
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evident desp ite  its concealm ent. This fact m akes his "cool" seem  all th e  

more dangerous and unpredictable. Malcolm X once said th a t th e  m ost 

dangerous m an on earth  is the  young black male of th e  s t r e e t - th e  

ruthless, existentialist survivor (like th e  ch arac te r Hawk in Robert Parker's 

Spenser the  private eye novels).

Playwright Elder has p resen ted  such a male in Blue Haven w hose  every 

m ove is calculated and fastidious. This postu re  seem s daunting even  to  

Theo, the  charac ter m ost able to  stand  up to  him as  he is. At one point, 

w hen he d iscovers th a t Russell has been "dipping into the  funds," his 

reaction naturally is deep  anger. Only Theo is p resen t a t the  tim e of the  

discovery and it is he w ho has been  trying to  conceal it. But Blue know s 

imm ediately. If there  is any anger to  be ven ted , Blue can  vent it on Theo, a 

kindred spirit, a potential Blue of the  future. This venting, on the  o ther 

hand, is covered over w ith  a refined, alm ost adm irable kind of traditionalist 

m aturity:

BLUE
(Pauses, then  calmly and deliberately.)

The o ther day, I w en t up on the  hill to  see  
my little boy .... I took him out for a ride, 
and a s  w e w ere moving along the s tre e ts , he 
asked  m e w here all the  people w ere  com ing 
from. I said:

(Leans on th ro n e .),a

He takes th is position a t th e  throne to  reestablish  and  fortify his regal 

position in th is conversation  and in th is to ta l dynam ic. Theo will listen and
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not be in any position to  give backtalk or even to  question . Blue is a 

m aster a t usurping th e  psychological advantage:

BLUE
from work, going hom e, going to  the  
sto re , and com ing back from th e  s to re ....
Then w e  w en t ou t to  w atch  th e  river, and 
then  he asked  m e about th e  w ater, th e  ships, 
th e  w e e d s -e v e ry th in g -th a t kid th rew  so 
m any questions a t me, I go t dizzy-1 
w an ted  to  hit him once to  sh u t him up...
He w a s  ju st a little dark boy discovering 
for the  first tim e th a t there  are things 
in th e  world like s to n es and tree s ...I t 
got late and d a rk -s o  I took him hom e and 
w atched  him fall a s lee p .19

Here, Blue is revealing his traditionalist side, th e  side w hich do es the  

right thing, w hich follows the rules, som ething w hich m akes his antisocial 

side all the  m ore formidable. He is like the Mafia don w ho keeps his front 

lawn neat and clean and  subsidizes block parties for th e  neighborhood 

children, w ho even a tte n d s  church every Sunday he is available and 

con tribu tes heavily to  th e  collection plate. Still, a lw ays presen t is th e  dark 

side, the  side few  people care to  ad d ress  though  they  know  it is there , the  

side alw ays ready to  spring forth and  victimize som eone, should the  

occasion call for it.

This d ichotom ous nature  in a m an (particularly in African-Am erican 

m en of the  s tree t) su g g es ts  ex trem e com plexity and sm oldering m enace 

w hich confounds those  around him and keeps them  off balance. Thus his
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pow er is a lw ays assu red , a necessity  in th e  neverending "sibling rivalry" 

plaguing black male life in America.

He goes on w ith his personal revelation to  Theo, his captive audience-' 

em phasizing his increm ental pow er over th o se  people in his life. It is 

be tte r to  establish  th is pow er indirectly than  to  s ta te  it explicitly:

BLUE
Then I took his m other into my arm s 
and put her into b e d -  I just laid 
there  for a while, listening to  her 
call m e all kinds of dirty m otherfuckers....
A fter she  got th a t ou t of her system  
I put my hands on her, and before long 
our arm s w ere locked a t each  o th e r 's  
shoulders, and then  my thighs m oved 
slowly dow n be tw een  her thighs, and 
then  w e  sta rted  th a t sw ee t rolling until 
the  both  of u s w ere  scream ing a s  if 
the  last piece of love w as dying forever.
A fter tha t, w e just laid there , talking 
soft up into th e  air-1 would tell her 
she w as th e  loveliest bitch th a t ever 
lived and all of a sudden, she w as no 
longer calling me a dirty m otherfucker, 
she w a s  calling m e a sw ee t m otherfucker.20

Now he tries to  persuade by implication and dram atic illustration th a t 

he is just a s  vulnerable, fallible, hum an, a s  th e  next guy w hich again hints 

a t his pow er, intrepidity and m enace. This scene  s e ts  up and prepares 

Theo for w h a t is next and w hat is finally a t th e  bottom  of w hat Blue is
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trying to  say  to  him (his warning to  Theo not to  play fas t and loose with 

his money). The dialogue is a form  of rhetoric used by black m en with 

each  o ther w hen they  are passionately engaged  in oratory  of any kind, 

raillery or m enace. It is characteristically  diapasic in tone, having its roo ts 

in th e  Baptist oratorical rhythm s w hich them selves are partially rooted in 

th e  Elizabethan and Jacobean  tex tu res  of language, th e  o ther parts  having 

their roots even  further back in th e  African storytelling, oral history 

traditions. All of th ese  synthesize to  form w hat has com e to  be known as 

th e  m odern black s tree t language and style, w hether circum locutive or 

straight, serious or frivolous:

BLUE
It g e t quiet. I sa t up on th e  edge of 
the  bed, w ith my head hanging long and 
deep , trying to  push  m yself out of the  
room , and back into it a t one and the  
sam e tim e. She looked up a t me, and I 
got th a t sam e question all over again.
Will you m arry m e and be th e  father of 
your son! I tried to  m ove aw ay  from her, 
but sh e  dug her fingernails into my 
sh o u ld e rs-  I struck  her once, tw ice, 
and again and ag a in -w ith  th is h a n d l-  
And her face w as a bloody m ess! And I 
felt real bad about that, I said:
I'll m arry you, YES! YESI YES!

(Pause)
I put my clo thes on and I w alked out 
into th e  s tree ts , trem bling w ith the  
know ledge th a t now  I have a little 
boy w ho I m ust walk through the  park 
w ith every Sunday, w ho one day ju st
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BLUE (CONT'D) 
m ay blow  my head o ff-a n d  an abiding 
wife w ho  on a given evening m ay ge t 
herself caugh t in th e  bed of som e 
o ther m an, and I could be sealed in 
a dungeon until dead) I w as found 
lying in a well of blood on the  day 
I w as bornl But I have been  kind! I 
have kissed babies for th e  simple reason 
th ey  w ere babies! I'm going to  get 
married to  som e bitch and th a t g e ts  
me to  shaking all over!

(He m oves tow ards and s tan d s close 
to  THEO.)

The last tim e I trem bled th is w ay, I 
KILLED A MAN!

(Quickly and rhythmically tak es 
ou t a long shiny sw itchblade knife; 
it pops open just a t THEO's neck,
BLUE holds it there  for a m om ent, 
then  w ithdraw s and c loses it. Puts 
it aw ay . Collects his belongings 
then  calmly ad d resses THEO.)

Things are  tight and  cool on my end, Theo, 
and th a t 's  how  you should keep it h e re -  
if not, everything g e ts  m essy  and I find 
m yself acting like a policem an, keeping 
order--l d o n 't have the  tim e for th a t 
kind of trick.

(He ex its.)21

All th is talk holds th e  th reat to  th e  Parkers. Blue em erges a s  an 

indirect villain w ho will never g e t his com euppance excep t in som e 

ill-defined future. W hy should he? He is, after all, only leading th e  force 

w hich is helping the  com m unity, "doing good for all th e  Parkers of
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Harlem." His ultim ate evil e ffec t is know n by very few . Theo is one  of 

them , though  he con tinues to  push himself in his "work."

In addition, Adele, in her frustra ted  q u e s t for a kind of fulfillment in 

love, is driven into th e  arm s of ano ther Blue Haven on th e  s tree t. Knowing 

her family is now  "well-heeled," he probably had m oved in on  her (as is 

th e  unw ritten  law for th e  Blues on th e  stree t), cap tu red  her heart, taken  

her m oney and then  proceeded to  abuse her spiritually and finally 

physically w hen  she caugh t him cheating  on her (another rule). Like the  

o thers , she too  becom es a kind of victim of Blue Haven, participating in 

th e  "great cerem ony" w hich som etim es and, certainly in th is case , leads to  

m isfortune.

In the  tragic end, it is Russell Parker w ho m ust bear the  pain, be the 

sha tte red  recep tacle  of everything tha t resu lts and som ehow  survive.

Obviously, w ith the adven t of black pow er, there  w as less of a need 

for black playw rights to  w rite for th e  "w hite audiences" they  knew  would 

dom inate th e  th ea te rs  they  w ere aiming a t. (Lonne Elder, III, himself 

turned  dow n an offer to  bring C erem onies to  Broadway; ultimately, 

how ever, he did se ttle  for a television production.) Now, they  aim ed their 

w ork a t th e  "black audiences" w hose  num bers w ere increasing in the  

thea te rs . This new  audience allow ed them  to  show  m ore of black 

c h arac te rs ' faults, evils, follies, com plexities and not have to  "ingratiate" 

them  to  alien, unreceptive thea tregoers . The irony is th e  ch arac te rs  still



197

em erged ingratiated, exalted .

The era o f extrinsic p ro test dram a seem ed about over. The p ro test 

would still be there in th e  w arp and w oof of th e  p lay -it alw ays w o u ld -b u t 

more im portant would be the revelation of new  intrinsic tru th s  abou t black 

life.
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CHAPTER NINE 
BENIGN NEGLECT AND THE 

SPIRITUAL EMPOWERMENT OF 
BLACK FATHERS 

THE RIVER NIGER BY JOSEPH WALKER

By 1968 -69 , the  black pow er m ovem ent w as  in decline. M oreover, it 

had proved to  be o ther th an  w hat it w as though t to  be by th e  nation; a t 

th e  sam e tim e, the  energies of th e  Civil Rights M ovem ent which spaw ned  

it w ere  being diverted to  o ther th in g s - th e  advent of th e  contem porary 

fem inist m ovem ent and th e  anti-Viet Nam W ar m ovem ent. Thus, th e  door 

w as open for a renew al of the  frontal assau lt on the  black com m unity. 

There had been the  inner city eruptions; black crim e w as on th e  rise; 

teen ag e  pregnancies w ere increasing in alarming num bers and th e  w elfare 

rolls swelled (still dom inated by w hites but perceived by the  public as 

dom inated by b lacks).1

Public concern abou t th e  above forced th e  social m icroscope to  be 

aim ed at the  primary culture in th e  black co m m u n ity -th e  family. Here, th e  

picture w as no less gloomy. Daniel Patrick M oynihan, in his pam phlet, The 

Nearo Family; The C ase for National Action (March 1965), had painted a 

picture of th e  black family in to ta l disarray, dom inated by black w om en 

and mainly w ithout the  p resence o t a father;

Alm ost every w retched  thing th a t pops into 
your mind w hen you think of the  Negro ghe tto
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is treceable to  th e  condition of the  Negro 
family. I'm not talking abou t all Negro 
families, but only th e  poorest. Even a fte r 
allow ances are m ade for d ifferences in socio­
econom ic s ta tu s , th e  crim e ra tes am ong Negro 
m ales are  tw ice  th o se  of w hites. The conclusion 
of any  num ber of researchers is th a t a  principal 
reason is the  early ab sence  of the  fa ther in 
so  m any poor Negro fam ilies.2

Moyr.ihan suggested  th a t the  main reasons for sociai strife  in th e  slum s 

w a s  the  failure of fa therless you ths to  ad just m aturely to  au thority  and 

their need to  dem onstra te  their m anhood .3

In fac t, th e  black fa ther-m ain ly  the  one absen t but even th e  one 

p resen t in th e  househo ld -began  to  com e under severe  a ttack  on m any 

fron ts in th e  media, in d iscussions, in literature, and in th e  a ttitu d es  of the  

public. Ultimately, th e  finger w as pointed a t th e  denatured  fa ther figure as 

th e  main cause  of m any of the social ills in all society , certainly in the  

black com m unity. The young black male, lacking a strong  father image in 

th e  hom e or lacking any adult male to  bond w ith - to  take  his value system  

from, to  identify w ith -te n d ed  tow ard  criminality or a t least d isrespectfu l, 

nihilistic, antisocial a ttitudes.

Thus, th e  major problem  in the  black com m unity w as seen  a s  the  

absence  or inadequacy of the  black father in th e  family and th e  

c o n seq u en ces of th a t. Further, because  th is perspective  existed  and 

seem ed  to  be getting w orse, th e  hope of bettering  th e  s ta tion  of



2 0 0

A frican-Am ericans dim m ed and, w ith the  adven t of th e  Nixon 

Adm inistration, there  followed th e  discrediting of th e  "Great Society" 

anti-poverty program s of th e  sixties, and th e  w hole social policy tow ard  

th e  African-Am erican com m unity (at the  suggestion  of M oynihan in a letter 

to  President Nixon) descended  to  som ething  called "benign neg lec t."4 

During th is tim e Jo sep h  A. W alker's play The River Niger w as first 

produced by th e  Negro Ensemble Com pany (D ecem ber 5, 1972) a t th e  St. 

M arks Playhouse. A fter one hundred and tw e n ty  perform ances, it w as 

m oved to  Broadway, th e  Brooks A tkinson T heatre (M arch 27 , 1973) 

w here it ran for tw o  hundred and eighty perform ances.

The fa ther is the  rep resen tative  patriarchal m etaphor of th e  com m unity. 

W hen tha t rep resen ta tive  is d isrespected , rejected, frustra ted  in his effo rts 

to  fulfill even  th e  m ost minimal requirem ents of his role, the  surrounding 

culture, th e  very essen ce  of th e  com m unity is consequently  dow ngraded. 

This patriarchal devaluing reverbera tes back negatively on every person in 

th a t social fabric, family m em ber or not.

For th e  African-Am erican father in w hite Am erica, being unable to  fulfill 

his proper role in the family becom es a particularly poignant problem.

Is it any w onder then  th a t m any m en in th e se  c ircum stances, certainly 

African-Am erican m en, fa thers not being able to  bear th e  reality of their 

im potence a s  a provider and p ro tector, choose  to  leave, either physically 

and/or psychologically? Many black fa the rs accep t their lowly s ta tu s  in
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society  w ith their a tten d an t bad reputation  and w ithdraw  into them setves, 

w atching helplessly a s  African-Am erican life 's d isasters , problem s, 

m ishaps, dangers happen to  his loved ones, his family, his children.

Socio-historically, th is situation began on the  slave plantation.

Here, the  father had to  be very careful in his everyday in teractions w ith 

th e  slavem asters. He had to  contain his natural male asse rtiveness and 

aggressiveness. He dared not show  any superiority in personal quality or 

m anhood of any kind. If he did he would be punished in any of a num ber 

of w ay s-w h ip p ed , given the  w orst jobs to  do, traded  aw ay  from  his family 

to  another p lantation, or killed. It continued after m anum ission and, in 

m ore subtle and com plex form s, ex ists today . The result has been  the  

gradual acquisition of th e  terrible reputation African-Am erican fa thers have 

today. The Dr. Huxtable of television is a decade off yet.

It w as tim e for new  im ages to  appear, show ing th a t not all 

African-Am erican fa thers w ere bad, tha t m ost w ere, in fact, good, did 

have good relationships w ith their w ives and children. There w ere very 

sub tle  hints of this in C erem onies in Dark Old M en. Take a Giant S tep  and 

in A Raisin in th e  S u n . They w ere, how ever, too  subtle  to  be apprehended 

w ith needed effec tiveness and so  th e  bad reputation  persisted  and 

deepened in th e  public eye.

Proud and effective fatherhood , in e ssen ce , is w h a t Jo sep h  A.

W alker's play. The River Niger, is about. It is an exploration of the
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relationships am ong th ree  generations of a Harlem fam i!y»the fa ther 

Johnny  Williams and his w ife M attie, their son  Je ff, and th e  w ife 's  m other 

Grandm a Wilhelmina Brown. It a lso exam ines th e  interrelationships am ong 

their friends and the  m em bers of th e  black militant g ro u p -w h ich  Je ff w as 

form erly th e  leader of--w ho invade their hom e. Jo h n n y -a  painter by 

vocation  and a poet by a v o ca tio n -is  frustra ted . His problem s tem s from 

his inability to  realize himself in a racist society . So he w rites poetry , 

drinks too  m uch and vicariously p u ts  his hopes in his son  Je ff to  becom e 

an officer in th e  air fo rce .5

Je ff , how ever, has his ow n problem s w ith w hich he m ust cope. 

Everyone seem s to  have "a piece of his big toe," or their ten tac les around 

him, even his father, so  he feels put upon, choked, pressured . Under this 

condition he canno t fulfill himself intellectually or in his life endeavors. For 

one reason or another he fails his various flight te s ts . Finally, w hen he 

returns hom e w ithout "his uniform," and inform s his family th a t he has 

"w ashed out" of navigator school, an eruption results. His father, th row n 

into a spiritual crisis, w alks out of th e  house th e  w ay Willie Loman did 

w hen his son  Biff revealed unpleasant tru th s about their ex istence  to  him. 

The difference, how ever, is th a t Willie com pletely enveloped himself in the  

ultim ate fan tasy  w hereas Johnny w en t on a tem porary  "bender."

W hen Johnny  returns th e  militant group is about to  invade th e  house 

after a botched s tree t action. This forces Johnny  to  sacrifice his life to
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save his family, his son  in particular, and bring about th e  recovery of his 

lost m anhood, th e  poetry, "his b a ttle fie ld / m etaphoric realizations of this.

Johnny  Williams, th e  father in th e  play and its protagonist, has a 

relationship w ith his son  Je ff th a t con trad ic ts m uch of th e  negative 

perception described above and gives w itness to  the  ex istence of the  

lesser know n African-Am erican father and father-son  relationship. He is an 

honest, affective, rom antic, good m an, if som ew hat ex travagan t, w ho, as 

an  artist, has sacrificed his am bitions in order to  support his fam ily.8 He 

is no t an ab sen tee  parent. He is an  active force from th e  beginning to  the  

end of the  play. His relationship w ith his w ife M attie is passionate  and 

is one  of equals. Their child, Je ff, b ecause  he has his paren ts a s  an  

exam ple, does not fear his ow n sexuality .7

J e f f 's  girlfriend, Ann, has none of the fears and repressions th a t plague 

the  charac ters of o ther earlier black plays. Having em erged from severe 

experiences in her native South  Africa, she is on good term s w ith herself 

and w ith the  life she m ust live in th e  W estern  World. She has no illusions 

abou t herself or her life, nor any illusions abou t her relationship w ith Jeff. 

Like M attie, she  is alm ost a superw om an.

Thus, her relationship w ith Jeff is a fo rtunate  one, a s  is M attie 's  with 

Johnny . Despite su rface  appearances, th e  son  follow s in the  pa tte rn s  of 

his fa ther in m atte rs  of seeking a m ate. She is the  young doDDleaanQer to  

M attie, thus m aking Je ff Jo h n n y 's  doppleoanoer. (It is not o ften  in a play
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th a t a c h a rac te r 's  son or daugh ter is also his or her doppleoanoer. but it 

happens. Though th e  psychological dynam ic in th e  constellation  of a 

family would d ic ta te  this, the  dem ands of dram aturgy are  such  th a t it m ore 

o ften  than  not w orks out the  o ther w ay. Drama is abou t an individual 

finding differences in similarities or similarities in d ifferences, anticipated 

tru th s  in th e  unexpected or unanticipated tru th s  in th e  expected . Family 

situations do not alw ays presen t th ese  dynam ics.)

The proposition do es not a lw ays hold, how ever; Johnny  does have a 

good friend in Dudley, his pal, neighbor and th e  family doctor. The sam e 

is not as true  for Jeff in th e  case  of his form er friend Mo, a w ould-be black 

m ilitant-revolutionary, fallen on bad tim es, w hom  tim e seem s to  have 

passed  b y - th u s  generating a different dynam ic. Mo is assoc ia ted  w ith a 

group of young m en of questionable character, though  he too  has a 

w om an, Gail, not unlike Ann. In fact, all of th e  w om en in this play, 

including th e  alw ays-critical harridan-like tippling G randm a, are, in one w ay 

or th e  o ther, strongly supportive of their m en. There are no harpies here 

a s  there  have been in o ther plays. They are strong  "super b itches," a s  

Johnny  refers to  his wife and Je ff refe is to  Ann.

For Mo, how ever, Gail is not enough to  undo th e  dam age done by his 

association  w ith the  o ther m en—th e  sexually perverted Chips w hose  

confusion do es not s to p  him from being brutishly obnoxious, th e  c loset 

hom osexual Al, and Skeeter, th e  best of th e  th ree , but a dope addict.
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M oreover, Je ff  has been  aw ay  to  flight school and so  th e  ongoing w ebbing 

of their relationship has not had th e  chance  to  "take" in the  w ay  th a t 

Jo h n n y 's  and D udley 's has. By th e  tim e of th e  tw o  young m en 's  reunion 

in th is play, they  have already drifted far apart. They are now  of tw o  

different w orlds. Thus, any undertaking th ey  collaborate on will be 

doom ed to  end in debacle.

Exploring th e  relationships am ong th ree  generations of one Harlem 

family, th e  play focuses, though, on Jo h n n y 's  frustrations. (In th is case , as 

opposed  to  Willie L om an's relationship w ith his son Biff, Je ff is spared the  

le tte r 's  particular kind of rage and disillusionm ent. Still, he is deeply 

d isconcerted . Both m en m ust com e to  te rm s w ith th e  fac t th a t their s e n s  

have been traveling dow n the  w rong path  and the  imposition of Jo h n n y 's  

dream  on Jeff has put his son a t psychological risk.) The play also deals 

w ith their friends and th e  m em bers of the  inefficient, problem-ridden black 

militant group w ho invade the  Williams hom e.

Com plicating the  situation further, M attie has a medical problem: she 

h as several m alignant g row ths in her body w hich may or may not be 

operable. The location of the  tum ors p revents rem oval but radiation 

trea tm en t is a possibility. Still, she is strong enough never to  place 

p ressure  or blam e on th e  shoulders of her husband, to  delude herself abou t 

him or her relationship w ith him. She is also strong enough never to 

overp ro tect her son  from the  harsher realities of life or his personal
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responsibilities.

All this, of course , w eighs on Jo h n n y 's  mind, m aking it all th e  more 

im portant th a t he a tta in  his apo theosis, w ha tever form  th a t tak es, w hether 

it is com pletion of his poem  or "finding his battlefield," Early in th e  play 

he tries to  explain to  his friend Dudley:

JOHN
...To play a b e tte r gam e, fool. Ju s t  play th e  
m other-fucker, th a t 's  all. And right now  the 
gam e is free m y people. Ya g e t th a tl And if 
you d o n 't  play it, you know  w hat you are, nigger.
You know  w h at you are. Dr. Dudley S tan ton?
Y ou're a goddam n spiritual vegetable. Thinking's 
for id io ts-w ise  m en act, thinking is all dribble 
anyhow  and idiots can do a helluva dam n b e tte r 
job a t it than  you can . My advice to  you, Mr.
M onkey C haser,8 is fart, piss, sc rew , ea t, 
fight, run, beat your m eat, sym pathize and 
criticize, but for G od 's sake s to p  th ink ing ....9

Ironically, he g e ts  his chance through  unplanned con tre tem ps. After 

Je ff  reluctantly co n sen ts  to  help his friend Mo uncover the  spy /agen t 

provocateur in th e  organization Je ff had once been th e  leader of, which 

Mo now  is, th e  situation g e ts  out of control and, becau se  of th e  tacky  

double dealing of Mo, backfires. (The central issue is th e  m urder of an 

undercover narcotics officer nam ed Buckley w ho himself had engaged in 

th e  unlaw ful possession  and sale, mainly to  children, of the  narco tics he 

had com m andeered.) As a result, th e  debacle is brought into th e  Williams 

hom e, th e  house is surrounded by the  police and, in a m elodram atic turn
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of even ts, Johnny  has a shoo tou t w ith th e  culprit Al in w hich both are 

mortally w ounded.

Before he dies, Johnny  m anipulates and rearranges th e  scen e  so  th a t it 

w ould appear, w hen th e  police en ter the  house, th a t he had been the  

culprit of all w rongdoing all along and  th a t th e  o thers in th e  house had 

been innocent bystanders. In doing so, he show s and th a t he had 

accep ted  all of J e f f 's  decisions (as Willie w a s  never able to  do for his son  

Biff) and has finally w on his battlefield. Oddly enough, shortly before th a t, 

he had com pleted his poem , The River Niger so his final ac t becom es his 

transcendence, the crystallization of w hat his life has stood  for, ultim ately 

his apotheosis:

JOHN
D on't suffer long, honey. Ju s t give up and take

my hand. The ch ild ren -the  children are  on their 
ow n now.

(Pause)
Look at Dr. Dudley S tan ton  dow n there . Trying 
to  save my life. A in 't th a t a bitchl See w hat 
a big old fake you 've been all along. D on 't worry 
D udley-fighting Lady A n n -J e f f -y a  got a fighting 
lady to  p ro tec t youi flanks, S o n -d o n 't  w orry I 
d o n 't  feel nothing now . Ju s t s w e e tn e s s -a  sw ee t 
sw ee tn ess .

DUDLEY
Your p o em s-l'll g e t 'em  published.
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JOHN
Fuck them  p o em s-th is  is poetry, m a n -w h a t

I feel right here and now . This sw ee tn ess . 
Sing on, Grandma.

(Pause. He shivers.)
I found it, Dudley—I found it.

DUDLEY 
W hat, Johnny?

JOHN
My battlefie ld -m y battlefield, man! I w as

a bitch too , ya m onkey chaser. See my shit! 
I go t tw o  for the  price of one.

DUDLEY
Yeah, Chief.

(JOHNNY dies. P au se .)10

W e finally have th e  African-American father w ho gives his life for the  

sake  of his family, w ho is not killed or destroyed  by his son for having 

values the son w an ts to  destroy  or for disapproving of his so n 's  values. 

Johnny  sacrifices his life in the  sty le of th e  old rom antic heroes but his 

m otivations are more com plex. He has an ab strac t, a lm ost indefinable 

ideal to  consecra te . He m ust give a good accounting  of himself in his 

"battlefield." He m ust leave his final action a s  his treasured  legacy to  his 

loved ones. Then he can  depart his life in peace.

Things are w orsening again for African-Am ericans in th ese  Nixonien, 

pre-W atergate years, so  th e  rom anticism  of black ch arac te rs  on th e  s tage  

re tu rns though  their com plexity continues to  grow . This cyclic return of



2 0 9

difficult socioeconom ic tim es does not p revent th e se  charac te rs  from 

being positive, adm irable people, people w ith w hom  one would no t mind 

spending an evening in th e  thea te r. The only really negative ch arac te rs  in 

th is ptay are th e  would-be revolutionaries w ho seem  to  be the  sad 

m etaphors of th e  downfall of Black Pow er. (Actually, th e se  charac te rs  

represen t th e  results of Black Pow er not having been achieved.)

Dudley, oddly enough, does supply a negative no te  of his ow n early in 

th e  play w hen  he d iscusses his reluctance to  be a father, establishing 

himself as th e  opposite of Johnny. In th is m om ent, he and Johnny  are 

having one of their frequent squabbles about "having som ebody":

JOHN
The fac t rem ains, m onkey-chasing son-of-a-bitch, 
the  ta c t rem ains th a t I got a son  com ing hom e 
from the air force tom orrow  and you a in 't got 
nobody-

(A loving afterthough t.)
But me-

DUDLEY
You are  a big fool, Johnny! Jess ie  w an ted  children.
Every tim e she  m issed her period. I'd give her 
som ething to  s ta rt it over again. Poor lovable 
bitch, 'til the  day she  died she  never knew.
But I k n e w -l knew  it w as a heinous crime to  
bring any more children into this pile of horse 
sh it.11

Dudley is th e  co n tra s t to  Johnny . A cultured m an, a som ew hat
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nihilistic w hereas Johnny , more rough-hew n, is rom antic. Both m en are 

very m uch tied to  th e  realities of their ex istence in Harlem and th e  

com m unity of th e  world beyond, but Dudley is more so . They bicker w ith 

each  o ther, jabbing and testing , frequently  joke w ith each  o ther, and 

Dudley a ttem p ts  to  pull Johnny dow n to  earth  w henever his friend 

th rea ten s to  lose sight of reality. How like Mr. Jenkins of C erem onies he 

is, ju st a s Johnny  is like Russell Parker, in th e  roles they  play w ith each  

o th er and within the  schem e of th e  play itse lf- th e  friend, the raisonneur, 

th e  principal, th e  rom antic adventurer. N onetheless, true  affection exists 

be tw een  them . The difference here, though, is th a t Dudley is m ore cynical 

and Johnny , having a strong, live supportive w om an by his side is more 

sanguine and positive in his a ttitudes. Russell has large guilt to  cope 

w ith -ab o u t th e  s ta te  of A dele 's life and th e  possibility th a t he contributed  

to  his late w ife 's  death . Johnny has a g rea ter se lf-assurance and streng th  

of will and is not underm ined by th e  sobering know ledge of M attie 's  s ta te  

of health. Possibly, Russell could have m ade th e  g rea t sacrifice a t the  

p lay 's  end th a t Johnny m ade if it could have saved B obby 's life but at th a t 

point of crisis in th e  play, Russell w as more inside himself than  Johnny.

in short, R ussell's rationalizations play a stronger role in his ex istence  

and cau se  him to  m ake m ore foolish decisions. Jo h n n y 's  decisions are 

m ore reality-based, though  pure folly is not beyond him.
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At one point Johnny asks Dudley to  lend him som e m oney to  replace 

funds he had foolishly spen t earlier:

JOHN
...loan  m e one hundred and ninety dollars.

DUDLEY
W hat?

JOHN
A hundred and ninety do llars-sh it. D on 't I

speak  clearly? I had tw o  years of college, 
you know.

DUDLEY 
You drank all your m oney aw ay?

JOHN
Hell yes.

DUDLEY 
A t th e  "Apple" ?

JOHN
Right!

DUDLEY
S etting  up everybody and his ma?

JOHN
Uh huhf

DUDLEY
Bragging like a nigger about how  your 
First L ieutenant, Air Force, S tra teg ic  
Air Com m and son is due  tom orrow ?



JOHN
Right!

DUDLEY
And they  all sm iled, pa tted  you on your

back and ordered tw o  m ore rounds of "Three 
for One" bar slop?

JOHN
Right, nigger. Now do I get th e  bread or

n o t-sh it, I a in 't  tequired to  give you my 
life story for a m easly handout-

DUDLEY
Of a hundred and ninety dollars-

JOHN
Shit! Shit!

DUDLEY
You already ow e m e $ 3 40 .

JOHN
That m uch?

DUDLEY 
(Takes out a small notebook.)

See for yourself-

JOHN
Well, a  190  m ore w o n ’t  break you. Do I get 

it or not?
(There is a knock on th e  front door.)

Come on, m an, th a t 's  M attie.

DUDLEY
Well, well, well, look a t tn e  g rea t warrior 

n o w -a b o u t to  get his a ss  kicked!



JOHN
Com e onl Yes or not

DUDLEY
But h e re 's  your battlefield, m an. S ta rt fighting!

I tell you one thing though. I'm putting my m oney 
on M attie, man.

(Again there  is a knock on th e  front door.)

JOHN
See ya later.

(S tarts for th e  back door.)

DUDLEY
W ait a minute! If it w ere M attie sh e ’d use 

her key, right?

JOHN 
(Com es back.)

Hey, yeah, th a t 's  right. D idn't think of that!

DUDLEY 
You d o n 't believe in th inking.’2

Of their con ten tious relationship, M attie later com m ents to  Ann: 

MATTIE
Som etim es they  g e t to  going a t each  other so

hard you think th ey 're  gonna com e to b lo w s.13

And in the  sam e scene  later she says:

MATTIE
Men can  really love each  o ther, and th e  funny 
thing abou t it is d o n 't  nobody really know  it .14
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To th is, Ann com m ents profoundly:

ANN
W om en d o n 't seem  to  be able to  get along w ith 
each  o ther th a t way--l m ean tha t deep  loving 
w ay. You know  w hat I m ean, Mrs. W illiams?15

M attie, m uch im pressed by A nn 's  precocious w isdom , replies:

MATTIE
Of course, I do. I t 's  all 'c a u se  w om en d o n 't 
tru s t one a n o th e r ....16

Given th e  tru th  of M attie 's  s ta tem en t, im passivity rem ains mainly a 

black male characteristic  and now here is th is more evident th an  in th e  

young male revolutionaries led by Mo. Im passivity d isconnec ts  one from 

o ther people, p reven ts one from being touched  deep dow n inside by the 

pain, m isfortune, and un tow ard  dynam ics around him {almost a necessity , 

given th e  unhappy nature  of his ex istence  in th is society). It sh u ts  off all 

ou tw ard  show  of sensitivity, though  inside could be a to rren t of repressed  

sym pathetic  and em pathic  pain. Thus all subscription to  the  rules of 

society  and all th a t represen t it—its values, m anners, proprieties, social 

am enities--is a b sen t...e x ce p t w hen an advan tage  is to  be gained or a s  a 

defense .



215

The young male revolutionaries in the  play fall perfectly  into th is pit. 

They seem  to  have com e from ano ther world, m inus any family training a t 

all. There had to  have been  som e training long ago  in each  of their lives 

but som ehow  it got buried deep  dow n benea th  all th e  hardening hurtful 

internalization of black Am erican life.

Chips is th e  first of th ese  ch arac te rs  to  en te r th e  play. He is rude, 

crude. He do es not even have th e  decency  to  behave himself while a 

g u est, if unw elcom e, in so m eo n e 's  hom e. Though k indnesses are 

proffered to  him, he m akes no effort to  return  them .

W hen he first com es to  the  door, Ann, alone dow nstairs, an sw ers  it:

(Ann c ro sses  and opens th e  door. A tall rangy 
young m an in his early tw en ties rudely pushes 
his w ay in. He looks around boldly. He has 
an air of "I'm a Bad Nigger" about him.)

CHIPS
Jeff here?

ANN
(Sarcastically.)

Com e in)

CHIPS
I'm already in. Is Je ff hom e yet?

ANN
Are you a friend of Je ff 's ?

CHIPS
Could be. You a friend of J e f f 's ?
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ANN
Yes.

CHIPS
(Looking her over lewdly.)

Not bad) As a m atter of fact, you look pretty  
stacked  up there .

ANN
J e f f 's  not a t hom e.

CHIPS
Hey w hat kind of accen t is th a t?  You puttin ' 

on airs or som ething- 
(She opens th e  door.)

Yeah, yeah. I'm  going. Tell him Chips cam e by. 
Big Mo w an ts  to  see  him a t headquarters as soon 
as possible. Like it 's  urgent, ya dig it?17

There is no in terest w hatsoever in ingratiating himself to  th e  young 

lady. He is "m acho" or tough, th e  only m asks he will permit himself to  

w ear. Mixed in is th e  d isgust and jadedness th a t result from involving 

himself in a m ovem ent th a t has com e to  a dead end. Mainly, how ever, he 

is a fool, totally lacking in th e  basic social g races and not caring a t all 

abou t this. One understands fully w hy Je ff has left th e  m ovem ent.

The o ther tw o  of M o 's underlings are not m uch better. Al is 

duplicitous, un trustw orthy  and, despite  a basic m ystery  about him, a lw ays 

unpleasan t com pany. His hom osexuality do es not drive him to  ingratiate 

himself a t all, even w ith his assoc ia tes , nor do es th e  fac t th a t he is a spy
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for th e  police. Skeeter, a be tter person, has a drug abuse  problem, the  

ultim ate form  of "bad m anners."

The tw o  vie for th e  approval of their "surrogate  father,"  Mo, but he is 

too  m uch a shadow  of w hat a revolutionary leader should be. Certainly, 

he is a poor imitation of w hat Je ff  m ust have been. Thus, w ith its cen te r 

w eak , the  organization w as bound to  fall apart and degenera te . Its 

m em bers can  only m ake p retense  a t effective revolutionary activism . In 

actuality , they  becom e th e  m etaphor of the  death  of th e  black pow er 

m ovem ent of th e  sixties just a s  Mo, a s  a "father figure," is a  drastic  

co n tra st to  Johnny  Williams (the true represen tative  of black pow er in 

action, if flawed).

T hese young m en have to ssed  aside th e  basic behavioral values w hich 

people take  for g ran ted  because they  com e from  and are an integral part of 

a world, a society , w hich has imprisoned them  in their current position: a 

physical, social and psychological ghe tto . The values, though t to  be 

Eurocentric, O ccidental, th a t of "the enem y," do  not support and sustain  

them , they  feel, so  they  will not subscribe to  th e  values. That th ese  

"m anners" m ight also have African roo ts or Asian or even 

African-Am erican roo ts is never considered or dealt w ith . A fter a while, 

th is a ttitude  and this form  of behavior se t in, take  on refinem ents and 

com plexities, develop, are  internalized, and finally becom e them selves a 

w ay of life. Crudity and rudeness of behavior becom e th e  style. (C ontrast
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th is sty le w ith th e  behavior of th e  FOI {the Fruit of Islam] of th e  Black 

Muslims of America, another, m ore legitim ate black activ ist group.

Though implicitly m enacing, it is a lw ays mannerly, even genteel.)

Impassivity m anifests itself in o ther w ays, show n early in th e  play. 

W hen Ann first m eets M attie she asks the  young w om an how  she  cam e to  

know  her son:

ANN
Well, I w as nursing in Q uebec w hen they  brought 
him into the  hospital. He had fractured  his 
ankle skiing. Every tim e it s ta rted  paining 
him h e 'd  laugh-1®

Ann goes on to  say m ore about their first m eeting:

ANN
Said his Dad had taugh t him to  do th a t. The 
second  night there  w ere som e minor com plications 
and he w as in so  m uch pain until the  doctor 
ordered m e to  give him a shot of morphine.
Then he go t to  talking. Very dreamily a t first, 
like he w as drifting in a beautiful haze. He 
told m e all about you and Mr. Williams and Grandm a 
Wilhelmina Brown and Dr. S tan ton . I alm ost lost 
my job-1 kept hanging around his room so  m uch, 
listening to  one episode after an o th e r.1®

There is strong affectivity  in Ann as she  talks abou t her life in South  

Africa and w hat had happened to  her family, show ing g rea t love, a flection  

and adm iration for her father, m other and brothers. By implication, she 

also show s their strong family bonds, and th e  great spiritual s tren g th  of
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her m other w hich m anifests itself in her ow n behavior. M attie a sk s  her 

abou t her father:

MATTIE
Your father? Is he still in prison?

ANN
Yes m a'am . This is going on his ninth year.

MATTIE
Nine years in prison, my God) How does your 
m other take it?

ANN
Quietly. Ma tak es everything quietly. Dad 
turned himself in to  pro tect my tw o  brothers.
They w ere the  ones operating the  printing press.
Dad w as just a s  surprised a s  the  rest of us 
w hen th e  police found th e  se tup  in an  old c h es t 
of d raw ers in th e  attic . Before anyone could 
say  a word, Dad w as confessing to  everything.
This dirty old sergean t go t mad and hit him 
in th e  stom ach  w ith his billy club. W hen Dad 
got back on his fee t I could see  it in his eyes, 
the  decision, I m ean. He turned and said, "Boas, 
if I said som ething offensive, p lease forgive 
an old black fool." And you know  w h at th a t 
se rgean t did? He hit him again. He hit him 
again, Mrs. Williams)

(Becom es overcom e w ith rekindled grief.)

MATTIE
Oh, I sorry, Ann, I m ust w rite your m other.

ANN
S h e 'd  like that.

(Pause. She collects herself.)
My bro thers escaped  th o u g h -s to le  their w ay
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ANN (CONT'D) 
acro ss th e  border. At first they  w an ted  to  
turn them selves in for Dad, but Ma m ade 'em  
go. They live in England now  and have families 
of their ow n. It w a sn 't  long before the  
authorities found ou t th a t Dad w as really 
innocent, but just because  my brothers got 
aw ay  and are free and just to  be plain m ean 
they  kep t him in prison anyw ay. Nine y e a rs -  
nine long years. Those bastards)30

Implicit in th is conversation  is th e  reiterated them e of th e  strong  father 

preserving his family and of the m other supporting him. It is a  them e th a t 

is repeated  a t th e  conclusion of th e  play, a fte r Johnny  dies, w hen  M attie, 

donning th e  cloak of insusceptibility, is forced to  take  over:

CHIPS
(W himpering.)

Oh, God, oh my God)

MATTIE
Shut up! And tell it like Johnny  told ya.
He a in 't gonna die for nothing 'c au se  you 
a in 't gonna let him) J e f f -o p e n  th e  door.
Son! Tell 'em  to  com e on in here!

(Jeff c ro sses to  the  door.)
And you be tter not fuck up!21

M attie is partly responsible for her h u sb an d 's  failure to  achieve his 

d ream s w hich she  readily adm its. She had feared th e  risk for an 

African-Am erican m an in pursuing them  and she  is a  pow erful person w ho
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is sure  of her ow n values.22

MATTIE 
(Brooding w ith anger.)

My m an is an  alcoholic, th e  c ity 's  trying to  
condem n this firetrap w e a in’t  even finished 
paying for yet and  Flora 's

[one of MATTIE's tw o  leech-like siste rs 
w ho had lived w ith th e  Williams family 
a t one  tim e a t g rea t expense  to  th e  latter] 

got a fancy house and a fancy lawn m ow er upsta te .
There w ere tim es, Ann, tim es w hen I w an ted  
Jo h n  to  g e t m ad-really  m a d -g e t a  bull whip 
and whip 'em  o u t- ju s t  whip 'em  right on out.
Johnny  w oulda done it, ya know . S tarted  to  
several tim es, but I'd a lw ays m anage to  cool 
him dow n. I go t nobody to  blam e but myself.

(Pause.)
T reasures in h e av e n -sh it. A good m an is a 
treasure. W hite folks proclaim th a t our men 
are no good and w e go around like fools trying 
to  prove them  w rong. And I fell right into 
th e  sam e old dum b trap  myself. T h a t 's  why 
I c a n 't  g e t angry w ith th a t m an no m ore. Oh,
I p retend  to  be, but I'm not. Johnny  ran a 
pow erful race w ith a jockey on his back w ho 
w eighed a ton . So now  h e 's  tired. Do you 
hear m e? T ired -and  h e 's  put himself out to  
pastu re—w ith his fifth a day, and I say  good 
for Jo h n n y .23

It all really com es ou t a t one point in A ct III, w hen  Johnny  learns th a t 

everyone now  know s abou t M attie 's  health problem s and th a t she  is going 

into the  hospital in a couple of days. He goes berserk, thrashing  abou t, 

scream ing a t th e  top  of his lungs, whipping som e invisible enem y w ith an

imaginary whip:



JOHNNY
Get ou t, ge t ou t you m otherfuckers. Get out 

o f m y fa th e r 's  house!
(He falls to  th e  flo o r-so m ew h a t exhausted , 
looks up a s  if to  heaven ....)

You son-of-a-bitch, w hy do you keep fucking
w ith m e? W hat do  you w an t from me, you bastard?

MATTIE
Johnny, d o n 't talk like th a t. T h a t's  blasphem y.

JOHNNY
He keeps fucking w ith me, M attie. W hen I w as 

a kid. th e  bigger kids used to  a lw ays pick on 
me. I had to  fight everyday. They said it w as 
because  I w as a sm art alec.

(To th e  heavens.)
Is th a t w hy, you bastard , 'c au se  I'm a sm art alec.?

MATTIE
You c a n 't  talk to  him like th a t. He'll turn his 

back on you.

JOHNNY
You know  w hat I'm gonna do on judgm ent day? I'm 

gonna grab th a t m otherfucker by the  th ro a t and 
squeeze and squeeze until I g e t an answ er.

MATTIE
He d o e sn 't  have to  give you an answ er. I though t 

you said, "Get thee  behind me-" I thought you 
took  care a Satan!

JOHNNY 
(Breaks into tears.)

I tried, M attie. I tr ie d -y o u  d o n 't know  how  fucking
hard I tried.
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MATTIE 
(E m braces him .)

I know  baby. I se e  you every  se c o n d .24

Then their souls appear to  m ove closer to  each  o ther, to  a tru th  ab o u t their 

relationship:

JOHNNY
You shoulda let m e  w hip 'em  o u t, M attie.
You shoulda let m e w hip o u t th e  bullshit.

MATTIE
W e w e re n 't  m ade th a t w ay , baby.

JOHNNY
You shoulda let m e whip ou t th e  m oney ch an g ers .
You deserve  so  m uch m ore th an  th is nothing.
I w an ted  to  do so  m uch for you M attie.

MATTIE
I g o t you, baby. I go t th e  k indest sw e e te s t 
m an in th e  world. I go t th e  Rolls Royce, 
baby.

JOHNNY
I coulda d o n e  it, M attie. God k now s I coulda 
done  it I

MATTIE
I know , baby. I put it on you. I s to p p ed  you
and I'm  sorry. I'm  sorry. Will you  forgive
m e, sw e e t baby? P lease  forgive me) I w a s  selfish,
Jo h n n y . I've been  so  goddam n happy! All I ever 
cared  abou t w as  seeing  you w alk, stum ble , or 
s ta g g e r th rough  th a t door. I only com plained 
b ecau se  I felt I should  say  so m e th in g -b u t I 
never m ean t it, Jo h n n y , I never m ean t a w ord.
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MATTIE (CONT'D)
You cou ldn 't have given m e nothing m ore baby.
I'd a ju st keeled over and died from too  m uch 
happiness. Ju s t keeled over and d ied .36

The differences in th e  m ale-fem ale roles in W alker's play, how ever, far 

outw eigh any similarities to  other black plays in the  past. As s ta ted  

earlier, Johnny Williams is not a missing fa the r-figu re . He is an active 

force from th e  beginning to  the  end of th e  play. His relationship w ith 

M attie is a passionate  one and is one of equality. Therefore, his 

relationship w ith his family is a solid one, one of a strong  com m itm en t.29 

W hen Je ff com es hom e, Johnny  is beside himself w ith joy:

(He picks her [GRANDMA] up and whirls her 
around the  room , laughing.)

JOHNNY
G randm a, you are  the  biggest fool in th e  world but 
I sure do love m e som e Grandm a Wilhelmina G eneva Brown.

GRANDMA 
Stinking old wino.

JOHNNY
I love you too, D udley-D r. Dudley S ta n to n -e v e n  
if you do walk through life w ith a broom stick up 
your a ss.

(To Ann.)
And even though  w e just m et, I loves m e som e A n n - 
sw ee t fighting lady th a t you are. Je ff , ya go t 
yourself a m am m a-a  m am m a w h o 's  gonna p ro tec t your 
f lan k s-a  sw ee t fighting lady.



JEFF 
I know , Pop.

(GRANDMA grun ts disapprovingly.)

JOHNNY
And m e son I loves be tter than  I love myself. My 
big old big tim e United S ta te s  Air Force Lt. 
so n ... .27

Still there  is a sour no te  floating around in th e  surrounding air:

JOHNNY 
H e 's  coming hom e today-

JEFF 
I'm here, Pop.

JOHNNY 
(Really annoyed.)

No you a in 't—you a in 't here. 'C ause  if you w ere 
you 'd  have on  your uniform-

JEFF
I d o n 't  like to  w ear it, Daddy Johnny.

JOHNNY
W hy not?

JEFF 
Well I guess-

JOHNNY
Spit it out.

JEFF
I feel asham ed of it. I feel th a t it 's  a kinda 
cop ou t, P o p -it m akes m e feel like a buffoon 
every tim e I put it on. I should have burned 
m y com m ission, no t show n up, m ade it to  Canada
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JEFF (CONT'D) 
or som ething. I really d o n 't  believe in th is 
country  anym ore.2*

This s ta te m e n t ad d s heat to  th is revelatory m om ent, to  th e  burgeoning 

tension  in th e  house. Dudley, of course, is on J e f f 's  side, as are Ann and 

M attie, while G randm a, in an inebriated stupor, is fixed on the  ou ter shell 

of th is scene.

Still, Johnny  will no t let go. He talks abou t the  "battlefield" to  which 

everyone m ust go  for his ow n particular w ar, his m anhood, selfhood or 

apotheosis:

JOHNNY
W hoever dropped from a pretty  black poontang 
has go t to  find his ow n battlefield and go 
to  w ar. In his ow n  w a y -h is  ow n private w ar.

DUDLEY 
All hail to  the  ph ilo sopher-poe t.

JOHNNY
(grabbing DUDLEY roughly on th e  collar and 
scream ing ....)

I’m a poet, ya hear me a poet! W hen th is c o u n try -  
w hen th is world, learns th e  m eaning of p o e try -  
D on 't you see , Je ff, poetry is w hat th e  revolu tion 's 
all ab o u t—never lose sight of the  true  purpose of 
the  revolution, all revo lu tions-to  resto re  poetry 
to  th e  God-headi Poetry is religion, th e  alpha and 
th e  om ega, the  cem en t of th e  universe. The super 
eye under w hich every o ther eye is scrutinized, and 
it s tre tc h e s  from one to  infinity, from  bullshit 
to  th e  beatific, th e  rocking horse of th e  hum an



JOHNNY (CONT'D) 
spirit—God himself. God himself is pure distilled 
poetry .28

His passion rising, he go es on:

JOHNNY
Preserve the  Empire S ta te  Building-if you can .
'C ause  it w as built from over th ree  hundred years 
of black poetry. Kick ou t th e  m oney changers 
and reclaim it. A in 't none of us gonna be free 
until poetry  rides a m ercury-sm ooth silver stallion. 

(Pause.)
Seeing you in your uniform w ith bars on your shoulders 
and them  navigator w ings on your c h es t is a kinda-.... 
Poetry, Jeff. Black poetry.

JEFF
Pop, I d idn 't m ake it through navigator school- I 
w ashed  o u t-flu n k ed  o u t—w hatever.

JOHNNY
(Furious.)

My son flunked o u t-y o u  lie -g o  g e t th a t uniform!

JEFF
No, Daddy Johnny , nol

MATTIE 
Leave him alone, Johnny.

JOHNNY 
I’m th e  head of th is house.

MATTIE 
A in 't nobody disputing th a t.
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JOHNNY
And w hen  I ask  my so n -w h o  I a in 't seen  but 
th ree  or four tim es in th ree  years to  do 
me one simple favor-

ANN
But if i t 's  against his principles, Mr.
Williams-

JOHNNY
There go es th e  little fighting lady, protecting 
your flanks.30

Neither side relents and so  th e  conflict intensifies, grow s ou t of 

control, spreading ou t and encom passing everybody. Je ff feels besieged 

now  and has lost the  initial joy of his hom ecom ing:

JEFF
I'll leave. Pop. I'll leave now --tonight--ya
dig th a t?  'C ause  I've had me enough hom ecom ing
for a lifetime.

JOHNNY 
A in't nobody asking you to  leave-

JEFF
Ya telling me w hat to  do like I w as sw ee t sixteen 
or som ething. Everybody 'round here w an ts  to  tell 
me w hat to  do.

MATTIE
You d idn 't w rite to  us about flunking out, Jeff.

JEFF
Ya w an t to  know  w hy I d idn 't w rite hom e abou t it, 
m am m a?



MATTIE
Not unless you w a n t to  tell us. Son I 

JEFF
'C a u se  every single le tte r I go t from  you or pop
w a s  telling m e how  proud you w ere  of your nav igator
son.

JOHNNY
W e th o u g h t you w ere  doing all right.

JEFF
You th o u g h t th a t b e ca u se  th a t 's  w h a t you w an ted  to  
think!

JOHNNY 
W hat e lse could  w e think?

JEFF
A bout me, D addy Jo h n n y , ab o u t Jeff--dam n your 
pride! You coulda th o u g h t ab o u t m e.

(S trained pause.)
I ha ted  navigation! You know  how  I h a te  figures,
Pop.

JOHNNY 
You never w orked  hard  enough!

JEFF
So you say . Daddy J o h n n y - 'c a u s e  th a t 's  w h a t 
you w a n t to  believe. "Jeff Williams is my son , 
everybody! J u s t  like m e. A nything I can  do 
he can  do."

JOHNNY
You can! I t 's  all in ho w  you think of yourself-
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JEFF
Right, Pop, right. A s a m atte r of fac t I m ay be 
able to  do  a few  th ings you c a n 't  do. But not 
m ath , Pop. T h a t 's  you, not m e. D on 't you dig 
th a t?

JOHNNY
No t d o n 't.

JEFF
Ya'II had a piece of my big to e . Pop. Everybody 
had a piece of my nigger toe . Not just th o se  w hite 
pig instructors w ho  kept checking and rechecking 
m y w ork, 'c a u se  I w as w hat they  called a belligerent 
nigger. But also there  w ere  eight black officers 
in th a t school, only eight out of th ree  hundred, 
and they  kept telling m e, "Man, you go t to  m ake it.
You go t to  be a credit to  your race ."3’

Johnny  is slow  to  abso rb  th e  realities of his major anagnorisis, though 

his denial system  is w eakening. This brings more desperation  to  J e f f 's  

voice:

JEFF
Don’t  you see th e  point, Pop? Everybody had a piece 
of my nigger to e ...m y  fellow black brother officers-- 
the  pig instructors, you and M am ma, P op-everybody  
had a p ie c e -b u t m e -J e f f  Williams!

JOHNNY
Je ff  Williams is Johnny  Williams' son, goddam n it!

JEFF
You m ean none of me belongs to  me. Pop?

JOHNNY
I w an t to  see  you in your uniform! N ow  w hat is alt 
th is  talk about?
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JEFF
It's  abou t you and m e and th e  battlefields. A bout 

w ho is Je ff  Williams, Pop.

JOHNNY 
Then w ho in th e  hell is he?

JEFF
A dude w ho h a ted  navigation to  th e  point w here he
go t m igraines. W ho w an ted  to  th ro w  up on every fligh t-m otion
sickness pills no tw ithstand ing . W hos ea rs  pained him
from take-off to  landing. Do you know  w h at it feels
like w hen  your ea rs  d o n 't clear?

MATTIE
My baby!32

The conversation  en d s w ith Johnny leaving th e  house in frustration  

and d isgust. Thus en d s Act Two of the  play, se tting  up the  ev en ts  leading 

to  the  climax in Act Three. Johnny , now  in th e  m idst of a personal crisis 

w hich forces his decisions and actions a t th e  p lay 's  crisis-climax, is not 

th e  sam e m an w hen he appears in th e  third ac t th a t he w as in th e  first 

tw o , so  devasta ting  has this new s been to  him. Oddly enough, it is 

because  he and M attie have done such a good job of bringing Je ff u p -b y  

exam ple and by te a c h in g -th a t th e  above scene  w as possible. It is obvious 

th a t Je ff had g o tten  th e  honesty , th e  ability to  face  an  unpleasant tru th  

abou t himself or som eone e lse -w h ich  he had show n in the  previous 

sc en e -fro m  his m other. From his paren ts he had also g o tten  his 

open-m indedness. D espite her love and adm iration for her husband , she



do es not try  to  force her son to  follow his exsm ple a s  Lena did in A Raisin 

in th e  S u n . The values M attie tries to  com m unicate to  Je ff are of 

independence and love but, even m ore im portantly, they  are her o w n .33 

Unlike the  m others in th e  o ther plays, she does not lean on  Johnny  for 

spiritual and  exem plary support. She does not invoke her h u sb a n d 's  life a s  

a positive or negative pa ttern  for Je ff. Either would serve  only to  blind 

him to  his ow n w ay, th e  very last result she  would ever w an t. Her 

relationship to  Johnny belongs to  her and her spouse  and should have 

nothing to  do  w ith her so n 's  life. There is no sham e or regret for w ha t her 

life has been w ith Johnny , and now here in th e  play do w e see  her despair 

over w h a t has been. We only see  realism, honesty . This is w h a t gives so  

eloquent a testim ony to  her love for Johnny , a testim ony based on an 

accep tan ce  of herself w ith all her errors and faults, a s  well a s  an 

accep tan ce  of her h u sb an d .34 There is strong  justification for her stand  

in Jo h n n y 's  last w ords to  her and  his friend Dudley ju s t before dying 

(during th is scene . G randm a, intoxicated, con fuses Johnny  w ith her late, 

m uch revered husband Ben B row n-from  her, a rare com plim ent indeed for 

Johnny):

JOHNNY
M attie, I go t to  g e t our children stra igh t before 
I m ight d ie ....D o n 't suffer long. Honey. Ju s t  give 
up and take  my hand. The ch ild ren -th e  children 
are on their ow n n o w .35



D espite its conventionally m elodram atic ending, th e  play w a s  a new  

type  to  reach th e  s tag e , certainly th e  Broadw ay s tag e . There w ere g rea t 

poetry , m etaphysics and new  interpersonal dynam ics show n am ong the  

charac ters . B ecause th e  surrounding Nixonian social environm ent for 

African A m ericans w as generally bad, though  in som e w ay s—because  of 

legislation, because  it w as  the  Seven ties and because  th e  storm  clouds of 

th e  turbulent Sixties had receded som ew hat; there  w ere  advancem ents 

and a few  o ther good fea tu res  now  ex isten t for minorities. W hat appeared  

on  th e  s tag e  could be a m ixture of m elodram a and realism -naturalism . 

C haracters like Johnny  and M attie did not need  to  be  icons; th ey  could 

sh o w  hum an foibles, could show  true  hum anity.

True, Russell of C erem onies in Dark Old Men no longer had a w ife to  

hold him in check  or to  understand  and to le ra te  his foibles a s  in th e  case  

of Johnny . He did have a grow n breadw inner daugh ter w ho disapproved 

of his lifestyle w hich generated  a different behavioral dynam ic within th e  

constellation of th a t family. Approval, adm iration w ithin a family, a ffec ts  

th e  everyday functioning of any of its m em bers, especially if they  are 

m ales, be they  breadw inners or not. The family certainly understands 

w h a t its m ales have to  go through in the  outside world, and even  its 

fem ales. If they  fight th e  good fight--as in th e  case  of Johnny  or W alter, 

Sr. of A Raisin in th e  S u n , even if Johnny tak e s  to  drink as a  result of
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intrinsic fru s tra tio n s-th e  family will still celebrate  them  for their struggles.

If they  gripe and ch ase  dream s, false or not, the  family will try  to  

support them , if grudgingly to  a p o in t-a s  in th e  ca se  of W alter, Jr. of A  

Raisin in the  Sun or Victor M ason of Bio W hite Foo: unfortunately, 

African-American families do not have m uch tim e or energy for rem ote, 

impractical dream s. The challenges of a difficult life are too  m uch upon 

them .

If they  drop out from th e  system  as Je ff  did because  of a m uted  kind 

of black pride or, a s  in th e  case  of Theo or Bobby of C erem onies in Dark 

Old M en, because  they  see  no hope in th e  struggle and because  they 

choose  to  ch ase  false illegal dream s, there  is less familial to lerance. There 

is, a fte r all, th e  ultim ate struggle of their forebears th a t they  m ust alw ays 

be m easured against.

Because of th ese  c ircum stances, the dram atic dynam ics w ork out 

differently. Johnny  sacrifices his ow n life for his son Je ff  w ho he thinks 

still has potential for a good life. Russell, in con trast, loses one of his 

sons, his folly having gone too  far. W alter, Jr ., refuses to  sacrifice his son 

T rav is 's soul for the  sake of em pty displaced revenge and expedience.

The black revolutionaries have gone from the rom anticized im ages of 

Big W hite Foa to  the  enraged science fiction of W alker V esse l's  troops in 

The S lave . A fter Black Pow er declines, th e  m ilitance tak es  th e  form of 

criminality in Cerem onies in Dark Old Men and finally d eg en era tes  to  the
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demoralized dem entia  of The River Niger. Each has reflected th e  socio- 

historical changes in th e  surrounding society.

S tereotyping, even in its new  form, had m oved to  a new  uncharted 

te rr ito ry -th e  cinem a, it w as no longer w elcom e on th e  s tag e  a s  in the  old 

days.
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CHAPTER TEN 
AFFECTIVITY NOW AT WORK IN THE 

POSTMODERN FORM 
FIRST BREEZE OF SUMMER BY LESLIE LEE

In W ashington, D.C., a black security  guard  nam ed Frank Wills had 

discovered som ething irregular happening a t a place called The W atergate  

Hotel and, through th is discovery, had se t off a chain of even ts  which 

resulted  in a group of high governm ent officials going to  jail and President 

Nixon resigning from office in 1 9 74 . The world, bo th  inner and outer, 

would be forever changed  after th a t. (Though the  m en involved, either 

directly or indirectly, in th e  W atergate  burglary seem ed not to  have com e 

off too  badly. Wills, th e  initial hero, seem s to  have vanished into thin air.)

A draining full-scale w ar in th e  Far East w as finally com ing to  an end, 

though a c ea se  fire had already been in ex istence  The soldiers would 

soon be com ing hom e to  a nation already licking its w ounds from the 

W atergate  Affair and  now  having to  com e to  term s w ith not having won 

th e  la test w ar. (This nation would not w elcom e th e se  m en w ith the  

cheering fanfare  th e  World W ar II returning veterans had returned to; 

needless to  say , the  returning Viet Nam W ar ve te rans w ere  stunned , 

confused  and bitter.) Healing slowly, th e  nation now  reeled through the  

Ford (w ho now  had replaced Nixon a s  president) and then  th e  C arter years 

(Reagan w as on the  not-too-d istan t horizon).



C oncerns, of course , about th e  plight of African-Am ericans and o ther 

minorities had by now  w aned considerably. Adm ittedly, a large 

African-American middle c lass had em erged, having benefitted  from the 

various W ar on Poverty program s and partly from new  opportunities th a t 

had opened to  them . The gap, how ever, be tw een  them  and th e  people for 

w hom  th e  program s w ere  really a im e d -th e  m ajority underclass--w as 

widening. The latter did not rise in their sta tion  and, in m any c a se s , their 

situation actually w orsened . The black middle c lass w as  th en  pushed into 

an isolated world of not being part of their primary com m unity while not 

quite  being accep ted  by the  surrounding w hite  middle- and  upper-class 

com m unity .' Still, th e  surrounding w hite com m unity did not w an t to  hear 

anym ore. So w hat if unem ploym ent ra tes w ere  on th e  rise in th ese  

d isadvantaged  com m unities? There w as progress. A black judge of the  

Federal District Court in Chicago had been nam ed. There w as a black, the  

secre tary  of transporta tion , holding a cabinet position. W ashington, D.C. 

had its first e lected  black m ayor in the  tw en tie th  cen tury , to  join a host of 

o ther black m ayors of cities around the  nation. An African-Am erican m an 

w a s  m anaging a major league baseball team . The C ongress now  had m ore 

black m em bers, including tw o  w ho had a hand in recom m ending 

im peachm ent proceedings against th e  President. W hat m ore did Blacks 

w an t?  The black middle class had been taken  care of.

Thus, th e  feeling w as th a t, though  th ings w ere  not a s  g rea t a s  desired.



2 3 8

there  w as enough evidence of progress to  tu rn  all social energ ies to  o ther 

national concerns. African-Am ericans w ho had m issed th e  "War on 

Poverty '' boat, now  found them selves stuck  on an island of ever-shrinking 

opportunities of econom ic advancem ent and w orsening living conditions. 

There w as no more room for w hite liberal m agnanim ity now . The overall 

econom ic situation in th e  nation w a s  beginning to  tigh ten . Everyone w as 

hurting.

This condition th e  th ea te r would now  reflect.

W ith th e  consequen t reduced recep tiveness to  guilt generating p ro test 

or militant revolutionary dram a, African-Am erican playw rights began to  

turn their g lances inward to  a closer, more sensitive look a t th e  family and 

its a tten d an t dynam ics. No longer w as th e  evocation  of pity, guilt and 

fear on the  part of th e  audience th e  aim. G reater understanding  and 

sym pathy  w ere  now  th e  goals. The River Niger w as a step  in th a t 

direction.

The First Breeze of Sum m er 11975) by playw right Leslie Lee w ent 

further, discarding both the  militancy of th e  form er, a s  well as the  

traditional form s of m odern dram a. The tim e w as ripe for a new , 

postm odern  approach  to  black dram a.

W hat is postm odernism ?

O scar Brockett, in his History of the  T hea tre , describes it:
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...postm odernism  suggested  th a t w ords (and o ther 
artistic m eans) do  not project precise s ta te m e n ts  abou t 
reality and consequently  th a t there  can  be no single 
correct interpretation of any tex t or w ork of art. 
Furtherm ore, once  a work is finished, its c re a to r 's  
s ta te m e n ts  abou t its m eanings carry no m ore authority  
than  any o thers, since perception of m eaning depends 
upon com plex sy s tem s of signs and  codes w hich involve 
th e  entire cultural con tex t, a s  well a s  an individual's 
ow n con tex t w ithin the  cultural con tex t. Thus, each 
observer of a perform ance rec rea tes th e  play by 
processing th e  signs, codes, and associational pa ttern s 
aroused  within his or her consciousness; and th is 
recreation will both resem ble and differ from th o se  
recreated by o th er perceivers of th e  sam e perform ance. 
No recreation is necessarily m ore valid than  o thers. 
Similarly, a d irector is free to  give a script an 
interpretation a t com plete odds from the au th o r 's . 
Som etim es it is argued, well-known plays (especially 
the  classics) have becom e so  enshrined within accep ted  
in terpretations th a t w e can  see  them  afresh  only a fte r 
w itnessing  a radically d ifferent (even "blasphem ous") 
reinterpretation. The questioning of clearcut m eaning 
also led to  th e  collapse of clearcut d ifferen tia tions- 
am ong th e  sexes , the  a rts , cu ltures, dram atic form s, 
and perform ance sty les, and of distinctions be tw een  
criticism and art w orks and b e tw een  tex t and 
perform ance. Much of postm odernist th ea tre  is th ea tre  
abou t th e a tre - th a t  is, it calls a tten tion  to  itself or 
to  how  it is being m ade ...th e re  m ay be deliberate 
m ixtures of s ty le .... A lm ost all of th e  characteristic  
devices of postm odernism  have th e  e ffec t of calling 
a tten tion  to  th e  art w ork itself (thus making it 
reflexive), and it does so  through som e disparity 
b e tw een  tex t and perfo rm ance-o r through a gap b e tw een  
m eans and m ean ing -w hich  c rea te s  a dialectic th a t 
p laces th e  ultim ate responsibility for synthesizing 
th e  tw o  d isparate  e lem ents on the  sp e c ta to r 's  perception 
and perceptiv ity .2



The First Breeze of Sum m er w as developed from an earlier one-act 

play w ritten  in the  m id-sixties--Elegv to  a Down Q ueen , The play w as 

expanded to  include th e  grandm other, now  a speaking character rather 

th an  one o ffstage  w ho is spoken about by o ther m em bers of th e  family. 

This gave th e  playw right the  chance  to  add layers to  th e  p lay 's values and 

deepen  th e  com plexities interw oven in its family dynam ics. It w as first 

produced Off-Broadway by the  Negro Ensemble Com pany, in association 

w ith W oodie King, Jr. a t th e  S t. M arks Playhouse, M arch 2nd to  April 2 7 th  

1 9 75 , w here it w on an Obie A w ard for th e  Best Play of 1 9 7 4 -1 9 7 5 . The 

play w as then  brought to  Broadway, The Palace Theatre,

Ju n e  10th  to  July 2 0 th  1975 , w here it ran for 4 8  perform ances. It w as 

m ade into a film by PBS on Channel 1 3 's  "Theatre in America" and w as 

th e  winner of a Mississippi Educational TV Award for th e  best film 

adap tation  in 1 9 7 7 .3

Playwright Leslie Lee uses the  abovem entioned options discussed  by 

O scar Brockett to  g rea t advan tage  in his The First Breeze of Sum m er 

w hich m akes it a  m iraculous blending of th e  harshly naturalistic and the  

sublimely lyrical. He com bines and even fu ses  d isparate  e le m e n ts-b o th  

presentational and representational, tragic and gently com ed ic-w h ich  

never seem  to  jar or clash but rather to  com plem ent and enhance  each  

other. (The representational e lem ents are  given to  us presentationally 

because half of them  are from fond rem iniscences by th e  main character.)
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There are tw o  main sto ries told here, each  self-contained units in 

them selves but a t th e  sam e tim e in terconnected  in a finely w oven 

psychosocial w ebbing: one takes place in th e  past of one charac ter while 

th e  o ther is in th e  p resen t. Though the  past is prologue and seem s to  

w ork its subliminal influence on th e  even ts  of the  p resen t, th e  p resen t 

colors how  th e  past is seen , giving th a t past its unique m ise-en-scene a s  it 

is reflected by its protagonist.

The sto ry  is about Grem m ar w ho com es to  visit her son  M ilton's 

tri-generational family, of w hich she is th e  revered m atriarch. The family 

consists  of her son Milton, his wife Hattie and their tw o  sons, N ate and 

Lou (an autobiographical character) w hom  she  adores. Their in teractions, 

passions and concerns send her back to  her past relationships w ith th ree  

different m e n - tw o  black, one w hite  (none of w hom  she  ever married); the  

first, Sam , is forced to  leave her w ith her first child because  he "had 

stepped  ou t of line" in th e  surrounding w hite  com m unity; the  second ,

Briton W oodw ard, w ho is w hite, is th e  o ther side of a dead end 

relationship for her; th e  third, Harper Edwards, because  he is so  m uch a 

ste rn  m oralist, leaves her w hen he learns of th e  o thers . Her 

rem em brances are vivid and loving just as she  holds th is p resen t family in 

deep  loving regard. W hen am idst their interdynam ics, an  unpleasant tru th  

abou t her past is revealed, about her relationships w ith th e se  m en, th e  

family reaction cau ses  her to  have a heart a ttack  which, a s it does
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Grandm a in Taka A Giant S tep , c o s ts  her life.

Her son Milton--an uptight and very religious m an very m uch like his 

father. Harper Edwards, a miner w ho had becom e a p rea ch e r-is  a p lasterer 

trying to  p ass  his trade  on to  his tw o  sons, only one of w hom , N ate, seem s 

to  be in terested; the  other, Lou, w a n ts  to  go to  college and becom e a m an 

of science. Each son  has his ow n conflict w ith his father. N ate, th e  older 

and more worldly of th e  tw o , w an ts  his fa ther to  s to p  being so  easy  and 

pliable w hen he does business w ith w hites, accep ting  bids w hich 

undervalue their labor and tim e. He also w a n ts  a s tronger role in th e  

business dealings. Lou merely w a n ts  out.

Besides her son, there  is a lso her daughter Edna, a high yellow 

tightskinned, heavy-set w om an-G rem m ar/L ucretia 's  daugh ter g o tten  by 

Briton w ho feels th a t Grem m ar favors Milton because  her fa ther had been 

w hite  while his had been black. The revelation by Edna of th is fac t near 

th e  end of th e  play c au se s  a major upheaval in the  household w hich leads 

to  G rem m ar's death  and changes Lou forever. Perhaps th is play is his 

g rea t apology to  her for his censorious reaction to  th e  revelation abou t th is  

w om an w ho m eant more to  him than  anybody (like Hallie's [Athol 

Fugard's] apology to  his su rrogate  father, Sam , in th e  form of his play. 

M aster Harold and th e  Bovs4!.

This w om an-G rem m ar/L ucretia  in her past--is, a s  s ta te d  earlier, a 

kindly, w arm , lovable lady: the  grandm other w e have all becom e
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accustom ed  to  on th e  s tag e , on television, in th e  m ovies or just in our 

hom es. This tim e, how ever, w e  have a w om an w ith a checkered  past.

She has had a child w ith each  of th ree  m en in her life. Her first, Sam , Jr ., 

had died early in his life. Her second , Edna, she  had go tten  by the  

adop ted  son  of a well-to-do w hite family she  had been working for as a 

dom estic. Milton w as her third.

Here w e  have a com bination of d isparate  e lem ents in a black 

character--a  w om an w ith a strongly sexual p as t w ho  has becom e an 

archetypical kindly, highly revered m atriarch of the  family. It is interesting 

th a t each  of th e  th ree  m ales is som ehow  a reflection of the  th ree  m en in 

her life in her past. N ate is tike his g randfa ther Harper E d w ard s-accep tin g  

of his situation in life and capable of brutally hard work. Lou is a lso like 

his grandfather but ano ther side of him --conflicted, torn b e tw een  opposing 

forces (that of passion and puritanism), religious, judgm ental and slightly 

idealistic. He is intensely desirous of attaining a higher level in his life.

W hen he learns of th e  "terrible tru th" about her, it is Lou w ho, like his 

grandfather, heaps unforgiving censure  on her. For the  grandfather, the  

censure  w as th e  death  of G rem m ar's relationship w ith him. For Lou, th e  

censu re  leads to  her death .

Milton, too , is a legatee  of his father. Like his father, he is serious, 

reserved, som ew hat puritanical, judgm ental, sternly businesslike in his 

a ttitu d es and disciplined. He also takes himself a little to o  seriously, w ith
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his strong  w ork ethic. Hattie, his w ife, m akes an observation abou t him: 

HATTIE
Milton can  te a se  but c a n 't  s tand  anybody to  

te a se  him .5

In d iscussing an unreliable w orker for him, he reveals w ho he is inside 

by widening his judgm ents to  th e  a ttitudes of young people in general. 

W hen H attie ask s him abou t th is worker, he is as sternly  judgm ental and 

condem natory  as his fa ther from the past:

HATTIE
Well, did Tom show  up today?

MILTON
Half drunk as u sua l....I 'd  just as soon do w ithout 
the m an ....b een  advertising for som ebody for tw o  
w eeks now, and w e  haven 't had one call--not one!

(MILTON rises, and c ro sses to  GREMMAR 
S tage  Right b e tw een  arm chair and piano.)

C an 't g e t young people in terested  in plastering 
today ... D on't w an t to  do  a d a y 's  w ork--w ant 
som ething for n o th in g -fa s t cars and loud radios!...
H aven’t  had one call!

(LOU rises, en te rs  and s tan d s at the  door.)
Louis com es th is sum m er, that'll be som ebody at 
least. Lord know s w e need th e  help.

(LOU frow ns, sighing heavily. HATTIE 
looks a t him)6

Lou, unfortunately, has o ther plans. W hen he announces w h a t they  

are, an altercation  e rup ts be tw een  him and his father.



LOU
(Sighing heavily again.)

I w as...th ink ing  ab o u t...ab o u t working som e place 
else th is sum m er.

(There is a m om ent of strained silence, and 
g lances are exchanged by th e  o thers [GREMMAR, 
MILTON, HATTIE, EDNA1. HATTIE puts the  g lasses 
on the  small side table up Left.)

MILTON 
S om ew here e lse? -W h ere  else?

LOU
(Shrugging, peeved.)

I d o n 't k n o w ...ju st...so m ew h ere ...e lse , th a t 's  all...

MILTON
Lord know s, Louis, I certainly w as depending on 
you. N athan and I could use all the  help w e can 
g e t, for all Tom is w orth.

LOU
For goodness sakes, do I have to  p laster every sum m er?

HATTIE 
(S teps to LOUIS.)

You d o n 't  have to  do anything but die, Louis.

MILTON
Is there  som ething w rong w ith the  w ay I m ake my 

living?

LOU
I d idn 't say  th a t l -

HATTIE 
(As EDNA concurs.)

He certainly d idn 't, Milton, now  d o n 't  s ta rt 
exaggerating*



GREMMAR 
No he d idn 't now ...h e  d id n 't....

LOU
lt's...it's-*all I said w a s -  

MILTON
All th e  work w e  h av e-p eo p le  call m e up and me 
promising, and here I am  trying to  plan a h e a d -  
c a n 't  g e t nobody to  work for m e a n d -

EDNA
Milton, if the child d o n 't w an t to~

MILTON
It's not a question  of w anting t o -  

LOU
P o p -

MILTON
His brother d idn 't w ant to  drop ou tta  school 
to  help me, bu t he did. Louis is only in high 
school. It's  not like I w as asking him to  
sacrifice his e d u ca tio n -

LOU
Well I'm not N a te -

GREMMAR 
Louis, s o n -

MILTON
W hat s the  m atter, d o n 't I trea t you right?

LOU
Pop, I’d rather do  som ething e ls e -



MILTON 
(S teps tow ard  LOUIS.)

I c a n 't  help w hat you w an t to  do. Y ou're working 
w ith N ate and m e th is sum m er!

(Cutting him off a s  he s ta r ts  to  speak.)
I'm still th e  fa ther of th is housel

LOU
How can  anybody forget it!

MILTON
Now th a t 's  enough back talk from you, young m a n l- th a t 's  
enough! H ere -h e re  I ain sw eating  to  put food on the  
tab le -p ro v id in g -w e  need th e  h e lp -y o u  w anting m e to  
help you w ith your college tuition next year and-

LOU
(C rosses Down S tage  C enter to  dining table.)

All right, I'll pay for it then!-*

GREMMAR 
(Trying to  lighten the  a tm osphere.)

Come on, you all. L et's not fight. L et's  be 
h a p p y -le t 's  be happy now .

(She begins playing softly.)

LOU
Grem m ar, I will pay for it!

MILTON
(Crossing Down S tage C enter to  LOUIS.)

I d o n 't  care  w hat you do  next s u m m e r- th a t 's  your 
business! This sum m er you 're  working for m e and 
I d o n 't  w an t to  hear ano ther w ord abou t it!

(MILTON s ta r ts  tow ard  kitchen.)
Louis w an t to  be th e  black sheep  of th e  fam ily-



2 4 8

LOUIS 
(Starting for th e  porch.)

Oh for goodness sakesl Ju s t  b e c a u se -
(LOU sto rm s ou t, MILTON, EDNA and HATTIE 
exit kitchen arguing abou t LOU.)

GREMMAR 
Louis! Son?--Sam ! Sam !7

This se ts  Grcm m ar/Lucretia off on a fond rem iniscence from her 

past**her relationship w ith her first param our, Sam . He has just given her a 

string of pearls w hich she a t first balks a t accepting because  of their 

apparen t expense  but subsequently  changes her mind w hen she  learns 

they  are false. From th is, he co n fesses  to  her th a t he has lost his job a s  

porter in a local railroad sta tion . It seem s th a t he had lost his tem per a t a 

w hite  custom er w ho had been abusing a fellow porter nam ed Pop. This 

m an, w ith his education  and training, should have been a doctor, a person 

of higher s ta tu s  than a m ere porter, certainly than  th e  c u s to m e r-an d  th is 

outraged Sam  even m ore.

Sam  furiously explains to  Lucretia w hat had happened:

SAM
....S o  th a t stupid, dum b, doctor-porter is taking 
all the  c racker's  crap! Taking it, talking to  
himself, reciting th a t stuff from his medical books)...
Well, I cou ldn 't take  it! So I hightail it over 
to  w here they  standing, a n d -a n d  before I could 
ca tch  myself, I'm telling th is cracker off) I 
go t my hand, my fist, my nose  into his, and I'm 
scream ing at him -yelling a t him -calling him
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SAM (CCNT'D) 
the  nam es h e 's  catting Pop. And th a t stupid P o p -  
Doc--is pulling a t m e-yank ing  a t m e, because  he 
know s, because  h e 's  m ade it all so  simple! And 
h e 's  struggling w ith me! And I'm yelling a t the  
cracker: "This m an 's  a doctor, goddam m it! You 
oughta  be carrying his bags, you sonofabitch! D on 't 
you talk to  Dr. Savage th a t w ay !" And Pop is crying 
alm ost, because  I prom ised I w ouldn 't say  nothing to  
nobody! T h a t's  w h a t 's  getting  him! H e 's  begging me 
and half-crying for m e to  sh u t up! And then  all of 
a sudden , he pulls out th a t dam n piece of paper 
[diploma] and tea rs  it into sh re d s-ju s t rips it up!

(Pauses.)
W ell...to  m ake a  long story  s h o r t .. .th a t 's  it. I 
m ean, th a t 's  it...I w a sn 't  w orth  a good m inute 
Right a fte r that...R igh t on the  sp o t...o n  the  dam n spot!

(Pauses.)
I turn  around ...on  my w ay o u t...an d  th e re 's  Pop... 
doing penance  for m e...c leaning  up th a t b a s ta rd 's  
shit...sm iling, apologizing...kissing ass! If h e 's  
m ad, h e 's  mad a t me and not a t th e  c rack e r-fo r 
m essing up his goddam n, stupid w o rld ....8

Of course, w ith th e  com bination of th ese  reasons and the rage he now  

feels, he m ust leave th e  system . He will not be ground into th e  dirt by th e  

fo rces w hich have now  form ed against him in th a t tow n . D oubtless, it 

m eans he m ust leave her as well, even though  she  is pregnant, a fac t he  is 

no t aw are  of. He canno t drag her through  all the  hardship, deprivation and 

suffering he anticipates. W hat it m eans, though , is th a t he breaks aw ay  

from the  sy stem  the  w ay Lou is doing now  in the  p resen t. Thus the  

connection  is m ade in her consciousness. It also could be the  psycho­
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dynam ic result of certain  similar subliminal, unconscious in teractions th a t 

tak e  place be tw een  both Sam  and her and Lou and her. The association  in 

her is too  strong, overlaid by th e  normal affinity a grandm other has for her 

g randsons, th e  children of her child. Because her relationship w ith the  

young m en lacks the  burdens an im m ediate parent has, it can  tak e  on the  

benefits of rom anticism .

Black grandm others o ften  have a very special relationship w ith their 

g randsons, som etim es going beyond th a t w hich they  had w ith their ow n 

children. The relationship w ith th e  grandson becom es th e  third chance  to  

relate to  an im portant male in her life, to  open up th e  world before him in a 

w ay she  had not w ith her husband, her original love, or even w ith her 

child. S he can  uninhibitedly support her grandson, in any en terprise  he 

chooses to  involve himself in, d ream s he holds close to  his heart, or 

w hatever position he tak es  on an issue. This is true even if sh e  m ust go 

against her ow n child. W e certainly saw  similar reactions in Take A Giant 

S tep . The River Niger and the  beginnings of it in A Raisin in th e  S u n .

Finally, she  can  show  a special kind of love for her grandson and 

expec t the  sam e to  be returned to  her--som ething certain  impassivity- 

driven unw ritten  law s had prevented her from experiencing w ith her 

husband or son. By th e  tim e an African-Am erican w om an becom es a 

grandm other, certain  indigenous ideas about how  to  tu rn  a boy into a m an 

in th is society  have transform ed inside her to  som ething m ore kindly,
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indulging, nurturing, sensitive, less harsh. Here, w arm th  and affection  are 

m ore encouraged. It may be th e  only area w here they  are.

Grem m ar plays Scrabble w ith Lou. Here, they  have a friendly 

argum ent abou t the  use of the  w ord "cilia" which, in effect, is an 

argum ent ab o u t life, "cilia" being im portant p a rts  of a living cell. She 

encourages Lou to  tes tify  in church and backs him up enthusiastically 

w hen  he does.

As a result, she becom es th e  sanctuary  for the  young m an from an 

oppressive paren t, a need he will be expected  to  grow  ou t of very soon.

Much less is said abou t N a te 's  relationship w ith Gremmar, o ther than  

th e  usual grandm otherly fami1iarities--he pinches her cheek  lightly early in 

th e  play as they  pass each  o ther on the  porch s te p s  to  show  his affection 

for her, putting him closer to  th e  older m em bers of th e  family.

N ate has, in a sen se , bought into M ilton's w ay of life, giving up his 

ow n dream s and personal am bitions. He has given up his education , 

perhaps to  resum e it a t a later tim e. He will leave th e  g a te  open for his 

younger brother to  e scap e  through.

The tw o  boys have a poignant conversation  in w hich they  d iscuss their 

d ream s, concerns, w ishes, deep est feelings and fears, som ething not o ften  

seen  b e tw een  insensitivity-sm othered African-American male siblings:

LOU
Y ou've given it all up for daddy h a v en 't you,
N ate?9
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N ate is cagey  at first in th e  w ay anyone is w hen he finds himself in a 

conversation  w hich, to  him, th rea te n s  to  strip  him of psychological cover. 

This pattern  is usually an elem ent in conversations am ong 

African-Am erican m ales:

NATE
(Stopping.)

Given w hat u p ?10

Em boldened by th a t response, Lou forges forw ard into territory th a t 

could possibly lead to  angry confrontation  but does not:

LOU
School. I thought you w an ted  to  tea ch  so  m uch. T h a t's  w ha t you 
said you w an ted  to  do before.

NATE
I know  w hat I sa id - l know  it. The m an needs help,
Lou. So w hat am  I supposed  to  do, huh? Yeah, I 
w an ted  to  be o n e ....S o  w hat the  hell, everybody 
c a n 't  be one. Besides, they  have enough people 
doing it w ithout m e.11

Lou is uncom fortable w ith th e  consequen t guilt he feels and so  m ust 

c rea te  in his brother an equal am ount of guilt. This equality would 

a ssu ag e  his ow n. First, he m ust m eet it head on:

LOU
(Shaking his head disconsolately.)

G rem m ar told m e ab o u t...ab o u t your dropping ou t 
o f-q u ittin g  school because  of me.
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NATE 
(Shrugging, sitting.)

Yeah, well, I figured as long a s  one of us w en t, 
w h a t th e  hell's th e  difference. You w ere  sm arter 
th an  m e...in  th e  long run ...had  th e  b est chance  of 
m aking it so ....

(Pause, wiping perspiration from his 
forehead.)

I suppose  1 w as pissed-off a t first. You know  th e  
w ay  th e  old m an can  m ake you feel guilty-like if 
you d o n 't help him you 're  going to  be c a s t into th e  
fiery fu rnace...you  know ... So, w ho know s, m aybe I 
d idn 't have any o ther choice. W hat th e  hell, it 's  
a ...tra d e ... It's  honest...m aking  my ow n living... 
not cheating  anybody. I d o n 't know , I might go 
back som e day.

LOU
Y ou've been saying th a t for th ree  years now , Nate. 

NATE
And I might be saying it for five m orel I might 
go back*-l might) I...I think abou t it... A nyw ay, 
i t 's  no t th a t im portant anym ore ...no t like it used 
to  be ... You get out of school, and you see  som e 
things d ifferen t... Those people d o n 't  m ake th a t 
m uch bread anyw ay. Oh w ho knows! I'm p las te rin g - 
it 's  all right—it is... I'm outside  a lo t...
Nobody but th e  old m an standing  over me, and ...I 
can  handle him ... I'm b e tte r th an  he is anyw ay.
He know s it. He may not adm it it, but dam ned if he 
d o e sn 't know itl... He know s it... So I'm no 
teach er... I'm a p las te rer.12

With th e  conversation  taking on this tex tu re , Lou decides to  do  a little 

opening up of his ow n. He m ust s tay  w ith his brother during th is  m om ent.
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LOU
(Softly, intensely.)

I...I cou ld 've go tten  a job in th e  hospital this 
su m m er-in  th e  lab m aybe ...an  orderly or 
som eth ing ... Instead I--I have to  do w hat?-- 
plasterl I could be picking up som e experience 

m aybe-som eth ing  th a t has to  do w ith w hat I w ant
to  do in...college. Bur no...I have to fool around 
working for him--13

Then th e  everp resen t im passivity intrudes:

NATE
T h a t's  be tw een  you and him, Lou. I-U

It is too  late. Lou is already too  caugh t up in th e  prevailing m ood. He 

reveals som e of his c lassist a ttitu d es  about his fellow b lac k s-th e  "dope" 

or "dum b nigger" as m etaphor for th is "reverse prejudice" and their w ays 

of life w hich he feels considerable con tem pt for and w a n ts  to  break aw ay  

from:

LOU
(Rises)

D on 't remind mel
(Softly, ag itated .)

Riding in the  back of tha t...truck ...lik e  som e... 
dope!15

Nate now  becom es th e  protective older brother a s  Theo Parker is to  

Bobby in their m om ent of intim ate conversation  in C erem onies:
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NATE
So ride in th e  fron t-a ll right? I'll ride in
th e  dam n backl I d o n 't give a shit if people think
I'm a dope! Let 'em  think w hat they  p lease l18

Here, certainly, N ate show s his ow n class prejudice, probably 

subtiminally internalized from their father.

That Lou h as inadvertently m ade a disparaging com m ent abou t his 

brother and th e  quality of his ex istence m akes th e  younger m an 

uncom fortable so he m oves quickly to  quell th is potential flame:

LOU
Oh, it's-*it's not ju s t...th a tl 

(Sighing heavily.)
P laster...you  g e t sores all over your hands... 
s tu ff all in your ey esl... D am p...dirty!...
I t 's -17

Nate again m oves to  pro tect his younger brother and, a t th e  sam e 

tim e, convince him th a t th e  w ay of the p las te rer 's  life is not all th a t bad, 

does not have to  be th e  d isaster he has m ade it out to  be:

NATE
Man, you can w ear som e g lo v es-an d  w e have a pair 
of goggles, if th a t 's  w h a t 's  bothering you. I u se
to  w ear 'em  w hen I first s ta r te d  It's  not too
bad, Lou... Shit, I have a business... I'm 
saving a little bread ... D on't have the  dam n bill 
co llectors on my tail... I have enough th read s and 
all th a t . . . .  It's  no big deal...no t w orth  all 
th a t. Shit, you are  w hat you are, you know ?18
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It would appear th a t N ate, having com e to  term s w ith his life and being 

th e  older sibling, is th e  stronger and m ore m ature of th e  tw o  and is 

probably th e  role model for his brother. T hat the  tw o  are very close is 

very m uch in evidence here--a rarity. W hen African-Am erican bro thers 

a ttem p t a w arm  cam araderie, there  is a lw ays an  overlay of com petition, of 

sibling rivalry, laced som ew hat w ith m utual hostility.

Such rivalry, of course, is true in all e thnic groups. Because, how ever, 

of th e  specific psychosocial p ressu res and dynam ics unique to  African 

A m ericans coming out of the  peculiar socio-history of slavery, the  

indigenous dynam ics are different. The persisten t low social s ta tu s  

following em ancipation, th e  everpresen t skin color discrim ination and the  

derogation of th e  African physiognom y th a t is inside even African 

Am ericans, there  is a particular strain  or edge to  th e  m ales' sibling 

interrelationships. The strain com es dow n partly from th e  lifelong struggle 

for their b ese t m o th e r 's  (parent figure's) a tten tion  and love w hich could 

only be allo tted  in sporadic, o ften  arbitrary small do ses, ano ther legacy of 

slavery and econom ic oppression.

This is not to  say  th a t the  above is totally  ab sen t in the relationship 

betw een  to u  and Nate. It is to  say  th a t th e  above pressures play such  a 

small role in their relationship th a t its ability to  concen tra te  on o ther 

m atters is unham pered.

There is further evidence of Lou's c lass prejudice later in th e  play w hen
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he is talking to  Grem m ar after their Scrabble gam e to g e th er (another 

exam ple of their strong relationship w ith each  o ther.).

LOU
I m ean, I w an t to  be a docto r or sc ien tis t-rig h t?
And you have to  study hard -righ t?

GREMMAR 
T h at's  right. Oh yes!

LOU
I d o n 't know ... The colored kids a t school... 
m ost of 'e m ...th e y  fool around. They d o n 't care!
And just because  I d o n 't a c t silly a s  they  d o -  
because  I know  w hat I w an t to  do—th ey  call m e a 
bookw orm  and really-l m ean, realty g e t jealous
because  I study hard. I m ean, they  try  to  m ake me
feel guilty. You know  w hat I m ean?19

Of course, his grandm other com pletely understands him, ag rees with 

him and supports  him in any w ay she  can. This is a good thing because

he, in turn, w orships th e  ground she  walks on. He reveres her and he is in

great earnest. She w ields such inadvertent pow er over him she  can 

literally se t his destiny  w ith her m ere approval or even smile. As such , th is 

dynam ic is fraught w ith potential danger...fo r a w om an w ith her past, 

having the  kind of straightiaced  m en in her family th a t she  has.

As previously m entioned, Milton is sternly religious and, though  he 

still holds authority  over his family, its destiny and its w ay of life, his 

personality do es not seem  to  com e through  obtrusively. His is a quiet
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relationship w ith his m other, Grem m ar, is nebulous, not clearly evocative, 

having no sharp  edges or con tours to  it. T hat there  are traces  of his father 

in him there  is no doubt. He is in transigent, ste rn , though  relenting. He 

does not have to  be a brutal black father, either physically or verbally, to  

have his w ay. It would seem  th a t he is an advancem ent from Harper. 

There is an  affection  tow ard  him from Grem m ar, an  im m ense prideful love. 

It is there , in th e  air be tw een  them  though seldom  outw ardly  

dem onstra ted . She know s tha t her son has com e to  his adulthood, strong, 

dependable, manly, a good husband, a good provider and father. Her 

feelings tow ard  him have served a s  a source of streng th  needed to  build a 

business and support a family in a world w here  th is is not too  easy  for an 

African-Am erican male. Like his father, Harper Edw ards, he is strongly 

religious, traditionalist and  straitlaced at an  age w hen m any black m ales 

have given w ay  to  despair, drink and profligacy. As a m other, G rem m ar 

has done good by him, a s  she has her o ther living child, Edna.

Her e ffectiveness a s  a m other is evidenced also by her daughter-in-law  

H attie 's  apparen t happiness and con ten tm en t and by th e  solid cen te rs  of 

her tw o  grandsons. Though they  do not e scap e  th e  inevitable father-son  

conflicts and th e  spiritual briars of manly youth , they  are still living in th a t 

house w ithout th e  usual accom panim ent of tensions and discom forts.

This lady, w ith her checkered  past, has generated  a s  good a family around
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her a s  any. The fulcrum of th is accom plishm ent has been  her son  Milton, 

g o tten  w ith her beloved Harper. Through th e  dynam ics be tw een  her son  

and her, w e  can  infer th a t Harper had been th e  m ost im portant of her 

beaus.

Milton even  pu ts her in mind of Sam  w ho w as not his father. In one 

scene , early in th e  play, a rock has been th row n  through one of their 

w indow s. W hen the  beleaguered patriarch learns from Nate th a t th e  

m iscreant w as  th e  m alingerer Tom w ho w orked for him, he becom es 

enraged and seem s abou t to  do som ething drastic in revenge.

Gremmar, rem em bering w hat had happened to  her Sam  in her past 

tries desperately  to  d issuade Milton.

GREMMAR 
(Rising, m oving a fte r him, preceded 
by HATTIE.)

Milton, th e re 's  no sen se  going dow n there  and 
getting  yourself in a lot of trouble over tha t man.
It's  no t w orth  it son. J u s t  b ecau se  he w an ts  to  
show  his ignorance is no reason  w hy you have to .
Use your head now , Milton. Use your head.** Don’t 
leave w ith anger in your heart, son-* D on't g o -  
d o n 't  g o - 20

This even t s e ts  her reminiscing mind back to  a similar situation w ith 

Sam . Here, a fte r the  incident a t th e  railroad sta tion , Sam  decides th a t his 

life in th a t to w n  is finished and th a t it is tim e to  m ove on. He do es not 

know, how ever, th a t she  is pregnant w ith Sam , Jr.:
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(SAM appears a t th e  door, Up S tage  Right, 
a traveling bag in his hand. He stan d s 
w ith uncertainty  before stepping  into the  
room and se tting  dow n the  bag.)

LUCRETIA 
(W ithout looking up.)

Are you leaving now , Sam ?

SAM
In-in  a minute.

LUCRETIA 
(Rises and c ro sse s  to  dresser.)

I...I know ... 1 know  you'll be gone forever.21

It is to  be a devasta ting  loss for her and she  will not suffer it again, 

w ith Milton. Added to  all the  o ther positive feelings she  has for her son, 

th is unw avering lo v e -n o w  with Milton a s  its o b je c t- is  a source of streng th  

for his cen ter.

Still, there  is his sen se  of reality w hich p reven ts him from succum bing 

to  th e  feelings of hubris, w hich m akes him adhere to  his practical side.

His cau tious practicality naturally becom es a source of conflict be tw een  

him and his son  N ate. At the  beginning of Act Two, N ate is criticizing his 

m ethods of business negotiation:

NATE
Pop, th e  bid is w ay too  low, for P e te 's  sake)

MILTON
N athan, you d o n 't  have to  get greedy about it)



NATE
W ho 's  getting greedy I Pop, th e  trouble w ith you 
is you elw ays bid to o  low!

MILTON
Look, N athan, I go t it figured dow n right herel 
T h a t's  w hy I called you in here!

NATE
Pop, you d o n 't have a thing here fo r-fo r  p ro fit-  
not a th ing!....fo r tim e and aggravation!

MILTON
N athan, th a t house isn 't going to  take  anym ore 
than  tw o  w eeks!

NATE
Pop, by th e  tim e w e buy material, pay everybody, 
w ha t do w e have left?

MILTON 
(Giving the  bid to  NATE.)

N athan, look a t th ese  figures dow n there  again, 
will you?

NATE
I'm looking a t them ! All th ey 're  saying is th a t 
w e 're  going to  have to  scram ble and  charge a t the  
lumber yard for the  next job, instead of charging 
w h a t th e  job is w orth ....Y ou  alw ays underbid 
because  you 're  afraid of not getting  th e  job!

MILTON 
(S teps to  NATE.)

I charge  w h a t th e  job is w orth  and th a t 's  w hat I've 
been doing all th e se  years I -
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Instead of suppressing  his am bitious son, he w hines a little, w hich 

acknow ledges his so n 's  com ing into m aturity and th e  fac t th a t he is 

already show ing signs of becom ing a be tter businessm an, w ith a w ider 

vision. The role of th e  black patriarch in th e  family is already show ing 

signs of evolving into a less oppressive but perhaps more successfu l one. 

His essen tia l hum anity is not sm othered  while his basic stren g th  rem ains 

implicit. He has the  ability to  back dow n w hen  he feels it is necessary  to  

m aintain a proper psychosocial balance w ithout feeling th a t his m anhood 

has been challenged:

MILTON
I've been able to  provide for this family, haven 't 
I? N obody 's in need of anything here, are they?

NATE
Pop, ju st tell m e--w hy do w e alw ays have to  subm it 
the  low est bid, huh? No w onder w e alw ays g e t the  
job. They know  th ey 're  going to  get a first c lass 
job for th e  least am ount of m oney. Those w hite 
con tracto rs, they  se e  us coming and they  laugh all 
the  w ay to  th e  bank. As far as I'm concerned-

MILTON
(Grabbing the  bid again and studying it.)

All right, all right, let me see  the  paper.
(Sits a t desk  and opens ledger, w hich is 
on desk .)
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NATE
I'd rather risk not getting th e  job th an  to -T h in g s 
are going up, and here w e are charging the  sam e 
thing w e did last y e a r . . . / 3

Ordinarily, in African-Am erican dram a, th e  son, finding himself in the  

position of victor in an argum ent w ith his father, would go  for th e  coup de 

grace, the  Oedipal crushing blow. Here, th e  son  backs dow n himself and 

becom es conciliatory.

This is testim ony to  th e  m an of the  household, th e  new  kind of father 

on th e  African-American stage . H ow ever, now  th a t he has been 

established in th e  psyches of th e  American theatregoing  public, w e could 

now  afford to  go back to  th e  old archetype  for ano ther exam ination, for 

new  insights--Troy M axson, in A ugust W ilson 's play, F ences.
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CHAPTER ELEVEN 
REAGANISM AND THE "EVIL" BLACK FATHER- 

LOOKING BACK TO JUST BEFORE THE CIVIL RIGHTS MOVEMENT
FENCES BY AUGUST WILSON

The Reagan Era w as upon th e  nation. The President a ffec ted  m any 

people neg a tiv e ly -th e  lower middle class, th e  working poor, for 

in s ta n c e -b u t he w as particularly devasta ting  to  the  black and Latino 

com m unity. He opposed  affirm ative action program s. His en ac tm en ts  se t 

black progress back for years. His appo in tm ents to  th e  Suprem e Court 

th rea tened  to  undo m uch tha t the  Civil Rights M ovem ent and th e  Feminist 

M ovem ent had accom plished, particularly th e  Voting Rights Act. Suprem e 

Court Ju s tice  Thurgood Marshall called him "one of th e  w orst Presidents 

for Black Progress" in y e a rs .’

Naturally, in this a tm osphere, spurred by increasing job lessness for all, 

w hite  hostility tow ard  blacks had begun increasing again. W hatever 

w idespread extrinsic and intrinsic public sanction of African-Am ericans 

acquired during the  Civil Rights Days now  w as fading. In th is atm osphere, 

Anti-Black groups began  forming again in alarming num bers. W hite 

paramilitary groups w ere  holding basic training for race w arfare planned for 

som e undisclosed tim e in the  fu ture. Skinhead groups, neonazis and 

Klaverns w ere  spreading acro ss th e  nation.
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C arte r 's  adm inistration seem ed w eaker th an  it actually w as. Its 

dom estic-in fla tion  going w ild -and  foreign policies, th e  paralyzing hostage  

crisis in Teheran, o ther form s of w orldw ide terrorism  against A m ericans 

abroad led to  th e  perception th a t th e  Am erican em pire w as falling like a 

house of cards.

Reagan w as to  be th e  answ er. Though his Stockm an-trickle dow n 

policy did not trickle dow n enough to  help th o se  levels of society  it w as 

supposedly  aim ed at, th e  upper c lasses seem ed greatly to  benefit. His 

G reat Com m unicator pronouncem ents and anti-affirm ative action and 

anti-union positions curtailed further minority progress. He tu rned  a 

tougher eye aw ay  from dom estic problem s, tow ard  foreign relations, 

se tting  the  multicultural have-not m asses  adrift. He s treng thened  the  third 

e s ta te . C onsequently , th e  black com m unity along w ith o thers of its class, 

desp ite  th e  widening of th e  black middle c lass, basically w en t 

backw ards.2

African-Am erican playw rights, in th is con tex t, had discovered th a t the  

public w as no longer in terested  in guilt-inducing plays about w hite 

oppression , w ith blacks a s  victims. So "w hite oppression" had to  be 

pushed further into th e  background, alw ays felt though not explicitly 

displayed. It would be p u t- a s  Henry Ja m es  put it-" in to  solution," into the  

surrounding air, hidden, subliminal, som ething outside th e  matrix of the  

primary experience of th e  play.
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Black playw rights w ould now  look into th e  culture, th e  family, w hether 

biological or environm ental. They would exam ine m ore closely the  

psychodynam ics, the  family interrelationships, the  psychological m akeup 

of th e  characters, the  various in teractions in th e  im m ediate surroundings. 

African-American interrelating w ith African-Am erican w as to  be of primary 

im portance. W hite ch arac te rs  would begin appearing few er and few er 

tim es in black plays. C haracters like Mr. Lindner, Parnell Jam es , Grace 

Easley and Bradford Easley would now  play increasingly peripheral roles in 

th e  landscapes of the  plays, though they  had not d isappeared entirely.

The g rea ter concen tration  would now  be on black-to-black socio-dynam ics. 

It is from here th a t th ea tre  audiences would now  glean their m essages.

G ranted, Bill Cosby had presen ted  a groundbreaking, highly popular 

television show  and w ritten  a few  books on fatherhood and how  it should 

be .3 M asses of people, black and w hite, loved the  family values in the  

books and th e  show  but th e  negative image of the black fa ther in the  

public eye persisted . Black crim e w as grow ing too  rap id ly -caused  in part 

by Reagan econom ic policies and consequen t demoralized, dysfunctional 

family s itu a tio n s- to  convince people o therw ise, and there  w ere too  m any 

abandoned , struggling single m others heading families. Or, there  w ere 

to o  m any families needing protection from frustra ted , enraged 

African-Am erican breadw inners. Troy M ax so n -th e  pro tagonist in A ugust 

W ilson 's F ences- ra n q  truer to  m ost people than  Dr. H uxtable—the
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protagonist of th e  C osby television show .

It w as in th is a tm osphere  th a t a new  playwright, A ugust W ilson, cam e 

to  th e  public 's a tten tion  w ith his play, Ma Rainev's Black B ottom . It w as 

first p resented  a t the  Yale Repertory T heatre in 1 9 8 4  before being m oved 

to  B roadw ay in O ctober of th a t sam e year w here  it received critical 

acclaim  and w on the  New York Drama Critics Circle, Drama Desk and 

O uter Circle A w ards. T hese estab lished  him a s  a major new  voice in the  

th ea tre  and paved th e  w ay for th e  rem arkable series of plays th a t have 

followed.

Bottom  w as to  be the  first in th is cycle of plays dram atizing the  

com plex interactive social and psychological dynam ics of the  African- 

Am erican experience in each  d e c a Je  since m anum ission. Fences follow ed.

Fences w as first p resented  a t th e  Yale Repertory T heatre on April 30 , 

1985 . On M arch 26 , 1987 , it too  opened on Broadw ay to  critical acclaim , 

winning a  Tony Award for Best Play and a Pulitzer Prize for dram a.

The play tak e s  place in the  pre-to-early-Civil Rights Fifties. Troy 

M axson is a large tem p estu o u s m an with a forceful personality, full of a 

lust for life and those  intense hum an foibles which m ake him both a man 

to  be loved and one to  be feared. His hands are large, suggesting  a m an 

of g rea t s tren g th  and one w ho has w orked long and hard at s trenuous 

jobs.

On his ow n since th e  age of fourteen  and needing to  survive, he
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becam e a th ief for a  while, w hich se t him on a path  leading to  a fifteen 

year im prisonm ent for murder. During this im prisonm ent he d iscovered the  

ability to  play excellent baseball, enough to  m ake him a professional. His 

accom plishm ents w ere not, how ever, enough to  get him into th e  major 

leagues. The experim ent w ith Jackie Robinson w as ju s t barely reaching its 

com pletion, not yet a t its final evaluation. Doors, though , w ere already 

opened to  countless subsequen t African-Am erican s ta rs  like Cam panella, 

M ays, N ew com be and C lem ente. That Troy M axson w as not am ong them  

had to  be a sore point w ith him.

Many of his fellow players like Jo sh  Gibson never m ade it in - th e  

Jack ie  Robinson phenom enon had happened to o  late for them . O thers like 

Satchel Paige had barely m ade it in a t the  tail end of their careers w hen 

th ey  w ere long past their prime. Troy, a g rea t hom erun hitter, had been  in 

Jo sh  G ibson 's group.

He had sw allow ed th is bitter pill, w hich festered  in his soul for the  rest 

of his life. It is this feeling w hich serves a s  th e  p lay 's central m otivating 

force, a s  th e  energy cen te r of m uch of T roy 's acrim ony, cynicism , and 

m isconduct. It is the  cen ter of his "ev ilness" (hostility, com bativeness, 

anger). It is th e  cen te r th a t m akes him crush  his son  C ory 's  dream  to  play 

football.

He is ep itom e of w h a t cau ses  insusceptibility in black m ales. He is 

also the  result of it. He is in th e  forefront of th o se  e lem en ts in th e  black
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com m unity w hich have been  trying to  p ro tec t th e  young male from 

danger, con tre tem ps or hurt since the  days of slavery. The w om en, 

nevertheless, have borne th e  burden, mainly, because  of their not being as 

th reaten ing  to  th e  w hite pow er structu re . This socio-historic condition has 

pu t pow er into their hands th a t th e  black m an could no t have and put 

them  in a m ore favorable position. They have supp ressed  th e  young 

m an 's  m anhood cruelly or gently, as need be, and th e  passage  of time 

enabled them  to  develop a wider, subtler range of dev ices to  accom plish 

th is crucial training.

The black father, in th is position and because  of th e  lim itations of tim e 

and opportunity  afforded to  him, had a t his disposal m any few er options 

and so  had to  go w ith th e  brutality he saw  all around him. He had to  

prepare his male-child for a world he himself knew  only too  w ell-unloving, 

cruel, frustrating , unfeeling, unsym pathetic , oppressive and  very poisonous 

and dangerous: physically, psychologically, econom ically. This has been 

particularly true  for th e  black male naive enough to  hold on to  a dream .

As s ta te d  before, th e  death  of T roy 's dream  has left a deep  b itte rness 

in him w hich has colored his relationships w ith everyone he com es in 

co n tac t with. Even w hen  he is being affectionate  and giving, congenial 

and som ew hat positive, there  is an acrim ony reverberating behind it. Only 

w ith his friend and co-w orker in sanitation, Bono, is his congeniality pure, 

if com petitive.
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tn Am erica, there  are tw o  kinds of dynam ics surrounding th e  death  of a 

dream . In w hite  America, the  reasons for a dream  not being achieved by a 

w hite  male can  be internal, external or both. An am bitious w hite  male 

w ho has th e  talen t for reaching a certain  goal [and thriving a fte r th a tl but 

fails to  do so , may have a personal, psychological problem  w hich is his 

obstacle , one he canno t seem  to  overcom e. Or, he m ay be of a certain  

ethnic  g roup-S lav ic  Eastern European, Italian, Sicilian, Jew ish  from any 

country, a m an w ith lower c lass or peasan t s to c k -w h o , sub rosa, m ay be 

m ade to  feel uncom fortable for striving tow ard  certain  ends.

In reaction, he m ay blame o thers. He m ay convince himself th a t "they 

had it in for him." Inside, how ever, he m ay know th e  real reasons for his 

lack of su ccess  and will have com e to  te rm s with th a t know ledge. He 

m ay or m ay not adjust to  it and get on w ith his life, such  as it is. He m ay 

or may not correct his problem . If he do es so , good. If he is unable to , he 

will m uddle through to  som e o ther endeavor and talk about his failure over 

a beer on Saturday  night.

An African-Am erican male m ay also have all of th e  above problem s 

blocking him from su ccess  and accep tance  and may or m ay not be 

cognizant of them . One thing he does know , how ever: th a t he has a 

problem  no w hite  Am erican h a s -h is  color. No m atter w hat he do es w ith 

himself, he has limited opportunity. This though t is in th e  d eep est part of 

his soul. He has been trained to  th is reality from th e  earliest tim e of his
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life so  th a t it has com e to  be a part of his bloodstream .

This given idea has becom e all th e  more reason for him to  becom e 

em bittered  and enraged. There are  certain openings, chances, th a t do 

exist. They are, how ever, hidden behind so  many obstacles th a t one 

might a s  well say  th a t th e  possibility is hopeless. Such a slim chance  

m eans no chance. This is the  ultim ate ru b - to  know th a t no m atter w hat 

one does, no m atter w h a t am ount of effort one pu ts forth, one will never 

get to  certain  goals th a t one aspires to .

Add to  th a t th e  agonizing sting  th a t th ere  are  certain  African-Am erican 

m en w ho do m anage to  get through those  obstac les and the  rage goes 

deeper into his soul. Now, the failure begins to  take on th e  air of 

som ething more personal. Not only is o n e 's  color o n e 's  obstacle  but also 

som ething in o n e 's  charac ter is holding one  back. With all of th e  o ther 

m isfortunes besetting  him, this is a little too  m uch to  handle so  it g e ts  

pushed back into the  subconscious.

The w hite m an 's  unjust system  is a little easier to  handle b ecau se  it is 

a little m ore palpable. It can  fight p ro tes ts  and expressed  outrage, trying 

"feebly" to  defend itself. Or it can  be plainly overt. W hatever, it is less 

discom forting.

Inner faults a s  the  reason for failure are another m atter. Because they  

speak  deeply to  the  very e ssen ce  of th e  individual and his w orth, they  

becom e m ore terrifying to  apprehend. This, th e  im passive, m acho African-
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Am erican m ale will not address. There is a risk, here, o f tearing his w hole 

inner being apart. Facing a hostile ou ter world is bad enough. Thus he 

m ust find w ay s to  defend w hat is left of his ego. He m ust becom e loud, 

bellicose, tem pestuous, bullying, and philandering. There m ust a lw ays be 

th e  th rea t of violence ju st below  th e  surface. He may even have gone so 

far a s  to  m urder som eone.

This psychosocial condition, plus not having m ade it to  th e  major 

leagues even after th e  su ccess  of th e  Jackie Robinson experim ent, 

becom es a particular sore point w ith Troy M axson.

M oreover, to  m ake things w orse  for Troy, there  is an outside chance  

th a t his son  Cory m ay succeed  in doing w h a t he, Troy, could not. Things 

have changed even though Troy m ay not have fully realized it. Cory could 

possibly becom e the  spo rts  s ta r in football, a goal denied Troy in baseball.

It is a  fact th a t th rea ten s T roy 's w ell-protected inner sanity  and th rea ten s 

to  cause  rabid jealousy to  rise up and sw eep  him off his feet.

On the  o ther hand, Cory could be headed for th e  hurt caused  by sam e 

kind of rejection Troy had experienced. Is it not his fa th e r 's  du ty  to  

p revent th a t from  happening? Is it not his fa th e r 's  du ty  to  play God w ith 

C ory 's life and kill his so n 's  dream ? W hich is the  m otivation? If bo th  are, 

w hich holds m ore w eight in T roy 's psyche? How m uch of a role does fear 

of his son play in T roy 's m otivations?

All of th e se  questions reverberate inside th is com plex ch arac te r making
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him a driving force in th e  play and a to rtured , conflicted, self-destructive 

m an w ho  rivets ev ery o n e 's  a tten tion  a t all tim es. He is both pivotal 

charac ter and hero, protagonist and an tagonist to  himself and all the  

o th ers  imm ediately around him w hom  he overtly or covertly  holds dear; he 

is Man against Himself. He m akes the  sto ry  m ove along rapidly to  its 

climax and, even  after his death , his spirit h aun ts th e  hum an dynam ics in 

his fenced-in yard.

He m akes people love him, and  w ant to  reach ou t to  him. His 

to rm ents, how ever, will not let him accep t th a t love. He finds a w ay, 

som ehow , to  push everyone 's  love aw ay. It is a miracle th a t, before he 

destroys it, th is family he has form ed around him is so  beautiful. He has 

given them  little reason to  be. Possibly, som ething sublimely right inside 

him has seeped  through to  touch  all his loved ones. Rose, his betrayed 

wife, humiliated by his infidelity, m anages to  sum m on up enough streng th  

to  consen t to  take  care of the child he has go tten  by ano ther younger 

w om an w ho had died giving birth. Cory, a fte r a nearly m urderous physical 

confrontation  w ith Troy to  pro tect his m other from him, and a fte r Troy had 

all but destroyed  his one chance  to  m eet a football sco u t w ho could have 

facilitated his career, simply goes aw ay  and joins th e  M arines. He does 

not turn to  crim e as his father had before him and, though  his 

estrangem en t from Troy is final, he is still th e  warm  loving older brother 

to  T roy 's well-m annered love-child Raynell. Also, a fte r initially not
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intending to  go  to  T roy 's funeral, he finally decides to . Love and respect 

for his father lay deeper th an  rancor.

C ory 's older brotner Lyons w hom  Troy had g o tten  by a  previous wife, 

has th e  sam e problem . No m atter how  m uch he tries to  "connect" to  his 

father, he is rebuffed. He visits his fa ther on payday, usually Friday, to  

borrow  m oney, one of th e  symbolic accep ted  form s of jockeying for 

co n n ec ted n ess  in the  black com m unity. The tw o  play th is ritual in which 

Troy tries to  m ake his m oney unattainable or a t least slow  dow n the  

lending process. The scen es are alm ost com ic in tone  but there  is, 

underneath  them , a continuation of the  struggle on th e  part of Lyons for 

his fa th e r 's  niggardly w ay s w ith love and w arm th, w ith the  m oney serving 

a s  th e  external m etaphor for them .

In th e  first ac t, Troy and Bono have just arrived from work and, out of 

th e  exhilaration th a t usually com es along w ith facing a w eekend, are 

"acting the  fool" in front of the  only en trance  to  th e  household. At th is 

point, Lyons en ters;

(LYONS en te rs  the  yard from th e  stree t.
Thirty-four years old, TROY's son by a 
previous m arriage, he spo rts a neatly 
trim m ed goa tee , sport coat, w hite  shirt, 
tie less and buttoned  a t th e  collar. Though 
he fancies himself a m usician, he is more 
caugh t up in th e  rituals and  "idea" of 
being a m usician th an  in th e  actual practice 
of th e  m usic. He has com e to  borrow  m oney



from  TROY, and while he know s he will be 
successfu l, he is uncertain as to  w h a t ex ten t 
his lifestyle will be held up to  scrutiny and 
ridicule.)

LYONS
Hey, Pop.

TROY
W hat you com e "Hey, Popping" me for?

LYONS 
How you doing, Rose?

(He kisses her.)
Mr. Bono. How you doing?

BONO
Hey, Lftey, L yons...how  you been?

TROY
He m ust have been doing alright. I a in 't seen  
him around here last w eek.

ROSE
Troy, leave your boy alone. He com e by to  see 
you and you w anna s ta rt all th a t nonsense.

TROY 
I a in 't bothering Lyons.

(Offers him th e  bottle.)
H ere ...ge t you a drink. W e got an  understanding. 
I know  w hy he com e by to  see  me and he know  I 
know.

LYONS
Com e on, Pop...I just stopped  by to  say  h i...see  
how  you w as doing.
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TROY
You a in 't stopped  by yesterday .

ROSE
You gonna s tay  for supper, Lyons? I go t som e 

chicken cooking in th e  oven.

LYONS
No, R ose ...thanks. I w as just in th e  neighborhood 

and though t I'd s to p  by for a  m inute.

TROY
You w as in th e  neighborhood alright, nigger. You 
telling th e  tru th  there. You w as in th e  neighborhood 
cau se  it 's  my payday.

LYONS
Well, hell, since you m entioned it...le t m e have 

ten  dollars.

TROY
I'll be dam ned! I'll die and go to hell and play 
blackjack w ith th e  devil before I give you ten  
dollars.4

The racial ep ithet, "nigger," since its introduction into th e  language of 

th e  w hite slaveholder, of pejoration, has taken on m any different 

m eanings...like m any com m only used w ords. In th e  w hite mind 

contem plating th e  w ord, prior to  use or not, it m eans a black person of 

low s ta tu re , som eone w hose  quality is of the  b asest kind, w ho  do es not 

represen t th e  black race well. In th e  black com m unity 's  sensibility, it has 

com e to  m ean, "som eone w ho do es not ac t right," w ho is m ean and p e tty
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in his a ttitu d es, w ho is inappropriately loud and boisterous in public, 

w hose  m isbehavior earns th e  disapproval of th e  surrounding com m unity.

From th a t, it has com e, in th e  black sensibility, to  deno te  som eone 

w ho is held dearly in o n e 's  heart, for w hom  one has developed fondness, 

w arm  feelings. It has been  used to  deno te  o n e 's  lover. Lately, it has even 

been used by a black person in referring to  his close w hite  friend. This too  

has its roo ts in th e  m aster-slave in tercourse, th e  benevolent m alevolent 

kind.

W hen Troy u ses  it to  his sons Lyons and Cory, it can  m ean only one 

th ing--that w hich cu ts  them  dow n to  th e  low est level possib le-com ing  

from  th e  overw helm ing acrim ony w hich w racks his soul. It is used a s  an 

angered  w hite  confronting a black would.

The gam e continues later in th e  sam e scene :

LYONS
....P o p ...le t m e have th a t ten  dollars. I'll give 
it back to  you. Bonnie got a job working at the  
hospital.

TROY
W hat I tell you, Bono? The only tim e I see  th is 
nigger is w hen he w an ts  som ething. T h a t's  th e  only 
tim e I see  him.

LYONS
Com e on, Pop, Mr. Bono d o n 't  w an t to  hear all th a t.
Let m e have th e  ten  dollars. I told you Bonnie 
working.



TROY
W hat th a t  m ean to  me? "Bonnie working.* I d o n 't 
care if sh e  working. Go ask  her for th e  ten  dollars 
if she  working. Talking abou t "Bonnie working."
W hy a in 't you working?

LYONS
Aw, Pop, you know  I c an ’t  find no d ecen t job. W here 
am I gonna ge t a job a t?  You know  I c a n 't  ge t no job.

TROY
I told you I know  som e people dow n there . I can  ge t 
you on th e  rubbish if you w an t to  work. I told you 
th a t th e  last tim e you cam e by here asking m e for 
som ething.

LYONS
Naw, Pop ...thanks. That a in 't for me. I d o n 't  w anna 
be carrying nobody 's  rubbish. I d o n 't  w anna be 
punching nobody 's tim e clock.

TROY
W h at's  th e  m atter, you too  good to  carry peop le 's  
rubbish? W here you think th a t ten  dollars you talking 
abou t com e from ? I'm ju st supposed  to  haul peop le 's  
rubbish and give my m oney to  you cau se  you too  lazy 
to  work. You too  lazy to  w ork and w anna know  w hy you 
a in 't go t w hat I g o t.6

Still later in th e  scene , Troy continues:

TROY
I a in 't go t nothing a s  it is. I give you th a t ten  
dollars and I go t to  ea t beans the rest of the  w eek.
N aw ...you  a in 't getting no ten  dollars here.

LYONS
You a in 't go t to  be eating no beans. I d o n 't know  
w hy you w anna say  tha t.



TROY
I a in 't go t no ex tra  m oney. Gabe [T roy 's brain 
dam aged brother Gabriel] done m oved over to  Miss 
Pearl's  paying her th e  rent and  th ings done go t 
tight around here, I c a n 't  afford to  be giving you 
every payday.

LYONS
I a in 't asked  you to  give me nothing. I asked you 
to  loan m e ten  dollars. I know  you got ten  dollars.

TROY
Yeah, I got it. You know  w hy I got it? C ause I 
d o n 't th row  my m oney aw ay ou t there  in the  s tre e ts . 
You living the  fas t life ...w anna be a m usician... 
running around in them  clubs and th in g s ...th en , you 
learn tc  take  care  of yourself. You ain’t  gonna 
find m e going and asking nobody for nothing. I done 
spen t too  many years w ithout.

LYONS
You and me is tw o  different people, Pop.

TROY
I done learned my m istake and learned to  do w h a t 's  
right by it. You still trying to  ge t som ething for 
nothing. Life d o n 't  ow e you nothing. You o w e  it 
to  yourself. Ask Bono. He'll tell you I'm right.

LYONS
You go t your w ay of dealing w ith th e  w orld ... 1 go t 
mine. The only thing th a t m atte rs  to  m e is th e  music.

TROY
Yeah, I can  see  th a tl It d o n 't m atter how  you 
gonna e a t...w h e re  your next dollar is com ing from. 
You telling th e  tru th  there.



2 8 0

LYONS
I know  I go t to  ea t. But I go t to  live too. I 
need som ething th a t gonna help m e to  g e t out of 
the  bed in the  morning. M ake me feel like I belong 
in th e  world. I d o n 't bo ther nobody. I ju st s tay  
w ith my music cause  th a t 's  th e  only w ay  I can  find 
to  live in th e  world. O therw ise there  a in 't  no 
telling w hat I m ight do. Now I d o n 't  com e criticizing 
you and how  you live. I ju st com e by to  ask you 
for ten  dollars. I d o n 't w anna hear all th a t about 
how  I live.*

Then th e  gam e transform s itself into another, subtler, m ore 

circum locutive form which, ironically, m oves closer to  w hat th is ritual is 

really all about. Troy tries to  belittle the  force of Lyons' position but th e  

ploy backfires:

TROY
Boy, your m am a did a hell of a job raising you.

LYONS
You c a n 't  change me, Pop. I'm thirty-four years 
old. If you w an ted  to  change me, you should have 
been there  w hen I w as grow ing up. I com e by to  
see  y o u ...a sk  for te n  dollars and you w an t to  talk 
abou t how  I w as raised. You d o n 't know  nothing 
about how  I w as raised.

ROSE
Let th e  boy have ten  dollars, Troy.

TROY 
(To LYONS)

W hat th e  hell you looking a t me for? I a in 't 
go t no te n  dollars. You know  w hat I do  w ith 
my m oney.
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TROY (CONT'D)
(To ROSE.)

Give him ten  dollars if you w an t him to  have it. 

ROSE
I will. J u s t  a s  soon  you tu rn  it loose.

TROY
(Handing ROSE the  m oney.)

There it is. Seventy-six dollars and forty-tw o 
cen ts . You see  this, Bono? Now I a in 't gonna 
g e t but six of th a t back.

ROSE
You ought to  s to p  telling th a t lie. Here, Lyons.

(She hands him the  m oney.)

LYONS
Thanks, Rose. Look...I go t to  run...I'll see you 
later.

TROY
W ait a m inute. You gonna say , "thanks. Rose" and 
a in 't gonna look to  see  w here  she  got th a t ten  
dollars from? See how  they  do me, Bono?

LYONS
I know  she  go t it from you, Pop. Thanks. I'll give 
it back to  you.

TROY
There he go telling ano ther lie. Time I see  tha t 
ten  dollars...he 'll be ow ing me thirty m ore.7

Of course , w h a t is really going on here is th e  com plex interm ixture of 

em otions b e tw een  heretofo re-absen t-fa ther and son. Love is there , never
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expressed , a lw ays hidden beneath  bellicosity and  suspicion, c leverness 

and craft. The ten  dollars is th e  sym bol of all the  dem onstra ted  love and 

affection th a t each , fa ther and son, would like to  have exist b e tw een  them  

bu t w hich never will. The gam e is th e  c lo sest they  will com e to  a real 

father-son  give and take.

Lyons loves his father but he can  never m ove to  th e  position w here  he 

can  express it outw ardly, w ithout risk of hurt. He has already had to  deal 

w ith th e  pain of never having had his fa ther around during his upbringing, 

an  agony he has buried beneath  layers and layers of im passivity. He has 

learned the  w ays of th e  s tre e ts  all to o  well, having acquired th e  needed 

defensive m asks for his son-dealing*w ith-errant-father arsenal. Thus, th is 

gam e with th e  ten  dollars itself becom es a su b stitu te  for all th ey  have 

m issed be tw een  them  in their lives together.

Adm ittedly, Troy M axson has had a rough life. He is a s  com plex and 

a s  to rm ented  a s  black America itself. Having s ta rted  life as a refugee from 

th e  sou th  (He had fought w ith his fa ther and left hom e a t the  age of 

fourteen), he becam e a thief in order to  survive and even took a life for 

w hich he w as sen ten ced  to  fifteen years in th e  penitentiary. While there, 

he w a s  determ ined to  reshape his life; he developed an excellent s e t  of 

baseball skills w hich enabled him, a fte r having served his sen ten ce , to  

becom e a professional ballplayer. Failing to  m ake th e  major leagues, 

thanks to  continuing discrim inatory prac tices on th e  part of th e  pow ers
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th a t be, he becam e a garbage collector. Here, he had to  fight hia union to  

becom e th e  first black driver of a garbage truck. He seem s to  have fought 

to  achieve everything he had in his life but he rem ains, in his soul, a  m an 

"fenced in” by th e  lim itations im posed on him by th e  ou ter world.

Thus he has his "evil" disposition.

In Scene th ree  of A ct one, Troy and Cory are working on th e  fence.

Troy had ju s t finished "horsing around" w ith Rose but his playful mood 

had quickly been replaced w ith th e  serious one  of concen tra ted  work 

w hen  Cory appeared:

TROY
You just now  com ing in here from leaving 

th is morning?

CORY
Yeah, I had to  go to  lootball practice.

TROY 
Yeah, w hat?

CORY
Yessir.

TROY
I a in 't  bu t tw o  seconds off you now ay. The 
garbage sitting ou t there  overflow ing... 
you a in 't  done none of your ch o res ...an d  you 
com e in here talking abou t "Yeah."

CORY
I w as just getting  ready to  do my cho res now , Pop...
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TROY
Your first cho re  is to  help me w ith  th is  fen ce  
on S a tu rday . Everything e lse co m e a fte r  th a t.
Now g e t th a t sa w  and cu t th em  boards.

(CORY ta k e s  th e  sa w  and beg ins cu ttin g  th e  
boards. TROY con tinues w orking. T here is 
a long p a u se .)8

There is no civility in th e  to n e  of T ro y 's  voice. T here can  only be 

b o is te ro u sn ess  or m u ted  acrim ony. W ith his sons , it m ust a lw ay s be th e  

la tte r a s  w a s  probably th e  c a se  w ith  his fa the r befo re  him.

Still, Cory m akes th e  valiant a tte m p t to  m ove their in terrelationship  to  

a new , so fte r, gen tler level:

CORY
Hey, P o p ...w h y  d o n 't  you buy a TV?

TROY
W hat I w a n t w ith  a TV? W hat I w an t o n e  of 

them  for?

CORY
Everybody g o t one. Earl, Ba B ra ...Jesse !

TROY
I a in 't  a sked  you w h o  had one. I say  w h a t 

I w a n t w ith  one?

CORY
So you can  w a tc h  it. They g o t lo ts of th ings

on TV. Baseball g am es and  every th ing . W e 
could w a tc h  th e  W orld Series.



TROY
Y eah...and how  m uch th is TV cost?

CORY
I d o n 't  know. They go t them  on sale for around 
tw o  hundred dollars.

TROY
Two hundred dollars, huh?

CORY
T hat a in 't th a t m uch, Pop.

TROY
Naw, it 's  ju st tw o  hundred dollars. S ee  th a t 
roof you got over your head a t night? Let me 
tell you som ething about th a t roof. It’s been 
over ten  years since tha t roof w as last tarred .
See n o w ...th e  snow  com e th is w inter and sit up 
there  on  th a t roof like it is ...and  it 's  gonna 
seep  inside. I t 's  ju st gonna be a little bit... 
a in 't gonna hardly notice it. Then th e  next 
thing you know , i t 's  gonna bo leaking all over 
the  house. Then th e  w ood rot from all that 
w ater and you gonna need a w hole new  roof.
Now, how  m uch you think it co st to  get tha t 
roof tarred?

CORY 
I d o n 't know.

TROY
Tw o hundred and sixty-four do llars...cash  m oney. 
While you thinking about a TV, I got to  be thinking 
abou t th e  roof...and  w hatever else go w rong around 
here. Now if you had tw o  hundred dollars, w ha t 
w ould you do ...fix  th e  roof or buy a TV?



CORY
I'd buy a TV. Then w hen th e  roof s ta rted  to  teak... 
w hen it needed fixing...I'd fix it.

TROY
W here you gonna ge t th e  m oney from ? You done spen t 
it for a  TV. You gonna sit up and w atch  the  w ater 
run all over your brand new  TV.

CORY
Aw, Pop. You go t m oney. I know  you do.

TROY 
W here I got it, huh?

CORY 
You got it in th e  bank.

TROY
You w anna see  my bankbook? You w anna see  th a t 
seven ty-th ree  dollars and tw en ty -tw o  cen ts  I 
go t sitting up in there.

CORY
You a in 't got to  pay for it all a t one tim e. You 
can put a dow n paym ent on it and carry it on hom e 
w ith you.

TROY
Not me. I a in 't gonna ow e nobody nothing if I can  
help it. Miss a paym ent and they  com e and sn a tch  
it right out your house. Then w hat you got? Now, 
soon a s  I ge t tw o  hundred dollars clear, th en  I'll 
buy a TV. Right now , a s  soon a s  I g e t tw o  hundred 
and  sixty-four dollars, I'm gonna have this roof 
tarred .
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CORY
A w ...Popt

TROY
You go on and g e t you tw o  hundred dollars and 
buy one if ya w an t it. I got be tter th ings to  
do w ith my m oney.

CORY
I c a n 't  g e t no tw o  hundred dollars. I a in 't never 
seen  tw o  hundred dollars.

TROY
I'll tell you w h a t...y o u  g e t you a hundred dollars 
and I'll put the  o ther hundred w ith it.

CORY
Alright, I'm gonna show  you.

TROY
You gonna show  m e how  you can cu t them  boards 
right n o w .8

Even here w e g e t the  sam e m oney gam e Troy had engaged  in w ith Lyons 

earlier in th e  play. It m ust a lw ays be a gam e, a minor w ar. It is a s  if it is 

th e  only w ay he know s.

It is interesting to  com pare th e  above w ith the  m om ents b e tw een  

Milton and Lou and Milton and Nate in The First Breeze of Sum m er. The 

aim s and conclusion of th e  m om ents are  th e  sam e. The tone, how ever, is 

different.

Here, even  w hen Troy m oves to  a particularly delicate  area of his
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sensibility-'his pain from  not having m ade it to  th e  major leag u es-h is  tone  

does not change. W hen Cory tries to  introduce th e  subject of baseball into 

th e  conversation , Troy identifies w ith one player w ho could have been in 

his boa t and sh o w s deep  jealousy about ano ther (perhaps foreshadow ing 

w h a t he will do  to  Cory later in th e  play):

CORY
The Pirates w on today. T hat m akes five in a row.

TROY
I a in 't thinking abou t th e  Pirates. Got an  all- 
w hite team . Got th a t b o y ...th a t Puerto Rican boy...
C lem ente. D on 't even half-play him. That boy 
could be som ething if they  give him a chance.
Play him one day and sit him on th e  bench th e  next.

CORY
He g e ts  a  lot of chances to  play.

TROY
I'm talking abou t playing regular. Playing every 
day so  you can  get your timing. T h a t's  w hat I'm 
talking about.

CORY
They go t som e w hite guys on the  team  th a t 
d o n 't play every day. You c a n 't  play everybody 
at th e  sam e tim e.

TROY
If they  go t a w hite fellow sitting on tn e  bench... 
you can  bet your last dollar he c a n 't  playl 
The colored guy got to  be tw ice a s  good before 
he g e t on  the  team . T h a t 's  w hy I d o n 't  w an t 
you to  get all tied up in them  sports. Man



TROY (CONT'D) 
on th e  team  and w hat it get him? They got 
colored on the  team  and d o n 't  use  them . Sam e 
a s  no t having them . All them  team s th e  sam e.

CORY
The Braves got Hank Aaron and W es Covington.
Hank Aaron hit tw o  hom e runs today . T hat m akes 
forty-three.

TROY
Hank Aaron a in 't nobody. T h a t's  w hat you supposed 
to  do. T h a t's  how  you supposed  to  play the  gam e.
A in 't nothing to  it. It 's  just a m atter of tim ing...

TROY (CONT'D) 
getting  th e  right follow -through. Hell, I can 
hit forty-three hom e runs right now!

CORY
Not off no m ajor-league pitching, you cou ldn 't.

TROY
We had b e tte r pitching in th e  Negro leagues. 1 
hit seven  hom e runs off of Satchel Paige. You 
c a n 't  g e t no b e tte r than that!

CORY
Sandy Koufax. H e’s leading th e  league in strikeouts.

TROY
I a in 't thinking of no Sandy Koufax.

CORY
You go t W arren Spahn and Lew B urdette. I bet you 
cou ldn 't hit no hom e runs off of W arren Spahn.

TROY
I'm through w ith it now. You go on and cu t them  b o a rd s .1
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Troy, a fte r a ten se  pause  in w hich he tries to  focus thoughtfully  on th e  

fence  they are working on, decides to  break th e  silence and g e t right to  

th e  central issue b e tw een  them . He is not one to  leave a burning issue in 

th e  air:

TROY
Your m am a tell m e you done got recruited by 
a college football team ? Is th a t right?

CORY
Yeah. Coach Zellman say the  recruiter gonna 
be com ing by to  talk to  you. Get you to  sign 
the  perm ission papers.

TROY
I though t you supposed  to  be working dow n 
there  a t the  A&P. A in 't you suppose  to  be 
working dow n there  after school?

CORY
Mr. Staw icki say  he gonna hold my job for me 
until a fte r th e  football season . Say starting  
next w eek  I can  w ork w eekends.

TROY
I though t w e had an understanding abou t th is 
football stu ff?  You suppose  to  keep up with 
your chores and hold th a t job dow n a t the  A&P.
A in 't been  around here all day on a Saturday.
A in't none of your chores done ...and  now  you 
telling m e you done quit your job.

CORY
I'm gonna be working w eekends.
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TROY
You dam n right you are! And a in 't no need for 
nobody com ing around here to  talk to  m e about 
signing no th ing .11

Part of Cory canno t believe th a t a father would stifle his s o n 's  chance  

to  a tta in  a dream . He is alm ost aghast. The o ther part of him, how ever, 

know s his fa ther only too  well. Still, he fights th is reality:

CORY
Pop...you c a n 't  do th a t. H e 's coming all the  w ay 
from North Carolina.

TROY
I d o n 't care w here he coming from. The w hite m an 
a in 't gonna let you ge t now here w ith th a t football 
now ay. You go  on and get your book-learning so  you 
can w ork yourself up in th a t A&P or learn how  to  
fix cars or build houses or som ething, g e t you a 
trade. That w ay you have som ething c a n 't  nobody 
take aw ay  from you. You go on and learn how  to  
put your hands to  som e good use. Besides hauling 
peop le 's  ga rb ag e .13

Opposing his so n 's  am bitions, Troy even reso rts  to  disparaging his ow n 

job to  m ake his point. There are no holds barred here. He is saying,

"D on 't m ake my m istake and end up like me," while a t th e  sam e tim e 

conveying the  m essage, "I'm not going to  allow  you to  ou tdo  m e in life. It 

is said th a t th e  fa ther should help his son to  su rpass him. But th a t is not 

th e  impulse th a t a rises from me."

M ost African-Am erican fa thers w an t w hat is best for their children--
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male and fem ale. They w an t their offspring to  do  b e tte r in their lives than  

they  had done. If there  is any jealousy deep  inside them , it is suppressed . 

Their children 's self-fulfillment and happiness becom e m ore im portant.

Thus they  can  vicariously enjoy th a t eventuality  and a cc ep t th a t a s  th e  

com pensation  for their "lost dream ."

D oubtless, all th e se  feelings are in Troy as well. The "evilness" in him, 

how ever, will not permit him to  let them  reign. Coming ou t of his to rtu red , 

hurt-filled past, his rage and frustration will only allow him to  succum b to  

th e  m ore negative impulse. There has simply not been enough to  th ru st 

him in the  opposite  direction.

It all falls under th e  umbrella of im passivity, of course. This 

nonaffectivity p reven ts him from giving or accep ting  love, w arm th , 

positivity in his love-warmth-filled household and im m ediate surroundings. 

This is the true  tragedy of the  p ie c e - th a t he is surrounded by affection of 

all kinds and canno t bring himself to  enjoy it. He is "locked up inside."

His only a ttem p t to  undo th is syndiom e is to  externalize it, to  project it 

in th e  form of th e  m e tap h o r-th e  fence w hich he is building around his 

yard. Perhaps by affirming his locked-in-ness on the  ou tside, physically, 

he will so ften  it on the  inside, spiritually.

U nfortunately, too  m uch is hardened in him for th is to  happen. Too 

m uch w ater has gone under the  bridge. He had gone to o  far dow n the 

road less well-traveled.
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Cory m ust have know n th is long ago in his life in th a t household but he 

m ust cling to  his mission. He too, a fte r all, is fighting for his dream , part 

of which is to  please his father, m ake his fa ther proud of him. So he 

pushes harder:

CORY
I ge t good grades. Pop. T h a t 's  w hy th e  recruiter 
w an ts  to  talk w ith you. You go t to  keep up your 
g rades to  g e t recruited. This w ay  I'll be going 
to  college. 1*11 g e t a ch ance ...

TROY
First you gonna g e t your bu tt dow n there  to  th e  
A&P and ge t your job back.

CORY
Mr. Staw icki done already hired som ebody else 
'c au se  I told him I w as playing football.

TROY
You a bigger fool than  I th o u g h t...to  let som ebody 
take aw ay  your job so  you can  play som e football.
W here you gonna g e t your m oney to  take  out your 
girlfriend and w hatno t?  W hat kind of foolishness 
is th a t to  let som ebody take  aw ay  your job?

CORY
I’m still gonna be working w eekends.

TROY
N aw ...naw . You getting  your bu tt out of here and 
finding you ano ther jo b .’3

Here, w e have a similarity in p a tte rn s  to  a m om ent in Leslie L ee 's First 

Breeze of S um m er, quo ted  earlier in th is d issertation . W hen Lou tells his 

father Milton th a t he does not w an t to  help him w ith his plastering, th a t he
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w an ts  to  do som ething e lse w ith his life th a t sum m er, his fa ther refuses 

him .14 In each  case , th e  fa ther reso rts to  authoritarianism , cu tting  off 

any further discussion w ith a d ic ta to r 's  com m and.

In the  c a se  of First Breeze, the  m om ent is som ehow  softer, though  no 

less firm. There is m ore affection here, more of the  love of a  fa ther for his 

son evident. The father w an ts  his son  to  be w ith him, needs his help.

There is a lso respect for th e  son and his work.

In Troy, in th is fence building scene , it is m ore hard-edged, less 

affective, m ore hostile, m ore "evil." Cory, how ever, increasingly 

m anifesting his fa th e r 's  s tu bbo rnness and persistence, p resses  his fattier 

further:

CORY
Come on, Pop! I got to  practice. I c a n 't  work 
after school and play football too. The team  needs 
me. T h a t's  w hat C oach Zellman say ...

TROY
I d o n 't  care w h a t nobody else say. I'm the b o ss ... 
you understand? I'm th e  b oss around here. I do the  
only saying w hat counts.

CORY 
Come on, Pop!

TROY
I asked  you...d id  you understand?

CORY
Y eah...
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TROY
W hat?!

CORY
Yessir.

TROY
You go on dow n there  to  th a t A&P and see  if 
you can  ge t your job back. If you c a n 't  do 
b o th ...th en  you quit the  football team . Y ou've 
got to  take  th e  crookeds w ith the  s tra ig h ts .18

Finally, Cory, now  despera te , asks his fa ther a question  w h o se  answ er 

c u ts  to  the  very core of his fa th e r 's  ex istence.

CORY
Can I ask  you a question?

TROY
W hat th e  hell you w anna ask  me? Mr. Stawicki 
th e  one you go t th e  questions fo r.18

With his fa th e r 's  courage, he asks:

CORY
How com e you a in 't never liked m e?17

This is a direct assau lt on T roy 's soul, his very ex istence , bu t the  

beleaguered m an will not engage. Im passivity is to  rem ain, un touched. To 

an sw er this question  is to  render his im passivity vulnerable:
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TROY
Liked you? W ho th e  hell say  I go t to  like you?
W hat law  is th e re  say  I got to  like you? W anna 
stand  up in my face and ask  a dam n fool-ass 
question  tike th a t. Talking about liking som ebody. 
Com e here, boy, w hen I talk to  you.

(CORY com as over to  w here TROY is working.
He stan d s slouched over and TROY shoves him 
on his shoulder.)

S traighten  up, goddam m it! I asked you a question ... 
w hat law  is there  say  I go t tc  like you?

CORY
None.

TROY
Well, alright then! D on't you ea t every day?

(Pause.)
A nsw er m e w hen  I talk to  you! D on 't you ea t 
every day?

CORY
Yeah.

TROY
Nigger, as long a s  you in my house, you put 
th a t sir on th e  end of it w hen  you talk to  m e!18

Then he so ften s  in his approach, though he does not relent in his position;

TROY 
You ea t every day.

CORY
Yessir!
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TROY
Got a roof over your head.

CORY
Yessirl

TROY
Got c lo thes on your back .19 

Not one to  assum e victory and walk aw ay , Troy delivers ex tra  blow s to  

th e  dead horse:

TROY 
Why you think th a t is?

CORY 
C ause of you.

TROY
Aw, hell I know  it 's  'c a u se  of m e ...b u t w hy 
do you think th a t is?

CORY
(H esitant.)

C ause you like me.

TROY
Like you? I go  ou t of here every m orning... 
burst my b u tt...p u ttin g  up w ith them  crackers 
every d ay ...cau se  I like you? You abou t the  
biggest fool I ever s a w ...I t 's  my job. i t 's  
my responsibility! You understand  th a t?  A 
m an go t to  take  care  of his family. You live 
in my h o use ...s leep  you behind on my bedclo thes... 
fill you belly w ith my fo o d ...cau se  you my son.
You m y flesh and blood. Not 'c au se  I like you!
C ause it 's  my duty  to  take  care  of you. I ow e 
a responsibility to  you! L et's  get th is stra igh t
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TROY (CONT'D) 
right here ...b efo re  it go  along any further...
I a in 't go t to  like you. Mr. Rend d o n 't  give me 
my m oney com e payday cause  he likes me. He gives 
m e cau se  he ow e me. I done give you everything 
I had to  give you. I gave you your life! Me and 
your m am a w orked th a t ou t b e tw een  us. And liking 
your black a ss  w a sn 't  part of the  bargain. D on 't 
you try  and go through life worrying abou t if som ebody 
like you or not. You best be making su re  th ey  doing 
right by you. You understand  w hat I'm saying, boy?

CORY
Yessir.

TROY
Then g e t the  hell ou t of my face, and get on dow n to  
th a t A&P.20

There is, of course, g rea t w isdom  in th o se  w ords w hich it would do 

Cory well to  take  heed of. As a young black m an abou t to  go ou t into th e  

world, little changed from T roy 's salad days, though  changed 

nevertheless, Cory m ust learn fast and early w h a t th e  dangers are  which 

lie hidden in his path. Cory, how ever, probably already partially know s 

this. Still, th e  impulse from w hich th is w isdom  arises, an impulse of rage, 

"evilness" and hostility, renders Cory not a ltogether readily receptive to  

it...particularly since it is used partly to  help interfere w ith the  a tta inm ent 

of his dream . This, desp ite  its ostensive  object, continues to  fuel the  

conflict b e tw een  the  tw o  ch arac te rs  and fans th e  flam es of C ory 's 

swelling drive to  rebel against th e  fa ther he  initially had loved and adm ired
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so much.

There is a m ystical side to  Troy also. It w ould seem  th a t such  a 

larger-than-life man, as com plex and m oody a s  he is, w ould have a 

m ystical side. On the o ther hand, such a m an would appear on the  

su rface  to  be lacking in m ystical traits .

In the  oeuvre of A ugust Wilson there  is alw ays an elem ent of 

m ysticism , just a s  there  is in th e  black com m unity. There are m any black 

m en like Troy M axson, rough, loud, boisterous, w ho  are capable, in their 

qu ietest m om ents, of th e  deepest m ystical thinking.

M ysticism has becom e an im portant part of African-Am erican life 

because  th e  nature of th is life dem ands it a s  a balm to  th e  everpresen t 

pain, m isfortune and tragedy. Its impulse is one of th e  few  p a rts  of 

African culture th a t had survived, unconsciously, th e  "middle passage ."

As such, it has taken  on itr ow n nature, diversity, developm ent and 

complexity.

One of th e  frequent form s black m ythology ta k e s—as it tak es  in African 

m ytho logy-is personification. Coming ou t of th e  polytheistic nature  of 

African religions, the African world view  looks a t th e  surrounding universe 

a s  a group of an thropocentric  individuals, each  in charge of and/or 

representing som e part or function. Death, Love, Evil, H appiness, Plenty 

and a host of o ther parts  of Life are rep resen ted  by som e mythological 

figure.
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Because of th e  nature of African-Am erican life, certain  of th ese  

m ythological figures have a ttained  a more im portant s ta tu s  than  o thers. 

D eath and th e  Devil, for instance, play major roles in African-American 

m ythology. Hunger, Trouble and Setback  are o thers.

In a scene  early in Act O ne-w h ich  fo reshadow s w hat will happen at 

th e  p lay 's conclusion-T roy  describes to  his not com pletely credulous 

though  slightly uncom fortable wife Rose and his friend Bono an encoun ter 

he had w ith Death:

TROY
...S o  d o n 't  you w orry abou t m e drinking mysetf 
to  death . "C ause I a in 't worried abou t Death.
I done seen  him. I done w restled  w ith him ....
Look here, Bono...I looked up one day and Death 
w as m arching straight a t me. Like Soldiers on 
Paradel The Army of Death w as m arching straight 
at me. The middle of July, 1941 . It go t real 
cold just like it be w inter. It seem  like Death 
himself reached ou t and touched  m e on the  shoulder.
He touch  me just like I touch you. I go t cold as 
ice and Death standing there  grinning a t me.

ROSE
Troy, w hy d o n 't you hush th a t talk.

TROY
I say ...W h at you w an t, Mr. D eath? You be w anting 
me? You done brought your arm y to  be getting  me?
I looked him dead  in the  eye. I w a sn 't  fearing 
nothing. I w as ready to  tangle. Ju s t  like I’m 
ready to  tangle now . The Bible say  be ever vigilant.
T h a t's  w hy I d o n 't  ge t but so drunk. I go t to  keep 
w atch .



ROSE
Troy w as right dow n there  in Mercy Hospital. You 
rem em ber he had pneum onia? Laying there  w ith a 
fever talking plumb out of his head.

TROY
D eath standing there  staring a t m e...carrying 
th a t sickle in his hand. Finally he say, "You 
w ant bound over for ano ther year?" See, just 
like th a t.. .  "You w an t bound over for ano ther 
year?" I told him, "Bound over hell! L et's 
se ttle  th is now!" It seem  like he kinda fell 
back w hen  I said th a t, and all the  cold w en t 
out of me. I reached dow n and grabbed th a t 
sickle and th rew  it just a s far as I could 
th row  it...and  m e and him com m enced to  w restling. 
W e w restled  for th ree  days and th ree  nights.
I c a n 't  say  w here  I found the  streng th  from.
Every tim e it seem ed  like he w as gonna ge t the  
best of m e, I’d  reach w ay  dow n deep  inside 
m yself and find th e  streng th  to  do him one 
better.

ROSE
Every tim e Troy tell th a t sto ry  he find different 
w ays to  tell it. Different th ings to  m ake up 
abou t it.

TROY
I a in 't making up nothing. I'm telling you the  
fac ts  of w hat happened. I w restled  w ith Death 
for th ree  days and three nights and I'm standing 
here to  tell you about it..,,A lright. A t th e  end 
of th e  third night w e done w eakened  each  o ther 
to  w here w e c a n 't  hardly move. D eath stood  up, 
th row ed  on his robe...had  him a w hite  robe w ith a 
hood on it. He th row ed  on tha t robe and w en t off 
to  look for his sickle. Say, "I'll be back."
Ju s t like th a t. "I'll be back." I told him, say,
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TROY (CONT'D)
"Yeah, bu t...you  gonna have to  find m el” i w a s n 't  
no foo). I w a sn 't  going looking tor him. D eath 
a in 't nothing to  play w ith. And I know  h e 's  gonna 
get m e. I know  I go t to  join his arm y...h is cam p 
follow ers. But a s  long as I keep my streng th  and 
see  him com ing ...as long as I keep up my vigilance... 
h e 's  gonna have to  fight to  g e t me. I a in 't going 
e asy .21

It is a s  if he has, w ith his characteristic  straight-as-an*arrow  insight 

into his life, glim psed his fu ture  and com e to  term s w ith w hat he saw . 

There is, a t once, inside th e  sam e m an, th e  tendency  to  delude himself 

abou t certain  uncom fortable tru th s in his life and th e  ability to  tu rn  around 

and be brutally honest about o thers.

In addition to  this he has taken  th e  "evil" he know s to  be in his soul 

and externalized/projected it to  form the Devil w ith w hom  he has also had 

encoun ters . Ju s t a s  is th e  ca se  w ith all personifications w hich have as 

their base and model som e real life personage, such  is th e  c a se  w ith 

T roy 's Devil:

TROY
....C om e a knock on th e  door. A in 't been 
living here but th ree  days. W ho know  I'm here?
Open th e  door...devil stand ing  there  bigger 
th an  life. W hite fellow ...go t on good clo thes 
and everything. S tanding there  w ith a clipboard 
in his hand. I a in 't had to  say  nothing. First 
w ords com e ou t of his m outh w as..." I understand 
you need som e furniture and c a n 't  g e t no credit."
I liked to  fell over. He say  "I'll give you 
all th e  credit you w ant but you go t to  pay the
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TROY (CONT'D) 
in terest on it." t told him, "Give m e th ree  
room s w orth  and charge w hatever you w ant."
Next day a truck pulled up here and tw o  m en 
unloaded them  th ree  room s. Man w h a t drove the  
truck give me a book. Say  send  te n  dollars, 
first of every m onth to  th e  ad d ress  in th e  book 
and everything will be alright. Say if 1 m iss 
a paym ent th e  devil w as com ing back and it'll 
be heli to  pay. T hat w as fifteen years ago.
To th is d a y ...th e  first of th e  m onth  1 send 
my ten  dollars. Rose'll tell you .32

It is both tragic and idiosyncratic of Troy th a t he m isuses th e  tw o  m ost 

beautiful p a rts  of him. His wife Rose he does right by a s  a proper 

breadw inner but he subsequently  betrays her w ith ano ther w om an. His 

brain-dam aged brother Gabriel (A veteran  w ounded during World W ar II) 

has com e to  believe he is the  Angel Gabriel (El m eaning God; Gabr 

m eaning m an: th u s  th e  nam e m eans El's m an, "Man of God" or the  

speaker of God). This purity of soul blinds him to  th e  fac t th a t his brother 

Troy, though  he cares for him and is concerned  abou t him, exploits him by 

using G abriel's governm ent com pensation  to  purchase a house.

There is o ften  a charac ter like Gabriel in W ilson 's plays--the m entally 

challenged soul p ro tec ted  by th e  im m ediately surrounding com m unity. He 

has becom e th e  objective correlative for W ilson-represen ting  th e  "pure" 

s ta te  of th e  black com m unity a t th a t socio-historic point in tim e ...a  

potential victim for th e  encroaching, corrupting and overpresen t evils of 

th e  surrounding larger society.

The tragedy  here is th a t Troy go es to  his grave knowing only th a t he
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has lost a good w ife through betrayal, had his m istress die giving birth to  

th e  child they  had conceived in adultery w hich his m agnificent wife offers 

to  raise, th ru st aw ay his tw o sons and exploited his needful, good-hearted  

brother. The fence he has built around him iso lates him from th e  warm  

loving hom e he has gathered  around him and supported  through all the  

years ju st as th e  outside fence w as to  keep all troubles aw ay  from  his 

family and all love and w arm th  inside it.

As it turned  out, he himself becam e his ow n  obstacle  to  th is. He had 

been a s  m uch victimizer a s  victim.

The African-Am erican male charac ter has travelled far from Mr. S trong 

in Rachel to  Troy M axson. W hereas Mr. S trong w as an icon, th e  very 

epitom e of m anhood, while tim es for African A m ericans w ere bad, Troy 

M axson w as a larger-than-life m an, a t  w ar w ith himself, full of fears, 

neuroses and personal dem ons. Though Fences tak e s  place in th e  fifties 

w hen tim es w ere  relatively good for African A m ericans, Troy is an eighties 

character, a tim e w hen  conditions for black people appear to  be 

regressing. While, for W alter Lee Younger of A Raisin in the  S u n , there  

w as cause  for optim ism  and perseverance, th e  play appearing just before 

the  cresting  of the  Civil Rights M ovem ent and the  prom ise of th e  Kennedy 

years, for Troy, during th e  Reagan years, there  is o n ly -fo r his s o n - th a t  job 

a t th e  A&P and the  avoidance of pursuing any dream  th a t will only leave 

him in hurt.



Progressively improving tim es have allowed black playw rights new  

freedom s in portraying tru th s  abou t black life. As tim es then  began to  

w orsen , they  could not go back to  Mr. S trong. They could only go to  

new  revelations.
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CHAPTER TWELVE 
CONCLUSION

G ranted, w hite Am erican m ales are sub ject to  similar reactions to  their 

surrounding social c ircum stances w hich are unfavorable to  them -hostility , 

im passivity, bruised egos, feelings of rejection and inadequacy, and 

arrogance, though  from different socio-historical c au se s  and from a 

different ethnocentric  con tex t. Certainly there  is enough evidence to  

support th a t. The plays analyzed in th is work, how ever, show  th a t the  

unique socio-historical c ircum stances and personal dynam ics of the  

African-Am erican male have and peculiar to  him w hich have taken  root, 

germ inated, evolved into and resulted in th e  special sensibility th a t 

co n stitu tes  his soul. There is no getting  aw ay  from th e  fac t th a t his color, 

facial fea tu res, way of moving about, w ay of interrelating w ith th o se  

around him, w ay of seeing the world, his vocabulary and m ythology, his 

personal inner sym bolism s, his com plexes, have caused  him to  c rea te  th e  

kind of world he lives in which in turn has turned around to  c rea te  him.

This seem s like arguing in a circle but, in fac t, th a t is precisely w hat it 

is d escrib ing -a  perpetual process, circular in form , th a t is its ow n  energy 

source w hich it feeds into and which keeps it going. That th e  w hite  male 

is of th e  color and physiognom y th a t are generally approved o f -e v e n  by 

blacks--which pu ts  him in the privileged position of social, econom ic and
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psychological pow er is no small fac t to  be dism issed. From th o se  points 

everything else is a ffected .

For instance, th e  special dynam ics be tw een  African-Am erican m other 

and son  (the m ost im portant and the  initial part of male training), is 

revealed in Big W hite Foa. Native S o n . Take A Giant S teo . The Am en 

C orner, A Raisin in th e  S un . The First Breeze of Sum m er and F en ces.

Here, they  show  th a t, aside from th e  universals th a t a re  true  of m ales in all 

ethnicities, th e  particular vulnerability of th e  black m ale and his 

interdynam ics w ith his m other generate  in him a certain  world view , a 

certain  se t of rhythm s, certain  special w ays of reacting to  even ts 

happening around him, certain  em otions or w ays of concealing th o se  

em otions (impassivity). The central them e of alt th is has to  do  w ith the  

m o th e r 's  need, w hether conscious or unconscious-certa in ly  culturally 

ingrained—to  prepare her male-child for a world w hich is not friendly to  

him. This condition ex is ts for the  black male-child all his life but it 

becom es particularly critical once  th a t child en te rs  puberty or "the rites of 

passage" periods of his life and the m other know s th a t all too  well.

Aside from th e  particular ego vulnerability of th e  m ale and the  

everp resen t danger he is in from his social surroundings, there  are  certain  

things the  black m other m ust do to  ensure  w hatever sa fe ty  she  can  for her 

son. This had, of course, s ta rted  in the  days of slavery, had becom e 

internalized in th e  special ethnicity  of the  black A m erican and had
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generated  th e  peculiar upbringing and relating p a tte rn s  in black life. She is 

indulgent of him and tender w ith him while he  is very young, making him a 

kind of tem porary  'm a m m a 's  boy." Then a s  he approaches or reaches 

ado lescence or "near m anhood," she begins to  dem and of him alt those  

tra its  th a t are an integral part of m anhood. He m ust learn th e se  fas t as 

th e  dem ands of m anhood will be upon earlier th an  it will for m ost boys in 

o ther ethnic groups. She kncw s th is only to o  well a s  he probably does 

also. It is a given. Sociohistory has dem anded this condensed  upbringing. 

It m ight alm ost have becom e a biological need.

Dilemmas appear. Should the  m other encourage her son  to  dream , a s  

all m others do, knowing full well th a t the  ch an ces  are  very likely of th a t 

dream  being crushed  brutally? Should she herself c rush  it before it g e ts  to  

th e  point in th e  young m an’s soul w here its crushing can  cause  more than  

m ere d isappointm ent, w here  it could possibly cause  m ental degeneration 

or even the  breakdow n of health? Should Lena have ju st given W alter Lee 

th e  m oney and let him go ahead w ith his liquor sto re  project, throw ing her 

support his w ay , even if it m eant going against her ow n  private grain or 

th e  value system  th a t her late husband stood  for? Should M argaret not 

have stood  in th e  w ay of th e  com ing together of her husband and son? 

Could her God have told her to  tak e  her ch an ces w ith th a t?  Should Rose 

have stood up m ore for her son Cory w hen he w as going up against her 

husband Troy in fighting for his dream ?



The result of this schizophrenic acculturation cau ses the  male to  pull 

around him his cloak of insensitivity while a t th e  sam e tim e generating  a 

tendency  tow ard  rebelliousness and fantasy . This, internalized, a lso  lays 

th e  groundw ork for fu ture difficulties in his relationships w ith his w om en. 

W alter Lee Younger, w ith all his o ther problem s w ith frustration and 

neverending rage, m ust struggle w ith th is syndrom e each  tim e he tries to  

relate to  his m other Lena, his s iste r B eneatha, his w ife Ruth. In th e  case  

of Bigger Thom as, w ith th e  m urder of his fa ther in th e  background of his 

to ta l consciousness, his relationship w ith the  remaining family, his friends 

and w hoever tries to  relate to  him-*is alw ays trunca ted , limited. Mary 

Dalton w ho tries to  connec t w ith him, and his girlfriend Clara w ith her 

loyalty, becom e, through him, inadvertent victim s of th is syndrom e. Troy 

M axson pu sh es aw ay  from him a precious jew el in his life—his wife 

R o se-an d  com prom ises the  o ther w om an in his life by making her 

pregnant ou t of w edlock. Adele Parker seem s hopelessly surrounded by 

m en w ho only w an t to  use her or, if n ecessary , to destroy  her. W hat had 

her fa ther Russell done to  her m other in the  past?  W hat be tter exam ple is 

there  than  th a t of Blue Haven?

The grandm other is a so fter layer of sensitivity and sym pathy  behind 

the  hardening im portunities of th e  im m ediate paren ts. S he is the  

sanctuary  for the  child, particularly the  male child. She has to  m ake up for 

th e  sam e o ften  untow ard hardening parenting she herself had given to  her
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ow n children. She has th e  opportun ity  now , a second  ch an ce . S o  she  

tak e s  it and  th e  grandchild benefits .

In th e  black m ale child, th is is im portan t in th a t it g ives him a  ch an ce  to  

allow  to  su rface  his already diminishing sensitiv ity , th o se  so ft p a rts  o f his 

sensibility, eventually  to  becom e all but ex tinct.

T hus, it is even  m ore tragic w h en  S p e n c e 's  g randm other d ies o r w hen  

Lou harshly rep roaches his g randm other w h en  he learns of th e  na tu re  of 

her p a s t and her d ea th  quickly follow s. W hen Lena sm iles and  m akes up 

T rav is 's  ill-made b e d -o v e r  th e  p ro te s ts  of R u th -sh c  is as forgiving and  

indulgent of her g ra n d so n 's  shortcom ing  a s  sh e  is unforgiving and 

disapproving of her son  W alter w h en  he fails to  reac t a s  a proper husband  

and  m an w hen  he learns o f R u th 's  p regnancy  and  in ten tion  to  g e t an 

abortion . S he  fails to  u n d ers tan d  or com e to  te rm s w ith th e  agony 

w racking him from  his inadequate  econom ic and social c ircum stances.

T hough m any of th e s e  dilem m as appear in plays dealing w ith w hite  

m o thers and their sons, th ey  do not p o sse ss  th e  sam e kind of na tu re  and 

in tensity  a s  th o se  of b lack m others dealing w ith their so n s . They are 

sim ply of d ifferent w orlds. The sociohistorically-caused  in terdynam ics 

im bedded in th e  dialogue of th e  various black plays is ev idence  of this,

Lena m ust deal w ith a W alter clim bing o u t of his skin b ecau se  he feels 

his life h a s  com e to  nothing and th a t he is trap p ed  there . She m ust 

con ta in  him and y e t so o th e  him. S he  m ust convince him so m eh o w  th a t
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th e  family is still proud of him, though he rem ains unpersuaded . Still, sh e  

is fully aw are  of the  reality he m ust face  everyday of his life, a  reality 

w hich continually dem eans him, a reality over w hich she  has little or no 

pow er.

In fac t, th e  m other/frustra ted-son  syndrom e has itself becom e a kind of 

icon, a synecdochic archetype. In Playwright George C. W olfe 's takeoff 

on  m any of th e  standard  fea tu res of black history and thea tre . The Colored 

M useum , there  is one section  entitled Big Mama On The Couch which 

pokes fun a t A Raisin In The S u n , but w hose satiric th ru s ts  go well past its 

primary object. The s tag e  has been reached in African-Am erican cultural 

history w here th is psychosocial dynam ic has becom e so  estab lished  in 

W estern  sensibilities, has acquired so  m any inherent com plexities, 

ram ifications and levels of meaning, th a t it can  easily w ithstand  

lampooning w ithout having its underpinnings d ev asta ted  in th e  process.

The pattern  has becom e cem ented  in the  consciousness of black and 

w hite  America.

Integral in th is spoof is the perhaps paranoic idea th a t the  w hole 

dynam ic is being patronized by th e  w hite and black public w hich has been 

w atching plays containing th ese  scen es dow n through th e  years. As such, 

it still can be open to  all varieties of renditions and a ttitu d es w ithout risk of 

giving offense to  any but the ultra-sensitive and extrem ely doctrinaire in 

th e  audience.
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The N arrator begins by entering the  s tag e , d ressed  in a black 

tuxedo  (symbolizing th e  elitist w hite  culture aspirations of the  black 

bourgeoisie), proceeding through th e  audience to  cen ter s tage  In his 

solem nly delivered introduction, he u ses  th e  phrase "yal ano ther 

[underlines mine] M am a-on-the-Couch play, entitled The Last M ama-on- 

the-C ouch Plav." The mood of risibility is imm ediately established . The 

sensibilities of th e  audience are keenly piqued, ready to  pick up even th e  

sm allest barb and react to  it. M am a, sitting on a revolving couch, s tag e  

left, w ith an oversized Bible on her lap w hich she  is reading, con tribu tes to  

generating th e  mood of risibility.

The Narrator then goes on to  describe th e  usual standard  se tting  for 

th e  kind of play this scene  is lam pooning-dreary , th readbare  (a depressing  

sight w hich th rea ten s  to  dilute the  m ood of risibility until the  nam e W alter- 

Lee-Beau-Willie*Jones is heard w hich returns the  mood. It is th a t of her 

son  en te ring -w h ich  is also through the  audience to  show  th a t he is of the  

people.). The som ew hat hyperbolic s ta tem en t: "His brow  is heavy from 

th ree  hundred years of oppression," further reestab lishes and enhances 

th is comic m ode. In each  case , an elem ent w ith w hich w e  are all familiar 

is spoofed.

The scene  p roceeds not only to  the  dialogue but to  th e  rhythm s of the  

usual black m other/frustra ted  son exchange, taking off on a clim actic 

m om ent in A Raisin in the  Sun betw een  W alter Lee and his m other Lena.
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M am a-On-The-Couch has just asked  W alter-Lee-Beau-W itlie-Jones if he has

w iped his fee t.

SON
(An ever erupting volcano) [another cliche]

No, M am a, I d id n 't w ipe m y feetl Out there, 
every day, M ama, is the  Man. The Man, Mama.
Mr. Charliel Mr. Boss Man! And h e 's  w ipin' 
his fee t on  m e. On me. M am a, every dam n day 
of my life. A in 't th a t enough for me to  deal 
w ith? A in 't th a t enough?

MAMA 
Son, w ipe your fee t.

SON
i w anna dream . I w anna be som ebody. I w anna 
take charge of my life.

MAMA
You can  do all of th a t, but first you got to  
wipe your feet.

SON
(As he c ro sse s  to th e  m at, mumbling and 
wiping his feet.)

Wipe my fee t...w ip e  my fee t...w ip e  my fee t...

MAMA 
T h a t's  a good b o y .1

A w ards are given to  th e  charac te rs  each  tim e they  register a standard  

p ro tes t of som e kind to  th e  m other, to  th e  audience, to  both. The Son 

com plains. The M other com m isera tes and tries to  reconcile her son  to  his
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psychosocial condition, th e  scene  peppered w ith th e  estab lished  cliches. 

Finally her son  c ro sse s  to  the  w indow  w here he is sho t and killed by 

people outside th e  building w ho are after him because  he has been 

"overacting” (Perhaps th is is th e  au th o r 's  backhanded dig a t th e  

overreacting frustra ted  young black male figure as post Civil Rights icon).

Already, perhaps, it is tim e to  look to  new  realities a s  subject m atter 

for plays and sto ries and to  new  approaches. W hen an artistic  piece, 

them e or subject, once universally revered, begins to  be satirized, it is tim e 

to  aim the  cam era lens in new  directions. John  Simon, of New York 

M agazine, said of The Colored M useum . "It is rem arkably unafraid of 

lam pooning black foibles, w hich is a sign of artistic  m aturity ."2

Still, th e  intrinsic and extrinsic problem s remain.

In A rthur Miller's D eath of a S alesm an . Linda Loman has a similar 

experience w ith her son Biff w ho also com plains abou t his life having 

com e to  nothing but Biff does not face th e  ou ter obstac les W alter faces.

His are  inner. Thus, th e  m other-son dynam ic is different. The ou ter 

c ircum stances d ic ta te  how  a m other m ust deal w ith a son  w ho is in agony 

because  he has been deprived of self-realization. Thus Linda is harsher, 

less sym pathetic  to  Biff and Happy, her o ther son. She co n cen tra te s  m ore 

on shielding their father Willie from hurt.

In African A m erican dram a, th is pa ttern  holds true  also in the  

m an-to-m an relationships, particularly the  bro ther-to-brother, father-to-son
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and pro tagonist-to-best-friend/deuteragonist scenes.

In childhood, African-American m ales vie fiercely w ith each  o th er for 

th e  a tten tion  and love of their overly bese t m other. Som ehow  already 

being aw are  th a t they  face stark  cruel c ircum stances in th e  ou tside world, 

they  strive all th e  more for the  com fort of their m other to  shore them  up 

inside. B ecause the  situation for their m other or for bo th  paren ts dem ands 

so  m uch tim e and energy from them , there  is so  little left for th e  children 

th a t each  expression of it becom es a desperately  valued jew el to  be 

com peted  for w ith all their will.

This tendency  tow ard strife is internalized and becom es m ore com plex 

a s  they  m ature and eventually transform s into a com petitiveness w ith all 

m en in their lives. Added to  th is are  their life c ircum stances and th e  need 

to  sa tisfy  their sm arting male egos.

So, w henever there  is a m an-to-m an relationship of any kind betw een  

A frican-A m oricanc-w hether it is w ith a relative or a friend- there  is alw ays 

th e  suspicion, the  m easured friendliness, th e  endless need to  te s t, the  

hostility, th e  com petitiveness. The parties are alw ays on  guard w ith each 

o ther.

This again is true of w hite m ales also. The different socio-historic 

c ircum stances give it a different color, how ever. The w om en had to  

nurture the  male-child while toughening him. The ou tside adverse 

c ircum stances had been particularly tough and particularly dangerous for
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him. W hatever ten d ern ess  and so ftn e ss  tendered  tow ard  him in 

developing his so ft, sensitive, affective side o ften  w a s  undone by th e  

necessity  to  prepare him for th is world. Still, th e  o th er form s of parenting, 

interrelating, w ere  enough to  provide him with w hatever inner resilience 

th a t w as required to  enable him to  survive, w ith or w ithout solid 

impassivity.

Earlier in th is century , w hen tim es for th e  African-Am erican w ere  m uch 

tougher than  th ey  are  today , there  w as, ironically, a m ore rom antic 

approach  to  portraying African-American men in their family 

interrelationships. There w as affectivity, though there  w as no t a to ta l 

ab sence  of im passivity. Romanticism w as needed. The p layw righ t's 

psyche required it and so  did th o se  of his (her) black aud iences and liberal 

w hite  theatregoing  com rades.

As historical tim e m oved forw ard, how ever, and conditions for the  

African Am erican improved, if in an up and dow n w ay, the problem  of 

impassivity cam e ou t m ore in th e  plays and in the  portrayals of their male 

charac ters , even  w hen the  plays took place in tim es earlier th an  th o se  

con tem porary  w ith th e  playwright. Even in a play like The First Breeze of 

Sum m er in w hich there  w as a strong resonance of Romantic lyricism, 

m uch like th e  earlier plays, insensitivity m anaged to  show  itself in the  

ch arac te r of Lou, partly in his relationships w ith his grandm other and in her 

relationships w ith her beaus in the  past. G reater freedom , su ch  a s  it has
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been, has brought a  g rea ter need for realism and tru th , how ever m uch of it 

fails to  ingratiate black male charac ters to  con tem porary  theatregoers. 

Perhaps though , out of th is will com e greater understanding of th e  African- 

American male.

W ith th is g rea ter understanding of th e  black m ale psyche com es a 

concom itan t g rea ter willingness on th e  part of black d ram atists  to  reveal 

th o se  intricate inner idiosyncrasies of black male consciousness. Theatre- 

going audiences are w iser now , w ith increased understanding of th e  m any 

social issues and dynam ics surrounding us. G ranted, th e  understanding of 

th ese  psychological com plexities is not com plete . Perhaps it never will be. 

History, though , has forced g rea ter understanding on both black and w hite 

audiences.

This m utual understanding has m ade for a m ore w elcom e th ea tre  

environm ent for black d ram atists, less inhibition in them , to  add ress th o se  

parts  of th e  black male psyche and those  parts  of his life th a t, earlier on, 

w ere  best left not touched  upon.

African A m ericans, a t th e  turn of the  century , w ere  too  busy 

developing and m aintaining th e  best survival m ethods in a society  th a t w as 

fiercely an tagonistic  to  them . They w ere only slightly m ore than  a 

generation aw ay from slavery which, in th e  m inds of m any w hite 

A m ericans, w as a bugbear in th e  history of th e  nation, and a cau se  of th e  

Civil W ar and m any of so c ie ty 's  w oes. Discrimination and segregation
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w ere therefo re  rock solid entities in the  social fabric. M oreover, rights, 

fairness and true  justice m ake oppressed  people appear to  be equal w ith 

th o se  for w hom  the  above are a given. Very few  w hite  A m ericans, 

therefore , w ere  willing to  give th ese  th ings to  the new ly em ancipated  

African Am ericans, slaves only a brief tim e earlier. African A m ericans had 

to  live w ith th ese  realities and all th e  nefarious social dynam ics th a t 

accrued.

Thus, w hen playw right Angelina Weld Grimke w ro te  her p ro tes t play 

Rachel, she  could only deal w ith th e  larger social issues of Jim  Crowism  

and lynching, and their e ffec ts  on th e  hearts and souls of black A m ericans, 

their families, their com m unities. And, indeed, it w a s  correct th a t she 

concen tra ted  on those  m ost critical problem s for black A m ericans, 

particularly for th e  m ales w ho w ere  a t th e  vanguard of th e  besieged 

com m unity.

The particular psychological intricacies and dynam ics of black 

individuals would remain know ledge only w ithin th e  com m unity. Few 

black folks w an ted  "their business ou t in th e  s tree t,"  particularly in such  a 

hostile surrounding world.

W ith th e  adven t of M arcus Garvey, th e  Roaring T w enties, th e  

Depression Thirties and Hitler and his cohorts , and w ith the  black 

Am erican continuing to  be "invisible," there  continued only to  be room for 

th e  black playw right to  deal w ith issues, social problem s and m atte rs
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concerning com m unity survival. There w as still no room for portraying 

individual charac ter com plexities. The w hite  th ea tre  aud iences, even  the  

m ost "progressive" or liberal, w ere  not know ledgeable enough to  

understand  them  and/or respond properly to  w hat w as  going on th e  s tag e . 

Also, there  w ere  not enough black audiences to  support any play going 

into those  issues.

So black charac ters  and situations leaned tow ard  th e  tw o  dim ensional 

in portrayal. They tended  m ore tow ard  being m etaphors of a condition 

than  th ree  dimensional individual beings reacting to  th e  surrounding social 

dynam ics, though the  artistic hum anism  of th e  playw right w ould cause  

som e hum an com plexity in the  charac te rs  to  seep  through. W hen 

playw right Theodore W ard w ro te  flig W hite Fog. Garveyism , by then  a 

phenom enon of the  past, and its e ffec ts  on a black family, becam e his 

focus. C haracters represen ted  conditions, positions, a ttitu d es m ore than  

individual people. They w ere th e  fanatical Garveyite, th e  venal black 

capitalist, th e  young w om an w ho takes to  th e  s tree t, th e  conservative, the  

would-be com m unist activ ist. O nce th ese  issues w ere  understood by th e  

public, black playw rights could then  presen t m ore com plex, 

psychologically individual dynam ics.

With Native Son (first as  a novel by Richard W right and then  a s  a play 

by him and  Paul G reen-R ichard  W right looked over Paul G reen 's  shoulder 

a s  th e  latter did the  writing and w as available at all tim es for any crucial
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questions Green might have abou t th e  tex t.) , the  w hite  Am erican 

sensibility w as slightly more ready to  deal w ith black anger and paranoia. 

J e s s e  O w ens had show ed  up Hitler’s "m aster race" a t th e  1936  Berlin 

Olympics. Dorie Miller, w ith no previous training, had sho t dow n four 

Jap an ese  planes during th e  Pearl Harbor a tta c k  and becom e th e  first hero 

of th e  not-yet begun World W ar II. Intolerance w as w aning and, though 

people w ere frightened by Hitler, by Generalissim o F ranco 's expressed  

w ish to  see  th e  New York City skyline fla ttened  by bom bs, they  w ere  

ready to  bear w itness to  the  rage of a Bigger Thom as being p resen ted  on 

th e  flesh and blood stage .

Still, though w e w ere  now  beginning to  se e  the  intrinsic individuality of 

a black character, more than  th e  idea he represen ted  on the  s tag e , the  

character Bigger Thom as worked only through horizons limited by w hite 

society--a point Richard W right had em phasized in the  n o v e l-h e  still 

em erged a s  a m ore realized charac ter w hich w as still hum anized even 

m ore on th e  stage.

The w hite sensibility w as beginning to  open up to  th e  idea th a t 

beneath  th e  facade of th e  black Am erican, more to  the  point, a black 

Am erican male, w as a com plex hum an being.

This left th e  door open for playw rights to  deal more w ith family 

relationships a s  in Take A Giant S tep  and A Raisin in th e  Sun.

World W ar II w as over. African A m ericans had conducted  them selves
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well in both Europe and Asia, m any returning a s  heroes. The social issues 

w ere  still th ere  but it w as no longer a s  necessary  for black playw rights to  

concen tra te  on them . They could now  go into the  insides of th e  black 

psyche and th e  com m unity. There w as an  audience ou t there  now , black 

and w hite, ready to  deal w ith both th e  admirable and th e  unpleasant 

a sp ec ts  of African-American inner life. Their "visibility" now  increased. 

Even religion could be show n now  w ith all its intrinsic com plexity, irony 

and ambiguity.

P ro test w as still th ere  and it show ed itself in The S lave. Blues for Mr. 

Charlie. Cerem onies in Dark Old Men and The River Niger. The charac te rs 

in th ese  plays, though, w ere  now  m ore fully developed, their 

interdynam ics more com plex.

W ith The Civil Rights M ovem ent on their televisions every night and 

Malcolm X 's, Roy Wilkins' and Martin Luther King, J r . 's  voices in their 

brains, audiences now  understood more and w ere therefo re  m ore capable 

of handling th e  increasingly com plex issues th e  above plays dealt with.

Now, in th e  Seventies and Eighties, having lived through Nixon, 

W atergate , Viet Nam, Ford, Carter, Teheran, Reagan and Bush, audiences 

had now  grow n to  a g rea ter know ledge and understanding of th e  condition 

of Man, m ore to  the  point, of the  black com m unity, if th a t know ledge and 

understanding w as com prom ised, prejudiced by a racism  th a t has never 

gone aw ay. Disapprobation of blacks, particularly of black m ales, has
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have reached  a point from  w hich th ey  can n o t re trea t. They have now  

en te red  th e  coun try  o f fully developed  c h a rac te rs , com plex sociodynam ic 

s itua tions, new  m etap h y sics  and  an  indigenous poetry  (the specia l realm  of 

A ugust W ilson), w h ere  th e  poin ts to  be m ade in th e  issu es are no t really 

new  or unknow n. T h e y - th e  d ra m a tis ts -c a n  only con tinue  to  evolve from  

w here  th ey  are.
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